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Few societies under foreign domination accept that position in silence. Objections
are indicated in a collectively anti-colonial mood, and in more specific movements
of emancipation. From the Ghost Dance amongst North American Indians in the
1870s to the Black Power movement in modern America, from the Negritude of West
Africa to the Cargo Cults of New Guinea; wherever we look in the colonial and post-
colonial world, we can see rapid restructuring of traditions threatened by western
culture, reorganisation of both thought and expectations of dominated peoplein the
face of annihilation.

Onenotable exceptionina world wide sample of colonised peoples is that of the
aboriginal cultures of Australia, where such phenomena are apparently rare. So
unusual s this fact that many authorities with first hand experience begin to wonder
if it is so, or whether the absence is assumed more than real. Is it, indeed, an a priori
omission? Working through what is published in this area, casual references do
occur, yet there are, with some exceptions, few coherent reports of anti-colonial
activity, especially as these imply changes in thought. The assumption seems to be
both that there waslittle real expression of resentment, and also that there was little
real change in Aboriginal thought.

Thus Petri, one of the earliest modern field-workers to observe intellectual
responses to white intrusion whichinvolved a non-traditionalaura of eschatological
expectations (Petri 1950), remarked that, “Attempts which are based on an anti-
colonial orientation seem to bea novum on the Australian continent” (Petri 1968:305).
He describes the various movements which do occur in north Western Australia, to
which I shall refer in more detail below, and cites the Molonga movement of
Queensland, reported by Siebert in 1910, as being one of the most notable anti-
European precursors of modern opposition.
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Christian themes in Kimberley millenialism has been translated for this volume and
precedes the present paper, I will avoid repetition by offering a broader theoretical
and ethnographic context in which to place the specifically Christian themes
discussed by the Petris. I begin by defining those qualities of Aboriginal religiosity
which scholars have mistakenly interpreted as evidence of ontological immutability,
and proceed to examine the data which clearly undermine such claims. In the final
section, I then offer an analytic framework with which to interpret these new
religious developments.

From Immutable Order to Immobile Religious System

In contrast to Christianity or to Islam or any other founder and missionising religion
—and only in contrast with these is the image useful -— Aboriginal religiosity seems
to have a certain timelessness, immutability and in-built determinism. The Dreaming
does contain the notion of the continuation of the acts of creation which were once
done, but less to develop or evolve them than to continue them in their original form
and design, in the here-and-now, by literally re-creating the universe. This is done
through reiterating the same deeds in ritual and recitation as were done by the
creator heroes in illo tempore. The human agent becomes the double of the hero of the
Dreaming when, by actionand word, he goes through the ritual motions of assuring
the continuation of fertility and prosperity of nature and humanity. Through
dreaming he propagates his own kind of humanity when the spirit-essences left by
the Dreaming heroes enter human bodies in a continuous reincarnation. Where
Dreaming heroes created the shape of the world through the externalisation of their
owndreaming, individual and groups now, in those same totemic centres, internalise
the external as well as spiritual world and its powers. Similarly, through re-touching
paintings which were left as imprints by the Dreaming heroes, contemporary
Aborigines maintain the universe properly. This cyclical notion of re-incarnation,
which could fruitfully be compared with the classical Platonic as well as the Indian
systems of ontology, together with the inherently static notion of the maintenance
of a world created with unchanging features can easily lead to the perception of a
static world which does not, and cannot, evolve (see Koepping 1987).

