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Editorial 

THE PRESENT ISSUE covers two main themes: the thrust of the Church’s 
evangelisation of Aboriginal people, both in its theological dimension and 
historically; and the complex implications of social development work. 

NYMU has returned to Daly River: the change of postal address, telephone 
etc. should be noted by correspondents. Our hopes are that the initial vision 
can finally be realised there - Deo volepte et adiuvante. 

In spite of an increase in geographical distance between NYMU and Nunga- 
linya College, it looks as though we are finding a context of fruitful interaction. 

Martin Wilson MSC 



ABORIGINAL RELIGION AND CHRISTIANITY: 

IDEOLOGICAL SYMBOLISM, 
RiTUAL SACRAMENTAISM 

M.J. WILSON MSC 

I: ABORIGINAL RELIGION AND CHRISTIAN MISSIONS 

THE THEME OF THIS PAPER is an investigation of the congruence between Aboriginal religion 
and Christianity on a twofold dimension: (1) as systems of belief about the religious character 
of the world, and (2) as systems of ritual action whereby human society has access to the world- 
founding power or powers. The investigation issues in a practical missiological proposal. 

Anthropologists and Missions 

The standard complaint of anthropologists against Christian missions to Aborigines is that 
the missions are destructive of their culture, of their society. 

In defence the missions can summon many witnesses to their good character, even anthro- 
pologists of high repute. For example W.E.H. Stanner. There would be few anthropologists who 
have enjoyed a relationship with one mission as long as he with Port Keats and one characteris- 
ed by such a degree of mutual respect at that. He went in with the first missionaries on one of 
their two luggers in 1935 and paid his farewell visit only a year or so before his death. One could 
be amazed that he managed to keep the missionaries’ high regard over such a length of time. I 
think it was mainly because he was a man of understanding. He understood so well both the 
persons and the issues on both sides of the cultural interface that he did not annoy with facile 
criticisms that raise a laugh but can’t be sustained. He gave credit where he considered it was 
due, and his criticisms in matter and style were such as to require serious consideration as the 
only reasonable response. 

The principal commendation he gave to the Christian missions was 
that it was on the mission stations, and there almost alone, that for something 

like a century the aborigines found that European society and culture had a com- 
passionate element. (1967:5) 

He did not criticise the Port Keats mission, and by implication the other Christian missions, 
for seeking converts - ‘proselytising’. He was aware that such was their deliberate goal. As he 
wrote in 1954, ‘I am unaware of any scientific grounds on which mission purposes can be 

Paper presented at AASR Conference, Melbourne University, and AAS Conference, University of NSW, 
August 1982. 
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criticised. I do not do so.’ However he went on to add, ‘But this does not apply to methods’. 
Principally he saw no reason why the missionaries failed to distinguish between ‘what might be 
called “essential” Christianity and the Western cultural forms in which it is now expressed’, so 
as to avoid destruction of the social organisation of Aboriginal life, ‘arbitrary interference with 
aboriginal marriage and family rules; the needless suppression of customs, . . . the restriction of 
liberties, and so on.’ (1967) 

In the paper just cited (1967) he continued: ‘I consider it high time that the Christian 
churches made a serious attempt to understand the religious background of aboriginal life.’ 
That background he proceeded to sum up in half a dozen propositions of religious philosophy 
- to which he sometimes added a seventh, e.g. in papers written 1972 and 1976 (his Charles 
Strong lecture during the inaugural AASR Conference). 

Stanner cited with approval (1967:2, 20) Fr Osmund Thorpe’s analysis of the causes of 
failure for the first Catholic mission to Aborigines (on Stradbroke Island, Queensland, 1843-47). 
Thorpe (1949:67) adduced, beside the effects of contact, ‘ignorance of the inner significance 
of aboriginal laws and customs’. Stanner believed that the same defect was still operative. On 
several occasions he specially excepted the Pallotine missionary, Fr. E.A. Worms.’ Regarding 
the rest he considered that, the religious philosophy implicit in Aboriginal belief and ritual was 
‘still only variably appreciated by Christian missionaries to the aborigines - by some, not at ah; 
by others, very sensitively understood.’ 

Correspondingly, Stanner believed that Aborigines on the whole have not really been contact- 
ed on the level of internal belief and conviction by the Christian missionaries.2 

Aborigines have been notably sceptical about the revelatory character of Christian- 
ity; they grasp its redemptive character not at all; its historical character eludes 
them; its evangelical impulse puzzles them - ‘what are they really doing here?’ 

(1967:20) 

Christian Missionaries and Aboriginal R&&on 

In the earlier days of the Christian missions the failure to contact was quite deliberate on the 
part of most, if not all missionaries. The common opinion amongst the secular experts, shared 
even by some clergymen, was that the Aborigines simply had no religion of their own for 
Christianity to c0ntact.j 

More commonly these days not a few Christian missionaries consider that the traditional 
religion, as ‘pagan’, must be replaced by Christianity: there can be no interpretation, no syncre- 
tism. Such is the theme of a recent paper by Fr Dan O’Donovan, ‘The Inter-Religious Dialogue’ 
(Nelen Yubu No. 11, 1982:3-22). O’Donovan proposes a sympathetic understanding of the 
mood and spirit of Aboriginal religion, so that Christianity can be presented in a way that 
avoids creating a cultural gap of unfulfilled needs in the spirit of the Christian Aboriginal 
(pp.14-22) but the Aboriginal convert to Christianity must reject whatever there is of religious 
content in his traditional way of life if he chooses to become Christian (p.6). Of course, the 
Aboriginal person is quite free to decide against conversion and must in no way be pressured 
into it (p.7). If he does decide to become Christian, he may retain whatever there is of non- 
religious content in his traditional way (p.6) - which is the minimum that Stanner was asking 
for in his 1954 paper quoted above. 

Disapproval of Synyncretism 

O’Donovan seeks support for his condemnation of syncretism, even of the ‘Christocentric 

4 
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syncretism’ being sought in the ambit of the World Council of Churches (cf. O’Donovan 1982: 
3-S), by adducing a statement from the Second Vatican Council’s Decree on Missionary Activity. 
The statement (Ad Gentes No. 22) proposes that the wisdom, learning, customs and traditions 
of the peoples are already situated within the heritage of Christ. In order that this intrinsic 
virtual orientation of these pre-Christian values be brought to actualisation there is required 
within each socio-cultural bloc theological research by means of which the words and deeds of 
Revelation as contained in the Scriptures and Christian tradition will be subjected to a new 
examination or ‘scrutiny’. From such a re-examination there can emerge a clearer perception of 
the ways in which Christian belief cad be understood in the context of that culture bloc’s 
religious philosophy, and its customs, general outlook and social order can be fitted into the 
Christian way. If adaptation is sought on this deep level, there is no danger of syncretism (in the 
sense of some artificial botch-patch) but rather the Christian life will be adapted to the genius 
of each culture and the traditional riches specific to the various peoples will be assumed into 
Christian unity, in which state they should be conserved in a more perfect condition than they 
existed in before evangelisation took place. 

I am sure the reader at this stage will want to go back over my last paragraph, feeling he 
must have dropped the thread of my argument somewhere. The quotation from Vatican Council 
adduced by O’Donovan seems to be proposing the very opposite of his thesis! And I submit 
that such is indeed the case. 

I think O’Donovan with a certain mental’pre-set, has fastened upon the phrase ‘every appear- 
ance of syncretism and false particularism can be excluded’ which states his case exactly when 
the context is neglected. Also, in reporting the quotation, he omitted the sentence recommend- 
ing the programme of theological research within each socio-cultural bloc. Neglect of that con- 
sideration spoilt his perception, I believe, of the drift of the argument. It is significant that the 
proposed reexamination (‘novae investigation?) should have as its object the contents of 
Christian revelation in view of their possible accommodation to the local culture. The more 
common view, even among the most favourably disposed missionaries, is that it is the local 
culture that is subjected to scrutiny: the contents of Revelation are treated as an invariable 
datum.4 

Outline of Theological Research 

What I propose to do in this paper is to sketch the outline of the theological research that 
should be done by Christian missionaries in the Aboriginal context. The issue is, what sense can 
a Christian make of Aboriginal religion? I propose that two theological operations can be per- 
formed in the areas of belief and ritual which can be called ‘ideological symbolism’ and ‘ritual 
sacramentalism’ respectively. They mediate between Christian and Aboriginal religions on a 
level of principle: as such they lay down the pattern for a ‘profound adaptation’, in the words 
of the Vatican Council decree referred to above, in such a way that particular adaptations per- 
formed on the practical level would avoid ‘every appearance of syncretism or of false particular- 
ism’ (ibid.) if performed carefully according to that pattern. 

Land Rights: Religious Title 

If the two principles can help a non-Aboriginal Christian make good sense of Aboriginal 
mythology and ritual, they also provide a means whereby non-Aboriginal persons like politicians, 
social activists, anthropologists, anyone in fact irrespective of his/her Christian commitment, 
can promote without humbug various Aboriginal causes like land rights and the protection of 
sacred sites. This consideration merits some attention. 
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If one has a problem with Aboriginal religion, one must have a problem with Aboriginal land 
rights, because they are reIigiously based. Even in the Government Act (1976) the traditional 
owners of an area of land are defined as those who ‘have common spiritual affiliation to a site 
on the land’ (3, I). And it is surely tautologous to state that sacred sites, the objects of further 
legislation and much public concern of recent years, are places of religious significance. The 
religious element is not merely accessory in these two inter-related cases: because of it Aborigines 
have been given a type of right in land that is different in kind from what other Australian 
citizens are entitled to. Major sites are supposedly inviolable, to the extent that the whole nation 
can be in turmoil over a‘mining company’s desire to drill near them, even at a fantastic rate of 
financial compensation. 

One has a problem in supporting such highly privileged titles if one has a problem with 
Aboriginal religion. One’s problem can be with the second element in the conjunction, i.e. 
religion. If one believes all religion lacks objective value, is a deception, a psychological infirmity 
or whatever, one might tolerate religion out of respect for other people’s feelings, and one 
might defend Aboriginal rights to land as a common right, but one cannot really justify the 
sacredness nor, consequently, the absolute inviolability of a title, nor could one honestly find 
firmly founded and not in need’of substantial amendment an Act which bases title in religious 
affiliation. I find myself bemused when I listen to non-religious persons talking vehemently 
about the inviolability of Aboriginal sacred sites. 

One has a different sort of problem if one’s difficulty is with the first element of the con- 
junction, i.e. the specifically Aboriginal type of religion. When Australian church people speak 
in support of Aboriginal land rights, they generally appeal to justice not to the basis of Aboriginal 
title in religion as Aborigines themselves do.’ In the book Land Rights: A Christian Perspective 
by Derek Carne (1980) commissioned by the Australian Council of Churches and the Catholic 
Commission for Justice and Peace as the resource book for their joint campaign to educate the 
Christian churches on Aboriginal land rights, the basis for Aboriginal title in traditional religion 
was clearly stated (especially pp.l8-20, 33-43). The main emphasis of the book was for justice, 
as its second sub-title indicates: ‘A Social Justice Resource Book’. But when it came to the 
Christian response to claim of title in religion, it did not go beyond the biblical appeal to 
justice. As far asit went the book is quite admirable, but to my mind it only touched the central 
issue in one sentence on p.144: 

The national interest cannot be invoked as an open permit for Governments to 
permit the rights of indigenous peoples to be overridden, particularly because 
economic and land rights are for such peoples intimately tied to their religious rights. 
(my emphasis) 

The sponsors of the book were not unaware of this central weakness of their programme. They 
acknowledged (viva uoce) that some Bishops had put the question to them, ‘But what reality do 
these creative beings like the sleeping goanna at Noonkanbah have? Can a title based in a false 
religion be, to that extent, a well founded title?’ 

What religious significance do Aboriginal myths and rituals have for Christians whose faith is 
set by God’s revelation in and through Christ? 
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II: IDEOLOGICAL SYMBOLISM 

Religion has a triple element: belief expressible in formulas; action inspired by belief, express- 
ed in rituals; canons of right behaviour expressible in moral codes. In this paper I shall not con- 
cern myself with the third element. 

Mythology 

It is commonly acknowledged that Aboriginal belief is expressed in mythology. The exact 
definition of ‘myth’ is a matter of academic debate, cf. Hiatt 1975:1-23. Mircea Eliade accepts 
as the least inadequate (because the most embracing) definition of myth that it ‘narrates a sacred 
history’ (1975:3). It is an account of origins in primordial time of what ‘really’ happened. It 
establishes things as they really are, underneath their appearances as objects of ordinary sense 
perception - ‘that heap of stones is the Yam-Man!’ Hence it reveals the sacredness of the world, 
the conditions and limitations of life that man must accept. By knowing the myth, however, 
one is made privy to the inner secret of things, and one is admitted into the sacred, that is, into 
some participation in the power of the first making. Stories, legends, fables lack one or more of 
these characteristics . . . 

The Aboriginal myths account for the formation of the land, social organisation, the com- 
munity of man, land and nature, items of culture, the major phases of life and their rituals, 
birth, death and after-life. 

They are stories about tremendous happenings involving beings that acted at times like men 
and women except that everything about them was stupendously magnified - their power, 
their self-will, their vices; at times like birds, animals, fish. They simply appeared out of the 
earth or sea, or were said to be self-generated (cf. Stanner 1966:161-2) or were ‘born out of 
their own eternity’ (ultjiru - cf. Strehlow 1978: 15) and now are present in the stars, in water- 
holes, trees, rocks, hills and other land forms that are their present bodies, and in sacred objects 
(t&unga) that are their ‘other bodies’. 

