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SYNOPSIS

Chapter 1 outlines the political structure of Ngukurr

and presents the methodological foundation of the analysis.
I follow this with a discussion of the political organ-
isation of traditional Aboriginal society and the place

of Aboriginal and European modes of categorisation 1in

the organisation of the Village. Chapter 2 outlines

the ecological, and demographic background, the

organisation of the Settlement economy, the main categories
of kinship organisation, and the cycle of daily life.
Chapters 3 and 4 present the history of Ngukurr, the
contemporary Settlement structure of domination, and

the categories of political organisation within the
Village. Chapter 3 focuses on the developments in
Australian society which have affected the indigenous
population, while in Chapter 4 the changes occurring

within the indigenous population are the centre of

attention.

The public arenas utilised to discuss the organisation
of the Settlement and the Village are classified and

analysed in Chapter 5. Chapters 6 and 7 present the



the major events of political competition. Chapter 6
deals with the competition occurring iIn the context of
traditional religion, which is classified on the bases
of acquisition of property, maintenance of authority
positions, and inter community relations. Chapter 7
deals with the competition occurring iIn relations
between the Village and the Government and its local
representatives. This competition iIs analysed as the
actions of a subordinate category resisting and reacting
to a situation of domination. Chapter 8 concludes the
thesis with an examination of the contradiction inherent
in Village political practice and its consequences for

the formulation and pursuit of land rights.
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PREFACE

This thesis i1s based on fieldwork carried out in the Roper
River area between 1968 and 1971. I collected the data
during three field trips totalling sixteen months. My
first visit, from August to November 1968, was carried

out while 1 was a Research Officer iIn the Australian
Institute of Aboriginal Studies. I amn also indebted to
the Institute for financing both my later field trips,
which were carried out between December 1969 and October
1970, and September to December 1971. I wish to thank
officers of the Northern Territory Administration and
Church Missionary Society for their co-operation. |
particularly wish to acknowledge the active co-operation |
received from two Government officers, Mr lan Pitman and
Mr Gavin O"Brien. The study was only made possible by
the friendship and hospitality of the “Roper Mob®. There
are too many for me to name each individual to whom I am
indebted, but the following pages make apparent the depth

and range of my debt.

The thesis was written while I was a post-graduate student
at Macquarie University. Again | thank the Institute of

Aboriginal Studies for awarding me a scholarship to pursue



this task. I wish to thank Kenneth Maddock and Les
Hiatt for their support, constructive criticism, and
patience during the seemingly endless period of
preparation. My wife, Jan Bern, has assisted and

supported me iIn ways far too numerous to mention.

I have attempted to protect the anonymity of those

who appear in the following pages. It was not possible
to disguise the location of the study. I have changed
the names of the participants, but retained the
characteristics of naming In the area. I have also

changed the names of the locally owned estates.

My main concern on my first field trip was to survey the
research possibilities on the cattle stations iIn the

Roper area, and my visits to Ngukurr were only incidental

to that task. This visit greatly facilitated my later

study of the Ngukurr community. Apart from establishing
contacts, | had the good fortune to observe two events of
major significance to the conduct of Ngukurr politics.

The first was the transfer of control of the Settlement

from the Church Missionary Society to the Commonwealth
Government on 1st October 1968; the other was the performance

of the rites of the Balgin cult at Roper Valley during



VI .

October and November. Both these events provoked
reactions and raanoeuverings within Ngukurr Village, some
of which 1 was able to witness. I was therefore able
to formulate the overall direction of my research before

commencing my main Tieldwork.

Much of the political activity | recorded, during my
later field trips, was directed against continued
European domination. I had, and still have, strong
feelings about the- rights of this struggle, and these
feelings were known to both the Aborigines and Europeans
at Ngukurr. I supported the community®s demands, Hlargely
through i1neffective moral mutterings, but also with a
little practical clerical assistance. My belief in

the justice of the struggle, and iIn the necessity for

the people to act on their own behalf, has played an
important role in the writing of this thesis - a fact for

which | make no apology.






CHAPTER 1

THE VILLAGE POLITY;
AUTONOMY AND DOMINATION

This thesis iIs a study of the Aboriginal population at
Ngukurr, a Government iInstitution iIn South East Arnhem
Land. My primary concern is to analyse political relations
as | found them in this community during 1970 and 1971.

For my study this period is the present. It 1S not an
ethnographic present - a privileged suspension of process
accorded to the ethnographer to present his synthesis -

but an historical moment. My presentation emphasises that
something different has gone before and that something

different is likely to follow after.

The Ngukurr Settlement is only a part society because it
can not independently determine either i1ts internal
organization or 1its external relations. Control of the
Settlement, especially of i1ts economic and politico/
juridic al structures, is located outside 1its physical
environs. This control is concentrated in the hands of

the Australian Government, who provide the finance.



personnel, and direction for the maintenance and develop-

ment of the Settlement.

The Aboriginal community at Ngukurr, whom I shall henceforth
refer to as the Village, does not see itself as being
deprived of autonomy by its subordination. The Village
regards i1tself as autonomous, by organising its affairs as
iT the locus of power is contained within the Village.
Objectively this view is false, but i1t is an i1deal v/hich
must be taken into account when discussing the political
actions of the Village. The Village®s politics can be

seen as having two distinct focuses. One focus of political
action iIs contained by one of the structures of traditional
Aboriginal society; the structure of religion. The other

IS the economic and politico/juridic al structures of the
Settlement. The structure of traditional religion and the
structure of Settlement control are not interdependent because
the relations of superordination and subordination occuring
iIn one do not determine the superordinate/subordinate
relations iIn the other. However, the structure of Settle-
ment control is itself a part of the politico/juridic al
structure of Australian society (the State) which through

its domination of Settlement life limits the applicability



of religion in defining power relations within the Village.

