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ERICH KOLIG

ABORIGINAL DOGMATICS:
CANINES IN THEORY, MYTH AND DOGMA

In good sooth, my masters, this is no door. Yet is it a little window,
that looketh upon a great world.

(Risley, The People of India)

Canines in Australian Aboriginal society have turned out to be a con-
siderable puzzle to anthropology. The role and significance of dogs,
and traditionally dingoes, in this society had previously been so taken
for granted as to be beyond reasonable doubt. In recent years, however,
a lively, though sometimes "dogged", debate has developed that demon-
strates otherwise. The debate is fired by more or less radical departures
from the economic-utilitarian perspective that attributes to canines a
decisive usefulness in man's food quest. Indeed this is usually seen as
the primary reason for the animal's domestication.

The traditional anthropological opinion holding that dingoes must
have been economically useful to Aborigines as hunting aids, hinges on
the assumption that man always and everywhere has been interested in
the dog's domestication because he realised the animal's economic
potential. Domestication, so it appears, is the outcome, as it were, of
a 'rational' decision made in relation to die natural environment and
the range of possibilities it logically enforces. I purposely use 'rational'
here as a rather colloquial metonym that evokes earlier ethnocentric
prejudices of ascribing 'rationality' only to thought processes considered
reasonable by the 'scientific' mind. The term in this sense prompts one
to visualise, before one's inner eye, man assessing his environment's
potential in a coolly detached manner, carefully, almost 'scientifically',
weighing economic possibilities. As a result, and restricted only by his
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greater or lesser technical know-how and by limitations imposed by
nature itself, man would come up with cultural solutions which could
be seen, by employing western commonsense, as both viable and advant-
ageous. In the light of the view's easy persuasiveness — and the human
self-aggrandisement that goes with it — it seemed heresy when Meggitt
(1965: 24) and later Gould (1969 a & b) raised doubts about the
economic usefulness of dingoes in certain ecological areas of Australia.
Their queries stimulated looking for alternative, and perhaps less 'ratio-
nal', reasons to explain the dingo's place among humans. Indeed a
review of the whole problem seemed called for, although the presence
of non-useful dingoes in certain human groups could still be explained
away as regional peculiarity or perhaps as persistence of customary be-
haviour under changed external (ecological) circumstances which had
rendered useless the previously useful dingo.

The most interesting 'apostetic' hypothesis so far, to my knowledge,
has been propounded by A.Hamilton (1972). She suggests that Abori-
gines are interested in canines not because these are good to hunt with,
but because they are good to feel about: pups would stimulate emo-
tionally gratifying responses in'humans. While Hamilton's paper refers
explicitly to contemporary conditions of man-dog relationships in settle-
ments, it can be inferred that emotionality may have been the major
historical cause for the man-dingo symbiosis. This is a new and exciting
angle on the subject, in particular as far as the implied refutation of
eco-utilitarianism is concerned. The latest rejoinder (by Hayden 1975),
staunchly reiterating the sufficiently well-known orthodox viewpoint,
has virtually nothing new to add.

Proposing an alternative viewpoint that leans toward a more intellect-
ualist emphasis, I draw freely on Cassirer's man as animal symbolicum
(see Cassirer 1953: 7). Man does not as it were directly commune with
his environment, but does so only with the aid of a medium composed
of an artificial symbolic system. Both the way in which he views die
environment and his existence therein, and the way in which he tackles
the problem of physical survival are informed by the necessary existence
of that medium. As far as man's interaction with his environment is
concerned, as in the food quest, explanation by invoking the 'logic' of
sheer necessity is insufficient. The sets of ideas, actions and strategies
pertaining to this medium can be expected to be, at least, as much
symbolic as 'pragmatic'. The dog, or dingo, positioned in between
Aboriginal man and the world, is one such example: a symbol of but
minor pragmatic importance and of only incidental food-providing
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relevance. In trying to argue the point it logically follows that I should
voice the belief in a rather whimsical relationship of man with his
environment, so that sociocultural phenomena are only insufficiently
explainable by reference to, what I might call, the paradigm of "eco-
utility" and "eco-rationality". In passing I might speculate that the
abandonment of this paradigm appears called for as the recognition of
mounting environmental crises — of which pollution, over-population,
over-exploitation of natural resources and the general destruction of
vitally necessary parts of the environment, whether rightly or wrongly,
have become well-known slogans — has consistently over recent years
nurtured a profound scepticism of man's 'rational' and in the long run
beneficial behaviour in relation to his environment. Anthropology
cannot stand aside while one generally suspects man to be rather wilful,
if not grossly shortsighted, in dealing with his environment. Or should
western man, as the one primarily accountable for the obvious dilemma,
be uniquely alone in his responsibility, espousing thus more or less
humanity than others ?

If one assumes that the role of dingoes in society was determined by
the response of Aborigines to their environment and by their making

the best use of given natural conditions, and nothing else, one is bound
to wonder why Aborigines should not have responded in an equally or
perhaps more satisfactory manner in other areas of their food quest.
Opportunity was abundant to experiment with flora and once Abori-
gines had conceived of the benefits of animal domestication for economic
purposes — as allegedly was the case with the dingo — they could
have domesticated other species of fauna. This would have rendered
dingoes largely redundant as hunting aids. Aborigines could- have
maintained flocks of emus, to instance just one valuable food species,
and thus noticeably alleviate the burden of daily hunting in which the
dingo allegedly has figured so prominently. At least they might have
kept a few kangaroos as reserve rations, just like that Hong Kong
restaurant which kept one and each day chopped off a slice of its tail
for the genuine kangaroo tail soup, the highlight of the menu. Kimber
(1976) argues that the first modest attempts at domesticating some flora
and fauna are noticeable among Aborigines nowadays. One suspects,
however, that this phenomenon occurs under settlement conditions and
is no more than the expression of a nostalgic longing of some elderly
Aborigines for their arid home environment. Calling this sporadic
desire on the part of a few Aborigines to surround themselves with a
scanty floristic bric-a-brac, the beginning of domestication is most pro-
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bably an exaggeration.
The predilection for explaining cultural traits in terms of man's

adaptive responses to environmental preconditions, seems to me to deny
man the creative, and often 'irrational', spirit with which he shapes his
universe, often in utter disregard for what the outsider may see as
'rationally' defensible or useful. To explain, for instance, as has been
attempted, the mystery of Aboriginal staunch conservatism in terms of
adaptive utility seems to miss the point entirely. (One such attempt was
made by Peterson 1971, who seems to have assimilated to the Australian
scene the dubious "stereotype of "hunters as the original affluent society";
see e.g., Sahlins 1972: Iff.) It is well-known that even in areas where
Aborigines had long-lasting and amicable firsthand contacts with agri-
culturists, such as Macassans, Indonesians, Melanesians and probably
others, they had rejected food-producing methods. What had caused
Aborigines to opt for a subsistence-level economy in the bush ? Either
for charitable reasons or more likely out of a false paradigm, this most
curious reaction has been explained in terms of an essential superiority
of hunting-gathering over simple farming methods. The yield of hunting
and gathering in this ecological region would supposedly be both more
reliable and less strenuous than could be procured by primitive agri-
cultural procedures. The relevant hypothesis implies, in fact is contingent
upon, the unqualified assumption, that Aboriginal man's conservatism
in this matter was the actual outcome of his 'rationally' assessing the
environment, its potential and its limitations. A decision of such calibre
could only have been brought about by supposing Aborigines took a
bird's-eye-view of the situation where two economic alternatives of in-
credibly far-reaching and complex consequences had to be weighed
against each other. It seems highly unlikely that people involved in a
'choice' of this enormous magnitude should be able to take the necessary
vantage point. (Besides, the hypothesis ignores why people in similar
ecological conditions should have followed the 'neolithic revolution' and
why Aborigines, emptying the proverbial baby with the bathwater, also
rejected other cultural items which could surely have benefitted them
in their hunting-gathering existence.) In fact what really happens is
that the anthropologist filters out some reason and attributes a posteriori
a 'rational' cause to whatever cultural trait he may encounter, and be
it the most absurd one. Most cultural traits are susceptible of this kind
of interpretation.

