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NIJMEGEN PROJECT GROUP ON AUSTRALIA

CURRENT TRENDS IN AUSTRALIAN
ABORIGINAL ANTHROPOLOGY

RONALD BERNDT (ed.), Australian Aboriginal Anthro-
pology. Modern Studies in the Social Anthropology oj
the Australian Aborigines. Published for the Australian
Institute of Aboriginal Studies. The University of
Western Australia Press, Nedlands, Western Austra-
lia, 1970. XII + 341 pp., 17-figs.

This review article is a result of discussions of the above book by
members of the Project Group on Australia, Department of Cultural
and Social Anthropology, Nijmegen University.1 They considered it
worthwhile to publish their considerations as reflecting the opinion of
the small group of Dutch anthropologists interested in Australian
Aboriginal' Studies.
• In his Introduction, Ronald Berndt explains that although the volume
is the result of a symposium organized for the General Meeting of the
Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies which was held in Canberra
in 1968, it should be considered as,a sequel to Australian Aboriginal
Studies, published in 1963 as the result of the first conference of this
important Australian society which, ever since its foundation in 1963,
has promoted so much research (pp. 3-4).

Although not pretending to deal with as many aspects of research
as its predecessor, the present volume nevertheless does cover most
traditional social anthropological topics. In addition, it betrays the
influence of the "flourishing phantasmogoric world of Levi-Strauss, the
world of myth and totemism, with its new dialectic — even though it
has all too often meant a juggling with Aboriginal data" (p. 3). This

1 The following persons have contributed to this review article: Rumold van
Geffen, Gerard Gerrits, Henk Groeneveld, Roel Hoek, Gerrie Hurkmans, Ries
Jeurissen, Alexander van der Leeden, Shily Lion-Thottakara, Lydia Pieters-
Schoemaker, Toke Vulto.
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148 NIJMEGEN PROJECT GROUP ON AUSTRALIA

of course reflects first and foremost Berndt's own view of Levi-Strauss's
method of myth analysis. In his opinion Levi-Strauss's only merit is
to have "resurrected Australian Aboriginal material as far as non-
Australian anthropologists are concerned" (p. 3). It is indeed worth-
while to consider the chapters on mythology against the background
of Berndt's statement that "some recent contributions on myth and
totemism tread with conspicuous reverence in the footsteps of the
master, endeavouring to demonstrate essential 'truths'. Others . . . try
to show the essential falsity of Levi-Strauss's approach. And others
again, still working within the same broad framework, fall somewhere
between the two extremes" (p. 3).

Besides, it is a striking fact that strictly psychological (indeed, psycho-
analytic) interpretations of Australian myths are absent, and that the
preoccupation with land and landscape, as apparent from most aspects
of Australian Aboriginal culture (past and present), looms large in quite
a few chapters of the book.

Another general comment regards the technical nature of some, if
not most chapters of this book, which is written by and for specialists
in the Australian field. This explains the absence of a geographical and
ethnical reference map, and partly also the lack of uniformity in the
spelling of Aboriginal names and words, e.g. the "Bidjandjara" or
"Pitjantatjara" (Berndt, 1964: 28) here sometimes called "Pitjandjara",
by Yengoyan (pp. 70-91) and sometimes "Pitjantjatjara", by Nancy
Munn (pp. 141-63). This, however, is also indicative of the disagree-
ment that still exists amongst Australian anthropologists concerning
die phonetic rendering of Australian Aboriginal languages.

In the first chapter (pp. 19-28), A. P. Elkin considers his own field
experiences, and those of others, roughly speaking during the period
1927-1946, in order to develop his "BIITL" or "Before It Is Too Late"
challenge; an urgent request to "the older and not so old fieldworkers"
(p. 26) to reconsider their almost forgotten field observations from
"uncontacted situations" in the light of reports, conclusions and criticism
from die young anthropological generation. Their notebooks remain
closed books as long as they diemselves, in their own lifetime, do not
reconsider diem. Re-opened, tfiese notebooks may provide a wealth of
valuable information on recurrent themes such as prescriptive marriage
cycles, the Murngin controversy, the Karadjeri marriage regulations,
and on such religious themes as Kunapipi and Yabuduruwa.

Aldiough welcoming Elkin's suggestions, we feel that his "BIITL"
challenge seems to be a recurrent theme too. For ever since Spencer
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AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL ANTHROPOLOGY 149

expressed as his opinion, in 1921, that Australian Aborigines "rapidly"
lose or modify their "genuine and primitive customs" (p. 19), Australian
anthropologists have insisted upon the urgency of documenting tradi-
tional Aboriginal cultures before their presumed disappearance from
the Australian scene. The foundation of the Australian Institute of
Aboriginal Studies in 1963 bears evidence of this concern. Elkin's con-
tribution to the present volume, as well as those of the other authors,
is no exception to this basically rather pessimistic view of the possibilities
for survival of Australian Aboriginal cultures.

Although well aware of the seriousness of the situation in many parts
of Australia, in particular among the socially and culturally seriously
deprived semi-urbanized fringe-dwellers, we wonder whether the
situation in the Australian Aboriginal world is in fact as hopeless as
all that. Unless the signs are misleading, at least some Aboriginal societies
do seem to be able to succeed in maintaining their own style and basic
cultural concepts. Moreover, in spite of the "Before It Is Too Late"
feeling among Australian anthropologists since the days of Spencer,
and in spite of the present conditions of extreme stress in Aboriginal
Australia, it nevertheless remains possible and worthwhile even today
to study "traditional" Aboriginal cultural systems in operation;
"traditional" not in the sense of "unaffected", but referring, as ever
before, to systems in the continuous process of adjustment to changing
conditions.

To put it differently, in such areas as Arnhem Land the change from
a nomadic life in small, local units to life in multi-tribal and pluralistic
communities did not automatically result in the total disintegration of
the "emics" of the traditional cultural system, e.g. the clan and moiety
system, and the connected mytho-ritual system. These flourish as ever
before, in some regards even more strongly (cf. Tonkinson's chapter,
pp. 277-91). Convincing evidence of their viability is supplied by the
actuality and passionate sentiment of current Aboriginal land rights
claims. Moreover, and this is something else to be considered, the present
Aboriginal political movement is the result not only of external propa-
ganda and political pressure, but seems rather to be grafted upon a
general uneasiness, at all levels of inter-ethnical contact, and betrays
the basic resistance of pan-Australian Aboriginal value systems. It there-
fore seems possible to react optimistically to the Australianists' traditional
pessimism, and to extend Elkin's "BIITL" challenge (for certain domains
of Aboriginal life) with a "TIAGH" or "There Is Also Good Hope"
formula (for other domains of Aboriginal life), provided that the
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government and other authorities in Australia prove willing to share
this optimism and adjust their policies as much as possible accordingly.
Writing in 1975, there has been a change in the Australian federal
government's attitude towards Aborigines, which may justify our opti-
mistic outlook.