The i1ndependent Aboriginal societies of the Roper River

area Viere destroyed by European intrus ion iIn the period
after 1870. Their land was expropriated.Europeans launched
periodic raids in an attempt to annihilate them, and finally
they sought protection by attaching themselves as dependants
to the few hospitable European establishments. Some of the
fragments of groups who occupied the Roper area settled

at the Roper River Mission Station,” after its foundation

in 1908. These fragments came from a n\imber of more or less
independent groups v/hich had no overall political nity,
spoke different languages, and practiced different (though

similar) varieties of traditional Aboriginal culture.

They lacked an internal cohesion, but they shared a common
ideology. This 1ideology, in general terms, expounded the
relationship between the people and their environment (the
concept of the Dreamtime with 1ts totemic affiliations and
myths) and provided the superstructure for social relations.

The people who settled at Ngukurr found their particular

1. The name was officially changed to Ngukurr in 1968,
which for convenience i1s the nam.e | use throughout the
thesis, imless the context demands otherwise.



expression of the ooininon 1deology i1In the major religious
cult complexes which they shared. The most important of
these cults were the Jabuduruwa and the Gunabibi. The
integration of the Ngukurr Village was a consequence of
people®s dependence on the Mission for protection and
subsistence. However, the adherence to common cults gave
additional support to this integration as well as supplying

i1ts ideological expression.

This brief outline gives some i1dea of the complexity of
forces which operate (or have done so iIn the past) to
specify the organisation of Ngitkurr. 1 have chosen to

limit my attention to that aspect of the organisation which
iIs concerned with the political relations of Ngvikurr Village.

My study is of a community and not of the State, or of the

"widest political imit"™ iIn any other sense. | am looking
at politics at the lea™ 1inclusive level. | am focusing
on a group at the bottom of the social hierarchy. 1In so

far as 1 am concerned with relations iIn more inclusive levels
it 1s from the view point of the commxmity. This differs
from the orientation of most political studies which are
concerned with the most inclusive level of society. They

are primarily interested in the institutions of social

control and positions of authority, and i1f they depart from



this level 1t 1s to look down the hierarchy. Most of the
language of political analysis has been formulated in this
latter context. This raises problems for the use of such
concepts as politics, powrer, and perhaps most importantly

domination.

The question of what is or is not to be included iIn the
sphere of politics is one which I intend to dismiss
stmmarily. The unit of study is Ngukurr Village. The
Village, at one level, 1iIs a social system. An incom.plete
one to be sure, but enclosed none the less. The sets of
relations defined by traditional Aboriginal norms miaintain
this boundary. The Village is also a part of the Settlement,
and this too is bounded both physically and as an
institution. Finally, the Village i1s a part of Australian
society and the jurisdiction of the State defines that

boiindary.

Political relations are those which are aimed at affecting
the community®s internal organisation, external relations,
or both (Balandier 1972: 28-9). It is the politics of a
community which make explicit how power is distributed and
decisions made. There are two concepts which are central

to political analysis: competition and domination.



Decisions can only be made i1f alternatives exist, and the
choice between alternatives is resolved by competition

(M. G. Smith 1960: 15-18).

Political relations cannot be identified by the existence

of competition. Competition IS a necessary, but not a
sufficient, condition for politics. Decisions depend on the
prior existence of alternatives, but the resolution of
competition itself requires a mediator and that mediator 1is
power. Power, in our case political power, is an i1llusive
concept. Balandier, following Hume, states that '‘power 1is
only a subjective category; not a datum, but a hypothesis
that must be verified". (Op.cit: 34)..."Its existence 1Is
revealed above all iIn 1ts effects” (35). Social decisions
are such an effect and therefore Balandier concludes
"political power 1is inherent In every society'”. Power

being then an inherent condition of all societies must be
broadly delineated. Weber provides us with the broadest
yet most succinct definition. For Weber power (Macht)

IS '"'the probability that one actor within a social relation-
ship will be In a position to carry out his own will

despite resistance, regardless of the basis on which this

probability rests" (1964: 152) .



However, 1t is not power per se with which we are
interested, bu t the result of i1ts application to
competition. "Domination', states Freund, 'is the
practical and empirical expression of pov;er' (1968: 221) f
It "is the probability that a command with a specific
content will be obeyed by a given group of persons'. (Weber
op.cit) . Weber, iIn stressing the act of command, is
focusing attention within the dominance situation on the
dominant category. Thus his formulation directs attention
to the question of who has access to positions of cortmand
and on what basis do they attain such positions. This,
says Poulantzas, is reducing the concept of domination to

_ - 3 n
a question of legitimacy (1973: 105) . Assuming Poulantzas

Simmel provides a different definition of domination
which has been extensively used by a number of
fionctionalist theorists (cf. Blau 1967; Coser 1956;
Gluckman 1955). However, Simmel®s usage emphasises
the reciprocity contained In relations of domination
and subordination to the extent of denuding them of
their pov;er content (Wolff 1964: 181-3) .