When one starts interpreting myths in detail, one becomes involved in extraordinary compli- 
cations. For me the basic and clearly established value of Claude L&i-Strauss’s structuralist 
hermeneutics is the realisation that myths are not simple naive stories but complex statements 
of belief expressed in concrete figurative codes. Remaining on the general level, I would say 
that they are pieces of ideological symbolism. ‘Ideological’, because they are statements of 
belief about basic principles of reality. ‘Symbolism’, because the statements are in the form 
of metaphor. 

Christian Ideology 

Christian ideology uses three principal forms of language. If I might use Thomistic termino- 
logy, I would say that much of Revelation is in the ‘univocal’ mode: historical statements about 
happenings that took place within our own world of men and things. Much is in the ‘analogical’ 
mode, as when we speak of beings whose existence and action we can affirm but whose mode 
of being we can imagine and conceptualise only in forms connatural to ourselves, which forms 
we must go on to deny as being any part of the higher being’s proper entity. Thus we affirm 
that God (the ground of being) is creator (i.e. one who makes, but out of nothing). We say he is 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit, though we know conception did not take place and so forth. We 
say they are ‘persons’, but in a way more unlike the way we are persons than like it. Thirdly, 
our Christian ideology uses metaphor, poetry - ‘God is angry’ etc. 
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Aboriginal ideology: Narrative Metaphor 
I propose that the Aboriginal religious ideology is mainly in the form of narrative metaphor. 

The ‘Dreamtime’ myths are in effect the original statements from which (along with the rituals) 
Stanner distilled the seven propositions, referred to earlier, of Aboriginal religious philosophy - 
that the world is full of signs of provident spirits, that human persons have value, live under 
spiritual authority according to a discipline that they assent to and celebrate in a context of 
mystery. 

As re-expressed thus in our own sort of terms, we non-Aboriginal Christians feel we are deal- 
ing with a valuable, deeply metaphysical and authentically religious ideology. And so does, or 
can, the Aboriginal Christian feel who prefers to assent to the propositions in their original 
form, not translated, i.e. in their mythological mode, as expressions of ideological symbolism. 

Christian Understanding 

I am not saying that all the items of religious belief so symbolised are necessarily acceptable 
to a Christian. Like any other culture, Aboriginal culture must be deeply challenged by Christi- 
anity, to be fulfilled often. only by being transformed into what it was by innate tendency but 
could not reach with its own resources. All the same, the Aboriginal religious philosophy seems 
to be so full of significance (however masked), so close to being a mysticism (if it isn’t one al- 
ready - cf. Stanner 1979:123, 1976:25) that it is a great shame to tell an Aborigine that he 
must abandon all that as pagan nonsense if he wants to become a Christian. 

As I reported in a note I wrote in Nelen Yubu No. 6 (1980:34) on a course of lectures about 
Aboriginal religion, I was distressed to hear an Aborigine who, after telling me solemnly about 
the danger of disturbing some mythological being by shifting the stones on its hill, went on to 
add, cocking an eye at me, ‘It’s all humbug, you know.’ In a literal sense, yes. But as a figurative 
statement of the fact that this world is sacred because of the supportive immanence of God’s 
creative and sustaining power, it is a statement that is immeasurably true. 

Again, in another issue (No. 4) I recounted the belief of people in the area of the Daly River 
Reserve in a father-figure in the sky, Nugumanj, the source of especially good things. I would 
not want to say that Nugumanj @tanner spelt it as ‘NogZmain’) was really ‘God’, nor that he 
was a relic of a primitive and lost monotheism. He was rather a statement of belief in a cate- 
gory of supernatural fatherhood, so much so that when the people heard the missionary priest 
preaching about God the Father in the early days of the mission at Port Keats, some of the old 
people began to wonder if he really meant Nugumanj. But others told them that of course he 
didn’t: all that was pagan nonsense that has to be forgotten! And so was lost a point of contact 
between the old religion and Christianity that would have allowed the new Christians to feel 
very much at home when they recited the Lord’s prayer, ‘Our father, who art in heaven . . .’ 

Practical Proposal 

What I am proposing is that the Aboriginal mythologies be used by the Christian Aboriginal 
churches in conjunction with the received Hebrew mythologies and sacred history (Heils- 
geschichte) of the Old Testament as part of their preparation for the gospel of Christ, their 
‘praeparatio evangelica’. It is not a matter of cleverly concocting some sort of ideological 
pastiche of bits and pieces of mythological and biblical stories (that is the syncretism to be 
deprecated) but of identifying, contacting and pressing into service the categories of religiosity 
operative within the people’s psyche. The parallel task is to follow out the research programme 
indicated by the Vatican Council decree referred to earlier, i.e. to identify those elements of 
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Christian belief and practice that correspond to the categories, so that the seed of the Word 
may be planted in the soil already prepared by the hidden operation of divine Wisdom over the 
ages (cf..dd Gpntes nn. 3,9; Kuangelii Nuntiandi 1975, nn. 53, 63). For instance, in conscientisa- 
tion courses conducted at the Daly River Centre the story and figure of Moses was given great 
prominence (cf. iVr+n k’ubu No. 1 ~ then called 7’racks - p.19-20; No. 6, p.23; No. 9, p.26; 
No. 10, p.24) because, I suspect, he is a culture-hero somewhat in the style of Galalang, Djamar 
or Kunmanggur. I spelt out the proposal briefly in my Nczu, Old and Y’irnc+ss (1979:43-44). Fr 
Dan O’Donovan has taken it up positively, explicitating in some detail the implicit Jungian 
terminology (N&n Yo6u No. 11 pp.14-17). So that he and I find ourselves in the strange 
position of making the same practical proposal regarding Aboriginal religious thought vis-a-vis 
Christianity while disagreeing on the ideological basis for it! 

Neither is what I am proposing impractical or unacceptable. It is already being done in places 
involved in creative evangelisation. I am merely offering an ideological basis for that part of 
present practice so as to support and promote it further; and also to provide to unbelievers a 
reasonable account of what ‘we are about (cf. I Pet. 3 : 15). 

III: KITUAL SYMBOLISM 

In the early days of anthropology (which were also the early days of Christian missions to 
Aboriginal peoples) the rituals were viewed as exercises in magic, that irrational sort of activity 
that was seen as congruent with the supposed ‘pi-e-logical mentality’ of simple peoples. In the 
preceding part of this paper I have endeavoured to show that Aboriginal religious ideology is 
not quaint and naive but is a complex exercise of intelligence in a mode that is quite legitimate 
but only secondary in Christian theology, i.e. the figurative manner of conception and expression. 
Correspondingly, I wish to maintain here that Aboriginal ritual activity is caricatured if subsum- 
ed universally under the rubric ‘magic’. Conversely, if it is subsumed under the Christian cate- 
gory of ‘sacrament’, it is both more appropriately appreciated in its own right and is immediately 
understandable by and relevant to Christians. 

Swrunwnt: Stannrr and I:lkin 

I note parenthetically that ‘sacrament’ functions variably in the different contemporary 
forms of Christianity. As my own experience and immediate interest is in Catholicism, where 
sacrament is a central and highly developed value, in speaking about the Christian use of sacra- 
ment, I shall intend the Catholic form, and I leave it to members of other denominations to 
introduce privately what qualifications they consider appropriate into my presentation. 

In a published set of lectures I gave in 1978 within the general topic of this paper I have 
developed the outline of what I see to be the relevance of the Christian concept of sacramentality 
to Aboriginal religious ritual: XPW, Old und Tirn&ss: pointers towards un /I boriginul thwlog~ 
(1979:52-63). Briefly, I argued that Kenneth Maddock (1974:116, 129) travestied Aboriginal 
religion when he interpreted the rituals as ‘a screen of deception and symbolism’ and the 
ideology as manifesting ‘a false consciousness’ through the process of psychological alienation. 
I followed Stanner’s lead in treating the rituals as sacramental, but against his precautionary 
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strictures had to defend my usage of ‘sacrament’, in the sense it bears in Christian theology. 
Though the term is obviously borrowed from the Christian tradition, Stanner did not want his 
material to be used in a sectarian sense, nor in support of special theories of comparative 
religion. However, his whole interpretative framework bears an undeniably Christian stamp 
upon it.” Finally, I exemplified the sacramental character of Aboriginal ritual from some of 
T.G.H. Strehlow’s writings about Aranda ritual, as also did Elkin in his 1969 paper that I shall 
refer to presently. 

The use of ‘sacrament’ and ‘sacramental’ as an interpretative hermeneutic for Aboriginal 
ritual has a short but interesting history. In his classic handbook The Australian Aborigines 
(1938/1974) A.P. Elkin mentioned ‘sacramental’ in a hesitant manner twice on one page 
(1974:223). In increase rituals, the Aborigines might blow powder from a ‘kangaroo’ stone - 

Perhaps we could say they are sending or taking out sacramental expressions of the 
ideas or conceptions of kangaroo . . . or that they are actually (in their belief) trans- 
ferring a portion of the life of the sacred stone and what it represents to the 
country . . . But whatever be our philosophical, sacramental and symbolical inter- 
pretation, we realise that the sacred stone or heap is not, for them, just stone or 
earth . . . 

In the June 1960 Oceania article that forms the second chapter in On Aboriginal Religion 
(1966) Stanner took up ‘the general idea of “sacramentalism” ‘(1966:28), citing as precedents 
Robertson-Smith (1889), Roheim (1945) and Elkin (no date mentioned). He goes on to define 
it thus: 

The main rite [Punj] is marked by the use of external and visible signs betokening 
man’s dependency on otherworldly powers for an endowment and flow of life- 
benefits. It is the set of relations which obtain between these elements which con- 
stitutes sacrament&m. Men act through signs towards the ground of dependency; 
the flow is accompanied - or is held to be - by external signs signifying that a 
solidary relation holds between that ground and men; and in this way the acts, signs 
and flow not only interpenetrate each other but in a long established and involuted 
religious system compenetrate each other, that is, pervade each other in every part. 
In a sense Murinbata religion is sacramental&t through and through. It could be 
described as a totemic sacramentalism. (1966:28) 

A Christian theologian will recognise in this definition the standard traits of ‘sacrament’ as 
classically defined: summarily, ‘a sacred visible sign which effects what it symbolises’. Nowa- 
days the ecclesial (social), personal and celebratory notes are emphasised more than used to be 
the case - which only heightens the homomorphism with the essential structure of Aboriginal 
ritual.’ 

In a paper he wrote in 1962 (‘Religion, Totemism and Symbolism’) Stanner criticised 
missionaries for failing to note the sacramental character of customs they disapproved of, and 
he added that 

. . . it was a blindness of the mind’s eye, not just poor observation or lack of infor- 
mation that made the ritual uses of water, blood, earth and other substances, in 
combination with words, gestures, chants, songs, and dances, all having for the 
Aborigines a compelling authority, appear to Europeans mere barbarisms without 
sacramental quality. (1979:141) 

A few years later (1969) Elkin published in Oceania a paper on ‘Elements of Australian 
Aboriginal Philosophy’ in which the sacramental theme is heavily emphasised. Elkin makes no 
mention of dependency on Stanner; rather, the article appears as the fruit of his cogitations 
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over the years on the Dreaming - present as some Kantian noumena under the natural 
phenomena that are its ‘sacramental repository’, and ‘operative sacramentally in ritual’. In his 
Charles Strong lecture of 1976, Stanner commented in some detail on this essay of Elkin’s. He 
was distrustful of any attempt ,fo make philosophers in the Greek sense of the term out of 
Aborigines, but in his own way! he reaffirmed those central conceptions in regard to the Abori- 
ginal WeZton&ouurzg that he and Elkin had come to hold in common: an ontology expressed 
in symbols and a religious economy that unfolds itself in a sacramental liturgy. 

IV: CONCLUSION 

In view of the work of the two leaders in Australian anthropology whom I have mainly quoted 
in this paper, Elkin and Stanner, it is hard to imagine how scholars could ever have denied that 
Aborigines even had religion. If what I propose in terms of ideological symbolism and ritual 
sacramentalism is true, it has to be maintained that Aboriginal religion is not only authentic 
but bears a remarkable congruence with Christianity especially as a system of ritual action. 
Those Christian missionaries who reject the possibility of interpenetration between Christianity 
and Aboriginal religion because of the latter’s ‘paganism’ at least give it the final accolade of 
recognising its religious authenticity. While’1 agree with them that syncretic botch-patches are 
to be avoided, I must maintain that in theory at least they appear to be out of kilter with the 
positive and open stance of the contemporary pilgrim Church vis-a’-vis non-Christian religions. 
The pity of it all is that Aboriginal religion has such a profound spiritual richness about it. 
When I think of Aboriginal religious culture I remember immediately J. Masson’s (1972) ex- 
pression of the Christian missionary imperative: ‘These people are too good for Christ not to 
have them in his Church.’ While the destructive impact of European colonial and post-colonial 
society continues to erode the basis of Aboriginal identity, the very salvation (in all senses) of 
the culture could be achieved in and by the Christian church, but only on a twofold condition. 
The Christians need to be open to a spiritual way that is very different from their own on the 
phenomenological level. Correspondingly, the Aboriginal people must come to terms with the 
secret, esoteric nature of their traditional religion - which they cannot possibly do as long as 
Christian missionaries proscribe it. 

I am reminded once more of the wondering comment (reported by Stanner) made by an 
Aboriginal man as he was watching the spraying of water in a cruciform pattern upon an initiand 
in the course of an initiation ceremony.-Thinking of the Christian form of Baptism - and of all 
the other deep similarities between the Aboriginal and Christian ways, he felt his own people 
had got as close to Christianity as men could on their own. As he put it, We blackfellows just 
missed!’ The final gift of the Christ, which transforms, and so conserves, all that went before it, 
is simply that, a gift. And it is this completing, transforming, all-saving gift that.t&,Christian 
church can hand over to Aboriginal peoples. Such a conservation, because a living one, can be 
much more effective than any number of museums or anthropological monographs. 