Catherine Berndt's "Prolegomena to a Study of Genealogies in North-
eastern Arnhem Land" (pp. 29-50) is the first of four chapters that
deal with descent and alliance. She announces that this is a preliminary
account of studies in preparation which concern genealogical material
she and her husband have collected at Yirrkala since 1946. The present
chapter actually offers a very constructive example of Elkin's "BIITL"
challenge, for the material it contains is examined in the light of recent
demographic information on and sociological interpretations of Ab-
original societies in north-eastern Arnhem Land. It clearly demonstrates
the practical implications of genealogies in a kinship polity, and offers
valuable accounts of the difficulties one meets when collecting Aboriginal
genealogical data, such as the taboo on names of the dead, and the
plurality and differentiated use of personal names. It also makes one
realize the imperfection of Australian kinship studies which omit concrete
genealogical interpretations of, e.g., marriage relations. Catherine Berndt
herself points to the highly controversial discussions which have turned
the Murngin system into an unreal "image seen in a series of distorting
mirrors", which is no longer "the still living; although changing,
organism that is the 'Murngin' system itself" (p. 31). Catherine Berndt
approaches the system from the point of view of genealogical informa-
tion concerning the mada/mala (dialect/clan) positions (unfortunately
their interplay is not explained clearly) of the individual participants
in affinal relations.

Warren Shapiro's chapter on "Local Exogamy and the Wife's Mother
in Aboriginal Australia" (pp. 51-69) deals also with marriage relations,
but the emphasis is on the very strict exogamy of local patrilineal groups
throughout Australia. It continues the argument advanced in his article
"Semi-Moiety Organization and Mother-in-Law Bestowal in Northeast
Arnhem Land" (Man, 1969: 629-640), which concentrates on the inter-
relation between semi-moieties and the exchange of wives and their
mothers in this particular area. His present chapter deals with the pan-
Australian aspects of these phenomena, and demonstrates the different
implications of semi-moiety systems under symmetrical (Aranda) and
asymmetrical (Murngin, Karadjeri and Yir-Yoront) conditions. How-
ever, under all these conditions "the distribution of kin-types between
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the two semi-moieties of one's own moiety" remains identical (p. 52).
Combining this with the important consideration that "Aboriginal
marriage norms are concerned not only with the categorical relation-
ships between husband and wife, and between son-in-law and father-
in-law, but those between son-in-law and mother-in-law as well" (p. 53),
he then introduces the main subject of the chapter with the question:
"why is it that in at least most Aboriginal societies . . . a man's mother-
in-law should not be a member of his own local patrilineal group?"
(p. 53). In Aranda, Karadjeri, Yir-Yoront and Murngin type societies
this implies a. prescriptive attitude towards marriages with "MBD"
and/or "MMBDD", but prohibition of, or at least a negative attitude
towards FZD marriages.

Before offering his own solution, Shapiro discusses Elkin's and Rose's
explanations of this prohibition. He criticizes Elkin's theory of group
solidarity for its inability to explain norms of B-Z avoidance, prevalent
in quite a few Aboriginal societies, while it neglects, moreover, die fact
that a man who marries his MBD is himself her FZS. As to Rose's
gerontocratic view, Shapiro points out, in our opinion correctly, that it
confounds different levels of abstraction, viz. the statistical level, com-
prising data on what Rose considers primary marriage, i.e. marriages
of older men with younger girls, and the level of cultural symbols and
prescriptive rules. On the basis of another of Elkin's observations, made
in 1938, viz. that " 'the tendency amongst the Australian Aborigines is
to select the mother-in-law rather than the wife'" (p. 62), Shapiro
dien presents his own view, "that in societies in which the wife's mother
is herself bestowed, a situation in which mother-in-law and son-in-law
are members of the same local patrilineal group is seen as a violation
of the exogamy of that group and is therefore unacceptable" (p. 64).

We have dealt at some length with Shapiro's interpretation, for it links
up with other recent publications, such as those of L. R. Hiatt and
K. J. Maddock, which emphasize the importance of the rights of
bestowal of kinsmen other than the bride's own clanmembers. It offers
a welcome correction to views which neglect the role of the wife's
mother (or at least of women of the same kinship category, and there-
fore potential wife's mothers) in Australian Aboriginal marriage systems.
Moreover, it gives credit to older and unsuspected sources of information
concerning the bestowal of the wife's mother, e.g. that of the Roman
Catholic missionary F. X. Gsell (1956), who observed that the Tiwi
emphasized that "Jedem jungen Mann gesteht der Stamm eine oder
mehrere 'Schwiegermutter' zu- und nicht etwa Gattinnen, wie man
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glauben konnte" (1956: 86, also cited by Van Geffen, 1974, p. 21).
This is an interesting piece of information, for the anthropologists

Hart and Pilling (1960) "seem to have missed mother-in-law bestowal"
(p. 63) during their fieldwork amongst the Tiwi.

However, this is not to neglect Berndt's warning (in his introduction
p. 8) against Shapiro's over-emphasis of " 'bestowal' as such, of a
mother-in-law...". In most Australian Aboriginal societies it seems
difficult indeed to distinguish clearly (as a necessary logical ground for
Shapiro's theoretical argument) between wife and mother-in-law
"bestowal". Shapiro's own description of the yinipi or munyuk ceremony
in north-eastern Arnhem Land, in his view a case of mother-in-law
bestowal (pp. 62-3), is far from convincing in this respect. In his own
words, it "signifies the creation of a bun milmarra2 relationship . . .
between the recipient on the one hand and the girl, her father and
brothers, and her matrikin on the other. The performance of munyuk
is the last direct contact the recipient will ever have with his mother-
in-law; henceforward their relationship is characterized by the most
extreme avoidance behaviour. The former assumes the obligation of
providing, throughout life, various gifts and services for the girl; she
in turn is expected to deliver to him as wives all daughters she will
eventually bear" (p. 63). So it is after all "the issue of her womb"
(Berndt, p. 8) that matters, and there is no evidence whatever of the
mother-in-law being bestowed in marriage to, e.g., a "MB" of her son-
in-law participant in the ceremony.

