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To Calvin Luther Martin who writes of
humanity possessed by the amnesiac
of neolithic historical consciousness.

In the Spirit of the Earth (1992) p. 129
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 Preface

FOR GIJA AND JARU CHRISTIANS in Halls Creek, the story of Aboriginal people becoming Christian is not special. Everyone in the world today is becoming Christian (or is being given the opportunity to become Christian). All who have the ears to hear, and the sense to understand will accept the gospel message. When as many as possible are gathered unto him, Christ will come again. This is the message of evangelical missionaries in northern Australia.

For me, the story of the Gija and Jaru people is special. It shows Aboriginal people’s understandings of colonisation (and of black/white relationships) in northern Australia. It reveals the close connection between colonisation and Christianisation in Aboriginal Australia. Their story also shows the influence of indigenous religions on world religions. World religions, despite their love affair with the Beyond, deal in earthly life-forces—in potent energies which have travelled from indigenous religions through city-state religions to world-empire (and universal salvation) religions. These life-forces are today being returned to the depleted bodies of Gija and Jaru people in the form of Christ’s blood, bones and spirit.

I want to thank the Aboriginal adherents of the Assemblies of God and United Aborigines Mission churches for sharing their lives with me, for their love, humour and patience, and for frequently going far more than the extra Christian mile. Especially I want to thank Vera Cox, Wiby Essi, Jugarie, Doris Fletcher, Violet Rivers, Mona Green, Ruth Mills, and Bill and Bessie Matthews. Others who gave of their time and interest were Ethel Walalgie, Mavis Wallaby, Kathy Ryder, Marilyn Ryder, Stewart Morton, Musso Taylor, Muda, Barney Yule and Gladys Naparula.

I come from a long family line of Christian missionaries and evangelists. My great-great-grandmother, Susannah McDonald, left Glasgow in Scotland in the 1850s to become a missionary in Jamaica. She later settled in New Zealand. My father and three of his seven siblings became ministers in the same evangelical church. I spent my childhood following my parents’ ministry from one town to another in New Zealand. I also spent three years in a missionary Bible College. However, after working in community health with Warlpiri and other Aboriginal groups in Central Australia in the 1970s and 1980s, I became an anthropologist instead.

This book began life as a doctoral thesis in Archaeology and Anthropology at the Australian National University. My research was made possible by an ANU postgraduate scholarship and fieldwork research grant along with a research grant from the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies. A vehicle was kindly provided by the North Australia Research Unit in Darwin. I thank Helen Ross for suggesting Halls Creek as a field location, for her affection and enthusiasm for the town and its people, and for her support and encouragement during my research. I am indebted to Ngoonjuwah Aboriginal Council in Halls Creek for giving me initial permission to study Christianity with Gija and Jaru people. I thank the Kimberley Language Resource Centre staff for making their facilities available to me, for their help with language learning and for their general support.

I am grateful to Ian Keen for supervising my doctoral thesis, for his patience and long-suffering support and for his critical comments on my thesis drafts. I thank Nicolas Peterson for his wise counsel and advice. I especially thank Francesca Merlan for having faith in me at a time when it seemed my work had come to a stop. I wish to thank my fellow ANU postgraduate students in Archaeology and Anthropology: Ingrid Slotte for conversations about Christianity and indigenous religions, and Aileen Toohey and Margaret Burns for helping me to clarify my ideas over numerous cups of coffee. Keiko Tamura and Christine Watson were ideal room mates during the writing-up period. Christine also introduced me to obscure untranslated texts by Father Peile of Balgo Mission. Jacqueline Ryle dispelled writing doldrums with breaths of fresh air from Denmark and Fiji. Elizabeth Barnes provided me with some welcome breaks from Canberra. I could not have finished this project without the friendship and support of these people. I am also indebted to the departmental secretaries, especially to Kathy Callen, for assistance and support.

Finally, I would like to thank the editors and support staff of Melbourne University Press: Teresa Pitt, the commissioning editor, for accepting my manuscript and for her interest and enthusiasm, Jean Dunn for her helpful comments and advice, and Craig Munro for his sharp editing.
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East Kimberley region today, showing European towns and stations (opposite) and Aboriginal communities (above)



Editorial Note

IN SPELLING ABORIGINAL WORDS, I have adopted the Jaru orthography developed by the Kimberley Language Resource Centre in consultation with Aboriginal speakers of this language. For the sake of consistency, I have also spelled Gija words according to the Jaru orthography. (See Glossary of Aboriginal Words.)

Although Gija and Jaru people live in the town of Halls Creek, they have not become city-state beings. They are most comfortable and relaxed when away from the constant and often contradictory demands of kin and bureaucratic institutions in East Kimberley towns. They consider themselves to be most ‘at home’ in the countryside. I have therefore selected photographs which show Gija and Jaru people’s knowledge of country and its seasonal products, and their care for country.

In order to preserve the privacy of Aboriginal people and to protect their beliefs and values from unwanted scrutiny, I have elected to change all the names of Halls Creek people throughout this book.