FOOTNOTES 

1 (1967:8) ‘I can think of no one whose insight end empathy could compare with, let alone exceed, that of 
the late Fr Worms. ’ 

2 cf. Chester Street, ‘Toward a Murrinh-pathadefinedneed for repentance’inNeJen Yubu No. 12,1982:12-21. 
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3 cf. Berndt 1974:I:l; T.G.H. St&low 1978:8-9 @&nciug Frazer). A favourite quotation of Stanner’s 
is Rev. John Dunmore Lang: the Aborigines have ‘nothing whatever of the character of reli#on or of 
religious obse- to distingukh them from the beasts that Perish’. 

4 It might be worthwhile to reproduce the official Latin text. Ad Gentes, n. 22 . . . ‘Equidem ad instar 
oeconomiae Incarnationis, EfxIesiae novdlae in Cbisto radicatae Apostolorumque fundamento supera- 
edifkatae, in admirabile comxnercium assumunt omnes divitias nationurn quae Christy datae sunt in 
haereditatem. Ipsae e suorum populorum consuetudinibus et traditionibus, sapientia et doctrina, artibus 
et dIscipIinis, ea omnia mutuantur quae ad gloriam Creatoris confitendam, ad 9ratiam Salvatoris ilhutran- 
dam et ad vitam christianam rite ordinandam conferee possunt. 

‘Ad hoc propositw assequendum necesse est, ut in unoquoque magna territorio socio~lturali, uti 
aiunt, ea cousideratio theologica stimuletur qua, praelucente Traditione universalii EccIesiae, facta et 
verba a Deo revelata, in Sacris Litteris consignata et ab Ecclesiae Patribus et Magisterio expIIcata, novae 
inveatigationi subiiciantur. Sic c&us percipietur quibus viis fides, ratione habita philosophise vel sapien- 
the populorum, quaerere possit intellecturn, et quibus modis consuetudines, vitae sensus et socialis ordo, 
cum moribus revelatione divina significatis, componi queant. Inde patebunt viae ad profundiorem apta- 
tioney in toto ambitu vitae christianae. Hoc agendi mode omnis syncretismi et false particu&rismi species 
sedudetur, vita christiana ingenio indolique cuiusque culturae accommodabitur, tradiones particulares 
CUID propriis cuiusque familiae gentium dotibus lute Evangelic illustratis, in unitatem catholicam assumentur.. 

5 e.g. Rrurrambu In Yule 1980: ‘. . The land is of social and economic significance to us. But above all it 
is of religious signifi-e too. ’ 

6 When doins his fieldwork o,n the &j ceremony which resulted in the Oceania artides (1959-63) that are 
collected together as On Aboriginal Religion ( 1%6), he was lent by Bishop 0 ‘LoughIin of Darwin a book 
on the theology of the Eucharist as a sacrament-sacrifice by E. Masure (1944) The Christian Sacrifice. He 
thought of it as extremely good anthropology (personal communication, Bishop O’toughlin). His presen- 
tation of ‘sacrifice’ and ‘sacrament’, the essential themes of his interpretation of the Punj, are identical 
v&b Masure’s. He did not cite the book and when questioned by me about it, replied that he had read 
quite a number of theological works so that he did not identify individual sources. I rather guess that he 
thought acknowledgement of such sources would have had a negative effect on his peers in anthropology. 
For the purposes of my thesis in this essay, it is a pity he wz% so cautious. 

7 For example, a recent definition of a Christian sacrament: ‘A saaament is a festive action in which 
Christians aasexnble to celebrate their Iived experience and to c.aU to heart their common story. The action 
is a symbol of God’s care for us in Christ. Enacting tbe symbol brings us closer to one another in the 
Church and to the Lord Who is there for us.’ (Tad Guzie 198153) 
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SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS QF FUNDING 

ABORIGINAL GROUPS 

BERNARDA.CLARKE 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN funding arrangements and the people the funds are intended 
to help has been a subject of debate over the past fifty years. Government involvement in the 
care and support of the underprivileged received a large impetus from the realisation that 
charity deprived the recipient of dignity. It came to be seen that survival was a right which 
should not depend on the benevolence of a few. Again, closer to home the kind of funding 
support which was reflected in the ration system was seen to denigrate the Aboriginal recipients 
and undermine their own sense of responsibilty and dignity. Many of those in this Conference 
have known that process in their earlier days, and few would wish to return to it. It created a 
debilitating kind of dependence on those, who through the ration, controlled almost every 
aspect of life on settlements and missions. We should know well that the way we distribute 
funds has a major impact on the social life of the recipients, for we have seen the effects of 
different ways of funding, and we have observed quite massive changes in the behaviour of 
Aboriginal communities, part of which is directly related to the methods of funding. It would 
be very foolish to assume that the simple substitution of cash for kind automatically leads to 
the kind of social behaviour and social development which has been variously defined in policy 
objectives like self determination and self management. In fact I hope to show that the policy 
objectives which both Labour and Liberal-Country Party Governments have enunciated are 
undermined and sometimes even directly thwarted by the delivery of funds aimed to support 
and achieve that policy. 

Policy 
I know that policy has often been far from precise both in expression and implementation. 

It has had a general direction emphasising the importance of treating Aboriginal communities 
as adult, mature entities capable of the major and minor decisions affecting everyday life. It 
has aimed towards communities increasingly capable of sustaining themselves socially and, as 
far as possible, economically. In order to avoid debate on policy I leave it as general as this, 
because I would expect we can all accept that broad basis. In pursuit of this kind of objective 
funds have been directed to Aboriginal communities cutting out, as far as possible, intermedi- 
aries like mission societies. A proliferation of councils, associations and companies have been 

Rev Bernard Clarke, then Director of Mission in the Uniting Church, NT (now Associate General Secretary in 
the Commission for World Mission (Sydney), presented this paper at the Missions and Government Advisory 
Conference, Darwin, 1978. It is also distributed as No. 2 of the Nuqalinya Occasional Bulletins. 
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formed which are legally entitled to receive Government funds, and which, at least from a legal 
point of view are controlled and owned by Aboriginal people. Into these organisations the 
Government has poured millions of dollars. When compared to funding some ten years ago, the 
amounts are quite staggering. Furthermore, the way in which many councils have responded to 
the responsibility of controlling such expenditures has exceeded the wildest speculations that 
some of us may have been inclined to make in 1964 when I arrived in the Territory. I do not 
subscribe to Joh Bjelke-Peterson’s somewhat jaundiced view of what has been happening in the 
Northern Territory. I take the view that Aboriginal people have proved their capacity. I also 
take the view that some of this development has been in spite of the funding arrangements and 
certainly not because of them. To put it another way, changes in policy made it possible for 
people to demonstrate their responsibility in spite of the way funds were channelled to them. 

The objective of on-going Aboriginal communities who no longer exploit their environment 
as hunter gatherers implies some changes in social organisation. Larger groups are involved. 
Institutions have to be adapted so that decisions can be made which cut across clan boundaries. 
Methods of social control have to be evolved so that disputes can be settled peacefully and new 
social challenges such as petrol sniffmg and alcohol abuse can be met and overcome. The tech- 
nological skills to be acquired have to be fitted into a system which acknowledges the impor- 
tance of the contribution made by the new and younger technocrats, while preserving the 
importance of the clan leaders and older men. Without them the whole system collapses and 
instead of social development we are faced with social disintegration. In this whole process a 
new economic foundation must be laid. Those with the spirit and capacity to emerge as 
Aboriginal entrepreneurs have a most critical role to play in the emergence of some kind of 
economic structure which will reduce the almost total dependence on outside funding. I, per- 
sonally, find little evidence that the Govermnent, and particularly the Treasury, places a very 
high emphasis on whether their funding arrangements help or hinder this process. Instead I 
am sure, in purely financial terms these controls limit the funds to the purpose for which they 
are given, but at the same time the funds are less and less efficient in support of the basic policy 
objectives. 

Earlier Small-Scale Operations 

When I arrived in the Northern Territory as a raw recruit for MOM there were a number of 
small operations on Aboriginal communities. They made important contributions to the 
economy of the communities concerned. Without them the Church could not have operated. 
Both Aboriginal people of all ages and the mission staff operated them with the seriousness 
more appropriate to a major economic enterprise. They included fishing, timber milling, cattle, 
market gardens, oyster harvesting, dairying and arts and crafts. In addition some clans obtained 
pin money by hunting or fishing and selling their catch locally. I well remember the amusement 
of some members of the Welfare Branch when the activities of a small group of buffalo hunters 
were included in the report from Goulburn. Well, amusing or not, all economic initiative by 
Aboriginal people was taken seriously and encouraged with all the meagre resources of the 
Church. Now only arts and crafts remain as an enterprise attracting Aboriginal initiative and full 
participation. Most of the Aboriginal people who have demonstrated the will and capacity to 
become entrepreneurs are absorbed in the service industries, for at the moment they reward the 
man of initiative. Most older men and women are precluded from a rewarding contribution to 
the economic direction of their community. In other enterprises Aboriginal participation has 
been reduced to agreeing with the white manager in meetings and labouring under his super- 
vision in the field. 

15 



NELEN YUBU 

In addition to these operations, piece work and the letting of contracts to Aboriginal con- 
tractors were deliberately organised to reward initiative and hard work. An example of this was 
seen in the letting of contracts for the building of houses on some places. Airstrip maintenance, 
clearing work and fencing were other areas where this comes to my mind. None of this happens 
now, although some people are starting to talk about it again. 

The system under which these operations took place is not one to which we want to return, 
but the social impact of such schemes was positive. For one thing they tended to operate in 
support of clan structures so that many clans gained a measure of economic independence. The 
fact that without mission and Government the whole thing would have collapsed is less impor- 
tant than the fact that working in this way people were not beholden to anyone. They could 
feel they were determining what happened to them. Anyway, if they didn’t want to go on they 
just stopped. The fact is that they wanted to go on and took a professional pride in what they 
were doing. Then too, any profit earned was not deducted from the next year’s grant. The 
mission could use it in whatever way it wished. Believe me that was a great incentive! Oh, you 
say the mission could use it . . . that certainly isn’t self management. Too true . . . but I am not 
defending the policy of the time. I am saying that this aspect of it was much more socially 
constructive than the present system of funding. I am saying that the policy was wrong, but the 
funding methods were much better. 

Transition to Award Wages 

I believe the problems we now face go back to the introduction of training allowance, 
followed by award rates. In saying this I am not against award wages. The injustice of the earlier 
wage situation went on too long before it was corrected. No, my concern is that’the way in 
which they were introduced took no real account of the social implications. 

The decisions were applied as if the Australian conceptual framework applied to Aboriginal 
communities, which is nonsense. If it did there would be no need for either the funds, or people 
committed to work with Aboriginal communities. 

In the very least, as we were all well aware at the time, the coming of award wages increased 
dramatically, perhaps tenfold, the spending power. of Aboriginal communities. Economically 
those communities were structured on a low wage system. They went bust and became com- 
pletely dependent on Government funds. Two factors were then at work at the same time. 
Communities were faced with the problem of affluence. It is no accident that alcoholism and 
other indices of social disorder in Aboriginal communities got out of hand at that time. At the 
same time a massive economic readjustment led to the unemployment of the entrepreneur and 
older people were economically disadvantaged as against the young. The new system favoured 
two kinds of people. The young Aboriginal boy or girl who had been encouraged by mission or 
Government and had a good command of English. If he or she also had a pretty clear under- 
standing of the values and attitudes of the wider Australian society so much the better. The 
second groupadvantaged were the steady workers who had been involved in the service activities, 
such as hygiene workers and the like. It was and is a crazy kind of topsyturvy system. It does 
very little to support an ongoing social system which’is developing from the experience and 
aspirations of the members of the society. It is a bastardised kind of thing providing no philo- 
sophical underpinning around which Aboriginal people can develop their social life in response 
to some clear economic framework. 
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Initiative 

So far I have used the word initiative a number of times, so it should be clear to all that I 
believe support of initiative is important in development, both economic and social develop- 
ment. I would want to qualify that by saying that social development depends on the initiative 
shown by Aboriginal people in seeking ways to achieve their own aspirations. Individuals are 
important in this, but they are less important than the relationship between the individual and 
his group. 

Individual initiative divorced from his group aids no one but himself and those outside the 
group who can make use of that initiative for their own purposes. The one way in which the 
kind of initiative which grows from a group’s aspirations is being encouraged at the present is 
in the outstation or homeland movement. That is another subject, an important one, but not 
part of this paper. Today I would simply stress that as an outlet for Aboriginal initiative. 

Obstacles to Initiative 

How, then, is the present system of funding preventing initiative, given the fact that award 
wages are here, and whatever the mistakes in their introduction we have to live with them? It 
can be most easily demonstrated in the system of funding economic enterprises. Economic 
development has been desired by Government and heavily supported with funds. The objective, 
as I understand it, was to encourage the establishment of viable economic enterprises run by 
Aboriginal people. If so, the result must be a great disappointment to Government, for I believe 
there are very few viable economic enterprises run by white empIoyees of Aboriginal organisa- 
tions. This is a very different kettle of fish indeed. Perhaps this would be acceptable if there 
was evidence of movement towards real Aboriginal control, but I can’t see it. The enterprises 
I am familiar with all show a similar depressing pattern on increasing, rather than decreasing, 
expatriate control. I believe the application and use of the term ‘viable’ has been most destruc- 
tive. In its name loans have been used as a basic method of financing enterprises. In so many 
cases the marginal nature of the enterprise has forced expatriate managers into an ever increas- 
ing bind as they try and service loans. In doing so, they are forced to be more and more authori- 
tarian in their role. This is further complicated by the concept of what is actually viable; and 
by the assumption that economic experts following the economic wisdom of the day are the 
best people to tell us how to make an enterprise viable. Well, maybe so, but the bones of their 
advice he rotting around nearly every Aboriginal community. As far as I can ascertain, the kind 
of advice offered has invariably required heavy capital expenditure, and has involved the use of 
increasingly complex technologies. Therefore, the loans are greater and the dependence on 
expatriates and their technical skill increased. I do not doubt for one moment that such advice 
is essential to a viable enterprise; when that means an enterprise which must service all its own 
capitalisation; and meet all costs of operations with a profit margin to boot. Such enterprises 
cannot be Aboriginal enterprises at this point of time. In these terms an Aboriginal enterprise 
cannot be viable. It is an enterprise by white people for black people. Not only is the tech- 
nology required unavailable, but the system of values and beliefs which oil the ongoing pro- 
cess of our wider system is only fair& grasped, and when grasped often rejected. 