Even in Aboriginal societies with true mother-in-law bestowal, such
as the Nunggubuyu in south-eastern Arnhem Land (Van der Leeden,
1964-65), the connection with wife bestowal proper is always evident
and important. The Nunggubuyu explain their prescriptive MMBDD
marriages from a man's obligation to find his ZS (and/or ZD) a wife
(and/or a husband) from the group of women he calls his Vflragurum-
bai'dgaty or "MMBD's". He does so in order to secure potential wives
(i.e. her daughters) for himself and his "brothers".

These considerations obviously weaken Shapiro's hypothesis concern-
ing the connection between mother-in-law bestowal and the avoidance
of FZD marriages. We do not expect this hypothesis to stand up against
the ethnographic facts, nor do we think Shapiro's ideas about local
exogamy take sufficient account of the complications one encounters
when defining Australian Aboriginal patrilineal groups (Shapiro uses

2 Bun milmarra is described by the author as a term for totems of MM's sib or
clan and related to social statuses; cf. p. 55.
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the word 'sibs', but is obviously referring to semi-moieties in particular)
as local groups.

Another objection to Shapiro's hypothesis concerns the supposedly
violating effect of co-residence of the mother-in-law and her son-in-
law on local exogamy. Shapiro ascribes this, be it hesitatingly, to the
influence of psychological circumstances, such as "repression" and
"functional autonomy" (p. 55). He fails to see the abundant and world-
wide evidence which indicates that a connection between mother-in-law
attitudes and local exogamy need not necessarily result in avoidance of
co-residence of mother-in-law and daughter's son, and he does not
define the meaning of the term local exogamy in relation to patrilineal
clans and semi-moieties.

Moreover, Shapiro's viewpoint contains nothing really new, especially
if we consider Radcliffe-Brown's and Elkin's earlier explanations of the
prohibition of FZD marriage in some parts of Australia as the result of
sibling equivalence and mother-in-law avoidance respectively. The
similarity between these three points of view, and particularly between
those of Elkin and Shapiro, becomes clear when one considers that the
violating effect of co-residence of WM and DH on local exogamy
expresses no other sentiment, after all, than the wish to maintain a
relationship of avoidance. On close inspection, Shapiro's hypothesis
exhibits, therefore, the same shortcoming which he himself ascribed to
Elkin's interpretation, viz. that his " 'explanations' of the phenomenon
under consideration are little more than ad hoc predications of it; they
fit where they fit, and they don't fit where they don't fit" (p. 58).
Shapiro, too, does not avoid the danger inherent in turning partial
behaviour patterns into primary causes without isolating them from
their socio-cultural context. Moreover, we have already noticed that
Shapiro's contribution lacks a clear definition of "local exogamy" with
reference to patrilineal and local groups which are the real functional
units in the various Australian Aboriginal marriage systems.

In summary, and without neglecting particular psychological in-
fluences of WM-DH cb-clanmembership on rules of exogamy in some
Australian Aboriginal societies, a more reliable and therefore pan-
Australian interpretation of these rules would nevertheless seem to us
to depend, first of all, on considering the Kariera system as normal
beside the ones Shapiro deals with in particular, unless it can be con-
vincingly shown to be (or to have been) either a truly maladjusted
and ill-functioning western Australian social system, or a unique case
of social development in an otherwise homogeneous socio-cultural
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environment. This is a hypothetical possibility, difficult to prove (and
to accept) and contradicted by the many and virtually basic similarities
between the Kariera and other Australian systems. For instance, during
his research work amongst fringe-dwelling Aborigines in and near
Carnarvon, Western Australia, in 1972-73, Dagmar (1974) met some
Ingada and Dargari Aborigines who vividly remembered die prescription
of WM avoidance as an essential part of their traditional Kariera-like
system of kinship and marriage. This would be difficult for Shapiro
to explain. From a general viewpoint, it also seems relevant to point
to the logical and never disputed connection between the Kariera
sections, totemic system and prescriptive marriages (allowing WM and
DH to be members of the same clan), and to the fact that 4-section
systems as well as FZD marriages occur also in combination with other
systems elsewhere in Australia.

It seems appropriate to link up Shapiro's chapter with that of Nicolas
Peterson on "Buluwandi, A Central Australian Ceremony for the Reso-
lution of Conflict" (pp. 200-215), which deals widi the ritual symbolism
associated with different models of women bestowal. It offers a highly
technical analysis (intelligible only to specialists with a fair knowledge
of the Walbiri subsection system) of the functions of and the interaction
between the subsections of, respectively, the patri-moiety of the "owners"
and that of the "workers" of the Buluwandi fire ceremony. The author
assumes (on unprovable though reasonable grounds) that this ceremony
symbolizes conflicts over women, and he examines the explanatory value
of several types of women exchange for behaviour patterns pertaining
to the Buluwandi.

Unlike Meggitt (1962) he concludes that ZD exchange "is at least
a possibility in an Aranda-type system" (p. 213). Ultimately, the
opposition which occurs between rights of bestowal of fathers and
mothers' brothers reflects an opposition between patri- and matrikin.
Accordingly, it is the result of the alternative functioning of models of
D and ZD exchange.

Related aspects are dealt with by A. A. Yengoyan in a chapter on
"Demographic, Factors in Pitjandjara Social Organization" (pp. 70-91),
which opens with the opinion that, with such exceptions as Rose,
Meggitt and Hiatt, Australian anthropologists have bothered too little
about quantification and too much about "structure, models and rules",
which "has hindered attempts to determine intragroup and intertribal
variation and how such variation might influence the operation of the
social structure" (p. 70).
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In order to demonstrate dominating demographic influences, Yengo-
yan relies on personal research material from Pitjandjara Aborigines
participating in five regional units with distinctive interactional
networks. The Pitjandjara are "one of the most viable present-day
Aboriginal populations in central and western Australia" (p. 71).
Yengoyan emphasizes that "the socio-ceremonial structure of Pitjandjara
society has not been severely affected" (p. 72) by modern and quite
radical economic and dietary changes. Actually, "it may be hypothesized
that the contemporary interest and manifestation of ceremonial life is
a function of the acceptance of a European diet and economy which
may support large groups of individuals over many weeks. During the
pre-contact period, the formation of large ceremonial groupings was
probably rare and occurred only in selected environmentally rich areas"
(p. 83).

