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non-institutionalized, haphazard and undirected — except when they were guided
by the implementation of governmental policies; even then, there was, more often
than not, a gap between policy statements and their implementation. Moreover,
governmental policies also coincided at times with mission ones and, until recent
years, were left to mission personnel to interpret and implement. In terms of process,
such social action on the part of missionaries was and is quite complex. We shall
focus here on results at the receiving end finvolving Aborigines); and those results
too have been multiple and varied. It isimportant to recognize that missionaries are
purveyors of a particular kind (or kinds) of Christianity that is markedly different
from what it is within the matrix of Western European cultures, even though in that
context Christianity is perhaps equally distant now from secular European traditions.
All along the line of transmitting Christian ideas and messages, various diverse
cultural and sub-cultural filters tend to distort them. Trans-cultural conveyance of
these has, as the evidence from Aboriginal Australia so amply demonstrates, caused
considerable difficulties and, interestingly, reduced or altered their impact.

On the receiving end there has often been, in our experience, confusion on the
part of Aborigines who have struggled to comprehend the messages. Some have
tried to adapt incoming views of a non-Aboriginal (in this case, ‘Christian’) nature
in order to Aboriginalize them, with varying degrees of effectiveness. Others have
tried to compartmentalize, or separate out, such alien ideas from those of a
traditional Aboriginal kind, in a process that leaves limited linkages between them
butenables Aboriginal people to utilize each for different purposes. Or theresultcan -
be a belief in the increasing “irrelevance’ of both religions, and a growing attraction
to secularization. The whole question of acceptance or rejection on the part of
Aborigines, especially in traditional and modified-traditionalsituations, was probably
less dependent on how Christianity was being presented, than on the socio-
economicand politicalimperatives. In other words, the development of opportunism
was facilitated, and much rested on what they could get out of the system.

Although it is easy for anthropologists to take a negative attitude toward
mission activity, the matter is not at all straightforward (see C. Berndt 1958:38-43).
Particularly during early periods of Aboriginal-European contact, mission stations
‘were virtually the only refuge-places for Aborigines trying to escape from the
depredations of the new settlers and their expanding townships. The writings of
Salvado, Taplin, Threlkeld and many others make that quite clear. Without the
protective authority of missionaries, the Aboriginal population would have been
reduced even more savagely than it was. Population recovery as far as full-
Aborigines were concerned was first recorded in the early 1950s on the mission
settlements of north-eastern Arnhem Land, Bathurst Island, and a few others.
Arnhem Land in the 1940s and early 1950s did not yet present a case of large-scale
European intrusion, mainly because most of it was an official Aboriginal reserve —
although that did not prevent the massive invasion that came later, with mining
‘developments’. Nevertheless, if mission stations had not been established along the
coast, thearea would have been radically denuded of people during and immediately
after World War II, partly because of the attractions of Darwin and adjacent
settlements. That is what had happened earlier to the people who occupied the
‘buffalo plams east of Darwin to the East Alligator River. Moreover, the Arnhem
Land missions, along with Hermannsburg (in the 1940s), made possible the emergence
of the outstation movement, which is generally believed to have begun much later.
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