Zipf's Principle of Least Effort (Zipf 1949) has been quoted to bolster
this approach (Hayden 1975). This 'law', in a somewhat simplified
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version, maintains that man following his instinctual laziness would tend
toward the easier solution 'providing everything else is equal'. That is
all very well, but when ever is 'everything else equal' to human beings?
What an anthropologist considers as such may not coincide with the
view of those concerned and I venture to suggest that it rarely does.
As Zipf tried to remedy his 'law' by introducing the factor of 'mentation'
he was doing no more than conceding to the obvious, viz. that in a
so-called stimulus-response relationship no single, 'rational' nature ob-
tains. This is essentially what W. I. Thomas (see, e.g., 1966), arguing
against behavioural determinism, has circumscribed with his concept of
'definition of situation'. What a man does depends on the situation as
he thinks it to be, rather than what the chronicler or social investigator
would call the situation as it is. A simplistic stimulus-response hypo-
thesis overlooks that man's nature is not to respond in unchanging ways;
but that his behaviour is determined by his definition of the situation,
his understanding and interpretation of it. As a mental process this does
not happen in an epistemological vacuum, but within the horizon of
socially and culturally mediated conceptions of reality, that which is
summed up essentially in Schutz' world-taken-for-granted and Scheler's
relativnaturliche Weltanschauung (see Schutz 1962: 64; Scheler 1960).
In defining the situation, on which in turn his reaction depends, the
individual uses cognitive and normative patterns of the customary stock
of knowledge (Schutz 1962) laid down in language, myth, beliefs and
other elements of world view all of which mediate perceived relevances
and meanings. The results are vividly different responses whose essences
remain unaccounted for by so-called 'laws' that allegedly govern human
behaviour. In fact, the factor of 'definition of situation' ultimately and
thoroughly destroys such a 'law' as its validity disappears in a deluge of
so-called exceptions and not one real case reveals this 'law's' operation.
What, for instance, could Zipf's 'law', as indeed any simple stimulus-
response schema, say about the pyramids, Easter Island statues, penis-
mutilation, or the couvade ? Hardly anything. The Principle of Least
Effort seems inspired by operational procedures and theory formation of
the 'hard' sciences. Increasingly over the past years adequacy of pseudo-
scientific models and laws for explaining the human condition and the
resulting atomistic dismemberment of total cultural and human situa-
tions have come under criticism. The enormous complexity of human
motivation, conscious or unconscious, that leads to cultural solutions
hardly needs stressing. Squeezing this complexity into the straight-
jacket of monolithic scientific explanations means, most probably,
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beggaring ourselves with grossly impoverished and distorted views of
the human condition.

NON-PROVIDERS:

Engaging myself in an academic polemic caused by the clash of purist
approaches that derive a certain volatile persuasiveness from a reduc-
tionist, eclectic framework of assumptions, I should like to see my con-
tribution as part of the dialectic (though not in Hegel's sense of a
movement toward a totality, but much rather in the modern sense of
'limited progress'; see Hochkeppel 1976: 47ff.) toward a hopefully
wider and fuller understanding of the subject. This dialectic does
neither accrue from, nor is regulated by, the accumulation of empirical
data. The differences of the nature reflected in the competing hypo-
theses are de rigeur metaphysical in character. Despite the debate's
prima facie empiricism, emphatically drawing on field observation, the
issue at hand supercedes the empirical level; and it does so in more
than just the sense that theory is always antecedent to empirical obser-
vation. The hypotheses are contingent on epistemological and ontolo-
gical assumptions, one might call them beliefs, which can conclusively
neither be corroborated nor invalidated through field data. In probing
the collective unconscious of Aborigines, in ascribing meaning to his-
torically grown phenomena whose origin and rise we will never know,
and indeed in talking about cause and sense pertaining to cultural
phenomena we have left behind actual observation and the ambience
of its influence. At best, we are guided by a prejudicial preparedness
to let the phenomena impress us in a certain way.

Although observation and experience are a necessary catalyst for
theory intuition — it would be foolish to deny this — it is really nothing
new that empirical evidence has to be taken cum grano salis. An incident
involving dingoes, that vaguely at least illustrates the point, conies to
my mind. Kimber (1976: 143) mentions that dingo pups were eagerly
sought after by Walpiri and Pintubi men during the time of his field
work, giving the impression that men would hardly let an opportunity
go by to catch the desired commodity. I remember an incident, which
was not atypical, during my field work in the southern Kimberleys.
Aborigines there share a common cultural background with others of
desert origin, such as Kimber's Walpiri and Pintubi and one would
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expect to find many identical behavioural features. So a few Aborigines
in my field area did seem to enjoy having tamed dingoes; but this is
rather exceptional — and not due to lack of opportunity. Once a group
of Aborigines and I came across several dingo dens spread out over a
few square metres among sand dunes. Four or five pups were lying in
the entrances of the dens. Dozing in the sun they were quite unaware
of our presence and did not even stir. Aborigines stooping over them
motioned me not to disturb the little creatures and we finally left on
tiptoe without so much as touching them, although it would have been
easy enough to grab them all. Does this curious and for Aborigines, in
my experience, rather unusual behaviour indicate a totally different
cultural norm, a different underlying attitude vis-a-vis canines? I
think not.

Bearing in mind the restricted relevance of field observation to hypo-
thesis formation and the rather onesided causal connection that exists
between data and their interpretation, I shall endeavour to delineate
with a few bold strokes, for the sake of completeness, my observations
with regard to the dog's economic worth. Anticipating the gist, I can
confidently state that the economic importance of dogs in the area in
which I have worked, has to be categorically ruled out. Their import-
ance is trivial and this includes the usefulness of dogs as blankets during
cold nights, which is hardly more than a joke.

A few hunting dogs, so-called tucker-dogs or kangaroo-dogs, usually
are proudly pointed out in every camp from among die faceless mass
of curs prowling about. But at a closer look these dogs' productive
records turn out to be rather less impressive than their reputation.
Partly this may be due to lack of opportunity. The immediate vicinity
of camps is usually depleted of game for obvious reasons. Areas reputed-
ly rich in game are often quite distant and Aborigines are loath to take
upon themselves arduous, long walks. Cars are only infrequently avail-
able to transport prospective hunters and their dogs. This condition of
almost total depletion of game, and bush fruit for that matter, around
permanent camps and resulting relative inaccessibility of game obviously
is the product of sedentary life. In traditional times, on account of high
spatial mobility of the land-using social units, an area was probably
rarely hunted out completely.

In the few instances I could see hunting dogs and 'trained' dingoes
perform, the results were disappointing, to say the very least. Even in
the rare case that a dog or dingo was successful the hunt usually proved
a strenuous exercise for the hunter. He, or she — women seem to engage
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in this activity more often than men — has to try and catch up with
the dog before it totally disappears in thick scrub, because once lost it
will hardly ever lead the hunter to the prey. It happens often enough
that trie hunter learns only through a dog's blood-smeared muzzle that
a kill has been made. And then the rest of the carcass graciously left
over, has to be secured in a laborious search. In particular dingoes, it
would appear, are notorious for devouring most of the prey before the
hunter has a chance to claim it for himself. The perfect caricature of a
hunt occurred when I accompanied a woman and her hunting dogs, a
'trained' dingo among them. Alighting from my Land Rover, the dogs
started to roam about rather aimlessly, but never far from the car, and
soon settled in the shade, although there were plenty of wallabies around
as we had seen earlier from the car. The dingo soon disappeared in
search of edibles. It was only after hours of desperate search, the woman
mournfully calling out time and again the animal's name — which was
very imaginatively 'Dingo' — that it was finally found half a mile or
so away from the car. It had devoured a young wallaby, no more than
a joey — precious little a prey in view of the abundance of wallabies
in the area. A few bloody morsels were still left which the woman,
however, did not bother to take, overjoyed as she was to have her
dingo again. It remains unclear whether the dingo had got lost in un-
familiar terrain and in the thick scrub that vegetates the banks of the
Fitzroy River; or whether it was just unwilling to return and share
its prey.

