








Riders in the Chariot

sisters and I were frequently invited. At the same time, they attended Mass and
prayers and participated enthusiastically as so-called ‘catechumens’ or Christians-
to-be in all aspects of Catholic life. They had been promised baptism when they were
ready and when they knew more about the Catholic faith. In those early days at
Kununurra they participated in the Mass and other ceremonies but, as catechumens,
were not permitted to receive Holy Communion.

When they came to Kununurra a number of the Miriwung leaders, both men
and women, had begunto askif ‘their mob’ could bebaptised. They were considerably
influenced in this by two Aboriginal elders of their group who had been baptised
while confined in a Catholic leprosarium and who were the only ones able to take
Holy Communion during Mass. There was some urgency in the requests for baptism
in 1969. The senior nun they allknew was about to go to a new post and they felt that
they might never get baptized once she was gone if they had to ‘start again witha
new sister’.

It was my task as their Parish priest to decide if they were ready for baptism.
From their ferventand regular participation in Catholicreligious practices and their
apparent agreement in principle with Catholic morality there was every indication
that they were.

Asfarasbasicbeliefs were concerned the Christian focus on the one transcendent
God roused no quarrel with the Miriwung catechumens whose ancestral spirits
were closer to home. They seemed quite impressed with the Christian teaching and
happy to accept it. _

The clearest challenge for Christian missionaries in many parts of Australia
tended to be in reconcilihg certain Aboriginal practices with Christianity such as the
practice of polygyny and the use of violence in regulating social behaviour. There
were, however, no polygynous marriages among the Miriwung at Kununurra, nor
was violence condoned as an acceptable form of social control. Itis to berecalled that
these people were the children of the children of people raised under the cattle
station regime which intruded upon and controlled the activities of Aboriginal
workers and ‘encouraged’ them to be monogamous and to become docile and
obedient workers. As with any social group, there was some disordered behaviour,
(fighting, drunkenness, etc.) and some non-participationin essential church services
(the Sunday Mass, prayers and sacraments) but these behaviours were disavowed
in principle.

It has always been difficult to identify the depth of a person’s commitment to
Christianity. There are, however, a number of convergent factors which tend to
supplement a person’s statement of personal faith and request for baptism.
‘Conversion” understood in this way had some verifiable dimensions. A lengthy
period of sober living with one partner, regular attendance at church services and
participationinchurchsocial activities could be said to be grounds for the presumption
of inner conversion. Certainly in other parts of Australia this would satisfy a great
many ministers of religion, if accompanied by affirmation of personal faith and
desire for admittance to church membership.

There was, however, the final question of their ceremonial life. Catholic
Missionaries were obliged to advise Aboriginal applicants for baptism whether the
continuance of their ceremonies would be appropriate once they became Catholics.
Missionaries in earlier days tended to describe all Aboriginal ritual as pagan and
therefore to be eschewed by people seeking Baptism. In later times they permitted
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that Aboriginal people were extremely interested in — almost addicted to —
participating in the activities and goods surrounding the settlements. He viewed
what appeared to be Aboriginal people’s irresponsible migration out of their
country with alarm since Aboriginal culture needed to be grounded in the customs
and Dreaming of theirownland. In this respect he saw great value in the missionaries
bringing enough civilisation to satisfy the needs of Aboriginal people who would
otherwise want to migrate to white urban centres (Stanner 1954).

In addition Aborigines often cultivated the patronage of whites to form the
foundation of exchanges they wished to enter into in order to obtain certain goods
and services—food, clothingand transport, and some relief from white harassment.
This occurred particularly in places where there were few whites and where
Aborigines were required either as proselytes on missions or more commonly as
cheap labour.The tin mines in North Queensland, (cf. Anderson 1983) and the
pastoral industry in Central and Northern Australia, particularly the smaller
holdings (cf. Collman 1978 ) are examples of places where cheap labour wasrequired
and where Aboriginal people were able, atleast in the early days, to negotiatea kind
of participation which suited their own agendas as well as those of their employers.

To deepen our understanding of the exchanges which were occurring in these
contexts, it is first necessary to look at some appropriate theoretical principles.

Models of Exchange: Patrons and Riders

Robert Paine (1976) has discussed a set of relationships between missionaries and
the Inuit in Western Canada which are similar to those between missionaries and
Aborigines in Australia. His ideas form the foundation of the following theoretical
considerations.

Patronage is a type of permanentand reciprocal exchange relationship between
two parties. It is established when people in need accept un-requested gifts which
they nonetheless hold as valuable and which are usually otherwise unobtainable. By
accepting the status of ‘one who receives gifts’, the recipient then feels obliged to
return gifts ‘acceptable to the giver’ in order to maintain reciprocity. In such
exchanges both parties benefit. The bestower, or ‘patron’ gains people (adherents)
and thereceiveror ‘client’ obtains goods, protection, and sponsorship. Thereare also
costs. The patron has to bestow, or at least be seen to be prepared to bestow, gifts and
the client has to accept a degree of permanent dependence and inferiority.