Abbreviations



	AIM

	Aborigines Inland Mission




	AOG

	Assemblies of God




	CMS

	Church Missionary Society




	LMS

	London Missionary Society




	UAM

	United Aborigines Mission




	WMS

	Wesleyan Missionary Society







Introduction

WHEN I ARRIVED in Halls Creek to study religion and culture with Aboriginal people, Namaji, an old Gija woman, informed me that I could study language and bush tucker, but not Law.1 Like many Last Kimberley people, Namaji had internalised the pastoral and evangelical missionary denigration of Aboriginal ways of being and knowing. She asserted that traditional practices were ‘myall’ (ignorant and backward) and that people who participated in religious ceremonies were following ‘the Devil’s way’. Other people told me that ‘Gija people don’t follow that Law anymore. They bin chuck it away. They follow the Lord’s way now’.2

However, as weeks and months passed, it became obvious that Halls Creek people follow their Law m all sorts of ways. They carry out obligations and responsibilities towards kin, their dead and the country. They believe strongly in balanced reciprocity and justice. Gija and Jam people participate in exchange systems that extend beyond their immediate kin groups into the Kimberley and Northern Territory. Aboriginal spirit worlds have not faded away with the onslaught of a colonial nation-state consciousness. Halls Creek people believe in the power of darrugu (secret-sacred) rituals and objects. In East Kimberley, Aboriginal ways of being and knowing are still traditional—they are ways that strongly relate to and draw from the past (in this case, from a hunter-gatherer mode of existence) and which continue to creatively engage with and influence the present.

This book is an anthropological study of Aboriginal Christians in a small East Kimberley town. The town is Halls Creek and the people Gija and Jaru adherents of the conservative, evangelical Assemblies of God and United Aborigines Mission churches. Despite their present town-based situation, these river-ranges and desert people are strongly land and kin-oriented. The question that became important to me was not why, but how, they embraced and found meaning in Christianity.

How did a land-based people who celebrate in ritual their embodied relationship to a fecund universe, embrace a Hellenistic Mediterranean religion of displaced peoples? How did people who live within a local cosmology and who understand their lives to be organically connected to all life-forms find meaning in a universal salvation religion? I do not take Christianity to be a form of truth but a way of being that developed in Mediterranean city-state societies in the aftermath of Macedonian imperial expansion (c. 333–30 BC), amidst the chaos of territorial expansion, regional displacement and Hellenistic utopian imaginings.3

The why of Christianisation is not difficult to understand. European colonisation wrought upon Aboriginal people the same terror, destruction and depletion of human existence that had long afflicted Mediterranean-European peoples. Aboriginal people were confronted with a colonial power, a people who could engage in spectacular displays of technological power-knowledge, harness the earth’s life-forces to do their bidding and destroy human life on an unimagined scale. They were also in possession of a Book—an authoritative and legitimising story.

My own religious background was a fundamentalist Christian one, identical in belief and practice to the United Aborigines Mission church in Halls Creek. Although I today identify as post-Christian, an interest in religions has never left me. Thus, while my main focus in this book is Christianisation in Halls Creek, dealing with Aboriginal people’s experiences of colonialism and post-colonialism in nineteenth and twentieth century Australia, I also inquire into Christianisation of European peoples and Hellenisation of Mediterranean cosmologies. These historical events affect East Kimberley people through the Christianisation process. My interest in Indigenous peoples and cultures, and in anthropology as a discipline, stems from the 1970s when I worked with Aboriginal people in northern Western Australia and the Northern Territory in the field of community health.

Halls Creek today is a colonial town with a population of approximately 1500 people, 70 per cent of whom are Aboriginal. In the main they are Gija, Jaru and Gooniyandi speakers who have recently suffered a second displacement from their homes and livelihoods on the pastoral stations which colonised the Kimberley a century earlier. Until the introduction of award wages for Aboriginal people in 1968, which resulted in an exodus from cattle stations to the towns, Halls Creek was a white town with a special section of the town set apart for mixed-descent people, and two reserves allocated for a fluctuating population of full-descent people. Today there are few Aboriginal people living on white-owned cattle stations. Many live in the towns, and some have been fortunate enough to acquire land through pastoral excisions and government purchase of pastoral stations.

Aboriginal people living in Halls Creek range from full-descent people who are traditionally oriented and speak only a limited pidgin English when communicating with white people, to mixed-descent people who have had five years’ secondary education in the south of the state and who hold well-paid jobs in the town. Halls Creek people have a variety of residential styles. Most mixed-descent people and a growing number of full-descent people live in the town itself in European-style state rental housing. Some full-descent people live on an old reserve, reclassified as an Aboriginal village with housing owned and controlled by Homeswest (State Housing Commission). State rental accommodation in the town and village has proven unsatisfactory for many people. In the late 1980s a large number of full-descent people vacated these houses and moved to land outside the town boundaries acquired by the shire and vested in the Aboriginal Lands Trust. This land is divided into two-hectare blocks so that people can live in their extended family groups, constructing their own housing on these blocks.

I spent two years in Halls Creek from 1989 to 1991. My anthropological fieldwork consisted of everyday interaction with Aboriginal people in town and on bush trips as well as participation in religious and secular gatherings. I attended both Christian and traditional religious ceremonies in Halls Creek, the surrounding out-stations and nearby towns. I also attended meetings held by local and state government bodies and Aboriginal organisations, and community functions organised in and around the town. I conducted structured and unstructured interviews with Aboriginal and European Australians, recording local histories, personal biographies and stories of all kinds, both traditional and contemporary.

Missions became an integral part of colonisation and today about a quarter of the Halls Creek Aboriginal population identifies as Christian. There are three churches in Halls Creek: Catholic, United Aborigines Mission (UAM) and Assemblies of God (AOG). I initially attended AOG church services exclusively for seven months, later broadening my sights to include the UAM church and, in my final six months, the Catholic church. My friends and informants were, in the main, AOG and UAM adherents who lived in the town of Halls Creek. Although I attended Catholic church services, I was not able to spend long periods in everyday interaction with the Catholic mob, the majority of whom lived at Red Hill, an Aboriginal community outside Halls Creek. My material on Catholic Aboriginal Christianity is correspondingly limited.