Two Assumptions 

I challenge two assumptions which underlie the present funding arrangements. I do not 
challenge the objective. The first is that the way to achieve viable economic enterprises is by the 
application of more sophisticated technologies. We were working as trainers in Aboriginal 
communities for over twenty years and somehow Aboriginal people never seemed to get where 
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we wanted them to go. Only when we began to speak of self-determination and really offered 
Aboriginal people responsibility did they grasp it and exercise it. Only when economic enter- 
prises begin at a technological level within reach of Aboriginal people will they begin to control 
them and through their control of them learn the skills necessary to take further steps towards 
a more sophisticated technology. There is just no way people can really belong to an enterprise 
which is so far removed from their real aspirations and their current understanding of what life 
is all about. In its present form it is an expression of paternalism. It is given respectability 
because of the objective of Aboriginal self-management. The objective which is in no way being 
achieved. 

The second assumption I challenge is that an enterprise should be viable before it is worthy 
of support anyway. On this basis I guess we should say goodbye to a good bit of Australian 
enterprise protected by trade barriers or supported by Government subsidy of one kind or 
another. Why apply to Aboriginal communities an expectation which does not apply to many 
other Northern enterprises supported one way or another by Government? I find it incredible 
that Government will pay the wage bills for the services in communities in toto, and refuse to 
subsidise other operations on communities, which would be able to make a genuine contribu- 
tion to their community, albeit not as a viable enterprise. 

Example 

Galiwin’ku Fishing Company illustrates what I am trying to suggest. #en I arrived in 
Arnhem Land there was a small and viable fishing industry at Galiwin’ku. It was viable because 
the wage levels were so low that the Mission could afford to pay enough per pound for barra 
to enable fishermen to obtain a return higher than general wage levels. They were paid by 
pound and the fish was sold in the Darwin market. The industry was based on small boats 
similar, although more sturdily built. to those used for travelling. The same fishermen worked 
consistently over a long period of years. The coming of TA and award wages destroyed the 
basis of the industry. Therefore, Fisheries told us we had to have bigger boats; bigger boats were 
beyond us financially. Government funding was only available to incorporated entities, so if 
this expert advice was to be followed, the industry had to be formed into a company. When it 
was a company the Loans Commission could provide the wherewithal to obtain this magical 
new boat fitted with all the technological marvels of modern fishing. With the change to a 
company, individual expatriate employees of the company were able to move it in the direction 
they thought necessary, provided only that they sought the advice of the experts. The company 
was soon in trouble and has never been out of it. The direction it had to take isolated both the 
expatriate manager and the whole company from the people it was there to serve. Gradually at 
first, and then more quickly, the fishermen who had made this their livelihood left the com- 
mittee formed in their names and the fishing industry itself. 

Following this logic to its conclusion the fishing company is no longer associated with a par- 
ticular community, but operates out of Melville Bay. The fishermen in whose name the whole 
process began are trying to gain support for an industry within their technical capacity, based at 
Galiwin’ku. I hope Government listens to them for they have something worthwhile to say. 
Their wish to be fishermen has withstood a pretty heavy battering, an unnecessary battering. 
The industry could have been maintained at a technological level within their competence and a 
financial structure which would have enabled them to make a real contribution to their com- 
munity. Appropriate subsidy arrangements could have been made to enable a price per pound 
paid to the fishermen to maintain its relationship to the rewards being received by others on 
Galiwin’ku. I am perfectly aware that this does enough damage to Aboriginal communities. The 
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social implications of viability have not even been considered, although I believe its objective is 
really concerned with the social health of the communities being assisted. If other enterprises 
present in a community, or being proposed, could be examined with a view to their contribu- 
tion to the social life of the community, many future mistakes could be avoided. Then if the 
venture is also examined to ensure that the funding arrangements are conducive to the com- 
munity, then we may have a goer. 

Contradictions in Government Thinking 

I find the present thinking of Government hard to follow. Internal contradictions seem 
certain to deny them the worthwhile objectives espoused under the general term of self- 
management. On the one hand the Government seems to be hell-bent on a policy of deliberate- 
ly reducing the power, influence and number of white advisers; on the other it pursues practices 
of funding enterprises in a way that ensures that communities are more dependent than ever on 
expatriates. I have yet to find a protagonist of the system who can convincingly dispute this. 
This leads us into the next area of funding. The funding of Aboriginal communities in a more 
general sense seems to be structured so that the Government compensates for the withdrawal of 
its own workers and those of people employed by Mission societies by the use of expensive 
expatriates to interpret it and to ensure the funds still flow. 

The statement of intent in the Ministerial Directive to 1978/79 gives firm guidelines on self- 
management, self-sufficiency and Aboriginality. Yet these very guidelines seem to be contra- 
dicted as soon as they are expressed in financial terms. To me the Directive makes it clear that 
in a time of limited funding the Department will make decisions on a needs basis. The deter- 
mination of such needs is firmly in Departmental hands and white value judgements will finally 
decide the issue. 

Despite the statements on self-management, self-sufficiency and Aborigi&ty, the out- 
working of the paper has the clear imprimatur of Treasury and Departmental requirements. One 
can forgive the Government for assuming that following earlier excesses, enough is enough. It is 
harder to accept that in future the demands of public accounting will take precedence in the 
determination of development styles than Aboriginal aspirations. The Department is going to 
exercise closer control and power . . , this is quite firmly stated. 

The Minister says, ‘Aboriginality includes the recognition that Aboriginals have the right to 
retain, modify or develop their language, culture, customs, traditions and lifestyle in their own 
way. It can be expected that Aboriginal people will be concerned to promote, manage and 
develop special interests arising out of their Aboriginality.’ Yet the only way I see this happening 
is in an almost doctrinaire reduction in white staff employed by organisations like DAA, 
voluntary bodies, such as the Churches and others funded by that particular Department. In 
this there seems to be an emphasis on Aboriginality for its own sake, not as an expression of 
Aboriginal aspirations, or as a part of a plural society, but as an end in itself. An end which 
itself is defeated because overall there are more, many more, whites involved in Aboriginal 
communities than there have ever been. Aboriginality, as the Minister has defined it, is occur- 
ring despite the practice, not because of policy. 

There is a movement toward the devolution of power, while at the same time power is being 
more firmly concentrated in a few hands. Thus from actual physical control we turn to fiscal 
control. From paternal oversight on the spot we turn to the control of those who dwell afar off. 
We desert the field to leave it to those who have no responsibility or training for their role and 
are quite, quite free to establish their fiefdoms at Aboriginal expense. More and more we cut 
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ourselves off from what is really happening and more and more we live in our ivory towers. The 
result is the kind of contradictions we are discussing. 

Comments of an Accountant 

The following comments are those of an accountant serving Aboriginal communities. This is 
what he sees is really happening: 

On Budgets 
The budgets are usually unrealistic. Preparation starts about eighteen months in 
advance. Arbitrary eliminations and reductions are made and the financial Budget is 
often quite different from the original ideas of the Council. 
On Self-Management 
The complexity of the funding method, budgetting procedure and DAA rules has 
increased greatly during the last year. One result is that the time when Community 
Councils and staff can understand and handle the system is even more remote. 

The complexity of funding ‘arrangements and difficulty in keeping the rules 
encourages attempts to circumvent the system. 

He goes on to point out how officers of the Department itself have to seek ways around 
their rules at times and concludes, ‘It is not good self-management to have to devise means of 
beating the system’. 

The rules in fact appear to do little except relieve the Department from the necessity to 
answer awkward questions and to be able to blame someone when things go wrong. I have 
always been, and will remain, totally opposed to the thinking that is implicit in them. They 
force our officers and those of the Government to spend an inordinate amount of time shelter- 
ing communities from the effects of their failures to keep the rules. 

All of these factors combine to raise serious questions for an organisation which is committed 
to the development of Aboriginal people. 

At what point, and in what way, do we resist the increasing pressures from Government and 
auditors to make us adopt a more managerial role with communities? 

How long do we try and maintain objectivity as accountants when our privileged association 
with a community as accountant indicates, for example, an expatriate staff member of the 
Council is blatantly exploiting the community, backed by signed letters from the chairman? 

How much responsibility should we assume for delays in accounting procedures and there- 
fore reports to Departments, resulting from the failure of community to supply the information 
necessary to record the results of their expenditures? 

To what extent should we take the initiative and protect the communities, e.g. by manipu- 
lating funds, by holding suppliers’ cheques so there are always enough wages, e.g. by approach- 
ing Government when the budget for fuel has been used and arranging for additional fmance 
before the political and inter-departmental wrangling begins . . ,? 

Or to put the whole issue succinctly, who employs us. 3 Who are our clients in this role, 
Aboriginal councils, duly incorporated and legally responsible, or the departmdnt which finances 
them? 
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Contradiction in Policy and Application 
Here again in this area I fmd tremendous conflict between what the Government says its 

policy is and the way finance is applied to achieve this policy. The policy aims at self-manage- 
ment. Self-management is defmed this way: ‘This goal incorporates three basic elements: inde- 
pendence/self-reliance, responsibility, and the acquisition of managerial skills; all of which are 
readily applicable to any individual, family or local community group situation.’ Fine senti- 
ments, but not applicable under the present funding arrangements. 

Independence/Self-Reliance. The present system seems to have been designed to stifle any 
independence and to crush any self-reliance. 
Responsibility. Who is kidding whom? The present system holds white people responsible 
and shelters Aboriginal people from .any real responsibility. As whites are basically 
responsible for the funding decisions anyway, this is probably appropriate! 
The acquisition of managerial skills. The present system tests the patience and ingenuity 
of professional accountants. How then can we expect Aboriginal people to cope, and 
through coping gain the skills involved? 

Early in the period of the Labour government I remember the question of a statutory body 
being created precisely because public service funding arrangements are inappropriate for 
developmental work. Inappropriate for social development. In its wisdom the Department 
dropped this option and with it the task of solving the problem of appropriate funding arrange- 
ments. Instead we talk of community profues. The information in the profile helping Govern- 
ment to make rational decisions for the funding of communities. A good idea, but it just cannot 
meet the real issues raised by our present funding arrangements. They are just too ad hoc, too 
unrelated to social realities. No information will change the way things happen while funding 
remains a part of the public service game. As a member of a Mission,society I am no doubt 
biased, but I believe we demonstrated better funding methods in the past and could do so in 
the future. 

Communities are denied any firm base from which to develop an economy, albeit an economy 
dependent on outside support. Guaranteed levels of funding would form a basis for long term 
planning. It would help Aboriginal communities to apply their experience gained from one year 
to the problems of the next. The principle of block funding could be applied as it is in many 
church enterprises. The red tape could be cut if the will were there. The irony is that once the 
red tape was cut and the public service procedure tossed out the window, the cost of Govern- 
ment objectives would actually decrease; that communities would take steps to raise their own 
revenue; that they would show more independence and self-reliance, responsibility and they 
would begin to develop managerial skills. There are therefore financial, as well as social costs, in 
the present situation. 

socdal costs 
What are the social costs? Well, to start with I believe they are less damaging than the costs 

of earlier policies, but they are real nonetheless. I remember Lazarus Lamilami talking about 
the prejudices Aboriginal people had about missionaries. One was, he said, That all missionaries 
were liars’. That hurt a bit, but I can welI appreciate how it comes about. What we say and what 
we do just do not coincide. Nowhere is this more apparent than in stated policy and the fmanc- 
ing of that policy. We say Aboriginal people must decide, then in the budgets tell them they 
can’t do what they decided should be done. 
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We say you are now responsible. Then we refuse to accept what they do as being responstore. 
Perhaps even more damaging is that after telling them they are responsible, we deny that 
responsibility by continuing to ensure that all the things we think should happen in a community 
continue to happen in the way we think appropriate. Too often our actions in this direction are 
determined by what staff people need. Education staff, health staff, church staff. So we say one 
thing and do another. . . I do it too because I have pressures on me just as you do on you. The 
first casualty of our methods of funding is the belief of Aboriginal people that they really 
control their community. 

We continue to perpetuate the mendicant approach to the big brother who provides all. We 
perpetuate it in a particularly invidious way. The budget is the book, but it is not the real 
determinant of funding. It is a mendacious operation which forces them to act a charade. They 
are forced to justify expenditure in a budget, but the rules we apply mean that the funds are 
given according to other criteria. Is it any wonder the budget ceases to be a real guide to them 
in expenditures as well as estimates. Anyway, who can prepare a realistic budget without any 
idea of the funds which will be available? 

We impose on Aboriginal people an unnecessary dependence of white advisors, and not even 
advisors they want or trust. Instead of beginning where they are and moving with them in the 
direction they wish to go we start well along the road. They are forced to continue depending 
on us. We invite them to participate in a game in which, as Aboriginal men with kinship obliga- 
tions and responsibilities, they have little to gain and a whole lot to lose. Communities contain 
many who have played the game and lost. This has deprived communities of the services of 
many men who could have made important contributions at the interface between white and 
black. 

As we have devised a most ingenious funding arrangement, which remains a mystery to me, 
we impose on Aboriginal people an unnecessary dependence on white advisors. Quite arbitrarily 
w6 have decided such advisors will be professionals who understand finance, but have little clue 
of Aboriginal aspirations. In so doing we make quite sure they cannot participate as meaning- 
fully as they could and should. Thus under the surface the realities of power and dependence 
do not change, only the appearance of them. 