One of the classic forms of patronage is that whereby a patron acts as a broker
by controlling the mediation of goods to a client. In order to maintain his or her
position as provider, the broker/patron needs to secure the exclusive mediation of
otherwise unobtainable goods. Missionaries often occupied such a position and
wielded considerable power, particularly when mediating government resources.
The brokerage on these exchanges — the handling charges as it were — was
bestowed as an act of patronage.

Patron/client relationships are established in two phases. The first phase is that
of gift distribution. Aspiring patrons attempt to distribute goods, preferably those
in their exclusive possession, over as wide a range as possible. Paine notes (1971:14):

Ideally the patron, offers items and services that are new to the
cultureand to whichhealonehasaccess, thereby actually creating the
need for [them].
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Patrons try to create a “general dependence on their goods and services”. Having
established this general dependence they are then able to nominate what values are
acceptable to them as counter-prestations. The return prestations, however, do not
‘settle the score’ but maintain reciprocity while at the same time displaying the
client’s acceptance of a dependent position and its continuance.

Ultimately what distinguishes patrons from their clients is that ‘only values of
the patron’s choosing’ are circulated in the relationship. The clients have to
demonstrate to their patrons and others, their acceptance of the values which the
patron has chosen for circulation between them.

The second phase is the permanent state of indebtedness on the part of the client
and the continued power of the patron:

the client may be made liable at any time for any number of different
prestations, all of which the patron alone has determined as
appropriate to their relationship. (ibid:16)

The client is thus constrained by the patron as to the choice and time of return goods
and services. In this respect the relationship is different from other exchange
relations such as those based on “generalised reciprocity” which usually exist
between friends or kin. Generalised reciprocity is predicated on a two way giving
and receiying relationship in which the power to nominate the values in circulation
is not restricted to one partner. The patron does not have to make a return gift when
the client makes a required offering. It is presumed that the client is enjoying a
permanent state of endowment generated by being a member of the patron’s
clientele. The client’s offerings, made according to the requirements of the patron
who determines the occasion and kind of gift required, are seen as inadequate
responses to the patron’s beneficence. Such gifts are not understood as return
offerings to be taken as at least partial payment of a finite debt. They are tokens
symbolising gratitude and permanent indebtedness. In the other, more equal
exchange relations mentioned above, eachis indebted to the other at different times.
Thisisnot the caseinpatronage. Patronageisabout structured inequality: paternalism
on the one hand and ‘obedience’ and ‘gratitude’ on the other.

Inmany cases patronage can be the foundation of attempts to annexe the client’s
attitudes and values. Paine says:

...the patron chooses for the client those values in relation to which,
the patron protects the client; moreover the patron expects the client
himself to embrace these values. (ibid:19)

Clients have to bear or appear to bear the cost of this real or potential dependence:
The costs to the client can be very little; some of the clients’ own
values may be supported by the patron ...and the clients may
succeed in sustaining a deception over their embracement of the

patron’s values. (ibid:17)

It seems to me that the vagueness of the actual costs incurred by the client is due to
a feature qualifying the reciprocity in a patron/client relationship. Reciprocity in
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such relationships is partly real and partly notional : expressions of obedience and
gratitude may suffice to serve the relationship. Material offerings, gifts and services
may rarely be required. Compared to generalised exchanges the patron/clierit
relationship can continue with few material prestations involved.

The very fact of being known to others as a patron or client, as protector or
protegee may be the major value sought and enjoyed in the relationship. It may
enhance prestige, it may protect from harassment. In fact it may even be tacitly
understood that material claims should be minimised lest the limits of therelationship
be exposed. :

T'have suggested elsewhere (Willis 1980) that many Aboriginal potential clients
developed a strategic way of responding to the bestowals of their white would-be
patrons. ‘Patronal’ bestowals (in response to which one is expected to become a
‘grateful’ client) were re-interpreted as quasi-kinship based ‘normal’ behaviour.
White gift givers could then be treated like any other visitors to the camp, that is as
people from whom bestowals were not wonderful acts of generosity requiring
thanks and generating dependence but were the appropriate behaviour to be
expected of visiting kin. The bestowers had just done the job appropriate to their
status. The missionaries by defining themselves by kinship terms —father, sister etc.
— were inviting such re-codification.