I have, fTollowing Fre\md (1968) , used the term
domination for Weber"s "herrschaft®. This is a closer
approximation of Weber®s usage than Parson®s clumsy
phrase "imperative control®™ (Weber op.cit: 152).
Poulantzas®™ translator uses the term power, which

only adds to the confusion i1n an already complex
conceptual field (op.cit: 105) .



criticism is correct, then Weber is concerning himself with
only the maintenance functions of politics. Most
formulations of Politics at least pay lip service to two
main functions; the establishment and maintenance of the
organisation of society (cf. Balandier op.cit; 2.4 .

One cannot examine the establishment of society sul generis,
but one can analyse the transformation of a dominance
situation through changes that occur in the relations

between the dominant and subordinate categories.

Politics 1s concerned with the organisation of society as

a Vr/hole, and therefore policy decisions are relevant to all
categories and not only the dominant category. Where a
dominance hierarchy is entrenched and conflicts of iInterest
are mininiised, the relations of domination tend to be
legitimised. That i1s, both the dominant and subordinate
categories accept the concentration of power with the
former, because there 1is overall agreement on what the areas

of public policy are and how they should be organised.

In this situation domination becomes authority. This
distinction differs from that made by Weber, for whom
domination is the probability of a command being obeyed,

and authority the knowledge that it will be (Freund op.cit:



221-3; Weber op.cit: 152, 324-8; Gerth and Mills 19483;
78-9) . The difference between doinination and authority

iIs established by legitimacy for which the only necessary
criterion is the fact of obedience (Fremd ibid; Weber
ibid). While 1 also use legitimacy as separating the two,
the meaning I give to it follows Weber®s usage in his
discussion of the different types of authority {op;cit
328ffF), which Poulantzas points out makes it a product of
normative behaviour, and thus entails not only obedience
to but also acceptance of and agreement with the dominance

hierarchy (op.cit; 104-6; cf. Wolff op.cit; 183-4).

Every society contains categories which stand in a
dominant/subordinate relationship. They do so because
"political power is inherent in every society'”. The
hierarchy which i1s composed of these categories iIs a
structure of society. This iIs congruent with Althusser®s
view of domination as being at the core of the unity which
IS society (1969; 200-202). This \mity is a complex

arrangement of autonom.ous structures, and domination 1is

4

an essential attribute of each. However, 1iIn any particular

4. Engels characterises societies as having three primary
structures; economy, polity, and ideology (Marx and
Engels 1968; 682, 687, 690) . Althusser adds a fourth,
theory (op.cit; 162, 168-74, 252) . These could be
elaborated much further (cf. Nadel 1951; 135, who
proposes nine institutions or structures) . However,

I shall restrict myself to the original three proposed
by Engels.
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type of society (social formation), the hierarchy of one
of the structures establishes and articulates the
dominance relations of the society as a whole. Thus the
economy as capitalist mode of production defines the
dominance situation of Western Liberal Democracy, and
ideology as mediaeval Christianity defines that of
European Feudalism. The structure that has this defining
position Althusser designates as the structure of
dominance of its social formation (ibid: 200-206, 249;

Poulantzas op cit: 13-15).

The categories of a dominance situation are the coniponents
of i1ts hierarchical structure. The social group which
occupies each category has a set of interests which are
different from that of other categories because it occupies
a different position in the structure. At the least
complex level of organisation sex and age are criteria for
such structural differentiation. The categories contained
by the dominance situation are structurally opposed, but
this does not necessarily mean that their interests
conflict. The existence of conflict depends on whether
"the capacity of one class to realise its own iInterests

through 1ts practice is In opposition to the capacity and
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interests of the other classes™. (Poulantzas op.cit: 105).
Poulantzas 1s dealing with capitalist society and is using
class to designate relations to the means of production.
Different structurally opposed categories can be sub-
stituted for the analysis of other types of society.
Althusser only considers domination to be economically
determined to the extent that the forces and relations of
production set limits to the capacity for domination (op-cit:
111-13; 117ff). Thus traditional Aboriginal society can

be characterised as one in which the i1deological structure
(Aboriginal religion) 1is dominant. The relations of
domination and subordination are defined In the structure

of religion, and result iIn the formation of three structurally

significant categories: inducted men, novices and women.

5. That is the dominant class is able to transform an
object of potential value Into one which supports its
own interests; e.g. the productive capacity of man
becomes wage labour for the owners of capital, or,
women become an item of exchange for mature Australian
Aboriginal men (Althusser, op.cit: 166-7; 252;
Poulantzas op.cit: 41-2).

6. Althusser®s "determination in the last iInstance® is
much more complex than this. However, 1 think my
rendering iIs justified in the limited context of
political action, and a viable iInterpretation of
Engel"s statement that "...the “ultimately®™ determining
element iIn history iIs the production and re-production
of real life" (op.cit: 682; cf. Poulantzas op.cit.
13-15; Glucksmann 1974: 106-8).
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The position of each category is determined by i1ts access
to the knowledge, iInstruments and rites of religion; a
determination iIn which inducted men form the dominant

category.

The dominance categories of traditional Aboriginal society
are opposed through their differential access to wealth.