At the local level we pursue our dream of Aboriginal&y by depriving communities of people 
they have known and trusted despite the fact they have never asked us to do so. If we left them 
with a situation within reach of their control this would not matter, but the direction we are 
taking ensures that their efforts to do SO fail. We underline the stereotypes of failure in the 
minds of people, where it is our failure, not theirs. This heightens dependence on the local 
employee, often it is the town clerk. In many situations he has as much, if not more, power 
than the superintendent of earlier days. He is responsible to no one, not even the Council for 
their dependence upon him, guaranteed by our funding arrangements, makes it very, very 
difficult for them to act. Again the situation is that while the appearance has changed, the 
realities of power and dependence remain. 

Contention 
It is my contention that the outworkings of policy at the local level are being negated by 

these arrangements which fail to relate to the social situation in which they are being applied. 
The social scientists have demonstrated beyond doubt that each part of an ongoing social 
system is related to all others. We cannot pursue one policy while we implement another and 
expect to reach the objectives of our policy. Yet this is what I believe we are trying to do. 
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ABORIGINAL LAlVD RIGHTS 

AND AUSTWALUN CHRISTIANS 

CLAUDE MOSTOWIK MSC 

All the land is full of signs, and what these Great Creatures did, and what they left, 
we see as very important . . . and we see this just as much today as before. These 
Great Creatures are just as much alive as they were in the beginning. They are ever- 
lasting and will never die. They are always part of the land and nature as we are. We 
cannot change and nor can they . . . 

(Silas Roberts, Aboriginal Elder and Uniting Church Minister, 
as interim chairman of the Northern Land Council 

in his submission to the 
Ranger Uranium Environment Inquiry) 

OF ALL INJUSTICES COMMITED AGAINST ABORIGINAL PEOPLE, dispossession of their 
traditional land is what they feel most. The land rights question is, for them, the priority issue 
to be settled. An act of reconciliation is needed between Aborigines and those who have stolen 
their land. 

Aboriginals had/have a special view of their own natural environment, and had/have a detail- 
ed knowledge and familiarity with it, sharing the life-essence/spirit with every species and 
element in that environment. Human, social and cultural life was established by the great mythic 
Dreamtime beings who attended to that environment and were responsible for forming it - 
creating human and animal species and placing them in specific stretches of country. In short, 
creating for Aborigines a living home centre. 

These beings are associated with territories and tracks - often transformed into sites where 
their spirits remam. Other sites commemorate their wanderings. So the land was/is full of signs. 
What they did and left is crucial for the present day. They are just as much alive, spiritually, as 
in the past. Their material expressions within the land are eternal and inviolabie. 

Traditionally, the land was there/given, shaped by the ‘mythic’ beings, humanised by them, 
and added to through essence and actions. They peopled it and created/provided everything in 
it reievant to human living. The various sites were/are important focal points of spiritual and 
life association. While the sites highlight the sacred, are mythically substantiated and ritually 

Claude Mostowik, formerly priest at Daly River Mission NT, is now studying at the Institute of Psychology at 
the Gregorian University, Rome. He prepared this article as a draft statement of position for the members of 
the missionary Society he belongs to, at the suggestion of one of the Provincial CounciUors. 
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validated, and each site is impregnated with a sacred essence, the whole land around them is 
sacred. The shaping of the land by these beings is creation for Aborigines. Where they wandered 
over the land from one site to another; water-hole to water-hole; hill to hill, etc., these sites are 
named and commemorated as foci in socio-religious-economic terms. The country surrounding, 
or between sites, is also significant. 

So many of our friends want to know our philosophy over land rights and why my 
people are fighting desperately for their lands. I’ll tell you why my answer is for all 
Aboriginal people. The answer is that we are concerned about what land holds for 
all Aboriginal people now, whatever has been in the past, and what needs to be 
there in the future. The land is of social and economic significance to us. But above 
all it is of religious significance too. For the land holds objects reminding people of 
their ancestors, such as trees, rocks, springs, billabongs. And these . . . (sacred 
objects) have songs and dances which we do in ceremonies. It (the land) determines 
relationships between the clans in their social life as well as in their spiritual life. 

(Rrurrambu, CTS Teacher, Galiwin’ku, Elcho Island*) 

A person has specific links with a range of mythic beings, and through them to the land it- 
self. Before birth, the foetus is ‘animated by a spirit which breathes life into it - making it 
human. This spirit is derived directly from a mythic being who continues to exist at a particular 
site. 

Our Dhuwa ancestor, Wuyal, gave that land to me and my people, and the other 
clans. Coming from that, the spirit of a baby comes into the mother from that land; 
the spirit is a part of Wuyal, the Ancestor . . . I got some royalty money . . . but 
I’m not interested in the money. The land is more important than money. 

(Wili Walilipa, MBE, Mala leader) 
This spiritual animation thus means that a child, when born, is not only a manifestation of a 

sacred character but is directly, and significantly, linked with site (and country) associated with 
that mythic being - having social and ritual implications. Thus, there is a direct and personal 
link between the spirit, the child and place from which the spirit comes. This place is the source 
of the person’s life force and he/she is inseparably connected with it. It is eternal. It begins 
before birth and continues after death. The umbilical cord connecting an Aborigine’s being 
cannot be severed during natural life or in the hereafter. Nor can this occur through the activities 
of developers, miners or their fences. 

This is more than association with a piece of land. Bather, it is that the land is him. It cannot 
be removed even by death as this concept is relevant to both past and present generations. ‘It 
would be as correct to speak of the land possessing men as of men possessing land’ (Kenneth 
Maddock). The land wasnot/isnot transferable;it is inalienable (cf. Noonkanbab dispute, 1981). 
In the documents relating to the Gove dispute (Yirrk&, NT) this two-way relationship ihs- 
trates the difference between the Aboriginal view of land ‘ownership’ and that of the European. 

We belong to the ground 
It is our power and we must stay 
Close to it or maybe 
We get lost. 

(Narritjin Maymuru, Yirrkala) 

t This and the following quotations are taken from Ian R. Yule (ed.) My Mother the Land, Christian Action 
Group, Galiwin’ku parish, Uniting Church of Australia in association with Action for World Development, 
1980. 
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The essential and timeless nature of the relationship of a man to his Dreaming and of the 
ownership and power that the land exerts over him has never been fully understood. To speak 
of reserves, leases and titles is to speak white man’s legal terms. The linguistic meaning of such 
terms reflect a conflict of cultural concepts that are highlighted in the attempts to enshrine in 
Western legal terminology what is in Aboriginal law often alien concepts. 

Many sacred sites, rocks, and natural features held in high regard (sacred) and of vital impor- 
tance to the Dreaming paths of totemic ancestors and laws of Aboriginal people may not be as 
visually spectacular as Ayers Rock - in fact most are not - but to their ‘owners’ they remain 
the essence of life and the reason for their continued existence. Their presence and permanence 
testify to the validity of the Aboriginal notion of revelation called by white man ‘Dreaming’. 

Aboriginal people never owned land in the sense that white people or Europeans owned/own 
land. It owned them (Aboriginals). The clans and groups held in sacred trust the claims of 
Dreaming sites which their ancestors had visited in the past. Here the initiated men periodically 
re-enact in chant and mimethe actions of these ancestors. Without these ceremonies the annual 
cycle of life could not be assured and if the sites were destroyed or desecrated, the whole func- 
tioning of the cosmos would be endangered. A man deprived of his homeland, and therefore his 

’ Dreaming sites, became nothing, a non-person, without vitality or hope for the future. In the 
eyes of Aborigines, an efficient act of genocide has taken place. 

If you destory a sacred place where the spirit is strong, maybe we’ll all get sick or 
harmed in some way. It’s a power, like light hit you straight. If you spoil your 
country, you spoil yourself. 

(Bunbatju, Mala leader) 

I understand that the belief among the people who hold Mt Brockman (near Jabiru, NT) is 
that if someone interferes with the mountain, people will get sick with sores and maybe die. 
This is an old belief ~ long time held ~ before the arrival of Ranger to mine uranium in the 
area! 

The Aboriginal claim is not to an area on behalf of an individual but to a spiritual content of 
a whole territory on behalf of the whole clan/group, so that the special places made sacred in 
the Dreaming can be carefully safeguarded and tended. This responsibility is not only for the 
present but also for the perpetuation of an Aboriginal person’s people. 

The granting of land rights is not charity but justice. Charity refers to giving the other what 
he/she does not deserve. It is given gratuitously. Justice is giving to another what is his/hers by 
right. In this case, it is giving back what belongs to another. In Western law the theft of a motor 
vehicle is an offence, and punishment is given if a person is guilty of the offence. Aborigines 
draw a similar parallel in regard to the theft of their land. This is based upon white man’s legal 
system. 

There is little point trying to improve the living conditions of Aboriginal people, i.e. housing, 
health, education, wages or other social security benefits, when they are dispossessed, alienated 
from the one reality that gives them identity, life and meaning . . . the land, the mother from 
which they come. 

Among our confreres in the MSC Society there is a wide range of views vis-l-vis Aboriginal 
land rights: from those who say that Aborigines have no claim on the land to those who say 
they agree with it up to a point, but when the crunch comes it means that they do not agree or 
support granting of land rights at all. Then there are the very few who do support land rights. 
One common criticism is that Aboriginal people do not make use of the land productively or 
economically. The criticism may be true according to European standards but I believe that 
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these should not be the standard. They do utilise the land productively according to their own 
standards. There is also a great deal of cynicism in the community at large and within the 
Churches, not to mention the MSC Society, on the question of sacred sites. This cynicism 
manifests itself when Aborigines object to some governmental or business development pro- 
ceeding because of the threat to a sacred site or sites. ‘Suddenly the Aborigines have discover- 
ed another sacred site!’ The truth is that the site has always been there, only Aborigines are 
forced to reveal its existence when it is threatened with destruction or desecration. When this 
situation does not arise the presence or location of sacred sites is not revealed publicly. Some 
are disrespectful enough to say the matter of sacred sites is ‘a load of rubbish’, yet these same 
people would support and encourage contributions of the laity to the collection for the Holy 
Places on Good Friday. 

Religious life is itself allegedly a symbol of a reality present and yet to come - the Kingdom. 
It is not something that is tangible or explicable to the majority of people, but it is still lived. 
The awareness of its utility now could be and is argued against. Most MSCs, however, would 
defend the witness value to the Kingdom of their lives. Most people cannot see what we see, 
touch what we touch in our religious living and we, in spite of this, continue to live it and 
believe it has a usefulness. As religious, then, we should be challenged to try to see beyond what 
is observable, beyond what is immediately obvious, beyond what the ordinary Australian sees 
and thinks in terms of possession, economics and utility, and to try to appreciate the intimate 
link that Aboriginal people have with the land. The land may not be productive economically, 
as religious life is not productive economically, but it is productive in that the person derives 
life and identity from it. It is not a question of asking what does the Aborigine do with his land 
but rather what does it do and what is it doing for him - or put it another way, what is depriva- 
tion and dispossession of land doing to the people? 

EDITORIAL NOTE: The Relevance of Pre-historical Evidence 

Archaeological evidence indicates an Aboriginal presence in Australia that can be substantiated 
up to 40,000 years ago. At the same time there is evidence for more recent immigrations, 
maybe 7,000 years ago. Various origins are suggested, south-east Asia being a favoured hypothesis. 

Some opponents of land rights point to these pieces of evidence and the hypotheses proposed 
to account for them as detrimental to the Aboriginal claim. The Aborigines, they say, are 
invaders like the rest of us: only they got here sooner. The ‘dreamtime’ stories are pure myth. 

In reply some Aborigines and their supporters in the land rights issue want to discount the 
evidence and deny the hypotheses. They see them as academic attacks upon the ideological 
underpinning of land rights, i.e. identification with the very spirits creative of the land - white 
plots to overthrow their claim to autochthonous status and destroy their title. 

In assessment of both sides in this dispute a number of points should be made: 

1) Possession of this land by the British Crown for about 200 years is simply not comparable 
with possession that extends back into pre-history. Aborigines have nothing to fear from 
archaeology: on European terms it provides unassailable support for their title. 

2) In the terms of British colonial law itself the basis of the Crown’s claim to disregard the 
priority of Aboriginal title is being progesssively upset with each new study of colonial history 
that appears. The theory is that the law of a colonised people remains valid until changed by 
the Crown or by legislation only in the case when the colony is acquired by conquest. When 
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simply ‘settled’, the country’s pre-colonial legal status is quite disregarded. Such, it has been 
maintained officially as late as 1979, is Australia’s case (cf. M.D. Kirby ‘Recognition of 
Aboriginal Law: Historical Background’, Nelen Yubu No. 8, 1981:3-10) To maintain this 
fiction one has to depict the Aboriginal reception of the British as a welcoming one, or at least 
as passive. Therefore, no armed opposition. Because of the style of Aboriginal resistance conse- 
quent upon the locally dispersed, small-group structure of Aboriginal society and the inequality 
&the weapons used on the two sides, it has been possible to describe the history of settlement 
without any acknowledgement that real armed resistance took place. However, studies like that 
of Michael Christie’s (Aborigines in Colonial Victoria 1835-86, Sydney University Press, 1979) 
are showing that even with their small-scale local structures Aborigines waged veritable wars in 
desperate but futile defence of their lands. Whatever one thinks of the legitimacy of British 
colonial law with its Alice in Wonderland quality, even on its own terms the Aborigines of Aus- 
tralia remain victims of continuing injustice wherever their right to land is not recognised. 