I'suggest that in addition to re-defining the relationships between themselves
and whites many Aborigines often pursued their own agendas by developing a
special kind of strategic participation in white enterprises which I have called
‘riding’ orkinshipriding . As wehave seen, many Aborigines wanted to link up with
whites in order to gain access to food, transport and protection from other whites.
We have also seen that in most cases whites were only interested in forming
relationships with Aborigines where they were in control. Inmany parts of Australia
white control of resources spilled over into areas in which Aborigines were once self
sufficient. Within such oppressive regimes, which Aborigines encountered in
almost all contexts, ‘riding’ became one of the only ways to work towards one’sown
objectives; especially if they involved using resources appropriated or controlled by
whites. Riding was thusa way in which disempowered and impoverished Aboriginal
people attempted to achieve their objectives by selectively co-operating with
enterprises initiated by patrons known to be friendly, while at the same time
pursuing their own objectives under the cover of the patron’sinitiative, sponsorship
and protection (op. cit.:101). Riding should be seen in the context of oppressive
colonial regimes. It is an act through which Aboriginal people attempt to negotiate
individual and group survival on the best terms available at any given time.

On cattle stations many Aboriginal leaders were able to negotiate some status
by ‘managing the camp for the boss’, i.e., looking after their Aboriginal group living
on the station. In this way Aboriginal leaders could have their authority endorsed
and enhanced by their white bosses. They could also establish some modified
autonomy under theregime of the cattle station by using their ‘free time’ (particularly
the three months summer lay-off season when they were not needed for work) to
pursue their own agendas. Sometimes they were supported to a limited extent by
station resources — food and transport. The maintenance of the authority of
Aboriginal leaders through this form of riding was a key to the survival of small
Aboriginal groups on cattle stations and other locations in remote regions of
Australia. During recent decades, when children returning from strongly
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endorsement for their authority in this new non-station environment. In an earlier
section of this paper I have called their strategy ‘riding’. The clients ride on the
patrons beneficence but without commitment — a kind of socio-political and
religious hitch-hiking.

Conclusion

Religious changes on remote missions which occurred as a result of missionary
activity were linked to socio-political exchanges between decision makers from
Aboriginal and Catholic Christian groups. These exchanges took place within the
context of attempted patronage by the missionaries and selective acceptance by the
Aborigines; they deriveatleast one dimension of their meaning from these exchanges.

Religious change for Aborigines needs to be understood in terms of Aboriginal
culture and religion. Aboriginal religious practice allows for the exchange of
ceremonies. Itis therefore appropriate for Aboriginal leaders to seek to increase their
participation in, and ownership of, new rituals. Since Aboriginal culture does not
separate fundamental religious beliefs from other social domains it is difficult to
imagine how traditionally oriented Aboriginal people could change their worldview
and still retain their Aboriginal identity with its overlaid perspectlves on self,
relations, territory and Dreammg

When religious conversion appears to have occurred, and Aboriginal people
still retain their identity, it must be presumed to be occurring somehow by adding fo,
rather than replacing, traditional religious practices. A consequence of this
interpretation is to suggest that at least some forms of Aboriginal Christianity can
be understood as kinds of additional ceremonial sets incorporated into Aboriginal
religion. Aboriginal Catholics now include Christian practices in their ceremonial
repertoire and some extra status is accorded to those Aborigines affiliated with it.
Aboriginal religion would thus have incorporated another way for people to
generate what Stanner has called ‘the mood of acceptance’ (1965).

Suchaninterpretation provides an explanation for the interest some Aboriginal
ritual leadersin other places in remote Australia have in being involved in Christian
religious life. Thus on Elcho Island the owners of certain sacred rangga (sacred
ceremonial boards) who in 1959 departed radically from traditional practice by
erecting these usually secret emblems in a public place near the church (cf. Berndt
1962), were engaging in Aboriginal religious acts within a Christian context. Other
examples are the incorporation of ceremonial paintings in the Uniting Church at
Yirrkala at about the same time (Morphy and Layton 1981), the Christian Pulapa at
Yuendumu (see Swain in this volume) and the religious songs — Djaanba — used
in Catholic ceremonies at Kununurra.

Perhaps while the Missionaries were thinking they had incorporated the
Aborigines into their church, the Aborigines had incorporated the church into their
world. There is a blessed irony when the humanists among the rapacious colonisers
are manipulated to provide a base and refuge for the dispossessed Aborigines; our
demise becomes their rebirth. Not as we wanted but as they did, so that the
missionaries, like John the Baptist in a different context, may decrease so that the
Aborigines may increase.

Missionaries have come under fire for destroying Aboriginal culture. This
interpretation suggests that Aboriginal culture was not destroyed. Rather its
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infrastructure was extended, and the missionaries, by their concern to deal with the
Aborigines as an organised society and to promote their welfare, were able to be
used by the Aborigines to provide an essential bridge from then until now. '

Note

1 Thisisarevised and edited version of the author’s Charles Strong Memorial Lecture for
1985.
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