On several other occasions the presence of so-called hunting dogs
proved rather detrimental to hunting success. By their undisciplined
howling and barking, they chased the game away from the hunters
armed with rifles. Characteristically, I should say, Aborigines either
decide for a serious hunt, i.e., men only, carrying rifles, or for a family
outing complete with women, children and dogs. Both rarely go well
together. In particular if an impending ritual demands payment in
kangaroo or wallaby meat, and the men organize themselves into hunting
parties, they never take dogs along. Similar observations, involving the
traditional method of stalking game, have been made by Gould
(1969b: 8).

Occasionally one or the other kangaroo and wallaby carcass was
pointed out to me as having been brought down by a dog. But this was
never more than an occasional gratuity which would not have sustained
anyone in the long run except a vegetarian.

The opinions of Aborigines who in their childhood or adolescence
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had still lived a fairly traditional lifestyle in the desert before having
moved into settlements — and there are quite a few around still — were
sharply divided over the issue of whether or not dogs had been useful.
Some categorically denied any palpable economic advantage that may
have arisen from dogs or dingoes in the past. Others nostalgically
recalled the efficacy of kangaroo dogs, both dingoes and mongrel dogs
acquired from settlements in the past. From their accounts the situation
then appeared to have been a veritable heaven for the hunter who
could just recline in the shade while his dogs did all the work. (Not to
mention all those fascinating stories about huge kangaroos which would
rip dogs apart with their hind claws or would drown them by luring
them into water and then putting a foot on them.) I cannot help seeing
a telling parallel here to the extravagant manner in which Aborigines
describe land, be it their 'country' or regions they had previously
visited and liked. Such country, in their descriptions, usually abounds
with cool shades, crystal-clear water, innumerable game, yams the size
of footballs — when in fact, upon visitation, it turns out to be just a
wasteland of sand from which the previous abundance has mysteriously
vanished. Such objectively untrue protestations seem to be in keeping
with the universal tendency that traditional sectors of meaning which
may have been quite peripheral before, can acquire major and in fact
highly exaggerated emphasis in a nostalgic retrospect.

The apocryphal utility of dogs can hardly account for the scores of
dogs that can be found in every camp. If only one or perhaps two dogs
out of a dozen have any, if only the faintest, value as hunters, why are
Aborigines prepared to maintain this lopsided ratio ? Surely this cannot
occur solely out of apathy by which Aborigines would tolerate a common
nuisance that threatens to get totally out of hand under settlement
conditions. If the present condition reflects the persistence of an old
custom, devoid of living meaning now, one wonders what should have
become of man's 'rational' pragmatism that allegedly had led to the
dog's domestication in the first place.

ERSATZ-BABIES:

Questioning the usefulness of camp dogs, Hamilton (1972) argues that
pups serve as emotional outlets releasing nurturing responses in Abori-
gines. The gist of that argument is that it is the emotional gratification
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factor which predominantly, if not solely, is responsible for the striking
overabundance of what to the outsider is just an irritating nuisance.
Pups, the primary object for libidinal attention, have the unfortunate
tendency to grow up rather quickly and so progress soon from ersatz-
babies to adult beasts which everybody loathes, including Aborigines.
Adult dingo pets habitually disappear sooner or later into the bush
and so, traditionally, the problem of a canine population explosion in
the camps was thwarted. But nowadays, Aborigines in their fondness
for pups, burden themselves with a hairy problem since dog populations
do not exhibit the same self-regulative mechanism. This part of the
hypothesis makes good sense of the plague-proportions in which dogs
occur in most camps nowadays. The libidinal basis of the hypothesis,
however, is a different issue altogether. Parading before my inner eye
the unloving and unpampering manner in which Aborigines in my ex-
perience treat adult dogs and pups alike, I cannot find much sign of
affection, deeply buried in the Freudian subconscious though it may be.
Granting even that Aborigines may express libidinal inclinations differ-
ently, in many cases probably less obviously than Europeans, does not
seem to make the hypothesis significantly more convincing. In fact I
find myself wholly out of emotional depth trying to imagine that an
entire society should have entered a rather dubious symbiosis with the
dog just for short-lived emotional kicks. (I hasten to admit being un-
favourably biased against dogs after having been bitten on the leg by
a rather uncharming mongrel bitch of doubtful character and up-
bringing.)

Why on earth did Aborigines, if searching for a libidinal outlet, not
lavish their love and devotion on marsupial pets ? As I can assure
everyone, from profound personal experience, kangaroos and wallabies,
no matter whether as 'joeys' or later as adults, make lovely pets, much
more delightful indeed than flea-ridden, drivelling, scabby, eternally
greedy, snarling quadrupeds. One does see, though rather infrequently,
young kangaroos, euros, wallabies, emu chicks, and even lizards kept
in semi-domestication in camps. But this seems purely incidental. On
the whole, animal species other than dogs and dingoes are completely
neglected as potential pets. I should find this surprising if Hamilton's
assumption of the predominance of affectivity in keeping animals were
correct.

Not unusually Aborigines bring home from the hunt a 'joey' which
has been found in the pouch of a female carcass. On the whole these
unfortunate creatures survive just a little while, on borrowed time really,
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continuously living under the Damoclean sword of being killed at any
moment one way or another. If not killed and eaten by man, the
prospects usually are for them to end up between the teeth of the eter-
nally hungry camp dogs. Another hardly more pleasant option is to
starve to death through lack of adequate diet. The nearest I can see
man's emotional involvement in the matter, is when joeys are played
to death by children whose interest seems to be informed by aggression
rather than by whatever gentler feelings they could muster.

In a few rare instances young kangaroos do stay alive just long enough
to prove that although they are incomparably more delicate and difficult
to rear than puppies, it can be done in the camp milieu. The difficulties
are considerable given the prolonged fetal state of marsupials after birth.
Rearing of joeys in camps is only possible if they are removed from the
mother's pouch not before the ontogenetical phase in which a certain
degree of self-reliance by partial grass-feeding has been already achieved.
Difficulties of rearing increase proportionally the earlier the joey has
been separated from its mother until, at a very early stage, chances
become virtually nil even under 'scientific' conditions of artificially
maintained body temperature and administering a balanced diet. But
even so, Aborigines traditionally had, and still have, ample opportunity
of obtaining joeys of just the right age to render a good rearing success.

On the slim chance that joeys do reach adolescence in human proxi-
mity, their tendency to make off eventually into the bush, is almost
certainly not greater than that of dingoes. In my experience, if con-
tinually well treated, kangaroos and wallabies make companions at least
as loyal as dingoes. Yet Aborigines traditionally appear totally disinter-
ested in marsupial pets. In the few instances Aborigines have indicated
to me a desire to bring up a joey it was only for the purpose of fattening
it in order to make it a worthwhile snack. Needless to say it never
worked out, either sheer neglect or camp dogs upsetting this calculation.

Characteristically, early ethnographers while commenting on the habit
of Aborigines surrounding themselves with dingoes and even dragging
them around on their hips in peculiar fashion, hardly ever mentioned
the presence of pets other than dingoes. Howitt (1904: 388) records
that an old woman had a tame native cat 'which she carried about
with her and which was believed to injure people during sleep at
her wish'. This pet seemed to have a function similar to the 'individual
totems' and especially to the alter ego of sorcerers. These spirit doubles,
according to Elkin (1933: 114) 'were also externalised in the species,
perhaps especially present in a tamed member of the species'. Primarily
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tamed snakes and lizards were exhibited by sorcerers as outer manifes-
tation of spiritual powers. It was also believed that these animals could
be sent out by their masters to spy on people or hurt them while they
slept; that they warned their masters of dangers and could track down
enemies or young couples who had eloped (Howitt 1904: 387f.) But
such cases of non-canine pets remain extremely few and far between
and, what is more important, clearlypoint up a specific, non-emotional
function that animals in captivity were intended to perform.