To facilitate my understanding of the Christianisation process I have adopted an (anthropologised) history of religions perspective. It makes no sense to anthropologise Aboriginal Christianity but to leave Western Christianity unexamined as an historical or cosmological given. We need (in Rabinow’s words):


to anthropologise the West: show how exotic its constitution of reality has been; emphasize those domains most taken for granted as universal (this includes epistemology and economics); make them seem as historically peculiar as possible; show how their claims to truth are linked to social practices and have hence become effective forces in the social world.4



I have found Foucault’s archaeological and genealogical forms of historicising to be helpful to my task. Foucault’s genealogies do not contribute to a ‘continuous history’ of Western civilisation of the kind which engaged post-Enlightenment theorists from Hegel to the Frankfurt School, but investigate the politico-economic domain to uncover the social practices and discourses which produce orders of truth. When the socially constructed nature of concepts, texts and orders of truth are understood and the conditions allowing such practices are identified, their status as original and universal truths becomes less apparent.5

Bakhtin’s study of narrative construction has also been helpful to my inquiry.6 Epics and other foundational texts are the products of many, often competing, voices rather than one authoritative voice. Texts are sites of competition and struggle—their social and political contexts become important in a genealogical analysis. Manuscripts also become multi-layered as texts are subjected to readings, misreadings, translations and interpretations. Editors try to impose thematic coherence on texts, but in each age people’s political and social concerns are different. Canonisation imposes an artificial divide between a believed heroic past and present contingent, shifting points of view.

Foucault, in his archaeological analysis, recommends treating documents as monuments; that is, as discourses which have been shaped into unified systems of knowledge. As structures that do not reveal their power relations and discourse strategies, they are silent displays of power. They must be made to speak, to reveal their historically constituted sociopolitical and onto-ethical discourses.7 In applying archaeological techniques, one does not uncover original and universal truths. What one uncovers are the social and political struggles of people in previous historical periods.8

The Bible is a colonial document. It is a document of a people who have been both colonisers (under the Israelite kings) and colonised (by Assyria, Babylon, Persia, Macedonia and Rome). During periods of colonisation, diaspora and exile, the Israelites absorbed politico-religious ideas from their more powerful overlords. Macedonian imperial expansion (c. 333–30 BC) created such a profound sense of displacement among Mediterranean peoples that human creative energy was dislocated from nationalist concerns and oriented towards a transcendent realm of disembodied values. The New Testament (the major document of the Christian religion) is a Hellenistic document:

Almost every religion [in the Hellenistic period] occurred in both its homeland and in diasporic centres … Each persisted in its native land with little perceptible change save for its becoming linked to nationalistic or messianic movements (centring on a deliverer figure) seeking to overthrow Greco-Roman political and cultural domination. Indeed, many of these native religions underwent a conscious archaism during this period … Old texts [relating to themes such as kingship] were recopied, national temples restored, and old, mythic traditions revived. From Palestine to Persia one may trace the rise of Wisdom literature and Apocalyptic traditions [relating to national destiny and the saving power of kingship].

Each of these native religions also had diasporic centres … There was a noticeable lessening of concern for the destiny and fortunes of the native land and also a relative severing of the traditional ties between religion and the land … the old beliefs in national deities and the inextricable relationship of the deity to certain sacred places was weakened. Rather than a god who dwelt in his temple, the diasporic traditions evolved complicated techniques for achieving visions, epiphanies (manifestations of a god), or heavenly journeys to a transcendent god. This led to a change from concern for a religion of national prosperity to one for individual salvation … The prophet or saviour replaced the priest and king as the chief religious figure. In the diasporic centres [converts] began the lengthy process of reinterpretation of the archaic religion. Ancient sacred books were translated or paraphrased into Greek … [Converts] fostered esotericism (secrets to be known only by initiates) … by use of allegory and other similar methods to radically reinterpret the sacred texts.

The new religious mood spoke of escape and liberation from place and salvation from an evil, imprisoned world. The characteristic religion of the Hellenistic period was dualistic … Hellenistic man saw himself as an exile from his true home, the Beyond, and he sought for ways to return. He strove to regain his place in the world beyond this world where he truly belonged, to encounter the god beyond the god of this world who was the true god, and to awaken that part of himself (his soul or spirit) that had descended from the heavenly realm by stripping off his body, which belonged to this world …

The basic forms of worship of both the Jewish and Christian communities were heavily influenced in their formative period by Hellenistic practices, and this remains fundamentally unchanged to the present time. Finally, the central religious literature of both traditions—the Jewish Talmud (an authoritative compendium of law, lore, and interpretation), the New Testament, and the later patristic literature of the Early Church Fathers—are characteristic Hellenistic documents both in form and content.9

In Halls Creek, the Bible is a ‘silent’ monument (in Foucault’s sense), both for conservative Christian missionaries and for their Aboriginal proselytised. As such, it is a display of power. Both missionaries and Aboriginal Christians see written documents as having more authority (and being more reliable containers of truth) than oral traditions:


At the Tower of Babel … a diversity of languages and cultures developed. Originally there may have been elements of truth in these cultures but through oral transmission of stories, this truth may have been lost. (Pastor John, UAM church)




Blackfella reckon gardiya [white person] more true. He more educated. He got a Book. (Laurie Peters, AOG adherent)




We got nothing to believe on because they [Aboriginal stories] only been told to us and that’s all Nothing was written. This Christianity we can look back to the Bible and we got it there. Our Aboriginal stories, we haven’t got a Book to go on with it. (Gabriel Jordan, UAM adherent)



The Bible as a unified system of knowledge has also silenced local Aboriginal knowledges. An AOG pastor in Halls Creek told Laurie Peters that his Dreaming stories about the stars were not true because they were not in the Bible. Conservative Christian missionaries who have assimilated all unknown spiritualities into the world above/world below dualism of the Hellenised East, have recategorised Aboriginal spirits as the demons of Christianity. Their positive attributes (as helping spirits) have been silenced by the missionaries who recognise only their ‘evil’ propensities (relating mainly to their involvement in traditional religious activities). Many Aboriginal Christians have, in consequence, ‘disremembered’ the positive attributes of indigenous spirits, and this forgetting has been passed on to the younger generations.