Other interesting observations by Yengoyan concern Pitjandjara local
group exogamy (approached from a demographic viewpoint, which
differs markedly from the approach of Shapiro); residential flexibility
as a function of macro- and micro-environmental, demographical and
ecological changes; and statistical evidence of the relation between
"correct" marriages (with a distant "MMBDD" or "FFZSD"; total
adherence 80.9 percent), "optional" marriages (with "MBD and some-
times FZD"; 14.6 percent) and "prohibited" marriages (with women
from adjacent generations, "MM", "Z" and "DD"; 4.5 percent).
• . One regrets, therefore, that his aversion to structural models keeps
him from Weighing these against his own impressive quantitative
material, and from adding substance to self-evident, and therefore
meaningless conclusions, such as his final observation that "the working
of any socio-ceremonial rules and/or groups is a function of a viable
population size as indicated by the Pitjandjara and Walbiri. For
Aboriginal, societies to survive and flourish as a quasi-complete way of
life, population growth widi minimal infant mortality is imperative"
(p. 90). After all, Yengoyan's own quantitative analysis indicates the
undiminished influence of traditional prescriptive and preferential
marriages in this area. This implies, moreover, that the structural models
formerly used to explain these marriages are apparently not the mere
hallucinations of a number of anthropologists interested only in
theorizing. Combined structuralist and demographic analysis as suggested
above would probably enable Yengoyan to investigate a number of
interesting questions. For instance, might it not be possible, perhaps,
that rather than supplying a basis for the identification of separate
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social "types", the characteristic features of traditional Aboriginal
societies, such as the Kariera and Aranda, occur instead simultaneously,
though with different emphasis and functions, as interdependent varia-
bles in all Aboriginal societies? Also, could not quantitative and historical
information from particular areas shed more light on processes of social
change hitherto unnoticed but nevertheless characteristic of the total
situation in such areas?

Territorial and ecological aspects also loom large in T. G. H. Streh-
low's contribution, "Geography and the Totemic Landscape in Central
Australia: a Functional Study" (pp. 92-140), but his article has far
more general implications and betrays the deep emotional appreciation
of someone intimately familiar with Aranda life, language and thought.
"Rethinking Aranda Totemism" would have been a more appropriate
title, perhaps, for Strehlow's panoramic view of the Aranda cultural
landscape, with geography and authority as the main landmarks in the
totemic scenery, which is shown to be as important a basic drive as the
structural and ecological motives analyzed by the previous authors.
These different approaches do not contradict each other, though.
Strehlow's picture of the religious engagement of the Aranda actually
fits in well with Yengoyan's observations concerning the religious
interests of modern Pitjandjara, even though Strehlow's intimate know-
ledge of physical conditions in Central Australia permits him to develop
a more subtle picture of the geographical influences on Aranda ritual life.
As an example we recall Yengoyan's suggestion that in the past "environ-
mentally rich areas" (as already cited) particularly facilitated the hold-
ing of large ceremonial gatherings. As Strehlow explains, however,
"survival of all the inland tribes" depends on a socio-economic structure
"designed to bring about the utilization of the whole country so that
every region could support some part of the well-distributed population.
Hence it should come as no surprise . . . that some of the greatest sacred
centres had been established at sites where full-scale ceremonial festivals
could be held only in excellent seasons" (p. 95), i.e. ceremonial centres
were not seldom located in extremely arid regions. This had a positive
function, viz. "the wide distribution of these ceremonial centres hence
helped in good seasons to ease the strain on the food resources of the
normal residence areas located around the permanent waters . . ." (p. 96).

In the extensive final sections of his chapter, Strehlow contrasts his
view of the totemic basis of Aboriginal authority with Meggitt's and
Hiatt's conclusion concerning the absence of formal political leadership
and governmental institutions in Aboriginal society. He makes quite a
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point of characterizing these conclusions as dismissing "the importance
of leadership in this region" (p. 105), and as "confusion among anthro-
pological observers . . . caused, without doubt, by the fact that most of
them approached the problem of authority from insights gained in
European, or at least in non-Australian, communities, where the cen-
tralization of authority in urbanized situations, the rights of certain
individuals to govern by hereditary succession to rule, the continuous
authoritarian influence exerted by a special class of aristocratic or at
least leading families, and the compacting and consolidation of a multi-
tude of people speaking one dialect or one language into a 'tribe' or
nation ruled over by a small central body of men, have all come to be
regarded as essential elements of those firm power structures that are
normally classified as 'governmental institutions'" (p. 128).

Almost apologetically, Strehlow takes great pains to prove the effec-
tiveness of authority, not as a supra-tribal institution, quite understand-
ably, but as one that is vested in the political independence of separate
local groups located in so-called section areas "delimited by well-defined
geographical boundaries" (p. 110), and in which the functions and
dysfunctions of the marriage system supplied sufficient grounds for
political activity. Some misunderstanding is surely involved here, for
Meggitt and Hiatt would certainly not deny the importance of the kind
of authority patterns that automatically and informally develop in such
small, kinship-based groups as those of the Australian Aboriginals. Nor
would they agree, we are sure, with Strehlow's characterization of them
as being prejudiced by Europe-centred views on authority and legal
procedures in peasant communities that are part of larger political
structures. From a comparative viewpoint it remains a pertinent and
important fact that most, if not all, Australian Aboriginal societies lack
large-scale political structures, even though mytho-ritual supra-structures
with political implications are nowhere absent. In his eagerness to
"defend" the Aranda style against these justified and strictly scientific
(and therefore disengaged) conclusions, Strehlow proves to be prejudiced
himself, although in a decidedly sympathetic way. It seems clear that
his reaction ultimately serves the equally justifiable purpose of demon-
strating the completeness and richness of the (central) Australian
Aboriginal way of life at a time when Western nations have evinced
an extreme neglect of the Australian Aborigines who, for them, have
generally speaking been only a quantite negligeable. His personal engage-
ment in this way of life does not prevent Strehlow from demonstrating,
as no other, the geographical and emotional qualities of totemic philo-
sophy.
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Phrased in Pitjantjatjara and Walbiri philosophical terms and con-
cepts, Nancy D. Munn's interesting but difficult paper on "The
Transformation of Subjects into Objects in Walbiri and Pitjantjatjara
Myth" (pp. 141-163) recapitulates the essence of religious experience
in these two well-known and well-studied communities. It also aims
at deepening Durkheim's interpretation of the Australian Aboriginal
"collective socio-moral order with its grounding in seniority and the past
which has been objectified as the determinate, compelling forms of the
external environment" (p. 157). According to Nancy Munn, in order
to understand Aboriginal views of the ancestral heritage it is necessary
also to analyze "the a priori grounds upon which the possibilities of this
order are built", particularly the transmission "down the generations"
of a "fundamental mode of orientation" (p. 157). This orientation
involves not only "a particular kind of object and meaning content. . .
but also a particular form or mode of experiencing the world in which
symbols of collectivity are constantly recharged with intimations of
self" (pp. 157-8). This orientation is grounded psychologically "in the
awareness of subject-object distinctions" (p. 158) which, to be sure,
does not prevent the individual from considering the relatively coherent
ancestral system as the principal form of religious and social identi-
fication. Nancy Munn distinguishes "this type of traditional world
view" (p. 158) from the " 'assortment of religious representations' or
'themes' " 3 from which the individual in industrial society "selects some
themes.. . and builds them into a somewhat precarious private system
of 'ultimate significance'" (p. 159).