In circumstances where the iInterests of the subordinate
categories are dormant, politics iIs restricted to its
maintenance function and competition iIs contained by the
dominant category. The competition is directed at the
occupation of the positions of authority. However, the
interests of subordinate categories are never entirely
dormant. In Hiatt"s analysis of Gidjingalit marriage arr-
angements he noted five cases where women did not fall
into ... the passive role iImposed on them by the method
of bestowal'™ (1956; 101). His analysis is solely concerned

with arrangements which are iImbedded in traditional

Aboriginal society.7 Simrlarly, Stanner discusses ritual

7. Hiatt"s iInformants are clearly operating within the
limdts of the traditional structure, despite the
continued dispute over iIts existence iIn contemiporary
Australia (cf. Lee and Devore 1968: 146-9) .
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innovation among the Murinbata partly as men®s reaction to
a perceived i1ncompleteness i1n their domination (1964:

149-51, 153) .

The dominance situation takes different form.s in the two .
main contexts of Village politics. Althusser®s notion of
politics as being the struggle between different categories
in the structure has a direct application to the competition
between the Village and Government. However, the Village
competition which takes place in the structure of religion
entails no concept of struggle. Here competition 1is
contained by the dominant category. The structure of
religion does not define the dominance situation for the
society, and the extent of its jurisdiction iIs not

coterminous with society.

In examining the relations between the Village and the
Governm.ent | am concernedwith the category which is 1In a
subordinate position. Thus Weber®s command situation 1is
of little value. The actions of the Village, however
successful, are aimed at altering the adverse balance of
pov/Zer between itself and the Governm.ent. The Village can

only realise i1ts iInterests by opposing the existing structure

of domination. The opposition must occur In areas relevant
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to both Village and Government: such areas as the control
of land, education, the work situation, and of course the
Settlement. In Chapter I describe two series of events
relevant to these areas. The Tirst is a strike by the
Village, lasting four weeks, which attempts to induce
changes In all the areas of mutual relevance. The second
iIs the conflict for control of the Roper River Citizens
Club, which could act as a rehearsal for an attack on the

Settlement structure itself.

The competition for the control of Village religion

cannot alter the dominance situation. The competition
occurs between iInducted men, and both they and other parti-
cipants accept the legitimacy of the structure. Weber®s
formulation of the questions of politics are appropriate
in analysing this structure. Religion preserves symbols
of autonomy for the Village, and provides the men with a
criterion for prestige which is independent of European
society. These symbols, of autonomy and prestige, sustain
the i1dentity and integrity of the Village. Religion
contains a structure of authority for as long as it is
relevant to Village integrity, and while it remains so the
inducted men will compete for the positions of authority

within i1ts structure.
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Traditional religion was once the structure which defined
the hierarchy in an autonomous society: the pre-contact
society on the Roper area. The analysis of contemporary
religious competition, though occurring iIn a different
social situation, may still provide some understanding of
the political organisation of pre-contact society. While
the literature iIs In basic agreement on its ideological
importance there is considerable confusion on the political
standing of religion (cf. Meggitt 1964; Hiatt 1965: ch. 6;
Strehlow 1970).

The conduct of religion occupies an iImportant part of the
social energies of Aboriginal men. Even at times when

cult performances are not iIn progress, they are continually
in men"s thoughts (Meggitt 1966; 201; cf. Stanner 1964;
Maddock 1969a). Seen within the total context of Aboriginal
life, cult activity stands out in Importance. It brings
large numbers of people together for joint action, and

it has a hierarchical arrangement of positions. The
contents of Aboriginal religion are among the most valued
social i1tems in their traditional culture. By contents |1
am referring to the totemic myths, the countries specified
in them, and their associated ritual groups; to the means
by which ritual groups are linked; to the ways in which
these countries and linkages are transmitted, and the

ceremonies 1In which they are represented.
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The oz"ganisation and conduct of religious life iIs dramati-
cally encapsulated iIn the periodic performances of secret
ceremonies. These performances are major social events
and periods of concentrated activity. The ceremony as an
event, dramatises the relations of persons to the i1tems of
social value, of persons to the physical environment, of
social segments each to the other, and the hierarchical
order of social categories (cf. Stanner 1964; ch 6; Maddock
1969a: ch 4). The organisation of the event dramatises
structural differences, both among iInitiated men, and
between them and the uninitiated (Stanner op.cit: 153-4;
Maddock 1972; ch 6), and also provides the most easily
identifiable circum.stances of domination iIn the traditional

Aboriginal life cycle (Stanner op.cit; Meggitt 1964; 177).

Meggitt has pointed out that religion is one of the few
areas of Aboriginal life In which an approximation of
institutionalised leadership may be observed (1962:248).
In view of this it iIs som.ewhat surprising that so little
has been said about the political structure of religion,
other than to note the existence of authority positions,
and to generalise about their applicability or inapplicab-

ility to secular affairs. Stanner Is an exception. He
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discusses some of the political implicationsof ritual
organisation, and the probable political basis of ritual

innovation (1964: 149-151, 153) .

The emphasis on the carry over of ritual authority to
secular affairs is due to the preoccupation, 1In previous
discussions, with the formal characteristics of Aboriginal
government in general. The more recent contributions to
this discussion, including those by Meggitt (1964), Hiatt
(1965), and Strehlow (1970), have based their analysis on
Radcliffe-Brown"s conception of the nature of political
organisation. To Radcliffe-Brown "political organisation...
deal(s) with the maintenance or establishment of social
order, within a territorial framework, by the organised
exercise of coercive authority through the use, or the
possibility of use, of physical force™ (1940:xiv). In
other words politics iIs identified as a juridic al super-
structure,. and the important questions that need to be asked
to describe 1t are who maintains order iIn the society and

how Is 1t maintained.

