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and much more congenial to turn issues such as rape into a text, than to
deal with the rage of those who would prefer not to speak directly of such
sensitive matters (Bell and Nelson 1989; Bell 1991; Huggins et al. 1991).

Now, writing from the perspective of the nineties, I am looking to
feminist standpoint theories (Harstock 1983; Haraway 1988; Hawksworth
1989; Jaggar 1989) as a more satisfying and sophisticated approach to
the politics of difference than the postmodern preference for plurivocality,
textual analyses and stylistic experimentations (Mascia-Lees et al. 1989;
Bell 1993c). Beginning with the proposition that women'’s distinctive
experiences generate distinctive knowledge, feminist ethnography can
address these issues locally and globally (Bell 1993a; 1993b; 1993c). The
move away from macro-models and destabilisation of ethnographic
authority has done little to empower women. In cleverly crafted, pseudo-
democratic collages that purport to address the crisis of representation
(which reflexive anthropologists have only recently seen fit to name and
explore), women's voices have no particular place (Bell 1993b). While
having long ago acknowledged that the Archimedean point has van-
ished, I am not yet ready to allow multiple subject positions and frag-
mented selves to drown out substantive discussion of violence, human
rights and political representation. I am not suggesting that these issues
which I have been pondering in print and railing against in private are
in any way resolved for me or my field colleagues, nor am I giving up
on the task of articulating an ethnography that is feminist, engaged, ethi-
cally grounded, collaborative, relational and enmeshed in ever-expand-
ing political contexts (Bell 1993a).

My feminist ethnography of a particular women'’s ceremony that I
attended at Nutwood Downs, a cattle station in the Hodgson-Cox River
area of the Northern Territory, in July 1981, grounds these musings.?
Over the period of a week, fifty women from far flung communities in
the Roper River region, retraced the travels of the ancestral women
known as the munga-munga in a jarrarda ceremony.* Although the ritual
energy of the ceremony was concentrated on one site, the ceremony
forged, mapped, consolidated, created, and activated links amongst
women from as far south as Alice Springs, north into Arnhem Land and
east to the Gulf of Carpentaria. It provided a forum in which differences
could be honoured and similarities asserted. Large-scale ceremonies te-
quire co-ordination, access to resources, and for women, whose strate-
gies may undermine men'’s political aspirations, an impeccable rationale.
Not surprisingly, men are often ambivalent about women'’s ceremonies,
especially if they suspect that women’s activities might pre-empt their
ability to make key decisions (Bell 1993a:182-226; Kaberry 1939:254ff).
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In looking back over my fieldnotes of the past fifteen years, and in
conversation with colleagues, I realise I know of many ceremonial gath-
erings where women worked to extend their ritual repertoire, rights in
land, knowledge of sites, and to establish relationships across language
boundaries.” Why have these not been the subject of scholarly enquiry?
I suspect because each has been neatly filed under the impeccable ra-
tionale: a school excursion, aland claim, a re-enactment for a film maker,
a health conference, a sports day celebration, a mission centenary. In
short, we were not looking for them. Certainly I was chipping away at
characterisations of women'’s ceremonies as personal, divisive, localised
and intra-generational (Bell 1993a; 1993d), but I was more concerned to
demonstrate the scope and range of the themes and structure, than the
size: small could be beautiful and culturally meaningful.®

But if these ceremonial gatherings are taken as a group, as constitut-
ing fora within which women,engage in religious politics, fascinating
questions arise: Are we witnessing the emergence of a new ceremonial
forum, i.e., a women’s supra-regional religious celebration? Have the
conditions under which such gatherings might flourish only recently
come into play? If so, what are these factors? We know that historically
men’s cults diffused across the continent and were elaborated differ-
ently in different locations. Could women have been similarly engaged
in melding, to their own ends, those cults that swept through their coun- -
try? If so, what would constitute evidence of their existence? How might
we read the historical record, given that it is one that privileges male
activities, in order to locate women as players? Have women been do- |
ing these ceremonies all the time, or, as some would have it, is this all
just a feminist infter]vention?

Although the content of Aboriginal narratives reflects local condi-
tions, the concept of a creative era (Dreamtime) when the world was
given form, shape and meaning by the activities of mythological pio-
neering ancestors (Dreamings) is a basic tenet of Aboriginal religion.
Through ritual re-enactment of the ancestral travels, the present genera-
tion celebrate their spiritual heritage and interests in the “founding
drama”. There is men’s business and women’s business; ceremonies
where each sex has a limited presence in the activities of the other; and
ones where knowledge is shared and meanings negotiated (Bell 1993a;
Berndt 1950:24-25; Kaberry 1939:276-277). Men and women assume dis-
tinctive responsibilities in respect of the maintenance of this heritage,
but at the structural level of rights in land, men and women evoke simi-
lar principles and relationships (Bell 1993a). In song, gesture, dance and
design, they articulate their models of social reality, demonstrate their
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relationship to the ancestors and the land, and transmit this knowledge
to successive generations.