Nancy Munn emphasizes that Pitjantjatjara and Walbiri rely heavily
upon three types of transformation, viz. metamorphosis (subject becomes
ancestor; ancestor becomes object), imprinting (bodily impressions from
ancestors) and externalization (ancestor leaves object behind), in order
to explain their subject-ancestor-object relations. The importance of
territorial association is also emphasized in this chapter, territories being
considered as the fundamental object outside the subject. Dying persons
are transformed into permanent natural phenomena (hills, rockholes,
etc.) or into objects related to territories, e.g. tjuringa. Natural and
material appearances thus attend human disappearances, the trans-
formations have a demonstrable " 'bi-directional' " or " 'double move-
ment' ", viz. "separation" (from the original subject) and "binding"
(of object to subject) (p. 144).

Quotations by N. Munn from Thomas Luckman.
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As to the psychology of creativeness, for both Walbiri and Pitjantja-
tjara the word "ancestor" also means "dream". The Walbiri, in
particular, have developed the idea that an ancestor dreams out his
journeys before externalizing them (p. 145). For the Walbiri, objecti-
vation thus implies "external projections of an interior vision", the
objectified world serving again as a means of internal visualization.
However, the existence of two kinds of subject (the ancestral subject
and the living individual) entails two kinds of objectivation movement,
viz. from subject to object or from 'inside' to 'outside', in the case of an
ancestral subject, and the reverse, from 'outside' to 'inside', in the case
of a living individual. Therefore, ancestral transformations are creative,
whereas human identifications are submissive (p. 145).

We have presented Nancy Munn's considerations concerning the
opposition between ancestral creativity and human submissiveness at
some length, for these dominate her discussion of land claims, the
content of transformations (apparent from such phenomena as inter-
generational transmission), and the symbolism of birth.

In spite of our appreciation of Nancy Munn's original approach
we have some doubts concerning this opposition, for it intimates that
this view is predominantly static. It seems worthwhile here to raise this
point, the more so since it recurs in other chapters of this book.

Our doubts are based on the impression, admittedly from other parts
of Australia, that Australian Aboriginals, when opposing ancestors to
human beings as creative versus submissive, are using supra-natural
terms to refer to a particular infra-structural phenomenon, viz. the
extremely dominant influence of the natural environment on their whole
life. The issue at stake ultimately concerns the high degree of cohesion
of natural, social and religious phenomena, which has impressed anthro-
pological observers time and again as a characteristic feature of
Australian Aboriginal totemism.

Thus, we do not doubt that Pitjantjatjara and Walbiri, like other
Australian Aborigines, sometimes express their awareness of this situation
by comparing the existence of human beings with that of their ancestors
in terms of submissive versus creative. However, we would like Nancy
Munn to reconsider whether their world view is not more diverse and,
in particular, whether at other times they do not reverse this relation,
and consider human beings quite capable of influencing the ancestral
world in turn. As a comparison, we note that among the Nunggubuyu
the telling of myths and the singing of clan songs show contrasting
functions in this regard. The rendering of myths in prose is a formal
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affair and emphasizes the viewpoints of particular territorial and descent
groups, which allow of only minimal individual interpretation and style
variation (cf. Van der Leeden, 1975). It is as if the ancestors then
speak up, create things, and express their dominance over man. The
interest turns to the poetic and musical qualities of individual artists,
however, when the same myths are rendered as poems and songs,
particularly clan songs in the case of the Nunggubuyu. Nunggubuyu
clan singing, probably as much as that of dieir neighbours, impresses
the listener as a highly creative form of engagement in the affairs of
the ever-present, at times quite human-like ancestors, who are almost
tangible and who are just as susceptible to changing situations (because
of the introduction of foreign phenomena such as new totems) as their
human descendants. Without exaggeration this may be considered to
reflect awareness of a creative human role in the religious process. This
conclusion need not be at variance with Stanner's view of Aboriginal
mentality as "ahistorical in outlook", and it offers a striking illustration
of the "plasticity of myth", a concept which Stanner borrows from
Firth to oppose the variation of Aboriginal oral tradition to the con-
stancy of the ritual tradition (Stanner, 1959-63, p. 148).

"A Decision as Narrative" (pp. 164-73), written in a very personal
style by Marie Reay, fulfils another important function in this book.
It illustrates die practical function of a mythological theme, the engage-
ment of both research worker and Aboriginal participants in this theme,
and the feedback of the fieldworker's presence on the cultural process
in an Aboriginal society, in this instance that of the Aborigines at
Borroloola.