But let us return to the libidinal argument for the time being. If
emotional gratification is supposed to be of prime importance, one
wonders why feral cats have not readily supplanted dogs in recent
decades. (One does find nowadays the odd cat in the camps, but this
remains exceptional.) If pups can stimulate nurturing responses, so can
cats. Cats are as cuddly and nice to fondle — obviously this would be
important in triggering the relevant response — and they have the
added advantage that they remain so essentially during their whole life,
quite in contrast to dogs. One might of course argue that it was emo-
tional conservatism on the part of Aborigines that prevented cats from
taking the dingo's place. The dog which can readily be equated with
the dingo, was immediately acceptable in the dingo's stead. The high
degree of morphological similarity between dog and dingo made the
transition easy. (In the southern Kimberleys even the fox, waldagi, (see
Long 1974), on account of its morphology, is subsumed under the cate-
gory of gun jar, dog, as is the dingo, mar an.) I found that nowadays
dogs are actually preferred to dingoes since the former are easier to
obtain, are less troublesome and generally fit in better with living in
close quarters with man. This is so despite the undeniable fact that a
few Aborigines do take pride in having a dingo. However, the question
remains, uncomfortably, why Aborigines in pre-contact times should not
have had native cats as pets if it had been a matter of meeting emotional
needs. One might argue that culture can direct to a great extent and
even institutionalise Objektlibido and Objektbeziehungen (the libido
relationship of man with objects of his environment, animated or inani-
mated) so as to make one object the predominant and culturally ap-
proved receiver of libidinal attention to the total or near-total exclusion
of other possibilities. (In a sense this is the case with repression-induced
dominance of genitality which also narrows the range of possibilities;
Freud 1971: 15). This could be taken to explain, to some extent, why
dingoes should have triggered libidinal reflexes while other animals
exhibiting the same basic characteristics conducive to stimulating the
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relevant response, did not. But the theory which renders the base
material for this contention, further maintains that man, unless emotio-
nally disturbed (i.e., sick), entertains a general libidinal relationship
with his environment. This renders a wide range of potential and
possible Objektbeziehungen of a libidinal nature; and within this range
rapid and smooth shifts of focus can be expected to take place at any
time (Waelder 1969: 158f). The introduction of feral cats, for instance,
should have proved a stimulus strong enough to induce a change of
focus. Moreover, the whole totemic system whose species inventory in-
cludes a great many items of flora and fauna, in a sense expresses
Objektlibido — if we are to believe Freud (1974:94); and therefore
those species expressly included in the totemic system in a given region
— the totemic inventory varied from area to area — should have a
priori been prone to receiving libidinal attention in everyday life.

A further problem recalcitrant to Hamilton's argument seems to be
the fact that Aborigines repeatedly told me, in response to my somewhat
hypothetical question, that they, if at all, would much rather dispose of
a pup than of an adult dog, even if it is sick or infirm through age or
both. Surely, if Aborigines actually are interested in pups and just
accept adult dogs as the hard end of the bargain, this response would
remain wholly enigmatic. If prepared at all to kill, why should they
deprive themselves of an emotional pleasure ? It just does not seem to
fit together unless one sees repeated statements of the sort as deliberately
misleading.

The pet-hypothesis suffers from being a simple superimposition of a
western-type motivation onto the Aboriginal scene where the fit remains
dubious. Because a sizeable section of western society, composed of pre-
diminantly lonesome ladies, disgruntled bachelors, sentimental academics
and the like, enjoys canine company so that mutual affection may
enhance an otherwise emotionally barren life, does not mean that this
is the standard motivation for Aboriginal society. Even as some Abori-
ginal ladies show seemingly similar tendencies, suckling dingo pups as
others do babies (and as Melanesian and Papuan women do with pigs
and nobody would claim that they do this out of love), this in itself, if
anything, may say something about the female psyche, but no more.
Because some Aborigines would not for anything be parted from their
dogs, does not mean that the institution of owning dogs has anything
at all to do with emotions. To see an affective motivation behind the
institution, I suspect, springs from the specifically western archetypal
image of the dog as man's best friend; an image that gave rise, and
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expresses itself, in such lovely characters as Lassy, the noble companion,
and Snoopy, the friendly clown, and now has given birth to the pet-
hypothesis. But the warm emotions aroused in many a westerner may
not necessarily be shared in other cultures in.which affection may be
replaced by less passionate features, culinary gusto, or contempt vis-a-vis
canines, to name only a few possible collective social reactions.

FROM FRIEND TO FOE:

In presenting an alternative view on Aboriginal society's predilection
for dogs, I shall return to the argument I put forward in a brief note
a few years ago (Kolig 1973). In this note I remarked that the dog,
figuring rather prominently in Aboriginal thought, occupied a some-
what ambiguous position. Being shrouded in a rather sinister air, the
dog nevertheless is spiritually useful to Aboriginal man. It guards man's
empirical world against supernatural infringements. Now I wish to
expound this view in somewhat greater detail.

The dog's traditionally privileged position in Aboriginal society has
been noted by several anthropologists. Notwithstanding occasional out-
bursts of bad temper, Aborigines treat their dogs with remarkable
leniency. It must, however, remain debatable whether the demonstrated
indulgence springs from genuine fondness or apathy. Leaving aside such
vague speculations about emotional reasons, we find the dog's pro-
minence more satisfactorily documented by some salient ideological
features, which afford a good appreciation of the special nature of the
man-dog symbiosis. >

There is a distinct, if unspoken, taboo on the killing of camp dogs,
even though general opinion among Aborigines regards them as a dread-
ful nuisance. Killing somebody else's dog, whether accidental or on
purpose, is a grave offence for which retribution is sought. Sometimes
this leads to overt violence, on other occasions reparations have to be
made. (See Gould 1969b: 180; R. & C. Berndt 1970: 166 and 1964:
288.) Although private property in Aboriginal society is accorded
sanctity, the laissez-faire manner in which offences against it — with
the exception of sacred objects — are punished, if at all, does not
compare with the gravity with which Aborigines regard offences in-
volving dogs. Violation of personal property, other than dogs, hardly
ever leads to relentless violence and tenacious demands for restitution.
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The matter is neatly illustrated by two cases from my field work area
(personal communications from Hudson and Richards). An Aboriginal
man who had shot marauding camp dogs had fallen ill some time after-
wards; and an Aboriginal camp councillor had had a car accident
shortly after he had advocated an endlosungs-type extermination camp-
aign against camp dogs — needless to say without success since nobody
would support his motion. Aborigines commenting on both these cases
linked the two men's mishaps causally with their previously expressed
antagonism to dogs. In their eyes, the men had received their deserved
punishment. It is of course conceivable that revenge sorcery by incensed
dog-owners was involved and Aborigines knowing about it were quick
to establish a causal connection between the perceived offence, that
triggered the whole affair, and the supposed outcome. But this is not
very likely as both these cases occurred among christianised Aborigines
who demonstrably abhor the 'savage' and 'pagan' practices of sorcery,
together with many other traditional forms of belief and social behaviour.
(It does not seem a coincidence that both cases of relentless camp-
aigning, either by deed or by word, against dogs should have arisen in a
milieu in which traditional Aboriginal beliefs have broken down to a
larger extent than elsewhere.) In any case, it is of little consequence
to my argument what the real reason for the two men's misfortune
might have been — whether sheer coincidence, Jungian synchronicity
or whatever mode of causality was making the rules of the game. What
is important simply is that Aborigines saw a causal connection as they
did between what to our mind are separate incidents. The key to the
conection is the valence of the taboo on harming dogs. The taboo when
violated by deed or thought strikes down the offender. It does not
matter whether the taboo when violated takes care of the punishment
itself, or whether it needs man's sorcery, as this ambiguity is character-
istic of other areas of taboo enforcement in Aboriginal society. (For
instance, in relation to certain taboos on sacred objects: the offender
may be expected to die from the powerful radiation of the objects; he
or she may be killed by sorcery, or in the case of a woman, by group
rape, or the offender may simply be put to death by blunt force.) The
point is that these two cases very vividly exemplify the extraordinary,
ideologically power-charged position of dogs.