However, despite this, there is still a pool of local knowledge available in Halls Creek which positively values traditional ways of being. Mixed-descent people in the UAM church keep in touch with their more traditional relatives who live on the surrounding communities—on pastoral excisions and Aboriginal-owned pastoral stations—many of which affiliate with the Catholic church. They seek advice from these more knowledgeable relatives, especially in times of crisis such as illness and death. Mixed-descent people will go out bush (away from the European gaze) to perform smoking ceremonies for sick family members. They also engage in traditional rituals, denounced by Protestant missionaries, for deceased family members.

Although I use the term ‘religion’ throughout this book, and take religion to mean a people’s formalised relationship to their believed sources of life and power, I would alert the reader to problems with this term. The term ‘religion’, like that of politics or economics, is a product of a peculiarly Western compartmentalisation of life. For Aboriginal people and people of many other non-Western cultures, relationship to the ancestral realm is not separate from ‘politics’ or ‘economics’ or any other sphere of life. The natural/supernatural divide is also problematic. The spirit realm is part of, not separate from, the living world.

Likewise, Aboriginal people did not construct a divide between ‘religion’ and what the Western mind categorises as science: that is, the accumulation of a body of knowledge about the world. In their relationship to the world, Aboriginal people do not adopt the position of a disinterested intelligence probing a mute objectified Nature. They do not construct a nature/culture (or a subject/object) distinction. The whole world is encultured and all life-forms exhibit intentionality and will. Aboriginal people’s relationship to the non-human world is an interactive one—the non-human world also communicates with humans.

Studies of Aborigines and Christianity, although considered peripheral to mainstream anthropological debates, nevertheless have a long history in Australian anthropological writing.10 Until recent times, however, ‘Aboriginal Christianity’ would not have been considered a topic worthy of study, or even recognised as a possibility. Christianity was one, not many. Indigenous Christianities were not believed to be Christianities at all, but strange hybrid forms of paganism. However, universalist Christianity has been undermined by liberation movements (feminist, Black American and Indigenous) and is today recognised as merely the dominant form of Christianity (categorised variously as Western Christianity or patriarchal Christianity).

‘New religious movements’ (a term adopted by social theorists after earlier terms came to be seen as racist and assimilationist) became a popular topic of research in the Kimberley (and nearby areas of the Northern Territory) in the early colonial period. The proliferation of ‘cargo cults’ in Melanesia in the wake of European colonisation stimulated researchers to look for similar expressions in Aboriginal Australia. The Mulunga cult of northwest Queensland, which spread into South Australia from the 1880s to the 1930s, was one of the first anti-colonial cults to be reported in Australia. It excited the research interest of Roth, Siebert, Spencer and Elkin.11 Performers in this cult re-enacted the bloody confrontation between whites and blacks until the ‘Grandmother’, a powerful ancestral being, emerged from the sea to swallow all the whites.12

Early colonial studies of new religious developments reflect European colonial beliefs and values. In this period, it was taken for granted by missionaries and social scientists alike that colonised peoples would eventually become like them. Theorists and policy makers saw assimilation as an appropriate goal for Indigenous peoples within a colonial state. Missionaries and religious scholars were the first to enter the discourse on colonial religious movements. They used descriptive terms available to them from their own religious traditions—‘messianism’, ‘millenarianism’ and ‘prophetism’—in order to render the strange cults familiar. Their studies were mainly ahistorical and apolitical typology constructions.13 The Indigenous movements were generally viewed as sui generis religious phenomena divorced from their traditional socio-political contexts, and unrelated to the overarching colonial administration.

Anthropologists entered the discourse in the 1930s and 1940s, and using the terminology of the religious theorists, began to construct their theories of social change. In this colonial period, anthropologists saw new religious movements as prime examples of acculturation to the European way of life. These strange hybrid cults, however anti-colonialist in theme, were believed to be transitional stages along the road to full acculturation or assimilation.14 Wallace and Aberle contributed psychological theories to the debate on new religious movements and acculturation.15 In the 1970s and 1980s, when acculturation theories became unpopular, some anthropologists attempted to situate ‘millenarian’ and ‘messianic’ cults within a Marxist mode of production framework.16

In northern Australia, new politico-religious developments have been studied by Lommel, Kolig, Petri and Petri-Odermann, Rose, Swain and others. With a new generation of researchers, colonial studies of ‘millenarian’ and ‘messianic’ cults developed into post-colonial studies of cultural persistance and ‘discourses of resistance’. New politico-religious constructions and performances in northern Australia have already been well analysed in the Australian literature.