Marie Reay explains why Aboriginal women at Borroloola classified
her as Nangalama, the female name of one of the Borroloola subsections.
In answer to direct questions, these women would reply that "women
of this subsection always tended to be 'a little bit silly'" (p. 164).
Analyzing this unsatisfying, obviously highly symbolical answer, Marie
Reay discovered that she was associated with Mabel, the mother figure
in the Mungamunga story (first recorded by C. H. Berndt), which
underlies the Yawalyu ceremony, which has pronounced sexual impli-
cations. "The plot of the story is a simple line of communication, the
ceremony being conveyed from the Mungamunga to Mabel, from Mabel
to Blanchie, and from Blanchie to the chorus of Wave Hill women"
(p. 167); a communication leading ultimately to the performance of
the ceremony by women who identify themselves more or less with the
purposes and desires of those in the story who, in spite of their European
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names, are mythical figures. Besides Marie Reay, who participated
involuntarily (as the only Nangalama woman) in a mother role, four
Aboriginal women took part in a performance of this communication
during the former's research work at Borroloola. All of them were
emotionally (and in the first place sexually) motivated to do so. They
considered Marie Reay's presence, and her professional interest in
recording Aboriginal ceremonies, as a most suitable occasion for
organizing a yawalyu ceremony. Activating their fellow women, word
was passed around that " 'That Nangalama (i.e. Marie Reay; reviewers)
Wants all the women to assemble'" (p. 171). Marie Reay concludes:
"That is why I had to be Nangalama. . . . In a dream a Nangalama
woman related to me . . . , she herself became the Old Woman of Kuna-
pipi and, hypnotized by the great snake, drew him into her belly, her own
body movements following as in trance his agitations within her.
Awakening, she remembered her cries of pain and pleasure as particular
words forming a song" (p. 171). Besides such important information
on the as yet still poorly understood psychic influences of Aboriginal
women concerning male dominated ceremonial cults, Marie Reay's
chapter offers a fine example of the ritual interpretation of European
roles in the modern contact situation. Understating the events in her
essay as a " 'dramaticule'" or " 'a trivial series of actions or course of
events connected by a purpose which finds achievement or denial in
the final event of the series'" (p. 166), she considers this triviality as
resulting "from the absence of opposition to this intention" (viz. "to hold
a yawalyu") (p. 170). We do not agree with Marie Reay in so far as
we consider the Borroloola case as indeed the best example ever of a
dialectic relationship (cf. Levi-Strauss, 1967: 29), in this instance
between die dreary reality of life in the socially (and, as far as Marie
Reay's four female assistants were concerned, also sexually) deprived
Aboriginal community at Borroloola, and a myth containing the promise
of maximal satisfaction of sexual emotions. This conclusion, we think,
is justified even in the absence of concrete information about the norms
of sexual behaviour of the Aborigines concerned.

Maddock's chapter on "Myths of the Acquisition of Fire in Northern
and Eastern Australia" (pp. 174-99) is interesting from a methodological
point of view. It is the first systematic attempt at applying Levi-Strauss's
structuralist method to 23 myths (numbered M1-M23) from widely
separated areas in Australia, ranging from Arnhem Land and Cape York
in the north, through New South Wales and Victoria, to Tasmania.
Like Levi-Strauss, Maddock selects one mythological theme (myths of
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fire) for his analysis. He also partly combines this with considerations
of the culinary opposition "raw-cooked". Like Levi-Strauss he chooses
one myth as his "myth of reference". Ml . This is a myth from the
Dalabon in central Arnhem Land whom, through his own personal
research, he knows the best. Gradually extending his analysis, as does
Levi-Strauss, to myths from other areas, Maddock draws the conclusion
that these all disclose one basic structural opposition, summarized in
the following formula (p. 198):

Losers of life in the flesh: Possessors of life in the flesh::
Losers of fire: Takers and possessors of fire.

We welcome Maddock's analysis as one which may well serve as a model
for future structuralist research on mythology in Australia. Nevertheless,
we would like to add the following comments.

Firstly, the current specialization and intensification of professional
anthropological research in. Australia would make it both possible and
recommendable to study the existing variants of particular myths within
particular Aboriginal societies. This would enable the research worker
to start from the empirical functions of mythologies, and it might shed
additional light on the dynamics of some of the transformations already
discovered on a comparative basis by Maddock. Put in more concrete
terms, we would not consider it impossible for several codes, recognized
by Maddock in mythological messages from different areas, also to occur
as the messages of variants of myths as told and discussed by different
narrators from the same society. Since the messages reflect the influence
of both individual and socio-cultural criteria (clan, moiety, section and
subsection membership, etc.), it would be imperative to combine this
research widi a consideration of the sociological implications of the
myths.

Secondly, some of the mythological figures in Maddock's texts strike
us as messengers, i.e. figures trying to establish a relation between
opposite categories, rather than as representatives of particular categories
as such. Further study of also their ambivalent features might reveal
much of the dynamics of myths and their transformations, and of the
tricksters and heroes who constitute the basic cast of mythological themes
widi apparently pan-Australian implications.

R. M. Berndt's chapter on "Traditional Morality as Expressed Through
the Medium of an Australian Aboriginal Religion" (pp. 216-47) ana-
lyzes the dingari, the most important "secret-sacred" mytho-ritual
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complex of Aborigines from the north-western part of the Western
Desert, now living at the Balgo Pallottine Mission Station. "The dingari
reveals a concern with basic issues of social living mostly couched,
symbolically, in terms of relations between the sexes and relations
between the sacred and the non-sacred, between materialism and
spirituality" (p. 243). "The religious system of the dingari is also a
system of morality, and this is one of its primary functions" (p. 244).

On the theoretical side, Bemdt's statement that "in traditional Ab-
original Australia the boundaries between the sacred and the mundane
are blurred" (p. 216) emphasizes the tribal element in mythological
systems of this kind. Moreover, the tendency to stress the "traditionality"
of Australian Aboriginal world views, so apparent in many chapters
of diis book (cf. our review of Nancy Munn's chapter), is also evident
in Bemdt's characterization of the responsibility of the ancestral deities
for the creation of Man and the ordering of his world, in which they
left behind the natural tokens of their earthly journeys during the time-
of the "Eternal Dreaming". "Man is not fundamentally dissimilar" to
die deities with whom he shares "a common life force which is sacred"
(p. 217). Since man and deities maintain a relationship of "mutual
interdependence" and "mutual identification" (p. 218), "The mythic
characters themselves provide a pattern or blue-print for human
behaviour, including interpersonal behaviour" (p. 219). "Morality and
religion are not conceived of as being separate spheres of experience"
(p. 219). Berndt considers "myth as the most likely source of moral
statements" (p. 221). This emerges as his main concern in the present
study, and clearly also indicates his position in die current structuralist
debate.