The structure of Aboriginal government was the subject of
a paper published by Meggitt In 1964. This has since

received a certain currency as the definitive statement on
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the subject (cf. Hiatt 1965) . Its main claim to this
honour 1s due to its attack on the then current belief,
that Aboriginal society is ruled by headmen, a coiincil of
elders, or both. Meggitt challenged this opinion on the
grounds that Australian Aboriginal society lacked
accumulated property, that effective local groups were
small In size and homogeneous in composition, and that
people®s roles were defined by interlocking sets of
kinship and ritual norms, which though complex v;ere
essentially egalitarian. He concluded that such social
conditions "would inhibit the emergence of peririanent leaders
. .vVjithauthority iIn a wide range of sacred and secular

affairs™. (Ibid: 74).

Strehlow, writing in 1970, has strongly criticised Meggitt*s
analysis. He argues that there are headmen v/ho rule

local groups, precisely because these groups are defined

by the religious organisation of their locale (79-8) . A
social group (a clan) is i1dentified with a particular
territory and this i1dentification iIs mediated by the "totemic
geography®, which is at once a representation of the social
identification of the group and of the major economic

assets of the territory (93-8) . The clans are stratified

on the basis of age and sex and each has a senior male who
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iIs vested with control of i1ts ritual. The senior male is
a secular chief because his position iIs permanent (being
based on the formal organisation of the group) , and
because economic well being i1s believed to depend on the

proper conduct of ritual (110-11).

Both v;riters are concerned only with question of who
maintains order. Strehlow®"s thesis presents a problem for
Meggitt in the linkage he establishes between the totemic
ideology and the economy. However this together v;ith most
of Strehlow"s discussion iIs concerned with ideal relations
rather than the organisation of actual groups, which 1is
basic to Meggitt"s discussion. The actual examples of the
exercise of control which Strehlow discusses iIn the latter
part of his paper offer little support for his earlier
assertions because they are isolated incidents scattered
in time and place and not fitted into the wider context

of social relations of which they are a part.

Meggitt®s aim. Is essentially negative. He is concerned with
what Government is not rather than with what i1t is. Both he,
and siabsequently Hiatt (1965) , play down the political
implications of ritual, mainly because of the overemphasis

on the coercive control of ritual leadership iIn other
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discussions. Their failure to adequately cope with the
politics of religion is, paradoxically, due to the emphasis
both writers place on the dynamics of social organisation.
Hiatt, i1n particular, has systematically analysed the
"clashes of iInterest®™ within an Aboriginal society Xiin) .
He examines secular conflict in detail, and we know hov; the
competition is conducted and decisions reached iIn the
acquisition of wives and the settlement of interpersonal
disputes. Among the Gidjingali alignment in disputes is
optative, and each individual®s choice is a balance of his
own Interests and his ties with each of the protagonists
(140-1). There is no independent mechanism for conciliation
and arbitration (146). The organisation of ritual is only
briefly discussed, and its political structure is left
largely unconsidered (which m.ay be due to ritual being

of only marginal importance to the Gidjingali themselves)
(63-7). Hiatt has, with this exception, shown how the
Gidjingali "organise and control their activities"” without
reference to ritual authority (147) . Thus he is able to
state that there i1s no transfer of domination from ritual
to secular spheres, because roles invested with ritual

authority do not appear in the areas of secular conflict.
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Meggitt and Hiatt also consider the implications of the
absence of substantial transferable property, by which they
mean physical economic goods. Theilr argument is that

since there is no accumulable wealth there is no basis for
domination, and therefore there can be no continuing
positions of control. The main flaw/ iIn this argument 1is
that social wealth encompasses more than durable economic
goods. Wealth iIn Aboriginal society is women (most
obviously their reproductive capacity, and to a lesser
extent their domestic capacity), and ritual property (the
ceremonies, songs, myths, and paraphernalia). This
property is both durable and transferable, though the extent
to which either can be exchanged is socially limited. Thus
valued resources which can be accumulated do exist. Just
as a man, through favourable circumstances, age, and
forcefulness, can iIncrease the number of his wives, so too
can he iIncrease the amount of his ritual property. The
structural similarity between ritual relations and bestowal
relations has been pointed out by Maddock (1969b). Both
are exchange relations with a specified division of rights
based on different kinship status in relation to the valued

object, as well as between the exchanging subjects.
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Hiatt and Meggitt admit the existence of positions of
domiixation within the sphere of religion, but they treat
this iInstitution as separate from the sphere of politics.
Their recognition of ritual authority emphasises its
discontinuity. The context of control occurs only iInter-
mittently (@t times of major cult performances) . The men
who dominate do so on the basis of their position iIn the
particular context and leadership changes from one context
to another. This may be true of the ego centred iInitiation
and mortuary rites, but not of the major group centred
cults. In the top half of the Northern Territory i1t iIs just
these cults which occupy a major place in the i1deology of
Aboriginal society. Within the context of these cults both
writers concede that there is a possibility of continuing
concentration of power (Meggitt 1962; 248-9; 1964; 71;
Hiatt op.cit; 146) , but they do not elaborate. They minimise
their concession with the statement that there i1s little
carryover from the ritual to the secular sphere. Ritual
leaders may not hold sway in daily life. |Indeed, even
Strehlow concedes that their leadership is not relevant to
this scale of organisation (op.cit; 121) . Hov/ever, this does
not preclude the interaction between ritual and secular
behaviour. Meggitt (1962; 181) cites a case in which the

decision to hold a circvuncision ceremony was used to divert
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attention from a divisive secular conflict. Also my
informants at Ngukurr often told me that the Gunabibi was
used to punish novices whose secular behaviour was unseemly
(cf. Stanner 1964; 153). Stanner (ibid: 150-1, 163;

1960: 80-2) also notes that ritual pov;er was extensively

used in the pursuit of secular quarrels.