If we note too that most religious systems on the Australian continent have no
eschatology or salvation belief, no paradise or state of ultimate happiness, defined
asbeing free of theinconsistencies, injusticesand unhappy condition of mortality (as
evident from the beliefs about death as the ultimate end with the concomitant
feature of second burial), then the description of the Aboriginal religious systems as
static and immutable, allowing for no change or development, whether collectively
or individually, towards a peaceful millenium of the equality of all people, may
seem to have a certain validity. It also seems logical that if there is no paradise and
no hell, no reward and no punishment, and if humanity is but a re-incarnation of
Dreaming heroes, with the faint notions of an all-powerful creator-deity as deus
otiosus scarcely ascertainable from the existing sources as the ultimate transcendental
source of power and judgment (as deus absconditus), that under these precepts the
universe with its existing features does not require any effort of people to become
better or more god-like. Against such a background, it is inappropriate to perceive
humans as fallen creatures who must work their way up to that state of Grace
existing before the Fall, for the world with all its animate and inanimate objects is
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gathered over two decades by Petri (whose experience stretches back to 1938, thus
giving us the depth of one researcher’s continued attention over almost 40 years for
alimited number of ethnic groups in their varied reaction to changing circumstances),
is so overwhelming that we can invert the dictum of Strehlow: not only is Aboriginal
world-view not stagnant, but it adapts with great, and almost feverish speed to new
challenges, and certainly does that at a faster pace than traditional Christianity ever
did. For in spite of all claims to hermeneutic adjustments to changing audiences,
Christianity has relied on essentially immutable ritual performances and fixed
belief-structures for over 2000 years (notwithstanding the “reformation” or renewal
half a millenium ago). It may indeed be more adequate to state, with Petri, that the
changes in the cult practices among Aborigines did not always find their stimulus
in the civilising influences of white society, and therefore require of us a rethinking
of our ingrained concept of an ultra-conservative society (Petri 1967:32). Maybe it is
indeed the case that our view about Aboriginal religiosity reflects Aboriginal reality
less than it does our own image, our own wishful thinking about the research
subjects. This point has been made by anthropological methodological criticism in
recent years, and was anticipated by Strehlow in the Australian context in 1964:
“their articles reveal more about the writers themselves and their own minds than
they do about the professed subject matter” (Strehlow 1964:8; see also Burridge
1973:116 f.).

Cult Innovation and Pessimistic Eschatology in Northwestern
Australia

Among the groups of the Ungarinyin, the Worora and the Unambal with which the
members of the German Frobenius expedition worked in 1938, as well as during
their first post-war research period in 1950, there appeared a phenomenon which
seems unique in the context of Aboriginal reactions to the perception of a wider
world. Among these groups, Petri found the emergence of a cult movement which
became known under the term kurangara. The elders of the tribes were, in 1938,
concerned about a “poison” which came on trade-routes from the south and
southwest, from people of the West Australian deserts, in a country called Warmala
or Waneiga. As usual with cult exchanges and “imports”, a range of ritual items
together with song-cycles and dances about heroic deeds of spirit beings called
D’anba (or Djanba) were introduced in this region which until then had relatively
scarce contact with any white population (all information from Petri 1950a, 1950b
and 1954). The spirits giving power and essence to the cult were visualized as
humanly shaped, skeleton-like beings of superhuman dimensions and cannibal
habits, who were invisible, always thirsty, bearded, light skinned and immortal,
throwing no shadows, as they moved only in moonless nights or at the height of the
day. These D’anba were considered to be full of dangerous power which was
transferred and deposited in the sacred objects which were stored in special
magazine places called marale (“deadly”). The spirits’ power came from their
genitals like the ya-yari or spirit-essence of the traditional medicine men of the
region.

With the arrival of the cults, a new system of “bosses” parallel to the traditional
medicine men took shape and special ceremonies were held which merely involved
body paint instead of body-operations to initiate men into the cults. While in 1938
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Aboriginal people (Petri and Petri-Odermann 1970:262-65). Kolig documented
similar cults in the area of Fitzroy Crossing and connected them with a worgaia
tradition but without the messianic, millenarian and anti-white component (Kolig
1981). In the Fitzroy region the worgaia movement is perceived as a festive event, a
“Big Sunday”, with plenty of fun. The strongly millenarian component on the
coastal region might possibly be explained through influence from labour union
movements among Aborigines of the Pilbara region, spread by the activist Don
McLeod (Petri and Petri-Odermann 1970:259). As Petri found strong connections in
previous myth-cycle migrations of the wandji-kurangara constellation between the
Pilbara and Broome regions, this influence is plausible. Yet it doesraise the question
of the difference in economic and social conditions in particular places at specific
times, or the perception of such conditions by diverse ethnic groups, and it raises
furthermore the problem of theinfluence of Christian lore upon new cultmovements.
In neither the coast (including the Pilbara), nor the Fitzroy region, are the economic
and historical data sufficient to show what correlations could be drawn, and
furthermore such queries have not been addressed by the respective researchers
(Petri as well as Kolig only cover part of the data, Petri more the content of cult
practices, Kolig more the re-alignment of tribal groups and their movements), so we
must make educated guesses from the accumulated materials. If we consider some
of the known features, I think we can come to a preliminary conclusion about the
function or role these cults fulfil and see in which way they can all be subsumed
under anti-acculturative and nativistic forms of resistance.