The ten sections of the dingari, collected by the author at Balgo in
1958 and 1960, relate the mythical adventures and the work and deeds
of the dingari ancestors during their great journey around Lake White
and the Canning Stock Route. Ultimately, Berndt interprets the moral
code of this myth in materialistic terms, for his model of the overall
conception of the dingari provides for the separation of a "moral" and
an "immoral" sphere, which reflects the traditional Australian Ab-
original nomadic eco-system. According to Berndt, the myth teaches
the primary lesson that, "While the seasons remain good, and people
are able to move about and collaborate actively and 'normally', they
can achieve reasonable satisfaction. But through drought and consistently
bad hunting, illness or accident, the situation can change radically. It
can bring hunger, thirst, exhaustion and finally tragedy, because these
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people live so close to the land and rely utterly on its natural resources:
they are absolutely dependent for survival on nature, and on their own
limited skills. Under these circumstances, the 'moral' can change to
the 'immoral', as part of the condition of living" (p. 233-4). Berndt's
interesting discussion (interesting too because the seasonal distinction
also looms large, though in a quite different fashion, in Levi-Strauss's
interpretation of the Wawilak-Yurlungur myth from north-eastern
Arnhem Land, 1962: 120-4, as discussed in Hiatt, 1975) leaves us,
nevertheless, with some questions, particularly concerning his inter-
pretation of the actual dingari system. Here, too, in our opinion, as in
the case of Nancy Munn's chapter, the emphasis on the traditionality
and 'closedness' of Australian Aboriginal world views does insufficient
justice to the dynamic qualities of these systems, and to the creativity
of individual religious emotions and attitudes. This applies particularly
to Berndt's interpretation of dingari "morals", for this demands con-
sideration of an Aboriginal evaluation of these "morals". As such a
consideration is not provided, it is not clear on what grounds Berndt
distinguishes the "moral" from the "immoral". In the dingari instance,
why does the "moral" sphere develop optimally during hunting and
food collecting periods only, while periods of thirst and immobility are
assumed to lead to an "immoral" sphere of quarrels, murder, theft and
seduction? The dingari myth itself does not, in our opinion, offer con-
vincing evidence. Indeed, in quite a few of its sections mobility, ritual,
and dance, e.g., are associated with "wrong" phenomena, such as killing,
and burning the Ganabuda to death (section 1); travelling, hunting and
ritual combine with quarreling and desperation (section 3); travelling
and ritual with stealing and teasing (section 4), and also with hunger
and calamities (section 5); in short, these are all combinations of
activities and qualities which belong to opposed categories in Berndt's
model. We feel, therefore, that Berndt's abstractions need further
amplification by reference to the participants' own moral reflections,
or otherwise, by comparative evidence from other Australian religions.

The chapter by Prof. H. and Mrs. G. Petri, "Stability and Change:
Present-day Historic Aspects Among Australian Aborigines" (pp. 248-
276), is the result of their field studies of both traditional and changing
Aboriginal cultures in the northern corner of the Western Desert. From
1952 onwards they carried out research in Aboriginal "new communi-
ties" of "mixed orientation" (the latter expression comes from R. M.
Berndt) (p. 249), particularly at Anna Plains, La Grange, Mandoorah,
Wallal, Thangoo and Broome. Their inquiries into the origins and
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diffusion of syncretistic and nativistic movements at the same time
offered them a good opportunity of studying the dynamics of Aboriginal
migration patterns, both in the past and present.

The authors were able to follow especially closely the introduction
and development of an anti-European movement, which manifested
itself for the first time at La Grange R. C. Station in I960, and which
reached its climax during the years 1960-1966 as a result of the founding
of the Talgarno missile centre (in 1950) and the resulting confiscation
of sacred Aboriginal sites, as well as through contacts with Jigalong
Apostolic Mission Aborigines. These contacts stimulated the propaganda
activities of Donald McLeod, a White Australian "Marxian social
reformer" (p. 255), who founded socialist mining co-operatives managed
by full- and mixed-blood Aborigines (the so-called Pindan Movement).

One of the most active emissaries of "Don McLeod's Law" is
mentioned by the authors as being an elderly Aboriginal, whose journeys
led him as far afield as Derby and the lower Fitzroy River. In a process
of "auto-acculturation" this man had adjusted his basically traditional
orientation and faith in "the lasting validity of his people's old 'Law' "
to "a particular doctrine of Western origin" of his White teacher
(p. 257). The authors describe him as a person "ridiculed by most
Europeans as a charlatan and feared by many of his 'coloured' colleagues
because of the sanctions he. threatens to enforce against those who
disbelieve him" (p. 258). However, the authors should have been more
careful in calling him, on these grounds, "an impressive case of the not
so rare socio-cultural misfit" (p. 258), a loaded term implying a degree
of maladjustment only partly substantiated by their actual description
of his personality and collaboration with McLeod. Even the authors
themselves hesitate to call him a " 'marginal personality' in the sense
of socio-psychological adjustment" (p. 258).

As concomitant religious developments, Prof, and Mrs. Petri consider
two closely interconnected but analytically distinguishable ritual com-
plexes, viz. Jinimin and worgaia - ngaru-ngaru. Jinimin (from "Jesus
Christ") is a syncretistic messianic movement which proclaims that "all
land had from the beginning belonged to the Aborigines and that in
the future there would be no differences between Aborigines and other
Australians •— all should share equally in that land" (p. 258). Jinimin
and worgaia were introduced together, in 1963, and also travelled in
the same direction, from east to west. The worgaia "Law", with its
preliminary though very important ngaru-ngaru stage, also contains
syncretistic elements, but its song cycles, ritual activities and sacred
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objects show the combined effect of influences from several central and
northern Australian rituals. For example, through the dingari-kurang-
gara, the "fertility mother" concept pertaining to the Worgaia, the
authors trace a connection with the Gadjari complex of the Walbiri
Aborigines from the northern section of central Australia (and implicitly
also with Gunabibi traditions of Arnhem Land origin).

In any case, the authors successfully demonstrate the importance of
Australian Aboriginal ritual organization for past as well as present-day
Aboriginal migrations. Still very little is known about Aboriginal
reflections on the history of their contact with Europeans. This chapter
has the merit of demonstrating, at least for northwestern Australia,
that these reflections essentially take on a ritual form. This confirms the
persistence of the traditional Aboriginal cultural orientation, which has
always shown a strong ritual emphasis. Aboriginal migrations, also in
the past, have always been coupled with the borrowing from and the
reinterpretation of other religious systems. Prof, and Mrs. Petri have
added a new and urgently needed page to a truly Aboriginal-centred
history of Australia.