Meggitt’s analysis implies that religion i1s organised on a
different basis to that of secular activity. In examining
the latter he and Hiatt are concerned with the alternatives
available within the structure, with the confrontation of
different interests and with the management of that
confrontation. Religion, they assume contains no con-
frontations. It has a set of norms which include a
hierarchy of authority, and therefore an already determined
framework for regulating its affairs. Further, because
these hierarchies of authority are non repetitive (with the
possible exception of the major cults) and only inter-
mittently activated, and because there i1s no material
surplus to sustain them, they are non-operative outside
their immediate social context. Their challenge to the
notion that Aboriginal groups were ruled as patriarchal
strongholds has been done at the expense of relegating

religion to an apolitical limbo. Neither writer addresses
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himself to the crucial question of where power iIs situated
for establishing and maintaining the organisation of
society. This can only be done by examining the conflicts
of iInterest as well as interpersonal disputes and this

would lead directly to the structure of religion.

The continuing religious bond is only one factor iIn the
integration of Ngukurr Village. Another is the shared
experience of institutional life. In common with Aborigines
throughout Australia they are subjected to economic and
political domination by white Australia. Thelr experience
of domination differs from that of their neighbours. They
have been the objects of close supervision and meliorative
endeavour for over 60 years. Both the length of co-
residence and the different particulars of domination
separate the Village off from nearby Aboriginal communities.
The unity of the Village has also been iImposed on i1t from
above. The primary role of the Settlement iIs the supervision
of 1ts dependants and to do this i1t has encouraged a stable
and continuing population. It iIs characteristic of such
supervision that the supervised are treated as objects and

as a block rather than as individuals (Coffman 1961; 4-7) .
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The Ngukurr people have a foot iIn two worlds, that of their
forebears and that of European Australia. Both worlds

meet iIn the Village. The Village community must exist with
both, and use whatever resources are available to support
itself. The Village sees both Aboriginal and European
ideologies as being relevant to theilr situation, but maintain
a clear distinction between them. They express this
distinction as a succinct dichotomy by the terms blackfella
business or law and whitefella business or law. The
distinction between blackfella law and whitefella law 1is
easily made. Blackfella law refers to the ideology, the
body of norms and values, which validate Aboriginal kinship
and religious behaviour and provide sanctions for its
breaches. Whitefella law 1s a body of rules which are
alien to and often opposed to blackfella law. They are,

from the Village point of view, based on three main factors:

8. Haddock discusses this dichotomy in a recent paper,
"Two Laws In One Community®, which is due to be
published in a forthcoming volume on social change
edited by R. M. Berndt. Wlien I wrote this section |1
was unaware of Haddock®"s paper. Hov;ever, he adopts a
primarily legal approach to the question, which 1is
rather different to the argument presented here.
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1. Social relations are impersonal, and obligations are
defined by persons positions In relation to the
abstract rule, and not by theilr positions relative
to others they are interacting with.

2. Individual property rights are sacrosanct.

3. Regular v7ork and domestic habits are a virtue.

When the term business is sit>stituted for lav; the con-

ceptualisation refers more directly to behaviour

differences.

Blackfella and whitefella business are used at Ngukurr to
describe different ways of doing similar tasks (the term
"v;ay" Is often used as a synonym for business in this
context) as v;ell as cultural and normative differences. It
is the more inclusive us/them distinction. Blackfella
business i1s the expression of Aboriginal consciousness iIn
general, and of Ngukurr Aboriginal consciousness in
particular. It puts the emphasis on the Aboriginal content
of their lives: their way of ordering relations, their law,
their socialisation, their way of making decisions, their
land, and even in the last resort their way of gambling

and getting drunk. Blackfella law is the framev/ork - the
code of proper conduct - which subsumes the content and

consciousness of Ngukurr society. Whitefella business is
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running the Settlement, working for wages, going to school,
and acting in ways which are outside of and opposed to the

obligations of Village relations.

The Village and staff are brought together iIn various contexts
Situations often arise where each has his own evaluation of
a common event which reflects the blackfella/whitefella

dichotomy. The citizens club provides one such context.

The annual general meeting of the Roper River Citizens
Club, held 1n September 1971, was attended by both
Aboriginal and European residents of Ngiikurr Settlement.
One of the i1tems to be decided was the election of office
bearers for the club executive. The meeting proceeded to
conduct this election by show of hands. Six candidates
stood for the position of club president. By the time
voting got to the fourth candidate it was clear that many
electors were voting for more than one candidate. A

number of Europeans objected to the procedure at this stage.
They claimed the voting was invalid. The Aborigine who was
presiding said that it was valid because the people were
voting for those they wanted. The Europeans accepted this
but commented amongst themselves that they couldn"t see

how this procedure would result in a fair choice. At the
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same time a number of young Aboriginal men shouted to the
Europeans that this was a proper blackfella election.