Although I have no hard and fast evidence to support my view, I
believe that this taboo is extended, beyond camp dogs and domesticated
dingoes, onto the species as such. On one occasion I saw a wild dingo
being shot by a white man for no apparent reason, neither for food nor
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for its scalp. I felt intuitively, although no objection was openly voiced,
that some Aborigines who happened to be present, tacitly but stolidly
disapproved of the act. This struck me insofar as Aborigines usually are
quite unconcerned about the senseless and needless killing of animals.
Some, mostly elderly tradition-oriented ones, do express disapproval of
waste of edible meat (or waste of water for that matter), which now-
adays sometimes happens through overkill of game. As more and more
Aborigines own rifles and hunting becomes everyman's pastime, the
habit develops to take only the best pieces of the carcasses or to leave
them altogether. The traditional reluctance to waste food or water made
good practical sense, but it applied only to animals as soon as they
were transformed into food. As such there was no moral concern with
the sanctity of animated life, animal or human, which in the afore-
mentioned case would have accounted for the disapproval of the deed.
And dingoes are no food anyway.

Traditionally, consumption of dog meat is shunned by most groups,
the very idea seeming utterly repugnant to them' (Maddock 1972: 24;
Spencer and Gillen 1968: 18). Aborigines spared few edible species;
yet, other than in time of grave emergency, they seem to have left
untouched a major source of meat supply. Dogs and dingoes in the
southern Kimberleys are labelled guji, die denotation for all animals,
and since all animal species were traditionally seen as edible the term
is synonymous with flesh food. Although Aborigines clearly do prefer
some species for their fine meat and ignore others (for instance, brolga
which is reputed for its bitter, untasty flesh, guji ngala), potentially all
of them are recognised as food — with the notable exception of die
dog and dingo. Only one case became known to me of a man renowned
for his culinary leanings, professed to having eaten dingo meat without
apparent need. He had enjoyed the meat as a rare delicacy and obvious-
ly had suffered no bad after-effects. Others, when asked, commonly
expressed disapproval of, even revulsion at, so doing.

Dogs in certain regions of Australia are incorporated into die kinship
system (Maddock 1972: 24; R. & C. Berndt 1964: 288). This is not
the case in die southern Kimberleys. But individual dogs are sometimes,
though rather rarely to my knowledge, allocated to subsection groups. In
diis region the subsection system is preferred as a classification schema
to the kinship system and both systems being functionally equivalent, the
south Kimberley practice corresponds, basically, to diat of aligning dogs
with the kinship system.

In the ritual sphere the dog enjoys remarkable liberties not conceded
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to other animals, as I have pointed out (Kolig 1973: 123). Dogs put in
distinct, and often disturbing, appearances at the most treasured rituals
and during ceremonial exhibitions of sacred objects. No other animal
to my knowledge is tolerated at highly esoteric rituals and similar
occasions. Sometimes when I enquired about the presence of dogs at
such occasions, whether they would not violate the secrecy of the occa-
sion, I was smilingly reassured that this or that dog would know the
esoterics being a fully-fledged 'lawman' — an honorary title bestowed
on persons expert in the religious lore. This honour seems to be reserved
for men and dogs only. And while dogs may freely roam through the
tabooed zone, playing and copulating, camp goats, for instance, are
quickly driven away with stones.

The data so far considered could essentially still be accommodated
within an affectionally-orientated hypothesis. The extraordinary features
of belief and social behaviour surrounding the dog, and which lift him
out of the animal realm, could still, with some obstinacy, be interpreted
as the tokens of Aboriginal man's affection: out of love for his pet
Aboriginal man would accord a special niche to the dog sui generis.
However, other ideological features soon wipe away this contention, in
particular as one learns that the image of the dog is tarnished by some
grossly unflattering attributes. Of these attributes we can confidently
assume that Aborigines would not take them lightly or ascribe them to
anything in a playful, meaningless way. Dogs are taken as paradigmatic
of asociality and to typify sexual promiscuousness. Considering the im-
portance cosmological and social order, and marital order as part of it,
have to Aborigines, this cannot be dismissed as trivial. Anything that
stands outside the all-comprehensiveness of order, and indeed epitomises
non-order and espouses the principle of anti-order as the dog does,
must be of grave consequence to Aborigines. If the image of the dog
appears in this connection, as indeed it does, it must be for reasons
which cannot be reconciled with a light-hearted view of the dog as a
lovely pet.

Reference to dogness sometimes represents a form of abuse. Aborigines
who ignore marriage restrictions — traditionally a serious offence often
entailing homicide — are said to act like dogs (Maddock 1972: 97).
An Aboriginal man from the southern Kimberleys, after a visit to
Darwin, stated about Aborigines there that they were like dogs, because
they lack the subsection system (pers. comm. from Hudson and
Richards). The Murinbata refer to circumcision initiates during their
time of seclusion as kuwere, wild dogs (Stanner 1966: 113). This, in a
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general sense, points at the initiates' status as outside human society.
Thus it is clear that the negative connotation attached to dogness
arises from their 'outsideness', 'apartness' from order and rules that
govern not only human existence but indeed the whole of the universe
insofar as social rules to Aborigines are not man-made conventions but
espouse universal, natural laws.

We find the dog's negative image continued in traditional myth.
Aboriginal mythology reflects, in one way or another, the entire cosmos
as traditionally known to Aboriginal man. It does not only draw widely
on man and his customs, but as can be expected from a situation in
which man lives so closely with nature, it emphatically incorporates the
natural environment, landscape, flora and fauna. The myths reveal
Aborigines' minute observation of nature and its beings. They refer to
physical attributes of animal and plant heroes which are characteristic
of the natural species. And time and again the myths come round to
mention characteristics of mind and habit of these heroes, characteristics
which Aborigines saw as typical for the respective species. Myths remark
about the leisurely grazing habits and hopping about of kangaroos, the
night-life of owls, the stupidity of birds and so forth.

The dingo is no exception. (Aborigines in relating myth now most
often refer to it simply as dog. This conforms to everyday linguistic
usage in which the term dog usually replaces dingo.) A brief resume
of the dog's myth image shows it to be loaded with detrimental, uncanny
attributes. The dog appears as a vicious, murderous creature, a destroyer
par excellence. If it was not for the conspicuous lack of subtle wit and
scheming, one might call it a trickster, since it performs the role of
mischievous antagonist to other mythical beings as similar figures in
American Indian mythology.

Let me outline a few mythical themes that show the dog in its
characteristic colours of a blood-thirsty, deceitful and wicked creature.
Starting with milder variations of the theme, we find the dog behaving
disloyally. Instead of sharing its prey with its master, it gobbles it down
and sets off on its own. A myth fairly prominent in the southern Kim-
berleys spins out this theme. The two mythical dogs, Gun jar Gudjara,
run away from their master, the Moon-man Jagan. They chase and
kill two emu heroes in the Sturt Creek area. Instead of returning with
their prey to Jagan, they devour the lot and, heavy from the meat, sink
into a swamp thus permanently entering the ground near Gregory Salt
Lake where they live on as water snakes. Another important mythical
cycle is set in train by these circumstances: the myth of Lon, the
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Kingfisherman who is sent out by Jagan to find and punish his disloyal
dogs.