The Gunabibi travelling cult, for example, which originated perhaps in the Victoria or Roper River regions, spread into other parts of northern Australia via the Indigenous exchange lines which carried not only goods and technologies but religious ceremonies and ideas.17 These lines followed the ancestral Dreaming tracks and formed a vast network of exchange throughout Australia. They were declared fighting-free zones which allowed them to become sites of innovation and change.18 Anthropologists from the 1930s to the 1960s recorded the spread of the Gunabibi cult into Arnhem Land, Central Australia and East Kimberley.19

In Central Australia and East Kimberley, the cult developed into the Gunabibi-Gadjeri complex with masculinist forms and ideologies,20 and became associated with the wandering Dingari-Kuranggara song-cycle.* This song-cycle which brought the desert jarnba, spirits of the dead,21 into regional prominence, began in the 1930s to engage with new forms of power in order to counter the spectre of colonisation. These religious innovations were studied in the Kimberley from 1938 to 1966 by Lommel, Petri and Petri-Odermann.22

The power in which the Kuranggara cultists trafficked was the power of the greatly feared introduced diseases, leprosy and syphilis. The jarnba boss of the cult, who had access to European forms of knowledge and power, lived in a white man’s house growing leprosy and syphilis from poisonous weeds in his backyard. This power was sung into ceremonial boards which were distributed throughout northwest Australia by motor vehicle, steamer and aeroplane.23

In 1963 the Dingari-Kuranggara traditions merged with the new Woagaia-Jinimin movement developing out of the Gadjeri-Woagaia cult complex of Central Australia. Jinimin, the precocious son of an old venerable ancestral being,24 revealed himself to Aboriginal people in Central Australia as Jesus Christ, the protector and preserver of the Old Law. Jinimin-Jesus proclaimed that the land had from the beginning belonged to the Aboriginal people and that, in the new order, it would belong equally to Aboriginal and European Australians.25 Aboriginal people would become white when Holy Water fell from the sky to change the colour of their skin.26

By 1966, the Woagaia-Jinimin cult, proclaimed as ‘God’s Law’, had spread to the west. There, according to Petri and Petri-Odermann, Walmajarri people who had been influenced by both UAM (Fitzroy Crossing) and Catholic (La Grange) teachings, were trying to find a rapprochement between Old Testament doctrines and Aboriginal Law.27 They had also been migrating in a northwesterly direction from the desert areas three hundred kilometres southeast of Fitzroy Crossing since the turn of the twentieth century.

Under Walmajarri direction, the Dingari-Kuranggara ancestral groups were ‘returning’ from the desert (like the Children of Israel) to their ‘true’ country in the well-watered northwest. The Dreamtime groups were marching along the underground routes (used for traversing the country of strangers), using camels to carry their darrugu (secret-sacred objects). Their leader and protector on this journey was Jinimin-Jesus. The Dreamtime ancestors and their human descendents, the Walmajarri, must continue their migration westwards until they reached the ‘centre of the world’.28 The Woagaia-Jinimin travelling cult was used to legitimise the northwesterly migration of Walmajarri people and their establishing of power claims in new areas. It was also an attempt by people who had been marginalised by European colonisation to find again the centre of the world.

One leader of the Jinimin movement was Lulidj, a Walmajarri man living at Fitzroy Crossing, who identified himself with the Biblical Noah, and was said to be looking after a gold-laden Ark sent to him from heaven by Jinimin. According to the Aboriginal ‘Bible’ kept at Myroodah Station, this Ark is both a refuge from the flood that will destroy all Europeans and the basis of a new and powerful Aboriginal world.29

Kolig, who continued research into the Noah’s Ark narratives in the 1970s, found them to have originated south of the Fitzroy River and to have travelled via the exchange routes to La Grange, Broome, Derby and Balgo Mission. The original dreamer and ‘finder’ of the Ark was a man from Myroodah Station who interpreted his find as evidence of God’s wrath against white people (who perished in the flood) and his beneficence towards Aborigines (who were saved). Because, in some versions of the story, all white people drowned, Australia belonged to Aboriginal people until the time of Captain Cook.30

Aboriginal colonial narratives featuring Captain Cook as the major agent of colonisation, have been studied in the Kimberley and Northern Territory by Kolig, Rose, Mackinolty and Wainburranga.31 Captain Cook, like Dreaming beings, was a Law-maker but he refused to recognise Aboriginal Law. Their prior occupancy and ownership of the country was obvious:


You [Captain Cook] been look around, see the land now. People been here, really got their own culture. All around Australia … we the one on the land. Sitting on the land, Aboriginal people. You got nothing, all you government … we got all the culture. That Dreaming place, important one.32



Captain Cook carried out his colonising programme by imposing his own immoral law over the top of Aboriginal Law. Aboriginal country, its products and human labour were appropriated by Europeans to enhance their own political and economic well-being—to ‘make themselves strong’ at Aboriginal people’s expense.33 The Captain Cook narrative is a discourse of resistance because it locates responsibility for colonisation not in the spirit realm but in European law and practice, and it finds this law to be immoral.34

If Captain Cook has been a negative presence in most Aboriginal colonial narratives, Ned Kelly has been given a different focus. In Yarralin stories, Ned Kelly and his band of angels came down from the sky. They were friends of Aboriginal people, and travelled around the Northern Territory and Kimberley shooting police. Kelly’s life story has been conflated with Biblical stories about God, Noah and Jesus. Kelly created dry land after the flood. He fed many Aboriginal people with one billy of tea and a small damper. In one version of the story, he was killed by Captain Cook. He was buried, and on the third day rose from the dead, ascending to the sky to the accompaniment of a great noise and the shaking of the earth.35

Beckett writes of a man from northwest New South Wales who in 1958 attempted to construct a history of the world by linking ‘the old people’s stories’ and his own life history with larger Biblical themes.36 Beckett sees this attempt to articulate colonisation with Dreaming and Bible narratives as unusual and attributes it to the man’s marginalised status in a rural colonial town. Walter Newton was a mixed-descent man who had been ‘adopted’ as a child by a white station owner and who in old age lived in self-imposed exile from his Aboriginal kinspeople.