In terms of regional ceremonies and cults, we know a great deal about
the dimensions of male ritual (Bern 1979; Berndt 1951; 1953; Elkin 1961),
but we know rather less about women’s ceremonial life. In fact, for most
ethnographers, “women’s religion” is an oxymoron.” At one level, the
problem is that it is extremely difficult to undertake participant-obser-
vation fieldwork with members of the opposite sex and much informa-
tion about religion is only accessible through participation. At another
level, models of Aboriginal religion have juxtaposed the sacred male
against women'’s profanity. There is little a woman can say of her reli-
gious life when the data are framed by Durkheimian dichotomies and
Freudian fantasies regarding women’s profane, hearth-bound, untrust-
worthy self. The ethnographic soil in which generalisations regarding
gender relations and religion grew was not female friendly.?

Fieldwork in the well-watered north, where men are the macro-own-
ers of the symbolic domain, and women micro-managers of food gath-
ering, became the standard against which all other ethnographic portraits
were judged. This contrasts with the central desert regions where the
“problem of women” was solved quite simply: they were invisible. Had
the early ethnographers begun with the dramatic sex division of labour
of desert peoples as problematic, rather than assuming that by working
with men they could speak for all, understanding Aboriginal religious
life would have involved research with men and women. Rather than a
gendered opposition of sacred / profane, we would have been struggling
with notions of complementarity, men as “other” in women'’s ceremo-
nies, and gendered negotiations regarding symbolic meanings in differ-
ent ecological niches. But the fieldworker who thanked his wife for typing
his manuscript was unlikely to credit women with key roles in Aborigi-
nal religious life.

While a marked division of labour remains a salient feature of Abo-
riginal life in central and northern Australia, the shift from hunting and
gathering to a more sedentary life-style has radically altered the resource
base. Freed from the need to constantly gather food, Aboriginal women
may now contemplate large ceremonial gatherings on settlements, mis-
sions and stations, but these population intensive centres also exacer-
bate male/female jealous fights. In nuclear families with nominal male
heads, women are no longer producers but consumers within a cash
economy that offers her little. Whereas once the existence of separate
resource bases ensured women a role in decision-making, now impov-
erished and dependent, she is locked out of the emerging structures of
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all were ovens in summer and chilly in winter. Mostly the Nutwood
Downs residents and their visitors' camped around the huts in areas
which were cleared of the debris which the wind redistributed daily.
For the purpose of providing shelter or a pleasant living environment,
the huts were grossly inadequate. They had neither power, water, nor
insulation. They let in the rain in the wet and provided a haven for cock-
roach communities. Those camp-dwellers who chose to sleep indoors,
preferred to raise themselves above ground level on a wire bed base -
often the only furniture in the camp. The huts did, however, provide a
lock-up area for their owners and a shaded area in which to sit, cook
and socialise. Outside each hut in current use, there was a multi-pur-
pose fire over which tea, damper and stews were cooked; around which
families clustered for warmth and light; beside which in the evening,
the swags of pensioners, married couples and children were unrolled.
Wood had to be gathered regularly and although people exercised re-
straint in its use, it was always in short supply.

Numerous hoses criss-crossed the camp from the one tap but water
pressure was poor and the water mightbe turned off at the bore without
consultation with camp residents. The water was discoloured by rust
from the exposed pipes and blamed by many as a contributory factor in
the ill health of the children. There were no showers in the camp and,
even if one was prepared to venture into the station domain to use the
school showers, the pressure was so low that only one could be used at
any given time. There were no flush toilets in the camp and those in the
school block were overworked and often malfunctioned. In common
with other station communities in the Roper River area and elsewhere,
the Nutwood people have had to devise ways in which to cope with a
station policy whereby social security cheques were not cashed by the
management and credit in the store was not given. At the time of our
visit in 1981, the Yolngu Association, the Aboriginal umbrella organisa-
tion of the Katherine service area, operated a Trust Fund for the benefit
of twelve recipients of social security."

All this sounds as if the Aboriginal experience is one characterised by
an absence of facilities. But spend time within the Aboriginal camp, par-
ticipate in the daily round of visiting, conversing, planning, or go out
hunting for bush tucker, and the creative aspects of the life style are
apparent. For instance, road and tele-communications with major cen-
tres were extremely difficult, but the Aboriginal population was able to
remain in close contact with the comings and goings of kin though their
own radio network." This facility, albeit limited in range, was not sub-
ject to station monitoring and could relay information in their own lan-
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does state, in a fairly strong and even provocative manner, the women’s
rights to a separate and independent ritual life. On the other hand, it
places their security at risk from outsiders who may not be familiar with
the location and the restrictions which apply.