3) Thestories of the emergence of the creative beings and of mankind from the bowels of 
the earth%re pure myth. They might contain some archaic memories of prehistoric events, but 
if so those along the northern seaboard at least retain a memory of origin from or beyond the 
seas, and the Land of the Dead is likely to be there (cf. Berndt, The World of the First Austra- 
lians 1977:252-3,483-4; D.H. Turner, Tradition and Transformation 1974:106-159). 

However, we have learnt from biblical s&dies in our own tradition that mythical and histori- 
cal statements are not to be treated as the same sort of statement, as if the former were merely 
a popular and inaccurate form of the latter. Myths are more in the nature of figurative express- 
ions ofideology. They are more appropriately appreciated when treated as expressions of world- 
view, of philosophy, of religion. More like the ‘Four Quartets’ or Job or earIy Genesis. 

In regard to the issue of Aboriginal land rights history and mythology are highly comple- 
mentary - precisely because they are different. Historical studies (archaeology etc.) indicate an 
Aboriginal presence in Australia that emerges complete into history out of pre-history. 
Mythology provides an ideology of relationship to land much stronger than any founded 
European-fashion on titles of acquisition or use. The English settlers were right in their observa- 
tion that Aborigines did not ‘own’ the land European-fashion: they were wrong in failing (or 
preferring not) to observe that the Aboriginal style of ownership was/is incomparably more 
radical. It is a statement of intrinsic ontological connection, which is borne out by anthropology 
at least as regards the social realities of Aboriginal life. Their kinship structures, which provide 
the matter and forms of personal interaction, socialisation, status conferring processes, social 
authority, economic behaviour, religious expression, are all locally anchored in definite bits of 
country - or were in the case of the greater number of contemporary Aborigines who are float- 
ing around in a state of dispossession in urban slums and tiny reserves on the fringe of country 
towns. 

4) The Aborigines’ belief in continuing origin from primordial beings constitutes a problem 
for Christian theology, but it does not seem to press upon them, even upon Aboriginal Christians 
very much. They are generally confident that the two ‘laws’, the two roads run along together. 
If we keep on following them up, we will find they merge one day - in him who is the way. 

MJW 
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EVANGELISATION OF ABORIGINAL PEOPLE 
INTHENT 

M.J. WILSON MSC 

THE FOLLOWING ARE SOME NOTES prepared as briefing for some visitors to centenary 
celebrations of the Catholic Church in Darwin held in August 1982. 

Demographic Background* 
The Northern Territory covers an area of approximately 1,350,OOO square kilometres or 

almost one sixth of the Australian land mass. The Diocese of Darwin is almost coextensive with 
the Northern Territory but a relatively small strip of land between its border with South 
Australia and the 25th parallel of latitude is part of the Port pirie Diocese. The land itself 
varies from the semi-tropical Top End with its seasonally lush vegetation to the southern region 
(Central Australia)characterised by arid vegetation, vast tracts of sand dunes and clay-pan desert. 

Correspondingly, rainfall varies from more than 120cm per year in the Top End to less than 
15cm per year on average in the Centre. 

The current population of the Northern Territory is a little less than 130,000 people which 
in turn is less than 1% of Australia’s total population. 72% of this Northern Territory popula- 
tion lives in the six largest urban centres with populations as follows (June 1982): 

Darwin (59,200) Alice Springs (19,000) Gove (3,940) 
Katherine (3,830) Tennant Creek (2,810) Jabiru (1,930) 

Forty-seven different cultural backgrounds are represented in the Northern Territory. There 
is a rapidly expanding economy currently based on mining, tourism, fishing and beef. The pro- 
jected completion of the North-South railway link will greatly increase trading possibilities with 
South-East Asia. 

Historically the Northern Territory after -an earlier period of being administered by South 
Australia, was under Commonwealth administration from 1911 to 1978 when it became a self- 
governing Territory. 

This last fact as well as the opportunity to rebuild Darwin after the devastating Cyclone 
Tracey (December 25, 1974) has resulted in the updating and modernisation of living condi- 
tions in the Northern Territory. The Northern Territory is currently experiencing a growth 
phase and present demographic trends if continued will yield an overall population of 172,760 
in 1990. 

*Three sections prepared by M.P. Fyfe MSC (Demographic Background, Education, Health) are indicated by 
an asterisk. 
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Regarding Aborigines, at the-last census (June 1981) 23.3% of the Northern Territory 
population or 28,682 were registered as Aborigines. Their association with the land here dates 
back at least 30,000 years and possibly as far back as 120,000. It is currently thought that there 
were several waves of migration from South East Asia. At present over 100 different Aboriginal 
languages and dialects are spoken in the Northern Territory although some of these are now 
spoken by only a few people. Orthographies have been developed for sixteen of these languages 
and these are used by the twenty-one schools currently offering bilingual education programmes. 

The largest concentrations of Aborigines are at (in order) Galiwinku, Bathurst Island, Port 
Keats, Yirrkala, Maningrida and Yuendumu. With the outstation communities dependent on 
these centres, the above-mentioned locations all have a population of more than 1,000. There 
are eighteen other Aboriginal settlements in the Northern Territory with populations falling 
within the range 300-l ,000. 

Currently Aborigines living on Aboriginal land in the Northern Territory (including cattle 
stations converted to Aboriginal land) number 15,900 in the main communities and 3,700 on 
outstations. Further, of those who chose to identify as Aborigines in the I98 I census, 5,900 are 
listed as living in urban areas, and 3,100 on pastoral properties. 

In addition to Bathurst Island and Port Keats mentioned above, the Catholic Church main- 
tains a missionary presence at the following locations (approximate populations in brackets): 

Santa Teresa (405) Garden Point (200) 
Peppimenarti (250) Daly River Mission (200) 
Snake Bay (220) 

The Church also, as part of its pastoral activity in urban situations is involved with Aborigines 
by way of its sacramental life, education, health and social welfare. 

I: EVANGELISATION IN COLONIAL AUSTRALIA 

Historical Setting 

Evangelisation of the Aboriginal inhabitants of Australia got off to a slow and laborious 
start. European settlement in Australia began as a penal settlement (1788). The first governor 
hoped for pleasant relationships with the Aborigines, but was soon disillusioned when he found 
that the Aborigines saw him, his soldiers and his convicts as intruders into their country.The 
Aboriginal people were introduced to European society under its cruellest aspect, when white 
men herded together, chained up, forced into hard labour and publicly flogged other white 
men. The religion of the soldiers, when it spoke of Christian love, did not make sense. As one 
old Aboriginal man said recently, when asked what he thought of Europeans, ‘White man, 
plenty humbug.’ 

The next phase in European settlement was the pastoral expansion that continued until most 
of Australia had been taken over by pastoralists from the original inhabitants, who were often 
forced off their land on to that of inimical neighbours, or who were shot or poisoned like 
vermin for killing cattle or sheep. 

It would be hard to imagine a context more unfavourable for evangelisation. 
Nevertheless, the Christian churches attempted evangelisation. The time when European 

colonisation was started in Australia was also the time when various Christian churches felt the 
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missionary impulse. In the last decade of the eighteenth century there were founded in England: 
the Baptist M&ion Society (1792), the London Mission Society and two Presbyterian mission 
societies (1795), the Church Mission Society (1799). The Elland Mission Society had Rev. 
Samuel Marsden appointed to the colony in New South Wales in 1793. He set up a branch of 
the Church Mission Society (CMS - Anglican) in New South Wales in 1825. Christian missions 
to Aborigines lasted only for &out ten years at the most, e.g. CMS mission at Wellington (NSW) 
183 l-44; Methodist Mission Society at Buntingdale (Vic.) 183948; the fust Catholic mission: 
the Passionists at Stradbroke Island (Qld) 184347. 

In spite of their lack of success, the Christian missions founded during the nineteenth 
century performed one function of witness, as was noted by one of the chief Australia&nthro- 
pologists, W.E.H. Stanner: ‘. . . it was on the mission stations, and there almost alone, that for 
something like a century the Aborigines found that European society and culture had a com- 
passionate element’ (1967:5). 

Early Catholic Missions to the NT 
Christian missions to the Aborigines in the NT began in 1846. Bishop Brady, the first bishop 

of Perth (consecrated the previous year) arranged three missions within his diocese. The Mission 
of the South (Ring George’s Sound) soon failed. The Central Mission became New Norcia. The 
Mission of the North was committed to an Italian priest, Fr Angelo Confalonieri and two lay 
catechists. Fr Confalonieri lost his two companions and almost his own life in a shipwreck in 
Torres Strait on his way north. His mission work near the short-lived settlement, Victoria, on 
Port Essington ended with his death from fever in two years’ time (9 June, 1848).’ 

In the same year (1848) Rome set up a new diocese in the north, and a Spanish Benedictine, 
Dom Serra, was consecrated first bishop of Victoria. The plan of extensive colonisation at 
Victoria was dropped by the British government, and Bishop Serra was transferred to Perth as 
Coadjutor. The following year the plan was)resuscitated and another Benedictine, Dom Rosendo 
Salvado, was consecrated Bishop of Victoria. He never visited the northern part of his diocese 
but spent his time at New Norcia. The settlement at Victoria had been abandoned soon after 
his consecration. The north was annexed by South Australia in 1863 and a new settlement was 
begun on Port Darwin in 1865. Its official name was Palmerston but it has always been called 
‘Darwin’. 

In 1837 Bishop Ullathorne wrote, ‘I much regret that the urgent needs of the European 
population for our spiritual assistance has hitherto prevented our giving an especial attention 
to this [Aboriginal] portion of our mission.’ The Bishops’ Pastoral Letter of 1869 denounced 
white conduct towards the Aborigines and called for more missions, but the Australian Church 
was preoccupied with the problems of coping with a rapidly expanding colony and showed 
little interest in an Aboriginal apostolate. 

The Austrian Jesuits had come to South Australia in 1848 with missionary intentions. 
Through the lobbying of Fr Duncan McNab with Propaganda and the Jesuit Superior General - 
Fr McNab had worked with Aborigines in Queensland - the Jesuits in South Australia (at 
Sevenhill) were commissioned in 1881 to found a mission in the north. They accepted the 
model that had been proposed by the 1869 Pastoral, namely that of the Paraguayan Reductions. 
The Jesuit missionaries arrived in Darwin (‘Palmerston’) 24 September, 1882: Fr Anthony 
Strele as Apostolic Administrator, two other priests (one, Fr J. O’Brien, an Australian) and one 
Brother. 

The Jesuits set up station at Rapid Creek, in the present suburb of Nightcliff. They soon 
became convinced that success could only attend their missionary programme if they concen- 
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trated on an area remote from white influence. They set up a station on the south side of the 
Daly River in 1886, a second for several years at Hermit Hill, some twenty miles south of the 
river, and a third, which was to be the main station, on the north side of the river, further down- 
stream from the first. The Jesuits worked hard at the local languages and endeavoured to gain a 
knowledge of the culture. Their labours were not rewarded with obvious success. Much to their 
disappointment, their Superior General ordered the closing of the mission in 1899. Eight priests 
and eleven Brothers had worked there. 

Lutheran Church 
The first Lutheran missionaries arrived in South Australia in 1838 with the idea of pioneer- 

ing a Christian ministry to the Aborigines in the Adelaide area. The Lutheran Church in South 
Australia decided in 1862 to take up the challenge of missionary activity among the inland 
tribes. A mission was started east of Lake Eyre in 1866. With the help of the Hermannsburg 
Mission Society, Germany, another foundation was made west of Alice Springs under the name 
of the Finke River Mission in 1877 - after a journey north from Adelaide with cattle, sheep 
and supplies that took twenty months. The mission went through hard times with drought, 
isolation, sickness, deaths, opposition from pastoralists and government officials, disputes 
between the sponsoring synods, but has managed to plant the Christian church securely 
amongst the Western Aranda and allied peoples of the Centre. It has shown other churches the 
way in language work: the first translation of the New Testament into an Aboriginal language 
was done by Pastors C. Strehlow and J. Reuther when working amongst the Dieri. Pastor C. 
Strehlow also translated it into Aranda - the translation was revised by his son, the late Pro- 
fessor T.G.H. Strehlow. Work is now continuing on the Old Testament. They formed Aboriginal 
evangelists, and were the first to ordain Aborigines to the ministry (1964). 

By now about a dozen Aboriginal men have been ordained. They have also made a determin- 
ed effort to ensure that their ministry has been enlightened by the study of the local culture 
and social order through the pursuit of linguistics and anthropdogy. 

Anglican Church 

The Anglican Church’s missionary outreach in the NT has been in the north-east comer. The 
Victorian branch of the Church Missionary Society (CMS) started a mission at Roper River in 
1908, with an extension to Groote Eylandt in 1921, and to Numbtilwar, Rose River, in 1952. 
The NSW branch set up a mission at Oenpelli in 1935. The missions were under the Diocese of 
Carpentaria until the Diocese of Northern Territory was established in 1968. Of recent years 
the Church has progressively handed over social development work (stores, health clinics, 
schools etc.) to Aboriginal councils and other appropriate secular bodies so as to concentrate on 
specifically church work: communicating the Gospel with the support of translation work and 
literacy programmes. The term ‘parish’ is now used instead of ‘mission’. A plan formulated in 
1953 to set up an ordained Aboriginal ministry was not able to be pursued. At the moment 
there is only one ordained Aboriginal minister, who was prepared in the field for his ministry. 
A future supply of Aboriginal ministers is ensured by the Nungalinya College programme (cf. 
infra). 

Uniting Church 

After the Commonwealth took over responsibility for NT from South Australia in 1911, an 
Interdenominational Committee of churches interested in Aboriginal missions was formed in 
Melbourne the following year to allocate spheres of missionary influence in the NT among 
them. The Methodist Church accepted Arnhem Land for its missionary outreach. The first 
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mission was founded on Coulburn Island in 1916, and others at Elcho Island 1942 (after 
intermittent starts in 1922 and 1928) Milingimbi 1923, Yirrkala 1935 and Croker Island (as 
a half-caste settlement) 1941. In 1972 the Methodist Overseas Mission was integrated into the 
United Church in North Australia, which was in turn incorporated into the Uniting Church in 
Australia. The Uniting Church, caring as it does for Aborigines in areas of intensive contact due 
to bauxite and uranium mining, has strongly emphasised the policy of Aboriginal self-determina- 
tion. So far there have been three Aboriginal men ordained to the ministry in the Uniting Church. 