Beckett states that traditionally oriented Aborigines regard whitefella law and the Dreaming as incommensurable knowledges, and do not attempt to make a rapprochement between them. He cites Stanner’s quotation from an old Murinbata man in the 1950s that ‘white man got no dreaming, him go ‘nother way’.37 But he does not mention a more recent statement in the 1980s by Paddy Roe of South Kimberley: ‘That priest and that church, that’s dreaming too … I know Jesus was a human being, then he gone but his father [God] … he’s a bugarrigarra [Dreaming]’.38

For the earliest generation of proselytised Aboriginal people, God was a ‘new chum’ who did not come from the Dreaming or leave his bodily substances in the country. People from northwest Australia confided to Capell that ‘this one God, he new chum, he no more bin leave him corroboree’.39 However, for mission-educated people the Christian God has been around for a long time. People who received some European and missionary education found that Jesus behaved in much the same way as Aboriginal ancestors. He came down from the sky, journeyed around the land of Palestine, performed miracles and healings, was chased by priests or clever men who wished to kill him, and in the end was killed by enemy soldiers, and went back up into the sky.

For some people, God and Jesus walked around Aboriginal country in the Dreamtime. An old Burarra man from Maningrida speaks of God and ‘those two women’ walking together along the coastal Dreaming tracks during their creative travels.40 In Bandjalang country twelve trees stand in a row, and the story tells that Jesus passed this way and these trees are his apostles. A butterfly ceremony which travelled from South Australia to Queensland reveals that the butterfly was Jesus in his pre-European ancestral form. He was killed by the Workaia and Waanji people and then his spirit went to the white people.41

In the 1950s Bandjalang people developed some elaborate foundation stories from Biblical and Dreaming sources. Ngathunggali-God landed on the north coast of New South Wales in a bark canoe. His people, the Bandjalang, are the descendents of Jacob who set out from the Holy Land in a sailing ship which was wrecked off the coast of New South Wales. The crew safely reached shore, built a bark canoe and continued on their journey. Twelve tribes of Aboriginal people developed from these ‘founding fathers’. The Bandjalang identified themselves as one of the ‘lost’ tribes of Israel.42

The Old Law was a special revelation of Ngathunggali-God to the Bandjalang. God spoke to Aboriginal people through the clever men. Balugan-Christ was killed by enemies (white people) at Kempsey, and is buried on the Arakoon racecourse from whence he will return to the Bandjalang. The white people, prosperous and powerful, crucified Christ and are rejected by God. The Bandjalang, humble and poor like Christ, are the beloved of God. Aboriginal people will go to heaven and white people to hell.43

East Kimberley people talk about the (European Australian) Dreaming government, and about ngarrangkani (Dreaming) people in the Bible. When discussing Dreaming stories, they will say, ‘That’s Dream. Early days. When Jesus Christ must have been walking too’.44 But for Halls Creek people, the ground on which Jesus walked was not the Kimberley. ‘It’s the Holy Land where Jesus was walking on the ground’.45 When listening to Biblical stories of human ambition and achievement, love, hate and loss, East Kimberley people say, ‘That’s not far from ngarrangkani word. Aboriginal people got the same story, but they had it other way round’.


It says in the Bible that when God used to speak to Abraham and Moses, he used to speak by dream … he used to come in dream and tell them what to do. They had to take notice. Well that’s the same as ngarrangkani. This spirit come and he paralyse people when they sleep. He tell them all these stories, and he teach them how to sing. Ngarrangkani not far from Bible story. (Elsa Numidi, AOG adherent)



‘Maddy Jarra’s world history’ could be seen as a piece of colonial theologising. In this narrative, apart from the Beginning time when there was no trouble in the world, God has only a background role. Satan, an agent of colonisation, takes the central position, and he is not yet ready to relinquish this. Today, in East Kimberley, God and the Devil are still locked together in a relationship of jealousy and rivalry. This contrasts with regions in Arnhem Land and North Queensland where students and graduates of the Nungalinya and Wontulp-Bi-Buya Colleges are attempting to develop post-colonial theologies. In these theologies the role of the Devil is played down while God (and Aboriginal spirit beings) take prominent positions.

Along with Aboriginal people, I see a continuity in ideas from hunter-gatherer religions to world religions. I do not see this as a continuity of plot, especially not the post-Enlightenment plot of spiritual, intellectual and social progress, and of emancipation from the organic world. Operating in such a mode, Wach, an historian of religions, is able to detect in indigenous religions ‘the beginnings’ of concepts such as universal salvation that reach their full expression in world religions. For Wach, the human ‘experience of finitude, limitedness and nothingness … leads directly to the need for salvation that is formulated in all the higher religions’ and can be detected in embryonic form in indigenous religions.46

I see the continuity between locative and utopian religions (those of place and placelessness) as a continuity of substances. These substances are not the fragments of traditional (Platonic) metaphysics—that is, emanations of the Divine Mind which coagulate and fragment on reaching the lowest plane of reality. Rather, they are fragments of the organic world itself, moving from indigenous religions, through agricultural/city-state religions, into world-empire (and universal salvation) religions. They are the fragments and detritus (but also the source of new life) of earthly and bodily existence—the primal elements of the earth, and the potent substances and energies of the body. In many indigenous religions there is an exchange of regenerative substances between the living and the dead. Humans partake of ancestral life substances—blood, bones and spirit—in order to to vivify their life-force and gain life-renewing energy and strength.