In 1980 the ASSPA (Aboriginal Sacred Sites Protection Authority) was
one mode, albeit problematic, of protection under Australian law (Bell
1983b). Balancing competing notions of who should know what and for
what purpose was one of its most difficult tasks, but it was assumed the
parties to the dispute were male. Then, in the confrontation over §he
proposed flooding of a sacred site near Alice Springs, it emerged, late in
the process, that it was a women’s site. All parties needed to find ways
of consulting with women and as the then anthropologist to the ASSPA
(Bell 1983b), I found custodians who would cheerfully explain the sa-
credness of a site to me and then bind me to woman-only secrecy. Ironi-
cally at that stage the Authority was all male. Merely consulting with
women was not enough, and there were too few women anthropolo-
gists and lawyers to cope with both women’s rites and rights (Bell and
Ditton 1984[1980]; Bell 1984/5; Rowell 1983). At the request of local
womern, in my capacity as the ASSPA anthropologist, I visited Nutwood
Downs in early May 1981 and, with the assistance of Toni Bauman of
Mimi Aboriginal Arts and Crafts, a wing of Yolngu in Katherine (N.T.),
documented the sites which were duly registered by late May. The rec-
ognition of the importance of these sites, which registration represented
to the women, prompted discussion about the staging of a full jarrarda.

Opportunities for women to stage large ceremonies are limited and
participants take full advantage of the situation. In the Nutwood Downs
jarrarda, older women sorted out matters of Dreaming affiliations to coun-
try, ritual relations and leadership ties through kin and country. Having
“straightened” their existing knowledge of country, they then confirmed
and extended the complex of people-land relations, as well as conferred
on the up-and-coming generation of ritual experts the right to learn and
the responsibility to “hold up” the country — both literally in terms of
holding up sacred objects on which are painted designs encoding infor-
mation about the land and in the sense of taking responsibility for the
land. In song and dance, through gesture and design, they evoked the
power and presence of the mythological pioneering women who trav-
elled through the country from Tennant Creek, from Roper River, from
McArthur River to a site known as Kalabirina on Brunette Downs. They
incorporated younger girls into the law and introduced them to the
depths of women's responsibility to nurture country and relationships.
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of the preparation, structure of the performance, and aftermath, all of
which illustrate the subtle relationship of rites to rights.

The Structure of Jarrarda

THE MEssaGe Gors Out

The timing and staging of a lengthy ceremony in which many visitors
will need to be fed and housed requires forethought and is subject to a
variety of factors not all of which are generated by dictates of the
Dreamtime. The host community is expected to feed the guests, but visi-
tors, unless they are really destitute, usually bring the basics. Weather,
school holidays, the arrival of the Yolngu truck, pay week and pension
day are further constraints on timetabling. Close to towns no one would
plan to begin a ceremony on pay day when money often is splurged on
alcohol. On the other hand, there must be sufficient money to purchase
food rations, or stocks of bush tucker on which to draw. In the past,
ceremonies could only take place in times of relative plenty: today plenty
is a fortnightly cycle of social security cheques.

Not only who should attend, but also how they will travel to the cer-
emony is the subject of endless debate and politicking. There are never
enough vehicles to transport the number who may lay claims to attend.
The sorting and sifting of claims depends very much on who is the prime
mover of the ceremony: whoever is within her networks of kin, country
and ceremony is likely to be promoted or to promote herself as essential
to the proceedings and then, through participation, be considered as a
leader. We left the invitations to Namija, a senior woman who was anx-
ious to have the jarrarda at Nutwood Downs. This, as it happened, was
an excellent ploy for a number of reasons. On the one hand, because she
is not miniringki or jungkayi for Alawa country (her country is McArthur
River), but rather derives her position in the community from ceremo-
nial expertise, long residence, and affinal ties, she was able to invite
members of all interested family groups without being accused of fa-
vouring her own. Each group was then free to refine her list within her
own organisational framework. Namija helped us draft the telegrams
which she felt would achieve her goal. One read, “Need you badly.”

It was necessary that women of each four estate groups and from
each of the countries traversed by the munga-munga be present. It was
also necessary that experienced miniringki and jungkayi for the Dreamings
and for Alawa country at Nutwood be present. The assembled teachers
needed young women to be their pupils. Numbers are important for, in
this way, the leader validates her authoritative status as the widely re-
cruited group may verify the proceedings, carry the message back to
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home communities, learn, and be able to continue the “business”. Once
the women had settled on a date and list of persons, we worked out a
system of collecting people which required maximum use of local trans-
port and minimum intervention from us. One problem was that few
women hold licenses or they have limited access to vehicles.”® Further,
younger men are often unwilling to drive women to a women’s cer-
emony, not only because it is inappropriate, but also because of the sexual
politics entailed in the staging of sex-specific ceremonies. When men
are involved in the transporting of participants, the nature of the cer-
emony is transformed.