The Aborigine who presided over this election told me
afterwards that the election was failr because people did
not vote for those that they did not want. In effect the
elected person V/as the person who the least number of

people did not want. (See Ch. 7 Section 2).

Both blackfella and whitefella business have a shifting
content. Drinking alcohol and playing cards are whitefella
business. Their local use is seen by the Village as being
different to the way Europeans use them, and to this extent
they are absorbed into the content of blackfella business.
The Settlement iIs a European institution, but the

community of Ngukurr (the Aboriginal Village) 1is conceptual-
ised in a way which partially absorbs the i1dentity of the
Settlement. The population has been formed into a
community within the confines of the Settlement and they
express the internalisation of this association in the

language of blackfella law.

Blackfella business is the subject of my thesis because the
aim of Ngukurr politics is ultimately directed at achieving

autonomy. The other half of my title i1s not simply the
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external threat to the Ngukurr polity, but also a challenge
to i1ts ingenuity and adaptability. The continuity of the
polity depends on successfully accorrmodating whitefella

law. Again blackfella business contains a contradiction
within itself, because its general usage ties It to a
posited traditional system of social relations v;hose
normative expression is blackfella law. The traditional
beliefs, practices, norms, and sanctions of Aboriginal society
do not, on the whole, support the autonom.y of Ngukurr
politics or its polity. So that while 1 assume a simple
opposition in the thesis title, the material 1 present
(particularly chapters 6 and 7) shows that the contradictions

are more comp lex.






CHAPTER 2

THE SETTING

The Physical Environment

Ngukurr i1s an i1solated settlement situated on the south

east border of Arnhem Land (See Map 2). It lies on the
northern bank of the Roper River some 60 miles inland from
the Gulf of Carpentaria, at a latitude of 135° East and
longitude 147n° South. The Roper River 1is the second largest
drainage area in the Top End of the Northern Territory (the
largest being the Victoria River system), and is one of

the few permanent streams. The river is fed during the dry
season by a series of permanent limestone springs. The
Roper basin in bounded in the north by the Arnhem Land
plateau, i1In the east by the coastal plains and salt flats of
the Gulf, and i1In the south and west by the western and
northern extension of the Barkly Tablelands. The basin area
is largely made up of coastal and alluvial plain broken up
by occasional hillocks. Behind the coastal flats, which 1iIn
this region extend 30 to 40 miles inland, 1is the river plain.
This plain varies in width from five to fifteen miles. The

Roper is tidal for 70 miles upstream to Roper (Leichhardt®s)
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Bar, and is navigable to this point. Below the bar the river
varies iIn width from 100 yards at Ngukurr to three miles

at the mouth. The streams of the basin are an impedim.ent to
land travel in both the wet and dry seasons. Theilr deep
channels and natural levees make dry season crossings
difficult, while during and after the wet season the levees

prevent a quick drainage of the flooded countryside.

The Roper area i1s in the tropical savannah belt of north
Australia and has two distinct seasons. The wet season, from
December to March, produces 85% of the total annual rainfall.
The dry season from May to October is almost rainless. The
average annual rainfall i1s 27 inches, most of which comes
during the north west monsoon as heavy tropical downpours

in which several iInches may fall In a few hours. Bauer (1964;

17) gives the average monthly rainfall for Roper River as;

Jan. Feb. March April May June

6.83 5.92 5.83 1.56 0.10 0.23

July Aug. Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec.
0.02 0.01 0.14 0.44 1.75 4.86

The mean maximum temperatures vary from approximately 80° 1in
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July to 95° iIn November and the minimum temperatures from

550 to 75° in the same months.

Ngukurr Settlement i1s twelve miles from the Roper Bar police
station which is the terminus of the Roper road. Ngukurr

IS connected to the Bar by the river, and also by a graded
track which crosses both the Roper and Wilton rivers. The
Wilton crossing is tidal, and even at the height of the dry
season one may have to wait three or four hours to cross.
During the wet season this section is impassable. The Roper
road 1s 130 miles iIn length and joins Roper bar with the
Stuart highv?ay near Mataranka. It services seven cattle
stations as well as the police station and Settlement. During
the fTirst period of fieldwork in 1968 the road, then little
more than a graded track, was impassable after the monsoons
began. The road was being upgraded and sealed during the
following years, and by December 1971 i1t was bitumin sealed
for 60 miles from the highway and all weather quality for the

rest.

The poor ground communications meant that Ngukurr is largely
dependent on air and water for the movement of goods and
people. The majority of the Settlement"s supplies are
brought in by ship from Brisbane at two monthly intervals.

The movement of people to and froni Ngukurr 1is mainly by plane.



There 1s a bi-weekly service connecting Ngukurr with
Darwin. The dependence on this service has meant that
Darwin i1s the main urban centre to which the Ngvikurr
Aborigines gravitate. Travel by road, V7hich would have
oriented people to Katherine was extremely limited prior
to 1971, not only because of the seasonal closure of the

road but also due to the absence of suitable transport.