 


*  Dingari refers to the Dreaming in a number of Western Desert languages and to a group of ancestors who traversed the Western Desert in the region of the Canning Stock Route (Berndt and Berndt, The World of the First Australians, p. 224). In West Kimberley Dingari refers to the Dreaming and to a distant country in the east from where the Kuranggara cult arose. Kuran (kurun) means ‘life-force’ in Pitjantjatjara, and -ngara designates ‘belonging to’ in a number of Kimberley languages (Petri, Sterbende Welt in Nordwest Australien, p. 257). Because of its origins in a strange and distant country, kuranggara came to be seen by Kimberley cultists as a mysterious and deadly power.
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People, Land and Spirit

HALLS CREEK PEOPLE have suffered more than a hundred years of colonisation, during which they have been subjected to repeated waves of dispossession and displacement. Yet they have never relinquished ownership of their land. Pastoralists may have put cattle stations on Kimberley land, but the land, from its underground layers to its surface, is still Aboriginal. Gija and Jaru people consider pastoralists to be merely using (and frequently abusing) Aboriginal land. Despite their present town-based situation, and this is beginning to change in the post-Mabo era as East Kimberley people engage with the Native Title Act (1993), Halls Creek people experience themselves as strongly land-based and kin-oriented.

Aboriginal views of land

Aboriginal people, like all peoples who live in close relationship with the living environment, developed an organic model of the world in which everything was interconnected. Michael Jackson discusses Warlpiri relationships to land: ‘Warlpiri recognise a metaphorical fusion between person and place … metaphors mediate correspondences between parts of the world of experience that are not ordinarily seen as belonging together, such as the human body, the body of a community, and the body of land.’1 Bodies, land and cosmos were understood to be formed of one continuous substance and were connected physically, socially and morally. The living cosmos was also imbued with an energising power which circulated through all life-forms. Bodies were permeable to each other and to the living environment. All life was interconnected and interdependent.

It might be tempting to speak here of an ontology of finitude, a manner of being in the world that is self-sustaining (or inter-sustaining) and not dependent on transcendent or outside forces. However, according to Caputo, ‘the language of limit and finitude … belongs to the most traditional metaphysics of infinity’, implying a need for fulfilment and completion through contemplation of Infinity.2 Indeed, for Descartes, the notion of the infinite in human consciousness is prior to the notion of the finite.3 For Boyarin, ‘the very notion of fulfilment is a Hellenistically inspired Pauline innovation in theology’.4

It is better perhaps to speak of an ontology of consubstantiality and interdependence. Strehlow speaks, using rather Christianised language, of Arrernte people being


bound to the supernatural beings whom they honoured in ritual in a form of reincarnation relationship, as if they were of the same substance as them … many increase ceremonies centered around the ground paintings [which were] saturated with blood from the veins of men believed to be of the same substance as the supernatural beings celebrated in the increase rites.5



The land was given shape and substance during the transformative journeys of ancestral beings. Ancestral activities and bodily processes were transformed into land forms permeated with the energy and power of those activities. Bodily secretions such as blood, urine, semen and feces metamorphosed into rocks, ochres and water sources. These ancestral substances and energies remain in the land and can be accessed by humans.

Munn discusses the gendering of land in her studies of Warlpiri iconography.6 She refers in particular to ancestral designs which use the symbols of concentric circles linked by straight lines. The circle, a symbol of female fecundity and nurturance, is a repository of many meanings: totemic waterhole, camping place, fertile womb, belly, breasts, reproductive substances and embryonic life-forms. The circle-line configuration may represent the diurnal and seasonal movements of hunter-gatherers and the sexual regeneration of organic life.

Strehlow mentions a ‘serpent lake’ in Arrernte territory, a pool of springwater fed by ‘the fountains of inexhaustible fluids’ which pour from the wombs of the Alkngarintja women ‘during menstruation and on occasions of sexual excitement’.7 In the Djarrakpi paintings of northeast Arnhem Land, menstrual blood of an ancestral woman flows into the lake at Djarrakpi to become a source of conception spirits. An emu foot/digging stick/penis poking about in the lake symbolises sexual intercourse and procreation.8

The landscape is not a static representation of the ancestral past. The countryside is continually being transformed by economic, social and cultural practices of humans, including strangers. As hunter-gatherers move across the land, their presence and behaviour can have positive or negative effects on the health and productivity of the country. People’s speech, actions and bodily secretions can make the country ‘sweet’ and generous or cause it to ‘dry up’ and withhold its products.9 Through human labour practices and ritual action, the land becomes a repository not only of the ancestral past, but of contemporary socio-political and cultural meanings.

Historical associations to land traditionally owned by other groups can be converted into ‘traditional’ associations through human labour practices and ritual action.10 Dreaming narratives can be creatively reinterpreted to explain or legitimise current social and political relationships to land. Tonkinson gives an example of post-colonial attachment to land acquiring Dreaming status through the appropriation and expansion of another group’s ceremonial cycles (the Ngaawayil rainmaking ceremonies) and the discovery of sacred objects (rainmaking stones) related to these cycles in the home territory:


The Mardu men have reinterpreted some of the more obscure Ngaawayil songs, i.e. they have connected them to Mardu sites and Mardu Dreaming beings … [They] have amplified the Ngaawayil myth to incorporate the appearance of the rainmakers in Mardu country … This appropriation of knowledge strengthens the claims of these Mardu to proprietorial rights.11




The Aboriginal body

The Aboriginal body discussed in this book is not the classical body of aristocratic Greek literature, the etherealised body of Pauline (New Testament) writings or the individualised and contained body of Western modernity. The Aboriginal body is an organic body which is consubstantial with, and permeable to, the living environment. It is composed of flesh and blood, bones and spirit, and is subject to the organic processes of fecundity, growth and decay. It is a body which sweats, urinates, defecates and copulates. Its organic and secretory nature has not been banished from public (including religious) discourse.