How these sex dynamics played out in pre- contact times is impossi-
ble to know with any certainty, but we do know that all major ceremo-
nial gatherings required women, and not only for their labour: women
had a presence at male ceremonies, mysterious though it was to male
ethnographers such as Spencer and Gillen (Bell 1993d:68). From my own
fieldwork I know that when men and women gather for initiation cer-
emonies, while the men are making boys into men, the women are also
engaged in rituals which determine future marriage lines for the young
man and thereby the country affiliations of his children. Is it too outra-
geous to ask what in the past would have prevented women from stag-
ing their own separate ceremonies? They were safe to do so while being
“excluded” from the men’'s sacred ground and an ethnographer, intent
on following “men’s business”, was unlikely to inquire into the dimen-
sions of “women’s business”.

THE CoMING-IN

A jarrarda, like other large ceremonies, does not begin with the perform-
ance. It builds gradually and at each stage information regarding land
and people relations is being negotiated. As we drove from community
to community to collect particular women, we found men and women
were excited about the forthcoming jarrarda and eager to discuss details
of the participants and the business. Women discussed the bases of par-
ticular women'’s rights to attend and thereby delineated their rights and
responsibilities in land and the country to be celebrated in the jarrarda.
The necessity for the presence of both jungkayi and miniringki and the
interdependence of their roles was emphasised. Actual kin relations were
stressed by statements such as, “I'm miniringki, follow father”; “That
country from my mother; Like jungkayi”; “My sister is boss with me”;
“We [Mambali] run all that Murungun company; Call him granny”. The
persons who eventually assembled at Nutwood Downs were those who
had been considered essential in the first place. What was being demon-
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and I would probably not have noticed, had I not been dancing myself
at the time. Gently but firmly Namija directed a “sister” to teach me the
correct step. From then on I was known as the “Warumungu girl”, be-
cause that was the dancing style I brought to the Nutwood Downs cer-
emonial ground. Warumungu practice constitutes a focus for jarrarda as
it is from and through this country that the munga-munga are said to
travel to the Victoria River Downs and Roper River regions. From
Warumungu country, Namija moved on to sing in Wombaya and
Gurdanji as the travelling munga-munga entered her language country.
It is worth noting here that language differences were being marked,
but that by virtue of the songs being led by one singer, they were being
drawn together and focussed on one site. In a way the singing mirrored
the trek we had taken through different communities, where various
languages were spoken, to the ceremonial ground where the rituals
united us.

After the display of the dancers, the women sat and began to sing in
a quite different manner. They moved into a tight group for a ritual se-
quence that focussed on health. This is an integral part of a jarrarda cer-
emony and the right to perform these nurturance rituals and their efficacy
derives from the power the munga-munga deposited in their travels. By
following in their footsteps, the women activate and may draw upon
this power. Another segment built into the overall structure of the jarrarda
was that which dealt with male-female emotional management. This
theme was alluded to in the dancing and then made explicit in a final
dancing and further painting sequence. At this time, extreme care was
exercised in separating married women from single girls and widows.
In central Australian yawulyu, these love and health rituals are played
out within the context of women's celebration of land and in this jarrarda
the participants were making the same connection between physical and
emotional states of well being.

After this segment, the women moved back to the smaller jarrarda
ground where they had begun their activities that morning and contin-
ued singing until dusk. Some of the younger women wandered back to
camp for food and to attend to domestic duties: the senior women re-
mained. After dinner the singing revived and the dancing recommenced.
The themes of the afternoon were revised and consolidated. The section
of the track traversed during the day was extended, thereby introduc-
ing other Dreamings which the munga-munga meet, travel alongside,
absorb, and cross over in their travels. Throughout, young girls were
cautioned not to sleep lest they miss an important song. They were en-
couraged and praised for their dancing: even toddlers were encouraged
to participate. Those girls who had to attend school the next day were in
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a quandary. They realised that there were few such opportunities, but
they also wished to maintain their good attendance records. One older
woman said to her child: “You can go to school, but you still got to go
along ceremony, learn him along head”.

Around midnight the dancing ceased and women slept on the cer-
emonial ground, all but Namija who kept singing until dawn. Having
embarked on the travels, having unleashed the power, she was now
responsible for its correct care and the containment of the potential wild-
ness of the munga-munga. That day, Namija explained that she had learnt
this jarrarda while working at Anthony’s Lagoon, where there had been
alarge gathering of women from Banka Banka and Rockhampton Downs
who had taught her the songs and the dancing which they knew and
had rights in from Tennant Creek to a site on Old Cresswell Downs.
They had also displayed the jarrarda business from a site near Alice
Springs. These songs are in Alyawarra and had been taught to the
Warumungu women of Tennant Creek by their southern Arandic neigh-
bours. As with the Nutwood Downs jarrarda, the women at Anthony’s
Lagoon were able to sing these songs because of the links forged through
their common interests in munga-munga Dreaming which could assume
different forms (mermaids, the night, wild women, Pleiades) and asso-
ciates with diverse other Dreamings (see also Berndt 1950:33; Bell 1981;
1986).