The Role of Women and Destructive Magic in the Creator
Dreamtime Traditions

The plethora of cult movements which were found over the period from 1938 to the
middle 1960s by Petri on the borders of the Western Deserts of Western Australia
and over the whole stretch of the Northwest from the Pilbara to the Kimberleys
cannot readily be ordered sequentially, nor does acceptance or rejection of the
diverse movements fit easily into a theoretical scheme. While the new cults of
kurangara, originally looked at with great suspicion in the Kimberleys in the late
1930s, were more or less accepted by the 1960s, in the Kimberleys and coastal plain,
revived cycles of wandji traditions, presumed to be forgotten, began to emerge.
These were indiverse ways aligned with the kurangara traditions, and tracksor lines
of ancestors merged and crossed over traditional group boundaries between the
Pilbara and the Kimberleys in the early 1960s.

Informants of differentbackground (Ngangomada, Dualin, Yulbaridja), mostly
of desert origins, but including coastal people, largely rejected the new wandji
traditions, as was the case with kurangara among the Kimberley groups between
1938 and 1950. The reason given was also similar: all wandji traditions were seen as
part and parcel of the poisonous and detrimental kurangara, and a number of
different groups in the lands between the Pilbara and the coast of Broome were
instead trying to revive and support the Two-Hero traditions. However, some very
old and traditional leaders enthusiastically accepted the revived wandji-traditions.
Petri called them “non-conformists at advanced age” (Petri 1967).

Petri raises the intriguing question of the role of women creator beings in the
Dreaming in the diverse traditions. While he admits that we do not know whether
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contention that all these movements are deeply nativistic. Both the kurangara
traditions of the late 1930s and the revived wandji traditions of the mid-1960s depict
a cosmology which is turning against the Aborigines themselves. This is clearly contrary
to the religious mode once described so fittingly by Stanner as a “mood of assent to
living”: the whole picture becomes one of an evil creation, an infertile one, a
Dreamtime which has become a Nightmare. It is for this reason that we may find so
much opposition over the last 40 years in these regions to wandji-kurangara among
some traditionalists.

Aborigines have obviously also pondered the problem, and have tried to come
up with arevised chronology of Dreaming events. According to Petri’s information,
the historisation of diverse traditions in the middle 1960s among coastal people as
well as desert migrants takes the following shape. The Dreaming consists of several
stages. In the beginning was darkness: through carving, “Crow” makes the then-
existing humanity into true human beings, as they had no orifices. In one version he
is the originator of those initiations which normally occur in the Two-Hero Cycle.
After hisdeeds anotherbeing, Gurgur, the great fertility divinity, forces innumerable
other beings (djaramara) to create the waterholes and deposit their vital essence.
Then follow as the third stage the groups of kurangarabeings, male and female, who,
still in the age of darkness, carry on with the creative deeds on the “fertility trail” as
one could call it. At the end of the Dreaming, the ritual power and division between
women and men is established. The Two Heroes come from the ground, erect pillars
(sacred poles, birmal), separate heaven from earth and create day and night, sunand
moon. These four sequences show a tremendous recognition by the Aborigines of
inconsistencies in their diverse traditions and the attempt to align them. This
appreciation was influenced by the tremendous migrations over the last fifty years,
their concentration into large groups on cattle stations, missions and in townships,
which not only enforce joint living, but also require an aligning of the traditions as
people move into foreign, sacred and therefore dangerous territories. This shows a
great versatility, adaptability as well as mental agility for coping with new stimuli.
Itshowsatruly historical understanding which so far hasrarely been acknowledged
in the literature of hunter-gatherers under contact situations.