Many mythical beings fall victim to blood-thirsty dogs, similar to the
fate of the two emus killed by Jagan's dogs. The myths abound with
gruesome incidents, often minutely detailed, of mythical heroes getting
savaged and disembowelled by dogs. The picturesque description of the
lethal fate of the Mamandabari whose flesh is tossed sky-high and their
blood splattered over the sand by a pack of dogs, is perhaps a prime
example (Meggitt 1966: 21). Similar myth incidents abound (see R. &
C. Berndt 1970: 45; Worms-Petri 1968: 255; Spencer and Gillen 1968:
435 and 1904: 253, 279, 434; Roheim 1933: 236f and 1934: 96f.;
Strehlow 1947: 151; Warner 1937: 535; to name only a few.)

Some mythical beings, barely escaping a fatal end, have less cruel
encounters with dogs. Desperately trying to dodge their pursuers, they
eventually get cornered and, exhausted from the long flight, they enter
the ground. Kadjina, one of the main mythical characters in the area
south of the Fitzroy River, is one of these. The myth gives the following
typical plot. Baliara, an important rain-being, sends his two dogs,
Djidimbil and Jangura after Gudal who stole his sacred objects and
made off with them towards the desert in the south. But instead of
consistently pursuing the thief and retrieving the objects, the dogs turn
the mission into a bloody massacre as they go on butchering whoever
crosses their way. Only Kadjina, the wily dwarf, barely escapes them
after a long chase by jumping on a high cliff. There he stands to the
present day outlined in black against the rock surface, brandishing his
stone axe ready to smash his pursuers. The cliff stands as monument
to Kadjina and his peaceful career of foraging for wild honey, bush
tobacco and spinifex resin which found its abrupt and untimely end
through the violent intervention of dogs. (See Kolig 1974).

Although never deliberately creative, the dogs' savage behaviour,
seemingly without intent, leads to acts of limited creation. Flesh and
bones tossed about turn into stones and trees; blood and excreta form
deposits of red ochre (see e.g. Meggitt 1966:21; Spencer and Gillen
1904: 279). One man known to me traced his mythical origin, djarin,
to such an act of destruction: in the Dream time he, in the form of a
possum, was killed by three huge dogs, tall as horses as he explained.
The dogs' mistress, Banan Jurududu, ate him and thus his life essence
was released to assume human shape. Few are the instances in which
dogs act creatively without destroying life: scratching the ground to
cover their faeces as dogs do, they uncover sub-surface water; by their
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howling they denude plains of trees and vegetation as the Druanda-dara
north of the Fitzroy River did. (A similar myth incident is recorded
in R. & G. Berndt 1970: 42 from Arnhem Land.) These limited acts
of creation, of which dogs seem capable, are rather trivial in comparison
to the importance of other mythical beings as 'law-bringers' and 'law-
exemplars'. None of the mythical dogs acts as transmitter of important
ritual practices, esoteric knowledge, significant customs, or technical
know-how. (One possible exception is recorded in Worms-Petri 1968:
255. The datum there is, however, based on what seems to be a linguistic
error and therefore remains highly doubtful.)

That mythical dogs end the creative careers of other mythical beings,
makes them appear not only as destroyers, but as anti-creators. Their
acts of petty creation, some of which have been enumerated above,
cannot make up for what dogs destroy. For while the savage acts of
mythical dogs reveal the features of predatory behaviour of dingoes in
nature, they leave an imbalance: through their acts more is lost than
gained. No other mythical creature is so consistently set against others
as their harasser and destroyer and this cannot be wholly explained as
the product of what Aborigines could observe in nature. I think my
point will be made perfectly clear by one example of a myth from
Arnhem Land which on a highly symbolic level shows the dog as the
anti-hero that he is. This is the myth of the Wongar dog, or Djurain-
djura, who rejected matches and other benefits the Macassans offered
him and so condemned Aborigines to a life of material poverty in the
bush (Warner 1937: 536f.; C. & R. Berndt 1971: 77f.) While they
mournfully watch Macassans and Europeans and their material luxuries,
they lament what they might have had, had it not been for the dog's
insufferable insolence. (The Berndts hint that this is a 'cargo'-type myth
which was not taken quite seriously by Aborigines. This may be so, and
indeed the myth may be of relatively recent origin; what counts is that
it gives expression to a traditional theme that has existed before,
whether conscious or unconscious to the Aborigines.) Through the dog's
symbolic rejection of cultural innovation, his fateful mistake, the en-
hancement of culture is denied, an opportunity lost. It is no coincidence
that this default should be blamed on the dog. This myth underpins
the dog's image as the negative culture hero, the anti-Dema. As in
most other myths the dog prevents the potential growth of natural
creation and cultural innovation — which to Aborigines in principle is
one and the same operation — by destroying creators, in this Arnhem-
land myth he figures quite unambiguously as the agent through which
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palpable cultural achievements are denied.
It seems almost an anti-climax to follow the dog's negative image

now into the realm of the contemporary spirit world. In the domain
of demons that lurk at the edges of empirical reality, the image of the
dog appears as lethal spirit-being. Here we find the gugulba of the
Walpiri (Meggitt 1955: 397ff.) and the gogur of the Wolmadjeri (Kolig
1973: 123). Conceptions of dog-like spirit beings can be expected to be
much more widely held, at least within the Western Desert region if not
beyond it, but have not been recorded so far. These beings are believed
to attack and kill man, if not in the flesh then by devouring his life
essence. They combine purely spiritual aspects with physical ones: they
are ephemeral and difficult to make out, but their tracks can be found
in the sand, although they are capable of flying through the air; they
kill people by biting their throats or by stealing their life essence from
the abdomen where it resides in man. Aborigines are terrified of this
spirit-being as is illustrated by a story an elderly Aboriginal man once
told me. He was working with a group of Aboriginal stockmen near
the north end of the Canning Stock Route, when a gogur caught up
with them. During the night they heard him howling around their
camp and in the morning found his tracks all around in uncomfortable
vicinity to their swags. Mortally frightened they shifted camp in a hurry
and continued to do so for several days without succeeding in shaking
off their pursuer. Eventually one of them, skilled in the art of sorcery,
apparently laid the ghost by killing it — so they thought since they
heard no more of the gogur.

FROM FOE TO SYMBOL:

The material presented, no doubt, has evinced that dogs in Aboriginal
society attract special attention in life practice as well as in thought,
mythical and otherwise. In particular, as one compares behaviour and
thought of Aborigines in relation to canines, with their attitudes vis-a-
vis other animals, one comes to realise how remarkably contoured and
complex the 'canine syndrome' is. Even though many belief elements
attached to the dog's image bear distinctly negative undertones, no
other animal compares with the dog in terms of either sheer quantity or
complexity of beliefs, except possibly the water snake. Explanations as
to why that should be so, prove difficult. The praxis of social life and
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the meaning people might attribute to forms of their conventional
behaviour and to their beliefs, in conjunction render a very ambiguous
picture which does not yield an unequivocal and compelling reason for
Aboriginal society's interest in canines. It is by penetrating that realm
of the Aboriginal Lebenswelt (life world) which Schutz has termed
Sinnhorizont (level of meaning within a culture's epistemological hori-
zon) that hope arises for a better understanding. The level of meaning is
established by, and accessible through, a careful scrutiny of the often
only loosely interconnected epistemic network that is composed of
assumptions about the nature of reality, mythemes, beliefs, paradigms
etc. — most of which is not fully conscious to the people who operate
with, and within, the particular horizon. The elements of meaning
that can be elicited on this basis, in respect of the dog show a distinct
lack of Zweckrationalitaet, to assimilate Weberian terminology (see e.g.
Weber 1947: esp 115; 1971: 78f.); i.e., they cannot convincingly and
harmoniously be linked to ends and expectations concerning objects in
the external world and to reasons pertaining to man's physical survival.
The predominant evidence, in other words, does not point toward the
dog's objective utility in Aboriginal thought, and the resulting attention
that is afforded to the dog in practice, does not seem guided by prag-
matic considerations that are located in man's physical existence. The
evidence, in toto, more than merely indicates an element of Wertratio-
nalitaet; i.e., subjectively held, culture-specific assumptions which render
the specific value the dog has to Aborigines. In trying to unravel the
dog's place in Aboriginal society from the ideological end, I am pre-
supposing of course a certain degree of fit between material and ideal
aspects of society. Only in that sense can features of a society's ideology
be utilised for explaining a materially tangible and observable situation,
such as dogs in everyday camp life. Although total fit most probably
does not exist and one may in frequent cases expect a kind of dialectical
relationship between the two sides, I presuppose that Aboriginal society's
ideology is congruent enough with its observable praxis so as to make
my exercise meaningful.