For the remainder of the week the women followed the pattern of
assembling at the small jarrarda place in the morning to discuss and con-
firm the activities for the day. By afternoon, when sufficient women and
young girls had assembled, they would retreat to the larger ground and
glade for further singing, painting, dancing and the performance of as-
sociated rituals. Each day they commented they were getting closer to
the main site. Namija began to speculate as to who should “hold up”
the country, while Alawa, Mara and Ngalakan women began discuss-
ing the significance of the differences in the business carried by the
munga-munga from the south. In this way we began to understand some-
thing of the structure and significance of the ceremony.”

While Namija made tentative statements concerning with whom the
ongoing responsibility for the travels of the munga-munga should reside
on Nutwood Downs country, and awaited the response from other par-
ticipants, senior women explained to us the different “lines” or “roads”
which the munga-munga followed to reach the main place, Kalabirina, a
site that could be thought of as the Grand Central station of munga-munga
tracks. The women were at great pains to emphasise that the munga-
munga travels from the Roper and McArthur Rivers regions were those
of the kilyiring-kilyiring women who taught them the lowinja-lowinja busi-
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ness, but not this “woman turn out” (i.e., secret women'’s ceremony)
which Namija was displaying. Kilyiring-kilyiring was translated as “salt
water lady”, or mermaids, a munga-munga ancestor with a fish-like tail
and a woman’s body.*¢

It was only months after the ceremony, when we took the recordings
we’d made back to the women, that they were prepared to name the
sites through which the kilyiring-kilyiring passed on their way to
Kalabirina. Until Namija had completed her ritual retracing of the trav-
els of the segment of munga-munga women that led to Kalabirina and
carried with it the “women’s business” for this jarrarda, it was inappro-
priate for other women to speak of theirs. On our return visit, we were
told that the Dreaming from Roper River way travels from a site known
as Warnji, near the junction of the Wilton and Hodgson Rivers, down
the Hodgson River, past a site on Old St.Vidgeon's to a munga-munga
site, Injirri, on Hodgson Downs. The special secret features of this site
were explained and we were referred to the responsible woman for fur-
ther details. The kilyiring-kilyiring also travelled from a site in the ocean
known as Undala near Bing Bong, through McArthur River (i.e., Namija’s
country) to Kalabirina.

As the kilyiring-kilyiring enter Alawa country, different women as-
sume responsibility for speaking of munga-munga travels. These women
explained that after the Dreaming left Hodgson Downs, it came past
Nutwood Downs to the five-mile swamp, to the Number Six bore and
the red ochre site. From there the track divides: one line, which carries
the business known as mungardbidi, travels out towards Dunmara, then
back through Eva Downs country and thence to Alice Springs; the other
line takes the “middle road” to Kalabirina where it shows the lowinja-
lowinja business to the assembled munga-munga. In terms of following
the tracks of this line, the women dance from Kalabirina to the site near
Nutwood Downs where the track divides. The Dreaming turns around
and heads back carrying the marlarlbirri business. Having done this, the
women at either end of the track may use the business of the lowinja
style and the marlarlbirri business. In explaining the track of the munga-
munga, the women recalled for us the gestures, songs and dance steps
and then bound us to secrecy regarding the content of the symbols.

It became clear that the munga-munga travels which the men follow
in their ceremonies (Bern et al. 1980:39; Layton 1980:24-5; Toohey 1981:8)
are allied to, but are not the same as those of the women. When I asked
Namija about the incongruity of the men and women’s tracks, she ex-
plained by saying that the munga-munga scattered across the Tablelands
“like cattle” and had to be “mustered”, and that at Kalabirina the
Dreamings from different directions “team up” again. “Munga-munga”,
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“FINISH-UP”, PRESTATIONS AND COUNTER-PRESTATIONS

The staging of a jarrarda entails the maintenance of a delicate balance
between the obligation of those with an interest in the country being
celebrated or traversed to be present and to participate, and the power
of the ceremonial leader to command their continued attendance and
thereby confirm her status as leader. To give credence to claims of cer-
emonial importance, one must be able to control access to sites. Regis-
tration under the Sacred Sites Act achieved this for Namija. However, to
organise and stage a jarrarda, one must have the authority to “muster”
witnesses and knowledge of vast tracts of land. Having staged a cer-
emony, one’s rights in such activities are confirmed and enhanced, but
large gatherings are not without their tensions.