Bakhtin, in his study of Rabelais, discusses the medieval European body in contrast to Renaissance and later European bodies.12 The medieval body, an organic body existing in vital relationship to the living world, is portrayed by Bakhtin as ‘the grotesque body’, that is, grotesque from the point of view of refined, civilised society, and subject to carnivalesque play and satire:


The grotesque body is the open, protruding, extended, secreting body, the body of becoming, process and change.13




The grotesque body is not separated from the rest of the world. It is not a closed, completed unit … The stress is laid on those parts of the body that are open to the outside world, that is, the parts through which the world enters the body or emerges from it, or through which the body itself goes out to meet the world.14



The grotesque body emphasises in particular ‘the lower bodily stratum’, the zone of excrement and procreation, of decomposition and rebirth. The female body is the grotesque body par excellence, ceaselessly generating and dissipating bodily substances and creating new life from its cavernous depths.15 Male bodies which behave in such a manner are often feminised, in contrast to the sublime male body of classical literature and New Testament writings which is prone to vanishing into a transcendent realm of bodiless meaning.16 In medieval literature, the life-blood of the feminised Christ overflows effusively from his lactating breasts to nourish humanity into new life.

The medieval body was a fluid body:


This flowing and indistinctly structured body [contained] … no clearly demarcated organs. [It contained] metamorphosis, movement, urges, and stagnating resistance … the fluids in the body could change into blood, milk, excrement, sweat, humidity, scorbutic and impure matter, and appear in so many places … the somatic order of the differences between above and below, inside and outside seems [to us] completely mixed up … Women suffered from an inner flux [matter flowing in or from the body] … this flux inside them could be ‘stuck in’, be driven back, become stuck.17



Bodily fluids are important in Aboriginal ontologies and cosmologies. Urine, sweat, feces, blood and semen flow through (or stagnate in) bodies and the land. There is also an exchange of substances between bodies and the land. Aboriginal people wash the sweat from their bodies into waterholes. And when they put their hands into the earth, ‘all the power from the ancestors and their kumpu [urine, body fluid] comes right up into your hand’.18

Sheldrake talks about ‘flow theories of life’ which are common to peoples of small-scale autochthonous or aboriginal societies. The flow of life, which is like the flow of breath, or like fire, ‘is not only within living organisms, but all around them. The breath of life is also the air, the wind, the spirit’.19 Sheldrake quotes from Hilde-brand’s discussion of the Ufaina (Amazonian) cosmology:


When a being is born, the vital force enters it and the group to which the being belongs. The group is seen as borrowing the energy from the total stock of energy. When a being dies it releases this energy, and returns it to the stock. It is once again recycled. When a living thing consumes another … the consumer acquires the energy of the consumed and it accumulates in its own body.20



Taylor takes up this theme in his discussion of Rwandan social life. He talks of the Rwandan ‘flow/blockage dialectic’ which permeates all discourse and practice, and which has developed peculiar complexities to accommodate a hierarchising politico-cosmic order. The king’s body has become a conduit between sky and earth, and all celestial beneficence must pass through his alimentary canal. For this reason the king’s body is subject to much attention, including the daily ingestion of powerful purgatives.21

In the Australian setting, Maddock discusses the flow and exchange of bodily substances between alliance-forming groups in the Roper River/Bamyili region through Mara ‘necrophagy’, a form of mortuary cannibalism:


A common theme in Aboriginal mythology is passage into, out of, or through the body of another. The theme is expressed ritually in the Gunabibi cult on the Beswick Reserve and, I believe, at Roper River Mission … Necrophagy enables the Aborigines to achieve a passage through the body that, at other stages of ritual, they are able only to symbolise [through swallowing and regurgitating myths].22



Morphy likewise sees funerary ceremonies and initiation ceremonies in northeast Arnhem Land as ways of facilitating the flow of ancestral life-forces between the living and the dead: ‘One of the main objectives [of burial ceremonies] was to return the spirit of the dead person to [the] source of spiritual power … the Djungguwan ceremony reverses the process, transferring spiritual powers from the wangarr ancestors to living members of the clan.’23

I was led to think about flow theories of life when Aboriginal women in Halls Creek began discussing health and illness. A healthy body is one which is clean and cool, allowing for an optimum flow of life energies. Fresh air blows in and out of the airways, infusing the body and enlivening one’s faculties (of hearing for example) so that one can listen and understand. One’s life-force (birlirr) does not stay in one place but moves around the body via the bloodstream to where it is needed most (that is, to where activity is taking place). Its resting place is the munda (stomach/diaphragm area).

Obstruction to the healthy flow of life energies within the body can be caused by practices which thicken the blood or by the insertion of foreign objects into the body. Some objects that remain in the land from the Dreamtime, if interfered with, can cause death in humans by blocking the body’s air flow: ‘That there shell now, Ibmay, you can’t go near him. He might shut off wind you know, kill us … he shut you in, sort of close up, just like a mussel shell.’24 ‘Cooking people inside’, a method of sorcery, will congeal the blood and turn it black. Sinful activities (for example, drinking and smoking) can produce similar effects in the body.

The mabarn (traditional healer) man’s body is a healthy body par excellence. Its channels are kept open by ritual and dietary practices so that its life-renewing powers can flow unimpeded. Traditional singers also have clean bodies. Singing produces sound waves carrying ancestral words which vibrate through the body, cleansing and strengthening it.

Jackson discusses the relationship of bodies to land with reference to the Warlpiri people of Central Australia. Warlpiri people make a specific connection between belly and sacred waterhole (as places that generate and sustain life), through polysemous language. The metaphorical fusion of person and country occurs ‘in terms of internal, visceral physiology and not just in terms of external anatomy’.25 In grotesquerie, ‘the outward and inward features [of bodies] are often merged into one’.26
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