Let me start uncovering the dog's wertrational element by considering
the dog's image in myth. This area of meaning provides the strongest
case in point. Admittedly, the task of eliciting such meaning from myth
is compounded by theoretical uncertainties about just how reliable,
epistemologically, themes and images encoded in myth are. Still un-
resolved are questions of how accurate a mirror myth may be of col-
lective thought and of culturally perceived relevances; or, for that
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matter, what kind of relationship, inverted or not, may exist between

myth on the one hand and sociocultural practice and knowledge on

the other. As will be clear, I share the opinion that myths mediate

cultural relevances and perform a vital epistemological function that in

turn informs social practice, though not necessarily in Malinowski's

sense. It would be pointless in this context, however, to go into any

more detail beyond this basic assertion.

I have emphasised already the image of the dog as anti-creator; as

the anti-Dema-being par excellence in that it acts to destroy other

mythical beings and thus repudiates the course of creation. It is im-

portant to recognise that the term 'creation' can only be applied in a

metonymical sense to cosmogonic processes as presented in Aboriginal

religion. Aboriginal cosmogony, the way a multitude of myths expound

it, supplies no more than the idea of a 'secondary creation', insofar as

it deals with the introduction of order and its superimposition onto

things which in principle have always existed and whose origin does

not require an explanation. Their existence is taken for granted. As the

landscape is transformed into enduring shapes, as cultural norms and

customs are established and as ritual and pragmatic techniques are

introduced, an array of a priori existent elements such as natural

objects, modes of behaviour and fragments of knowledge are brought

together in meaningful and lasting patterns. These pre-existing elements

are arranged according to a cosmogony blue-print that in itself is also

not the product of ad hoc creation. The cosmogony, in elaborate mythical

form, describes the process by which an unchanging order becomes

superimposed onto eternal modes of existence. (See Maddock 1972:

l l l f . ) .

The dog by antagonising the course of cosmogony fights against the

establishing of everlasting order and the orderly conduct of human and

natural existence that will come in the wake of the creative period. In

this capacity the dog becomes the antagonist of order as such. In

milder form, the dog's role of opponent to cosmological order is brought

to bear in the belief of dogs as malignant spirit-beings. These spirits

are not the defenders of order — they do not use their power over men

to punish transgressors on social and religious doctrines; they strike at

men arbitrarily, at felons as much as the innocent. Their power remains

incalculable, chaotic and, in that it exists and brings disarray to human

affairs, this power spites the perpetual dominance of predictable order.

As mentioned before, the persuasive power of this argument, at first

sight, may seem impaired by the superficial possibility of linking the
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dog's ferociousness in myth to its predatory behaviour in nature. But
it is highly unlikely that the purpose of mythical themes should lie in
their unimaginatively and authentically reflecting natural conditions.
To be sure, observation of nature is important in myth: it forms the
stuff from which myth may be built, but hardly is its message. There
is another basic and recurring theme in Aboriginal myth that lends
weight to my contention of the dog as symbol of anti-order. This is the
theme in which the dog appears in a master-dog relationship: the dog
hunts, or is supposed to hunt, for its mythical master. This constellation
between mythical dogs and their mythical masters is obviously a sym-
bolic substitute for societal conditions, in that some mythical beings
stand proxy for man. Similar as the previous theme of the dog as
destroyer might superficially tempt one to see in it a straightforward
reflection of given natural conditions, and no more, this might also
lead one to believe that it is no more than a parallel to sociocultural
conditions: dogs would be meant to be meat-providers in myth as they
were in human society. But again the underlying symbolic message
points in a different direction. The casual utility of mythical dogs is
grossly overshadowed by other features. More often than not dogs,
acting flagrantly and arbitrarily, defy their masters, desert them and
keep their prey for themselves. In fact it often appears that the masters
would have temporarily attached themselves to the dogs, rather than
vice versa, so that they benefit from their predatory ways. But it rarely
works out: the myths come round time and again to relating how
treacherous and unreliable dogs really are vis-a-vis their masters. Sym-
bolically encoded in this theme we recognise one major accent: the
dog notoriously betrays its master and fails to live up to expectations.
Cast in the dubious role of meat-provider and failing to meet the
attendant expectations, the dog in fact commits a serious misdeed. Its
default does not arise out of a breach of a voluntary contract, but is
much more serious, for the masters' expectations are based on obliga-
tions of social interaction and sharing. The dog exemplifying the
defiance of social obligations so espouses the worst kind of asociality.
Obligations associated with standard rules of interaction, as concern
for instance food sharing, are not man-made conventions to Aborigines,
but products of the same processes of creation that shaped the universe.
These rules are the skeins by which the cosmos is held together and
they are part of the truth that is exemplified in the concept of the
Dream time for the benefit of Aboriginal man. Many of the mythical
beings defy, in certain instances, the very laws and rules their acts are
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designed to exemplify and as a consequence of which a binding order
is to emerge. But while their acts in themselves, contradictory as they
may be at times, epitomise the eternal truth that there can be no good
without evil, the dog violates and defies order in a consistent pattern.

A variation on the dog's asociality occurs in the sphere of everyday
life. We have seen before that dogs are incorporated, in some areas,
into the kinship system; in others they are linked with the subsection
system. Attached to these systems is a string of strictly observed impera-
tives, duties and privileges. Among these rules those regulating sexual
and connubial unions figure most prominently. But even by the most
casual standards of applying these rules to dogs, it becomes clear that
dogs do not obey these rules and most prominently so in respect of
sexual regulations. Dogs exhibit distinct promiscuous tendencies and
disregard even the strictest rule of sexual avoidance, namely that pert-
aining to the incest taboo between actual and terminological brothers
and sisters. It is not surprising that dogs existing on the periphery of
human society as they do, should be incorporated into classificatory
systems that discriminate between individuals. That is to say, dogs
belong to these systems in more than only the vague sense in which
everything within the traditional cosmos forms part of them, or can be
linked with them. Dogs belong to these systems as individuals, and not
as a species as other animals do. Yet they remain grossly maladjusted.
The highest degree of tolerance an Aboriginal is capable of in these
matters — and that traditionally was not very much — could not find
acceptable the dogs' misdemeanour. Yet dogs are not expelled from the
system; they remain in it. But they are puzzling because they are neither
animal in the same sense as other natural species are (hence dogs are
'meat' but not edible), nor are they human, as diey consistently violate
the system without suffering ill consequences as humans would. Here
we see the dog's image coloured by another important aspect: its
position in between human society and nature, and between humans
and animals. The dog's 'separateness from order' merges into its 'in-
betweenness'. That both aspects of this image are closely interconnected,
are in fact like the two sides of a coin, follows logically.