Namija would have cheerfully continued singing for several weeks,
but other considerations became important. One key woman, the very
woman being nominated to “hold up” the country at Nutwood Downs,
had to attend a meeting of Yolngu, the Aboriginal service organisation
in Katherine. But, more importantly, tensions in the camp were mount-
ing. Ceremonies often entail accusations regarding the “dearness” of a
Dreaming: should it be shown and for what consideration? We had made
it plain that we would “pay” for the business we had seen in the way we
knew tobe appropriate, i.e., with gifts of tobacco, blankets, material (see
also Kaberry 1939:258), and thereby not compromise the leaders who
otherwise could be accused of “giving away” secrets. The gifts, we knew,
would be distributed and in turn we would be paid for attending in a
counter-prestation. Trying to keep ledgers even was always a problem
when working with women who were less extravagant in their “re-
quests” than men, but were more generous in reciprocation. Money has
replaced many traditional items of exchange, but as yet there is no clear
exchange rate from one system to another.”” However, on this occasion
there was a rumour that $1,000 had been promised to the women, and
this became a hot topic. The men charged they must receive a share of
any money that was forthcoming. This misunderstanding stemmed from
a rumour being spread by several influential individuals, not resident
in the community, but with a vested interest in disrupting site registra-
tions, and particularly hostile to recognising women'’s sites.

The decision regarding when the ceremony was to be “finished up”
was Namija’s, but she took that decision in full knowledge of the con-
straints. With regret, she stated that we would conclude at the end of the
week. This statement needed to be made three nights before the sched-
uled conclusion in order to allow the other essential segments of the
jarrarda to be performed. In common with other ceremonies I have at-
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tended, the climax of this jarrarda was spectacular and came after days
of interrupted sleep, tabu observances and mounting tension. Unfortu-
nately, the details must remain secret, but the forces unleashed on that
occasion were extremely powerful and, as the ordered world marked
out by the tracks of the munga-munga on the ceremonial ground were
obliterated, chaos reigned. As in earlier segments, and consistent with
Aboriginal ceremonial practice elsewhere, there were abrupt changes in
mood from high drama to comic joking. For the twenty-four hours pre-
ceding the climax, women, men and children alike remained close to
camp and little conversation was to be heard in the camp or on the
ground. The miniringki were under a speech tabu and had to rely on the
jungkayi to communicate for them.

On the following day, the women retreated to the large ground but
painted only with red ochre - gone were the distinctions of the designs
employed earlier. The payment of jungkayi and counter-prestation was
accomplished. The nomination of Nabalaindi as the one to “hold up”
the country was made public. The division of labour of the dancers from
singers was emphasised in the groups in which the women danced;
Nabalaindi held aloft the ritual items which symbolised her country; in
a ritual sequence the dress materials, blankets, clothes, and so on were
imbued with the power of the munga-munga Dreaming. Once Namija
had been paid for showing the ceremony and had in turn paid the work-
ers, the women walked in single file from the ceremonial ground to the
main camp where the senior male jungkayi from Nutwood Downs coun-
try sat silently waiting. After a further ritual sequence between the
women and the men, the men presented the woman nominated to suc-
ceed Namija and her jungkayi with gifts. The women settled down to
sleep on the larger ceremonial ground. Voices were hushed, children
were cautioned to be quiet but every now and then the soft tones of
Namija’s singing could be heard. Her work was not yet done.

In the morning, the ground was cleared, all constructions associated
with the ceremony were burnt and the tension eased. The speech tabu
was lifted in a finger-biting ritual, and women began to pack in prepa-
ration for return to their home communities. Talk turned to what would
be done the next time they all gathered. In my experience of ceremonies,
there are always aspects of the business left undone. In this way, one
may always claim that another ceremony is required at some future date,
but for now the jarrarda was done. Namija returned to her camp ex-
hausted but exhilarated: Nabalaindi boarded a light aircraft for a meet-
ing in Katherine. Life returned to “normal”.

It was very much in the minds of the women that they should
reassemble, but organising another jarrarda, under the control of lo-
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cal women, proved difficult (Merlan 1989). After the completion of a
ceremony, criticism of content is common, and usually comes from a
rival leader or faction. In this case, we heard complaints that Namija
had sung the two lines “cross and cross”, that they should have been
separated, and that it all needed to be done again. Each time we revis-
ited the Nutwood Downs area women asked when the next ceremony
would take place. This passing of the responsibility for initiating a jarrarda
to an outsider is not solely because of problems with organisation. Itisa
convenient ploy to say that someone else initiated the ceremony (Reay
1970). I think this also, in part, explains why women always say jarrarda
comes from elsewhere (Berndt 1950:30-31) and in part explains why
we’ve missed the importance of these rites in the ethnographic litera-
ture and the contemporary political scene.

