5
Reflections on a Failed Crusade

Robert Tonkinson

Introduction

Between 1963, when I first began fieldwork at a remote mission settlement on the
edge of the Gibson Desert in Western Australia, and today, there have been major
shifts in the ways in which the research enterprise in anthropology is viewed and
depicted.! The new wave of reflexive studies looks closely at the nature of
anthropological discourse and at how its authority is constituted (cf. Clifford and
Marcus 1986). Thistrend was long preceded by attacks onnotions of theanthropologist
as an unbiased, objective and non-intrusive presence in the field. Both kinds of
corrective demand the same thing: critical self-examination by the researcher, the
acknowledgement of bias, and analyses of therelationship betweenbias, behaviour,
recording, and presentation of data.

Questions of bias, recognised and submerged, loomlarge in assessments of any
particular ‘portrait of a culture’, which is what an ethnography purports to be. As
part of a general Western scientific stance favouring rational objectivity and
sympathetic tonotions of the researcheras a faithful and balanced recorder of “facts’,
the anthropologist has long been expected to avoid overt interference and side-
taking in the field situation and, ata broader level, not to assume the role of an agent
of revolution or change. Nevertheless, it is generally assumed that anthropologists
are in sympathy with those among whom they work and, if that group is an ethnic
minority subject to discrimination and oppression, that the fieldworker’s actions as
well as sympathies will be supportive of ameliorative strategies and critical of
perceived injustices.

According to Burridge (1973:35), it was left to individuals, mainly Christian
missionaries, toalert anthropologists to the political implications of being in the field
and asking questions. This consciousness-raising may have revealed to them the
naive and ultimately conservative nature of their apolitical ‘scientific’ stand. In fact,
one frequently cited contrast between anthropologists and missionaries dwells on
the passive role of the former and the self-proclaimed ‘mission to change’ of the
latter. Of this, Burridge (op. cit.) has written that anthropologists too areimbued with
a missionary and moral outlook, bent on encountering the human ‘other’ and
rendering it accessible to Western society; in his view, they ‘represent a specialized
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In Western Australia the movementapparently spread westand north from the
Warburton Ranges settlement, and in August 1982 a gathering at Mount Margaret
community attracted an estimated 2000 Aborigines, including some who had
travelled there from the southwest of the state.® About twenty Aboriginal men and
women, most of whom were already at least nominally Christians, went forward to
witness for Christ and to be blessed. The event was judged a great success by the
participants, and the evangelical team later visited other Aboriginal communities
around the state. When [ was at Jigalong later the same month, investigating the
influence of both Aboriginal ‘new Law’ and Christianevangelical movements on the
community, there was considerable talk of the ‘team’s’ visit to Wiluna community
(principally about many Wiluna mob members ‘giving up thegrog’ as aresult), and
the arrival of the evangelists at Jigalong was being anticipated.

The white Christians at Jigalong at that time numbered a few families, who held
prayer meetings and fellowships every Sunday. Aborigines were welcome to
attend, but usually only a couple of older people and a few children did so. The
attitude of the Christians at that time, according to one of them, was to be patient,
anticipating the same thing that the former missionaries had awaited in vain: the
‘entrance of the Holy Spirit’. They believed that the Lord would decide the right time
for this to happen, and would guide the Aborigines at Jigalong as to what could not
be retained in their culture. In a sense, this view fitted perfectly with the prevailing
government policy of self-management, since it removes from Christians the onus
of eliminating the un-Christian components of the culture, leaving this to the
Aborigines themselves, guided by the Lord rather than earthly Christians.

From the same person I heard the news that one of Jigalong’s most prominent
male elders and leaders had been in Wiluna during the visit of the evangelists and
had been baptised in a full immersion ceremony. This man, a pillar of Aboriginal
Law and a major figure in the community’s ‘traditional’ religiouslife, confirmed this
report, saying that he had given up alcohol. In his view, and that of most other
Jigalong people who talked about the evangelicals and the Wiluna visit, the major
impact of the movement was its effect on people’s drinking habits: they ‘gave up the
grog’ — though there was much talk of subsequent ‘backsliding’ by some members
of the Wiluna mob. Despite his baptism and his possession of a Bible and some
Christiantracts, hewasadamant that he remained a follower of the Law. T heard later
from this man’s sister’s son that, prior to a severe heart attack the previous year, he
had dreamed about angels descending to earth; his interest in Christianity may have
stemmed from this vision. A few Jigalong women who were also in Wiluna at the
time of the evangelists’ visit said that they had joined the movement, but were not
yet baptised.

From discussions in 1982 with several young men at Jigalong who professed a
belief in Christianity, it was clear that they were thinking of the Law and Christianity
in symbiotic terms, identifying God as the creator of both the earth and jugurdani
(Dreaming) Law. One young man, who went straight from the desert into the
dormitory in 1963 said: ‘I can’t help it —whenI was in the dormitory I read the Bible
and listened to the missionaries and learned that law. Then I got put through the
mardu (Aboriginal) Law.I've got to hold onto both; I believe the two of them.” These
men see no problemin such a stance, and from an older man, one of abouteight men
and women who regularly attended the prayer meetings of the visiting Pilbara
Aboriginal Church men (together with some others described as ‘not drinkin’
(wama)), ] heard the view that ‘both laws are under the one head, God’.
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