Nungalinya College 

Around 1965 the Methodist Overseas Mission and the Anglican CMS began discussing co- 
operative training of staff and of Aboriginal people. Local programmes were begun. It was also 
decided to set up a residential centre in Darwin. Some staff were appointed and building start- 
ed during 1974. The buildings were destroyed by Cyclone Tracy (Christmas Eve 1974) but 
were rebuilt and added to. Nungalinya College provides, principally for Aboriginal persons but 
also for Europeans, theological education and preparation for .ministry, courses in lay Church 
leadership, community development and in language. Through the work of the Nelen Yubu 
Missiological Unit since 1980 the Catholic Church has had some informal but practical involve- 
ment in Nungalinya College. 

Catholic Missions this Century 

After the Jesuits left the NT, in 1906, the MSC Society accepted Propaganda’s invitation to 
take up the work. The first mission was founded on Bathurst Island by Fr F.X. Gsell MSC in 
19 11. Fr Gsell remained Apostolic Administrator of the area until he was consecrated bishop in 
1938, when the name of the diocese was changed to the Diocese of Darwin - it had been 
known as the Diocese of Victoria-Palmerston. Bishop Gsell was succeeded by the present bishop, 
Bishop J.P. O’Loughlin MSC in 1949. 

Since the time of MSCs’ first approach to Papua (1884) the Society cared for a parish on 
Thursday Island, and also for a mixed-race settlement on Hammond Island from 1929. In 1938 
the area was transferred to the Diocese of Darwin from the Papuan vicariate, and later to the 
Diocese of Cairns. 

In 1935 a mission was started at Alice Springs (the parish had begun in 1929). During the 
war (1942) it was transferred to Arltunga, an abandoned gold-mining settlement, and to Santa 
Teresa, a less unsuitable area, in 1953. 

The Port Keats mission was founded in 1935, a mixed-race settlement on Melville Island 
1940, and the Daly River mission in 1954. 

At the moment in the diocese there is one Aboriginal priest, Fr Pat Dodson MSC; one 
Aboriginal deacon, Boniface Perdjert of Port Keats; three Aboriginal Sisters (FDNSC), Srs 
Agatha, Basil and Jean-Marie, all from the Port Keats area; two acolytes (one on Melville Island, 
the other on Bathurst Island). 
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II: INCULTURATION 

Church Background 

Inculturation in regard to the Gospel has two facets: 
1) adapting the Christian way at a deep theological level to the social and religious culture 

(beliefs, customs, practices) of the people being evangelised; and 
2) adapting the culture to the Gospel, to Christ. 

In general terms it can be said that historically the Church has heavily emphasised the second 
element up to fairly recent times with insistence on conversion from ‘pagan’ ways. Attempts to 
emphasise the first element (e.g. by the Jesuits in China and India) were seen to be contrary to 
approved policy. 

The Second Vatican Council, however, crystallised a growing uneasiness in the Church with 
the neglect of the first dynamic, especially as colonialism was coming to an end and world-wide 
recognition of the rights and cultural value of indigenous peoples was growing rapidly both 
within and outside the Church. It proposed a positive acceptance of preChristian religious cul- 
tures as a part of Christ’s own heritage and a true ‘praeparatio evangelica’ (cf. Ad Gentes nn.9, 
15, 16,18,21,26, and especially no. 22). 

This positive outlook and practical programme was reinforced by the 1974 Synod of Bishops, 
which issued in Paul VI’s apostolic exhortation, Euongelii Nuntiandi, the following year. Its 
emphasis was on the evangelisation of the culture (no. 20), liberation (no. 3(l), genuine human 
development (no. 31) and the incarnation of the Church within the local culture (no. 62). 

Inculturation in Northern Australia 

In its mission to the tribally-oriented Aborigines in the northern part of Australia the Church 
is still endeavouring to gear itself to this change in apostolic concern. There are some who 
positively accept all traditional cultural and social elements, but think they must insist on 
conversion from traditional, religion and its practices as ‘pagan’. Others believe that in working 
for a ‘profound adaptation’ between Aboriginal religious culture itself and the Good News of 
the Gospels and Christian Tradition they are following out the programme indicated by Ad 
Gentes no. 22 and Evangelii Nuntiandi N-I. 18-20,53,62-63. 

Evangelii Nuntiandi (no. 24)bproposes as the ‘test of truth, the touchstone of evangelisation’ 
that ‘the person who has been evangelised goes on to evangelise others’. When one considers the 
small number of Aboriginal Church ministers, the scarcity of religious vocations, even the small 
numbers of qualified Aboriginal staff in education, health work, social programmes, one must 
conclude that the inculturation of the Christian way among the Aboriginal people in the NT 
has still a long way to go. 

Of course there are great difficulties of a practical nature, but the basic one is theological 
in form. The other Christian Churches in the NT haven’t fared much better than the Catholic 
Church in the issue of ordained Aboriginal ministers. However, the Uniting and Anglican 
Churches do have a training programme going, and the Lutheran Church has answered any 
criticism of possibility by having actually prepared a significant number of men for an ordained 
ministry. 

The Nelen Yubu Missiological Unit, whichwas started in the NT in 1977, has been endeavour- 
ing to clarify the issues involved in this large process of inculturation. 
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Social Development 

The policies of the Catholic Church in the NT on social development have been positive but 
conditioned by the times - one might say, necessarily. 

In the earlier phase of the colony when the Aborigines were subjected to extreme risk as a 
race, the churches led the fight on their behalf. It was generally believed that the Aborigines 
were a dying rac’e and the task of those who wished them well was, as the phrase has it, ‘to 
soothe the dying pillow’. This was the age of protectionism. The Church functioned as part of 
the protecting system. Its missions needed goverment approval even to exist. 

By the late 1930s it became clear that the Aborigines, especially in areas where they had 
been protected by missions, were not a dying race but were recovering resiliently from the 
catastrophe of initial contact. Through the influence of the anthropologist-Anglican minister, 
Professor A.P. Elkin, the Australian government formulated in 1938 a policy that was the exact 
opposite 0 

% 
otgctionism, namely the policy of assimilation. Its aim was to open the way into 

normal Austr I&I society for every Aboriginal person who could make it. The Church saw such 
a policy as public vindication of its work in schools and health clinics for the Aborigines, and 
gladly went along with the policy. It was only towards and in the seventies that the insensi- 
tivity of such benevolence was realised. 

The new government policy spelt out in the early seventies tried to mend this defect. It is 
called self-determination. It is really not so much a policy as an abstention from policy. Its 
theory is that outside bodies do not make the choice about life-style for Aboriginal communities 
and persons. wrigines may choose to assimilate into the culture and social order of Australian 
society at large. They may choose a distinct but parallel and integrated development. They may 
choose to remain apart and go their own way. 

The Churches in the NT are endeavouring to act in accordance with this policy. The practical 
difficulties are many and diverse. A basic requirement is that Aborigi@ people become con- 
scious both of the values and of the consequences of whatever choice it is they make. To help 
them in this process of conscientisation is one of the reasons for the founding of the Daly River 
Centre by the MSC Society and of Nungalinya College by the Anglican and Uniting Churches. 

As part of their response to this policy of increased freedom many Aboriginal communities 
in the NT (and elsewhere) have embarked upon the ‘homeland’ or ‘outstation movement’. 
Traditional mechanisms of social control can only work in the limited context of a group of 
inter-related kin. Such groups of kin are traditionally anchored in distinct sections of ancestrally 
owned land. While the ‘homeland movement’ has some obvious values, the future of the pro- 
cess is unclear. It is important, however, that Aboriginal people themselves make the discovery 
of their worth, function and future development. 

Land Rights 

The new policy of self-determination in the NT is partly a condition of and partly a response 
to the re-awakening of Aboriginal self-consciousness, which itself is a response to a renewed 
attack upon the integrity of Aboriginal life. 

The earlier attack came from pastoralists who last century and in the first part of this rapidly 
took over most of the good pastoral land. If one looks at the NT map of pastoral holdings, the 
only large vacant spaces one sees are either the deserts or tropical areas that are unsuitable for 
cattle or difficult of access. These, along with the mission and government settlements, were 
made into the ‘reserves’ that Aborigines were ‘protected’ on. However, these same places have 
been found to be rich in minerals, particularly uranium, bauxite and (in the Centre) oil and gas. 
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In 1968 in an attempt to stop bauxite mining in their territory the Aborigines of the (Unit- 
ing Church) Yirrkala mission area challenged the mining company and the Australian govem- 
ment on ownership of the relevant section of the land. The judgement dismissed any native 
title to land under Commonwealth law. Many Australians were shocked at this demonstration 
of-their continuing involvement in the original rape of the land. As a result the Commonwealth 
government set up a commission of enquiry in the NT, which issued finally (1977) in the 
Aboriginal Land Rights (NT) Act 1976. By virtue of the Act Aborigines can lay claim to any 
vacant (unalienated Crown) land that they can prove traditional title to. 

So far about sixty claims have been made, of which only fifteen have been processed to date, 
some unsuccessfully. Reserve lands existing before the Act have been transferred to Aboriginal 
ownership: these constitute 18.4% of the Territory’s total area. The Federal government 
apparently considered that a further 10% would become Aboriginal land as a result of claims 
entered under the Act. In fact however more claims than were expected have beenentered, so 
that by now about 47% of the Territory is either Aboriginal land or is subject to claim. It is 
worth noting that of the area under claim in excess of earlier Federal expectations, almost half 
of it (11% of the NT) is desert-type land that pastoralists would not want in any case. And in 
regard to the pastoralists it is also worth noting that thirty-one of the pastoral properties 
(17.2% of the total area of pastoral leases in the NT) are actually foreign-controlled, that is, 
more than 5% of the finance behind each of them is supplied by individuals or companies 
foreign to Australia. 

The Northern Territory government is concerned at the amount of land under claim and is 
currently attempting to have the Act amended so as to limit the Act both in time and extent, 
and also to provide some security in title to Aboriginal groups living on alienated pastoral 
properties, which are not subject to claim under the Act. The issue is a confused one: while 
some of the suggested amendments might be considered a reasonable compromise, which 
Aboriginal people would accept if they were approached in a manner they consider proper, 
others and the general spirit they perceive behind the attempt at amendment stem from the 
selfish anxiety of vested interests which uses racial tension as a barely disguised motive. 

WCC Report 
In this connection it is relevant to pay some attention to a report by a WCC team that visit- 

ed Australia for three weeks in 1981 at the invitation of the Australian Council of Churches. 
Its interest was to investigate racism in Australia. 

The team’s main endeavour was to listen to the opinions of Aboriginal people. The main 
topics of its report were land rights, mining, the legal system, health, housing, education, 
employment, political life, spirituality and culture. It found that ‘Racism is entrenched in every 
aspect of Australian society’ (p.9). While it acknowledged that ‘The Church in some instances 
was an instrument which saved some groups from total extinction’, this and the preaching of 
the Gospel has been done often in a ‘paternalistic form’ (p.8). 

Its recommendations (there were sixty-nine of them) were mainly directed at the Federal 
and State governments. The Churches were urged to involve themselves in agitation for political 
change and to give economic support to Aboriginal causes. One recommendation suggested that 
the Churches give more attention to the development of a theology which related Aboriginal 
culture to Christianity (p.69, no. 19; cf. also pp.55-57). 

The positive function of such reports can be to remind the Churches of factors they might 
tend to neglect as they struggle with the complexity of the issues. Such brief tours of inspec- 
tion would rarely discover facts that were unknown. 
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Education* 

The Church currently administers five schools for Catholic Aboriginal communities in the 
Northern Territory. These have between them an enrolment of about 1,000. The Daughters of 
Our Lady of the Sacred Heart have traditionally been involved in this work but have more 
recently been joined by the Christian Brothers in the Top End and by the Marist Brothers in the 
Centre. 

These five schools comprise a unique group of schools in so far as at the present time the 
Northern Territory Government meets the capital costs of new buildings as well as all running 
costs. This is in view of the fact that in all these schools with their classes from early childhood 
to post-primary, the students do not pay fees nor are per-capita grants received on their behalf. 

The seventeen Religious working in these schools are assisted by about forty European 
teachers and forty-two Aboriginal teaching assistants. Emphasis is placed on the training of 
these assistants and indeed in our bilingual schools much of the face-to-face teaching is done by 
the Aboriginal teaching assistants who are in turn supported and monitored by the European 
teachers. 

As regards curriculum, a core of subjects such as English language, literacy and numeracy 
is emphasised to prepare the youngsters for today’s world where increasing contact with West- 
tern society is inevitable. At the same time emphasis is placed on skills for future employment 
as well as elements of Aboriginal culture and language. 

It must be admitted that many Aboriginal youngsters in our mission schools do not achieve 
as well as their European counterparts in the more abstract areas of school curriculum but 
relate better to the more practical elements such as manual trades and home science. Addition- 
ally, school attendance is not infrequently a problem indicating a lower level of interest and 
motivation on the part of the Aboriginal students as well as less opportunity (than in European 
situations) to consolidate at home what is imparted at school. 

In the urban areas such as Darwin and Alice Springs there is open access in our Catholic 
schools to Aborigines and where numbers warrant it programmes are mounted to cater for the 
special needs of such Aboriginal students. An example of this is Our Lady of the Sacred Heart 
School at Alice Springs where 20% of the 500 students enrolled are Aborigines. 