While watching a ritual performance and discussing its significance
with the participants, it is easy to ignore the impact of the changes
wroughtby a century of colonisation of Aboriginal lands. In a ceremony
like the July jarrarda women stated firmly the relevance of the old Law
to their lives today. Much has been lost: the religious and economic val-
ues are no longer mutually reinforcing elements of the Aboriginal life
style. However, new items and concepts are being incorporated and
thereby brought under Aboriginal control. Ceremonial activity is one
important way in which this is achieved. In the ceremony discussed
above, the participants turned to “the telegram” as an effective and
speedy message stick; cloth, tobacco, and store tucker became conven-
ient items of exchange. The registration of the women’s ceremonial
grounds provided a measure of security and cause for celebration. In
short, the women demonstrated their skills as hunter-gatherers: they
could adapt to changing environments and still make out.

Whither? Jarrarda and Beyond

Following the tracks of the munga-munga is a story of claiming our rites
that deserves to be told, but I am also claiming that power relations in
Aboriginal communities continue to be played out in ceremonies (men’s
and women'’s); that this jarrarda is evidence of the existence of women's
regional cults; and that the gendered politics of self-determination con-
stitutes a critical context for any understanding of women's ritual and
in particular women'’s regional ceremonies. By considering munga-munga
travels as a woman’s macro-narrative, we hear women speaking in ac-
tive voice and may explore their distinctive ceremonial strategies as crea-
tive ways of coping with the dramatic changes of the past century. Can
we take these conclusions beyond jarrarda and munga-munga? I think so,
but in this section I shall be indicating possible lines of enquiry rather
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than being exhaustive. What clues may be found in the ethnographic
record? What can be read from the contemporary political scene?

Annette Hamilton (1979; 1982) argues for gendered and shifting no-
tions of land affiliations and ceremonial practice in the nineteenth cen-
tury in the Western Desert. Phyllis Kaberry (1939:257) in the mid-thirties
found that secret women’s ceremonies, yirlpinji, diffusing eastwards
through the Kimberleys, were identified as coming from Wave Hill and
the Victoria River Downs (VRD). A decade later, Catherine Berndt (1950),
working with women (Gurindji, Mudbara, Bilingjara, Warlpiri) in the
VRD region, added another piece to the power of women's ceremonies
to cope with migration, out-marriage and shifting residential patterns
of the pastoral industry. More recently, based on field work at Daguragu,
Jan Lauridsen (1990) has explored the history of a particular jarata
(jarrarda). We find ceremonies migrating with women: they follow the
shifting fortunes of marriage, employment, massacre, and land aliena-
tion. The process is ongoing.

If T were to pursue women’s macro-narratives beyond the range of
munga-munga authored jarrarda, I would certainly map with great detail
the links through Central Australian yawulyu (Bell 1986; Berndt 1950),
butIwould also trace the linkages to the north through the Djanggawul,
Kunapipi and Wawilak sisters ceremonial complex (Berndt 1950; 1953;
Warner 1937) and pay attention to the sites the Nutwood women said
had sadly fallen into disuse. I would follow the rhythmic clues of ethno-
musicologists (Ellis 1970; Payne 1988) into South Australia, and subject
Strehlow’s (1971) meticulous transcriptions to a much overdue feminist
reading. In Western Australia, women’s meetings documented since the
mid-1980s (see n. 5), involve munga-munga business and visitors from
central and northern Australia. I suspect that from the fieldnotes of other
researchers ethnographic clues regarding these women'’s gatherings
could be culled, many more tracks could emerge, and that these may
well constitute networks that extend across the continent. Jan Lauridsen’s
(1990) material on jarrarda is one excellent, untapped source.

In terms of the structure of transmission of jarrarda knowledge, we
can find important continuities. I focussed on Namija, an outsider to the
local community in terms of land-based affiliations, but through her
ceremonial experience in distant places, she was an expert in travels of
the munga-munga. I have seen similar situations in central Australia.
According to Kaberry (1939:257) women learn through visits and “in-
ter-tribal meetings”. Here then is evidence of women taking advantage
of large gatherings to further their own ends. I would suggest that we
may also identify “focal sites” associated with these gatherings and in-
dividual “boss” women who bring hitherto unconnected tracks into dia-
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logue. Berndt (1950:31) emphasises the role of a boss woman and that
jarrarda is said to have been brought to the VRD from the Roper River
region and from the Tennant Creek region (1950:12-13). For the women
of Jurnkurakurr (north of Tennant Creek) munga-munga converges and
spreads out across the Barkly Tablelands. In each region, the residential
history of the “boss” women who host the jarrarda and link the tracks is
critical. Rarely is she someone who would be recognised as a “tradi-
tional owner” under a strict reading of existing legislation, yet without
her and her ability to call in others, the system of land-based relations
would fragment and stagnate. Sustaining a system of land tenure that
links people to place is not simply a matter of relatedness to a site, but
requires flexibility in the interconnections of people and places.