Innovation in Religious Thought and Practice as the Germ of
Ethnogenesis

The developments described in field-reports for the area under discussion certainly
force anthropological theorists on Aboriginalreligion and Aboriginal conceptsto re-
evaluate their own premises, in particular that widely disseminated image of the
immutability of Aboriginal attitudes toward the sacred. The continuing innovation
inreligious concepts and ritual practice in thedemographically fluid region between
the Kimberleys, the Canning Basin and the Pilbara bears out Petri’s early suggestion
that the traditional image of the static nature of Aboriginal thoughthas to be revised
(Petri 1967:31). The materials also point to the difficulties of generalisations derived
fromstudies ina particular region: while Petri’s studies show anew seriousness and
a degree of animosity to white domination almost unheard of previously (in the
early 1960s), Kolig found the same cultic movements (the worgaia) surrounded by an
atmosphere of a holiday spirit, or what he called so aptly, of “graceful playfulness
and esthetic enjoyment” (Kolig 1981:180).
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recent worgaia complex is accompanied by a positive apocalypse — positive in
regard to the return of a more equitable order for the dominated Aboriginal groups
— the early kurangara with its inverted magical practices and its reversal of
traditional cult practices in regard to male-female power relationships creates a
negative utopia for Aborigines themselves. The magical action as well as the fear of
the traditionalists about the ending of the world (in the literal physical sense as well
as the intellectual and ethnic meaning) are exactly the inversion of those nativistic
formulations, in which the oppressor disappears and the oppressed rules the world.
However, even this feature of a negative utopia should be subsumed under the label
of nativism: considering the context of the time (the late 1930s) with its complete
dependency of Aborigines on white station economy and the denigration of
Aboriginal life, the development of cults which turn inwards and look for possible
enemies within the group itself, is not unusual.

There is for example, the cross-cultural comparison with witch-finding cults
and those within the Christian realm which opt for “inner cleansing”. It may only
be recentinfluences from the Australia-wide land-rights movement, and changesin
the legal and social milieu in general, which permit open hostility to be directed
against the oppressing and dominant cultural forces, while under earlier conditions,
dissatisfactionand despondency had to find more clandestine venues of expression.
The early kurangara movement could therefore possibly be located between the
desperate search of the South American terre-sans-mal phenomenon and the recent
Japanese mass-movements which allocate evil with an almost Calvinist rigour to
individual failings. The traces of the inverted condition in male-female relations
which permeate also a number of dingari traditions, may point to the mid-way
position of dingari between the negative eschatology of kurangara and the positively
aggressive forms of worgaia, of a time where Aborigines could only begin to explore
expressions of hostility, or rather assert themselves openly.

On the whole, however, all these movements seem to have one result in
common which all researchers in this field have noted: a merging of formerly
distinct traditions and a re-alignment through increased contact of diverse groups
in this demographically mobileregion. The cult-movements which are still ongoing,
seem therefore of greatest interest for their potential in creating “supra-tribal”
entities and something akin to a pan-Aboriginal consciousness, a new self-esteem
and positive identity.

What we are witnessing here, are possibly the value-orientations of a kind of
“ethno-genesis”, whereby the function which was fulfilled by centralised state-
authorities as well as hierarchically ordered sacred authority in the early middle
ages for the generating of a Franco-Germanic or Anglo-Saxon “ethnos”, are now
among Aborigines taken over by migrating cults leading to a proto-nationalism of
pan-Aboriginality. While many researchers have pointed out that the new cult-
movements are accompanied by, and result in, a lessening of parochial, local
traditions which could otherwise become the focus for land-right requests, the
unanticipated consequence of large inter-ethnic gatherings and exchange of cultic
practices might be that they feed easily into more secular demands for the general
land-rights movement, providing the ultimate sacred legitimation of those demands.
The discussion among Aborigines about the re-alignment of ancestral tracks and the
new self-conscious separatism of the back-to-the-land movements (see Coombs
1974) have to be seen as poles in a nativistic continuum: the cult practices as well as
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