The dog's status as paradigmatic of 'in-betweenness' arises compel-
lingly from its image as mythical Verschlingerwesen. As Eliade has
argued, the event of devouring and swallowing espouses the idea of
transition and in-betweenness of statuses. Swallowing and regurgitation,
consequent upon it, does, however, not only symbolise death and
rebirth, and the transition from one to the other, but also symbolises
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retrogression to primal chaos and regeneration (Eliade 1958, 1960:
223ff.). The dog holds back the establishment of order by devouring
mythical beings, the embodiment of order; and by their demise life is
thrown back into flux and disorder. The dog, by its violent interference,
holds in limbo the battle between existing chaos and the order that
shall eventually prevail. In mythically picturesque language the dog
underpins the cruel convulsions that lead to the breakthrough of order
— as if myth would remind us that order, emerging like phoenix from
the ashes, should have to be born out of the violent throes of death,
cruelty and error, if it were to last. The two faces of the dog are,
according to Eliade's argument, on the one hand that which shows it
as the swallower, the agent of the violent transition from chaos to order,
and on the other that of a liminal being (Turner 1967: 93ff., 1969:
94ff.). Like all liminal personae, the dog has no status, no rank, no
insignia, stands for chaos, demonstrates attributes of ambiguity and
eludes the rigid framework of classification. Persons who are said to
act like dogs forfeit their status in human society, they become involun-
tary free-movers, outlaws, faceless and undesired. It is not surprising
that the Murinbata should call their initiates wild dogs, both being
liminal personae. The loss of status, or statuslessness, of persons could
hardly be more pointedly referred to than by giving to them the name
of the paradigm of in-betweenness.

So far I have argued that the dog was, and is, of no practical use
in Aboriginal society. In a strict sense this is not quite true. Dogs' in-
betweenness has been put to use, though in a way that has nothing to
do with the food quest: the dog serves as guard against supernatural
threats. To explore this we have to proceed from the traditional world
view of Aborigines. One of the most salient features of their cosmology
is that man's empirical world is not clearly demarcated vis-a-vis the
supernatural realm, the transcendental modes of existence. Both realms
vitally intersect, not only occasionally, but as one might say as a matter
of routine. This idea, basically, is encoded in the concept of the con-
tinuing relevance and everlasting immediate presence of the Dream time;
a belief that vastly goes beyond the common Christian article of faith
that an initial and completed creation continues to exert its influence
nowadays. The creative raw powers are not only ever-present, but are
here to be used by man. They could be invoked for various purposes
through ritual, sacred objects, body designs, chants and myths. These
Dreamtime powers are neutral in themselves, neither good nor bad,
but can be activated either for detrimental or beneficial ends. The
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power oozed forth from the land and while it threatened the ignorant,
the knowledgeable could harness it for fertility, rain and procreation.
The same powers revealed themselves in the existence of spirit-beings,
mostly malevolent ones or those malign only when angered. Such powers
manifested themselves also in the acts of death magic in which mortal
man could absorb them and become temporarily superhuman.

The result of these beliefs is that the thrill and danger of the super-
natural is brought right to the doorstep of human life. While the notion
of supernatural forces infringing on empirical reality is common to all
humanity, the intensity that is created by Aboriginal belief seems un-
surpassed: powers that can neither be sensed nor fully known literally
become part of the daily routine. The intense belief in one's dependency
on supernatural powers, which one yet can manipulate to a certain
extent, enticed man to try and extend his domain, and be it only a
fraction, beyond that threshold of the human senses. As western man is
bent on extending his grasp of reality with the aid of technology,
knowing that there is more than his limited senses can tell him, Abori-
ginal man 'cultivated' his sensory extension in the form of the dog. The
role of sensory 'watchdog', scanning the field that surrounded man,
was surrendered to canines. (It would be trite to speculate whether it
was the dog's liminal image which made it seem suitable for the task —
in the sense the cassowary in New Guinea enjoys special attention
because it stands in between categories of classification; see Bulmer
1967 — or whether this image came to be created around the dog as
a consequence of its function. I do not think that an easy causality can
be established. Such matters, if seen as an historical process and not a
logical exercise, mutually and gradually reinforce themselves.) To per-
form the task a kind of perceptiveness was needed of which man
ordinarily is incapable, only occasionally transcending the limitations of
his senses in trance, dreams and exceptional states of mind. In a sense
then, it was canine heightened sensory perceptiveness — one might say,
their extra sensory perception (ESP) — which was admired by Abori-
gines and led to a sustained symbiosis of man and animal.

It seems hardly coincidental that the dog appears, so to speak, on
both sides of the threshold: as a natural species and man's companion,
and as a malevolent spirit-being in the supernatural realm. The dog
firmly belongs to both realms. It actively interferes in the existence of
man, as animal and spirit — and it does so in much sharper relief than
other animal species which maintain a spiritual relevance to man only in
the sense that they are part of the ever-present Dreamtime. Only the
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image of the snake appears in a similar capacity and relevance: both
as animal and spirit-being it makes its continuing presence felt to man.
Not only because as a symbol of water and rain, man is vitally concerned
with the snake. The water snake, so many myths and tales would have
it, if disturbed rises out of sub-surface water, creeks and billabongs to
kill, drown and devour men and cattle. This is not part of the past,
but belongs to the living presence — as, e.g., the myth testifies in
which a sacred water snake rose out of a bore, a few years ago, and
travelled through the air in a whirl-wind to punish a murderer.

But the 'natural' dog is also well endowed with extraordinary pro-
perties. As befits its liminal position, the dog free-moving in the twilight
atmosphere between realms converses equally well with mind stuff as-
with matter stuff. Like the 'quark' in the surrealist world of quantum
mechanics it is both and neither, being at home with both mind and
matter. The dog perceives — regardless of whether it smells, hears or
sees them, as Aborigines often seem to disagree on — phenomena vastly
beyond the perceptiveness of man. Where man by himself would grope,
helplessly, dependent on pot-luck, dogs warn of malignant spirits by
howling or barking at them. Dogs recognise the approach of men
endowed with the supernatural powers of death-sorcery which make
them invisible and unrecognisable to people (see Worms-Petri 1968:
145; Kolig 1973: 122). Dogs can follow the invisible tracks left by
the souls of recently departed (Worms-Petri 1968: 277); they detect
objects implanted in people through sorcery and can make them dis-
appear. (This may prove a disadvantage to medicine-men whose powers
are believed to reside in such an internalised object the disappearance
of which terminates their skills. See e.g. Spencer and Gillen 1968: 515.)
Here, in this area, the dog's in-betweenness serves a purpose to man.

The point has been raised (by Hayden 1975: 14) that certain
features of the man-dog relationship as it now is observable both in
praxis and ideology, may have been accrued under settlement conditions,
but as such are incidental in respect of the previous significance of the
dog as hunting aid. My argument has rested on the analysis of myth
and belief and it is more than likely that there may have occurred
changes in both, especially in post-contact times. And yet it seems ob-
vious to me that those features of myth and belief which underpin and
indeed give expression to the traditional role of the dog as liminal
paradigm, cannot be the product of recent changes. Perhaps initially,
in settlements where groups traditionally hostile to one another met
face-to-face and where there was mutual distrust, feelings of insecurity
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intensified and the need occurred for stronger protection, in particular
in that danger zone in which man assumes supernatural powers to harm
others. There may have been less opportunity in these circumstances
for Aborigines to disperse in order to allow grievances to peter out. One
could imagine that these conditions of people being pent up to a certain
degree, led to reinforcement of the traditional use of canines as guards
vis-a-vis people. This is but one aspect of the total image of dogs and
it is hardly conceivable that this image and those of its features, which
I have used to expound my hypothesis, should have come into existence
within the few decades Aborigines have lived on settlements. How far
age of the relevant beliefs can cogently prove cause or origin of Abori-
ginal society's interest in canines must remain open to conjecture. But
certain logical inferences on the basis of the historicity of belief patterns
may render some explanations more acceptable than others, at least for
some time. For a kind of analysis that is inspired by Husserl's Sinnes-
genesis (genesis of meaning) and attempts the reconstruction of 'sedi-
mented history' (Husserl 1931) the importance of 'ethnographic' ex-
planations cannot be overemphasised. In trying to elicit cause and
meaning of cultural traits we can either apply 'scientific' rigour or look
for the answer in a society's ideology, entangled and contradictory as
it may appear. But no matter what the results they will always lie open
to challenge, the ultimate challenge being that human behaviour may
espouse complete non-sense eternally incomprehensible to the anthropo-
logist's probing mind.
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