In 1934, W.E.H. Stanner declared the Warumungu “decadent”. The
decline in ceremonial life that Catherine Berndt (1950:73) observed in
the late forties led her to state that unless “some unforeseen revival takes
place” she expected the trend to continue. The regional meetings and
ceremonial energy of jarrarda and yawulyu augur well for a brighter out-
come. I'd suggest that while the instruments of self-determination fa-
cilitated the forging of new male political identities at regional, national
and international levels, women, as has always been the case, have turned
to their ceremonies to forge political identities. This brings them into
dialogue regarding these important resources: in this case institutional
prestige, budgets, relationships and land negotiations. Men have been
recognised as spiritually empowered politicians; women are now also
asserting their identity. How well this strategy will play is not yet clear.
Women's meetings are now being reported favourably in publications
such as Land Rights News (1993) and I think we will see more of this. The
media now carries reports of the critical importance of women in stop-
ping the flooding of sacred sites near Alice Springs (Taylor 1992); wom-
en’s role in resolution of conflict (O’Loughlin 1988; Bell 1993a:286), and
the superiority of women's ceremonial performances on occasions such
as the handing over of the title to Ayres Rock (Legge 1983). It is my
guess that if Aboriginal organisations see merit in recognising women’s
rites, they will do so.

An Aboriginal woman friend once wryly observed, as we sat chat-
ting about the vagaries of marriage, male/female relations and raising
children in her culture and mine, “All the same but different”. It is a
formulation I have heard in other contexts and one thatI find helpful in
making sense of the women’s ceremonies. Whether the rituals celebrated
the seasonal round of the well-watered north or the treacherous ways of
the parched centre, there is an assertion made by women that through
their celebration of the heroic deeds of the founding ancestors, they could
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road from Daly Waters, was quickly cut in the wet by two creeks close to
the station. The other approach, 180 kms of bitumen and graded dirt road,
turned off the Highway south of Mataranka, followed the Roper River
road and then tracked south through Roper Valley, Hodgson Downs,
Hodgson River to Nutwood Downs. A variation was to follow “the river
road” after Hodgson River but it was exactly that, a river road. In wet
weather these roads were impassable and contact with Mataranka, the
nearest town, and Katherine, the service centre for the district, was by
radio telephone, a highly unreliable piece of equipment at the best of times
and one that afforded no real privacy. All messages transmitted and re-
ceived by the radio telephone became the public property of the telephone
network of the area. Further, as it was housed within the station home
paddock complex, the local Aboriginal people did not enjoy easy access.

A considerable body of literature exists concerning neighbouring groups
(Bern 1979; Bern et al. 1980; Heath 1980; Maddock 1974; 1979; Merlan 1980;
Toohey 1981). It is not my intention here to analyse or compare Alawa,
Mara or Ngandji social structure, but I would note that women's land
relations encoded in ceremonial activity add a dimension to leadership
struggles in the region that significantly modify notions of the politics as
a male domain (Bell 1982a).

Women have had fewer opportunities to learn to drive than men who
were engaged as drivers during World War Two and assisted in stock work:
contexts not routinely available to women. It is inappropriate for them to
take instruction from men and there are few trained women (Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal) available. An anecdote: I accompanied one Aborigi-
nal woman to the police station to get her permit to learn to drive. She
was not keen to go into the all-male police station. The Officer-in-Charge
challenged her: “Why do you want a licence? Women don’t need to drive?
You'll just make trouble if you have a licence, run away, etc.” Men are not
subjected to these kinds of cross-examination.

The roles and responsibilities of kirda and kurdungurlu are complex and
beyond the scope of this paper (Bell 1993a:111-144). Suffice it to say that in
ceremonial practice, kirda are those persons who trace a relationship to
the Dreamings/sites through their father’s line and kurdungurlu trace it
through their mother’s father’s line. For purposes of comparison the
miniringki/jungkayi relationship of the jarrarda may be considered to mark
a similar division of labour. -

The women'’s discussion indicated that the ritual reciprocity between
miniringki and jungkayi was one strand of a complex interweaving of es-
tates, patrimoieties and Dreamings. The Nutwood Downs jarrarda ground
is located within a Guyal estate and thus the persons who “hold up” the
country on the site should be of the Nampijina or Nangala subsections.
The munga-munga women were Nanaku/Nangari (i.e., of the Murungun
estate). Nanaku, as the daughter of Nampijina, is a first generation jungkayi
for munga-munga Dreaming, while Nangala (i.e., Guyal estate) as the
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