Health* 

The Catholic Church in the Northern Territory continues to be involved in the provision of 
health services to the Aborigines at the four locations where our missions are established 
namely Santa Teresa, Daly River, Bathurst Island and Port Keats. Currently there are in all, 
eight Religious Sisters, six lay people (Europeans) and thirty Aboriginal health workers on the 
staff, working at our health centres. The Church has put special emphasis on the aspect of train- 
ing Aboriginal health workers to play as large a role as possible in this matter. 

Historically the Church has been very significantly involved in work with those suffering 
from Hansen’s disease (leprosy). This work was carried on both at Channel Island and at East 
Arm and now a new phase is under way with the setting up of a leprosy unit at Katherine. 
Very few new cases of leprosy occur and successful methods of treatment have been developed. 

Aborigines remain more prone to certain health conditions than do their European counter- 
parts. Thus tuberculosis, ear infections with consequent hearing loss, trachoma with possible 
resultant blindness have a much higher incidence among Aborigines than in the community at 
large. Likewise neo-natal mortality rates are higher but there has been a lot of progress in all 
these areas. One must still take into account the fact that living in remote areas and follow- 
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ing a more traditional way of life can contribute to a higher prevalence of certain medical 
conditions. 

But even the most remote communities have been to some extent affected by contact with 
Western society. The resulting situation can in fact create new problems. For example the 
availability of frozen foods can obviate the need for hunting. But this can in turn produce a 
more sedentary life style where the consumption of alcohol rises in proportion to the increase 
in time available for leisure activities. 

Alcohol-related problems among Aborigines are a matter of grave concern at the present 
time. The Church in the Northern Territory is currently developing a programme to assist in 
the rehabilitation of Aborigines with drink-related problems. 

REVIEW NOTICE : 
August Conferences: AASR, AAS, SAANZ, AHA 

AUGUST IS CONFERENCE TIME at the Australian universities. This year I was able to attend 
four conferences, that of the Australian Association for the Study of Religions at Melbourne 
University, Queen’s College, (13-15 August), and at the University of New South Wales the con- 
ference of the Australian Anthropological Society (23-25 August), which dovetailed with two 
other conferences which then ran concurrently (25-28 August), that of the Sociological Associa- 
tion of Australia and New Zealand and the first general conference of the Australian Historical 
Association. 

My interest, naturally, was in the Aboriginal theme. There was not much offering on this 
theme at the AASR conference. Diane Bell, as the Junior Charles Strong Trust Scholar, gave a 
paper in one of the plenary sessions on ‘Approaches to the Study of Women’s Religion among 
Australian Aborigines’. The paper was in line with one of today’s universal themes, ‘women’s 
issues’, named as such in the SAANZ conference and practised assiduously by a large rather 
fierce group in the AAS conference. Bell drew on her field experience of Aboriginal women’s 
exclusive ceremonies to illustrate the neglect amongst anthropologists of women’s religion in 
favour of men’s ceremonies. While the neglect of women’s ceremonies by anthropologists has 
been mainly due to the fact that most anthropologists, being male, have had no access to 
women’s business, at the same time the earlier female anthropologists tended to work within 
the parameters of their discipline as set by males. Hence, Aboriginal women’s religion has been 
under-appreciated. 

The only other offering on Aboriginal religion at the AASR conference was my own paper, 
printed in this issue of Helen Y&u. Discussion was brief, but was mainly along the line of the 
apposite Christian approach to Aboriginal religion might be in terms of dialogue with non- 
Christian religions rather than in the traditional missionary terms of conversion (‘proselytising’). 

In the past major presentations at AASR conferences have been made by Professors Stanner 
(1976) and Berndt (1979), but Aboriginal religion has never been a distinct section. I can only 
remember two sectional papers on the topic, both fitted into wider sectional themes (e.g., 
anthropology of religion) and both given by myself. 
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While it is fair enough that there are sections on Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, Islam and so 
forth, and sections that include papers on Javan mysticism, Mekeo sorcerers, American snake- 
handling cults, it is a part, I suppose, of the ‘great Australian silence’ (in Stanner’s phrase) that 
the Australian Association for-the Study of Religions should fail to have a strong section going 
on Aboriginal religion at each of its conferences. I’m told they might get one going next time, 
but I’ve heard that before! 

The AAS conference was divided into seven sections. One on medical anthropology, conven- 
ed as in previous years by Janice Reid, resulted in the amicable founding of a separateassocia- 
tion that would continue to be associated with the AAS. Another on practising anthropology 
convened by Diane .BeIl looked like resulting in a less peaceful split. A small number of anthro- 
pologists have set themselves up as consultants for hire,,whether the hiring be done by Abori- 
ginal groups, mining companies, governments, land councils and the like. The academic anthro- 
pologists tend to see consultant anthropologists as mercenaries. While the consultants defend 
their right to market their skills, like doctors and lawyers, the ‘pure’ anthropologists probably 
feel offended by the fact that the ‘mercenaries’ make publicly inescapable the basic weakness 
of the discipline called by Burridge (1973) its ‘a-morality’. 

One fitted well into the general tone of the conferences if one’s analysis was Marxian in 
orientation,ieven though one’s interest might be in criticising the Marxist framework or moving 
beyond it. In presenting my own paper, I rather felt myself to be beating a solitary drum. (I was 
appreciative of the fact that John Leary sat in on it and made a comment or two.) In the dis- 
cussion Hiatt insisted on talking about Stanner’s ideas on sacrifice, even though I pointed out 
that it was the sacrament part of his theme that I had written about and preferred to discuss. 
Hiatt acknowledged that my presentation was in Stamrer’s line: it was only later, when I 
noticed what appeared to be a sedulous avoidance of Stanner’s name in the AAS and SAANZ 
conferences, that I realised Hiatt had probably not intended a compliment. (The only compli- 
mentary reference I heard to Stanner was by Rowley when discussing a paper in the History 
conference.) Another (Ian Keen) objected to my presentation oft& religious basis of Aboriginal 
land rights by saying that if one has a religious outlook, then everything looks religious, just as 
all the world is red for someone wearing red-coloured glasses. My reply that if one can distinguish 
religious and secular elements one cannot be suffering from psychological limitation as describ- 
ed, was shrugged off by observingthat one can’t push an illustration too far. 

The religious basis of Aboriginal land rights proved to be an unpopular theme. A joint 
plenary session of the three conferences took place on Wednesday 25 August on the theme 
‘Aborigines: Past, Present, and Future’. The panelists were Ken Maddock (Anthropology), Pat 
O’Shane (head of the NSW Department of Aboriginal Affairs), Lyndall Ryan (History), Colin 
Tatz (Sociology). Pat O’Shane had spoken sardonically about not being classed as an Aboriginal 
on account of her pale skin and cultured accent. When asked by Hiatt what she thought of my 
presentation of the religious basis to Aboriginal land rights, she declared that that was c....... 
(a smelly sort of refuse): land was simply a matter of economics. She refused to accept that in 
the NT land rights Act (1976) traditional owners had been defined in terms of spiritual associa- 
tion with sites on the land: that, she maintained, was only a way of identifying owners. Accor- 
dingly, it-looks as if I should qualify my paper in the sense that while tribal, traditionally orien- 
tated people base their land rights in religion, Aborigines for whom the traditional culture is not 
the present context of their lives will claim rather in justice and on the basis of economic need. 

An indication of the new mood and for me the most surprising of the papers I heard was 
one in the History conference by Heather Goodall, ‘An Intelligent Parasite: A.P. Elkin, and 
White Perceptions of the History of Aboriginal People in New South Wales’. The paper concen- 
trated on the political and social history of Aborigines in NSW. It constituted a reversal of our 
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popularly and academically received image of Elkin. The paper was well titled: as Elkin had 
termed the situation of Aborigines on the edges of the white economic system as ‘intelligent 
parasitism’ (similar to Stanner’s category of ‘deliberate dependency’), she maintained that Elkin 
had used the Aboriginal situation, as described by himself, to gain prestige, power and govern- 
ment funding for anthropologists. What@& the value of Elkin’s analysis of the Aboriginal situa- 
tion on the pastoral properties of the Kimberleys, where he had done his field work, and in the 
north in general, Goodall maintained that in applying his theories in the NSW context he had 
actually suppressed hitherto successful Aboriginal self-management and self-sufficiency. In 
1910 76% of the enumerated Aboriginal population of NSW was officially classed as ‘self- 
sufficient’ (whether by working for wages or running their own farms). In 1927, just before the 
onset of the rural depression, the proportion was 75%. In the early part of the century NSW 
Aborigines had already been running their own political campaign in the press and by corres- 
pondence with the NSW government for equality in the benefits of citizenship and for special 
rights to reserve land - through white agitation the amount of reserve land had been halved 
between 1910 and 1927. 

Even the summary account in Goodall’s paper cannot be reproduced here. The gist of the 
matter is that Elkin had thought out a staged schema whereby Aborigines passed from their 
traditional self-sufficiency as hunters and gatherers before contact (the picture was reconstruct- 
ed by field work with Aborigines on Kimberley pastoral properties in the late ‘twenties), 
through two initial contact phases, viz. ‘tentative contact’ and ‘violent clash’, into ‘intelligent 
parasitism’ in agricultural or pastoral settings; then, with the help of anthropologists they could 
be led into ‘intelligent appreciation of European culture’ and so into the golden age of assimila- 
tion. Without anthropological gui&nce, intelligent parasitism degenerated quickly into 
‘pauperism’ and then into ‘clamant pauperism’, a state of sociological and psychological disease. 
Elkin apparently believed that the NSW Aborigines had missed out on the intelligent parasitism 
stage: he proposed to reconstruct &hy enforcingresidence on reserves and a process of anthro- 
poligically guided reeducation in traditional culture. He proposed that NSW Aborigines, who 
had been enfranchised in the State, should be disenfranchised pending the reeducation pro- 
gramme. To achieve these purposes Elkin managed to have himself appointed to the Aborigines’ 
Welfare Board, which was constituted in 1940 to replace the Aborigines’ Protection Board. The 
earlier policy of the Protection Board had been for ‘gradual mergence’ of the NSW Aboriginal 
populationwith whites, i.e. gradual assimilation. As the whites resisted and the Protection 
Board has become more drastic in its policies as the century advanced, Aboriginal political 
protest in 1937 had forced a public enquiry into its operations. The Aboriginal leaders had 
rejected any need for anthropoligists to speak for them. They resented the anthropologists’ 
usurpation of their rights: in the first years of the Welfare Board there were no Aborigines on 
it: the anthropologists were the ‘experts’ to speak in their name. 

CoodalI’s paper does not impugn Elkin’s personal motives. Her thesis seems to be that his 
intentions, however honourable, were misguided. She proposes that he transferred from his first 
profession as an Anglican minister an evangelising drive for anthropology, the fresh new science, 
into which he had been inducted under a strongly evolutionary and deterministic mode. His 
enthusiasm for anthropology was given a keener edge by the fact that he had inherited a finan- 
cially tottering anthropology department at Sydney University when he became professor in 
1932. He had to make government realise it could not do without Anthropology! 

Goodall rather damages a cherished myth. It will give many of us food for thought. The 
paper is well documented. 

In the History conference one theme was Aboriginal history, that is, history written from 
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the point of view of Aborigines. There was a tendency towards a romantic exaggeration, as if 
Aborigines would not care about dates and documents, European style. Marcia Langton gave a 
more realistic perspective to the legitimacy of standarddocumentary history. The technique she 
places great emphasis upon in the quest for authenticity is ‘back translation’, i.e. the work is 
submitted to its Aboriginal informants for final checking before it is considered to be a finished 
product. At the same time she provided an interesting example of recent contact history as 
recounted by several Aboriginal men in the Kimberleys, more in the traditional mythological 
style of parables and figurative stories. Bruce Shaw, of Darwin Community College, described 
his aim, style and rate of progress in his ambitious project of a series of six volumes of life 
histories of East Kimberley Aborigines. He describes them as ‘collaborative autobiographies’, 
because not only the reality construct of the primary narrator is displayed but also that of the 
‘listening and questioning editor/amanuensis’. So far two volumeshave appeared, My Country 
of the Pelican Dreaming (1981) and Banggaiyerri: the Story ofJack Sullivan (1982). The third, 
When the Dust Comes in Between, is half written. 

Naturally there were many papers that could have been quite important that I could not 
hear-. And it is too much to review here others that I did listen to that had their own particular 
interest. To mention some briefly: Henry Reynolds on ‘Aborigines and Class History in Colonial 
Australia’ - while the English expected Aborigines to be ‘civilised’ into the artisan and servant 
class, Aborigines themselves-did not see it that way at all: when relations were amicable, they 
often saw themselves more like brothers and peers of the squatters, and not infrequently were 
treated as such by individual squatters, which made the Aborigines objects of envy and perse- 
cution from the English ex-convict working class. The inhumanity of the practice of taking 
Aboriginal girls from their families and training them for domestic service was illustrated by a 
case study presented by Coral Edwards (‘Link-Up’, Yass) of one who had been trained in the 
Cootamundra Home - it is hard for us white people to believe the suffering we have caused by 
w@intentioned though misguided programmes. Finally, an analysis of an unbelievably disrupt- 
ive, high-powered American social development agency, religiously inspired, the Institute of 
Cultural Affairs, previously called the Ecumenical Institute (founded in Chicago in 1954 under 
inspiration from the WCC): here in Australia they have operated at Oombulgurri in the Kimber- 
leys 1972-78, and at Murrin Bridge, near Lake Cargellico, from 1977 till the present (Ray 
Nichol ‘Fantasies of Development: the Institute of Cultural Affairs in Australia’). 

A concluding remark: while only one Aboriginal person presented a paper (critical of anthro- 
pologists) at the Anthropology conference, there was big Aboriginal involvement (especially on 
the NSW land rights issue) at the Sociology conference. Is this a parable with a message for us? 

MARTIN WiLSON MSC 
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