The persistence and elasticity of Aboriginal ritual organization and
religious beliefs appears also from R. Tonkinson's "Aboriginal Dream-
Spirit Beliefs in a Contact Situation: Jigalong, Western Australia"
(pp. 277-91). This is one of the few studies of Aboriginals who, having
migrated to fringe settlements and European centres, nevertheless main-
tained the intimate bond with their home countries, in this instance
through the practices and "dream-spirit journeys" of Aboriginal doctors,
and the development of special dream-spirit rituals and song cycles.

At Jigalong, cultural isolation led to belief in these rituals as the only
possible tie with the traditional environment. Tonkinson considers this
a clear indication of the egalitarian structure of traditional Aboriginal
society. "In relatively egalitarian Aboriginal society with its absence of
a clearly defined leadership structure, the new entity emphasizes ritual
activities, a traditional element of social organization, as its primary
mechanism of integration" (p. 289).

The next chapter, "Polygyny, Acculturation and Contact: Aspects of
Aboriginal Marriage in Central Australia" (pp. 292-304), by Jeremy
Long, offers an interesting demographic study of the differing incidence
of polygyny in three Aboriginal communities (at Areyonga, Haasts Bluff -
Papunya and Yuendumu). It carefully re-examines the views of M. J.
Meggitt (on Walbiri polygyny) and F. G. G. Rose (on polygyny at
Angas Downs), on the decline in polygyny in these societies as the result,
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principally, of increasing acculturation. The latter argues that "polygyny
has virtually disappeared (at Angas Downs; reviewers) in the space
of about twenty years because it is a custom which has financial dis-
advantages'in the contemporary situation" (p. 297).

Long's own conclusions, based on statistical comparisons and personal
anthropological field research, do not necessarily contradict the
acculturation theories, for the discouragement of polygyny by, e.g.,
European missionaries, has clearly affected Australian Aboriginal social
organization. Rather, Long adds, " . . . variations in the incidence of
polygyny in different communities may indicate differences in traditional
behaviours rather than differences in degrees of acculturation" (p. 296).
The fact that the- incidence of polygyny differed also in traditional Ab-
original societies is a further complicating factor. Moreover, some long
established communities (e.g. in eastern Arnhem Land) appear to be
more polygynous than other, more recently established communities
(e.g. in northern Arnhem Land). Therefore, "Where polygyny is a
permissible practice and no women remain unmarried, a number of
factors can influence whether a man has one wife, several wives or no
wives" (p. 303). In particular, "it seems that one important factor
influencing the overall polygyny rates in any population of Aborigines
was and is the overall ratio of males to females of marriageable age
in the population" (p. 303).

A very interesting chapter on "The Impact of Urbanization on
Aboriginal Marriage Patterns" (pp. 305-25), by Fay Gale, contains a
detailed statistical analysis of the breakdown of, respectively changes in,
marriage regulations amongst the 2,039 urban Aborigines (in 1966) of
Adelaide, a city with a total of 764,905 inhabitants. The number of
2,039 Aborigines includes people of Western origin who call themselves
Aborigines and who participate in their society and culture. Conversely,
it excludes people of Aboriginal origin who, for whatever reasons,
identify themselves with White people and follow the European way
of life.

Apart from a comparison of age-pyramids of Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal populations in Adelaide (the former showing such pan-
Australian features as a comparatively high proportion of young people,
and relatively high birth and death rates), Fay Gale pays particular
attention to the frequency of "late marriages" ("only 52 per cent of
the Aborigines over the age of twenty years is married"; "Marriage is
the expected norm for adult urban Europeans, but it is not so for adult
urban Aborigines", p. 314), the high percentage of divorces and other
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marriage failures, and the high percentage of bachelors amongst the
urban Aborigines. Masculinity, too, (p. 310) "is particularly emphasized
in the urban Aboriginal groups", although Fay Gale mentions that it is
essentially a pan-Australian Aboriginal demographic feature. Indeed,
in the British Parliamentary Papers (vol. 19-3-7, p. 356) one of
the reviewers (R. van Geffen) found the following note (dated 20th
February, 1841) by Matthew Moorhouse, Protector of the Aborigines,
concerning the Aborigines in the vicinity of Adelaide: "During the
year 1840 I kept an average account of the number of men, women
and children in Adelaide, and have found the sexes to be in the following
proportions: males 271, females 178, children 183". So we see that in
1840 masculinity amongst these Aborigines did not amount to 51.7 per
cent (Fay Gale's calculation of the total overall Aboriginal masculinity
in Adelaide in 1966), but to 60.6 per cent.

To return to more recent times, Fay Gale criticizes the current
European policies, pointing out that "young people have been actively
encouraged to leave rather than stay and marry a tribally chosen
partner. Government and mission policies, in encouraging disobedience
to tribal elders on marriage laws, have assisted in the breakdown of
traditional marriage without giving any replacement. For what alter-
native does 'assimilation' really offer Aborigines in the city? Often,
only the chance to be single or amoral" (p. 315). This is a male problem
in particular, for most Aboriginal girls prefer to marry European men
from "higher social and economic groups than most Aboriginal males
can offer" (p. 315). Since Aboriginal men on the whole have no
opportunity of marrying European girls (they are "socially . . . un-
attractive even to Aboriginal girls", p. 316), "Urbanization breaks
traditional kin ties for Aborigines with the result that family structures
are changed significantly" (p. 316).

It seemed appropriate to deal here at some length with Fay Gale's
considerations, for these concern the inter-ethnic implications of modern
Aboriginal life which, in spite of their significance, are hardly ever
discussed in Australian Aboriginal studies. For the same reason it is
worthwhile to mention another of her conclusions, namely that there
are indications of the development of a larger Aboriginal community,
gradually overgrowing the still existing territorial-ethnical units, and
accompanied by the gradual development of a mixed Aboriginal-
European culture. This applies particularly to Aboriginal groups from
old reserves (such as the Point McKeay group, founded in 1859).

In addition to the steady increase of urban Aboriginals in Adelaide,
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the already observable contours of a larger Aboriginal society will

probably prove to be the most important criterion for group identifi-

cation for the Aboriginals in the future.

Urban research projects, such as the one carried out by Fay Gale,

are urgently needed and may prove, amongst others, the general validity

of her South Australian conclusions.
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