However, the road i1s an important artery of local
communication, Tacilitating interaction between the
different populations of the district. Ngukurr is the
largest centre east of the Highvw/ay with an average
population in 1970 of about 400 (including 30 Europeans).
The Roper Bar police station and the seven cattle stations
have a total of about 400 people, varying from five at St.
Vidgeons to over 100 at Roper Valley. The Welfare Branch
census fTigures for the centres outside Ngukurr show the
number and distribution of the Aboriginal population:

Elsey stn. 62; Moroak stn. 27; Roper Valley stn. 93;
Hodgson Downs stn. 41; Nutv/ood Downs stn. 40; Roper

Bar Police stn. 18; Urapunga stn. 29; St. Vidgeons stn.
nil. (The figures are drawn from on the spot censuses
conducted by Welfare Branch officers in 1967 and 1968) .

The Aborigines of these centres have kinship and ritual ties
v;ith the people of Ngukurr Village and there is regular contact

between the various centres. The population of the



Ngukurr Village increases during the wet season, (in
1969/70 from 340 to 450) , and the bulk of the additional
population is made up of station residents holidaying

during their layoff period.

Ngxikurr also maintains links with two other nearby centres,
Niimbulwar and Borroloola. The Borroloola connections are
rather minor at the present time, with some visiting being
initiated from Ngukurr but almost none iIn the opposite
direction. Numbullwar, on the other hand is of major
significance. The Numbulwar Mission was established from
Ngukurr by the Church Missionary Society in 1952. The
initial population was a group of Nunggabuju speakers who
had moved into the Ngukurr area in the late 40°s. A number
of families are established in both places and there 1is
regular iInteraction between the two communities. There 1is
also some intermarriage and mutual participation in ritual,
particularly 1n the ego centred circumcision and mortuary

rites.

The area around the south east Arnhem Land Reserve 1is

occupied by large cattle stations varying in size from 600
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square miles to 2,500 square miles. Production of beef
cattle is the sole economy of the non reserve part of the
area. Until the last decade the stations have been run
on an open range basis, a system entailing few capital
improvements, Hlittle fencing, pasture iImprovement or stock
control. The labour element is high but seasonal, and the
most important skills are endurance and local knowledge.
These requirements were met by the resident Aboriginal
populations. At present the open range is gradually
being replaced by enclosure, pasture iImprovement, and
selective breeding and this iIs changing the nature of the
labour skills required. However, during the period of
fieldwork these changes had only a marginal effect on the

employment pattern of the cattle station Aborigines.

The Settlement and Economy

The Settlement occupies a ridge on the northern side of

the river (see map 3). The church, office and staff
houses are on the crest of the ridge and its northern slope
The Aboriginal section, which I shall call the Village 1is
built on the southern and western slop and surrounding flat,
The Settlement store, hospital, school and workshops are

also on the western slope, and they divide the main section
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of the Village from the staff residential area. There is
a small section of the Village (five dwellings), which 1is

also separated from the main area by these facilities.

Staff and Village accommodation are in marked contrast.

The staff houses are of two basic types. The older
mission built houses are of spacious tropical design, m.ade
of timber and iron and raised on stilts. The more recent
dv/ellings are standardised prefabricated houses of fibro
and steel. Both types are fully serviced with electric
lighting, fans, hot water, gas cooking, and septic systems.
There are ten houses with two to four bedrooms and four

selt contained one bedroom flats to accommodate approximately

30 staff and dependants.

In the Village the quality of houses varies considerably.

The six best, built iIn 1964-5, are of fibro and iron, with
electric light, fuel stoves and septic systems. Two of the
houses have two bedrooms and four have three bedrooms, but
none 1is equal in quality to staff housing. At the opposite
extreme are three hvanpies made of discarded materials, mainly
canvas, i1ron and timber. The majority of the houses in the

Village fall between these two poles. Typically they are
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iron shacks of one to four rooms some of Vvthich have
electric lighting and fuel stoves. In mid 1970 there were
42 Village dwellings ; 36 were more or less permanent,

three were tents and three were humpies.

Aside from the six best houses there are two others with
their own outside toilet pans. The rest of the Village
shares three blocks of communal ablution facilities. The
Village suffers from chronic overcrowding. In June 1970
the number of occupants per dwelling ranged from two to 20
with an average of eight (during the wet season influx this
average iIncreases to ten). The mean number of persons

per available room (i.e. bedrooms and kitchen/living rooms) ,
is four, compared with the staff ratio of 0.6 persons per

room.

The staff are mostly public servants employed by the Welfare
Branch of the Northern Territory Administration (now the
Northern Territory Division of the Department of Aboriginal
Affairs). The largest group are school teachers, numbering
ten iIn 1970. The other Government employees are the Area
Adviser (a position with the same function and statutory

powers as a Settlement superintendent, by which term I shall



henceforth refer to him), mechanic, carpenter, hygiene
supervisor, clerk and cattle project manager. The other
staff are a chaplain and two nursing sisters employed by
the Church Missionary Society, and a shop manager engaged
by the Roper River Citizens Club - an iIncorporated social
cliob in which membership is open to all residents of the

Settlement.

The overall administration of the Settlement is iIn the hands
of the Government. Policy, major administrative decisions
and finance are controlled directly by the head office iIn
Darwin and the Department of Interior in Canberra. The
line of command on routine matters goes from these outside
sources to the superintendent, or, on school matters, the
headmaster. This line of command was sometimes bypassed,
especially when crises arose or when important policy
changes were envisaged. In these cases outside
representatives of the bureaucracy often dealt directly with

Village representatives.

In the normal day to day running of the Settlement official
contact between staff and villagers occurred iIn three V/ays.
The staff, especially the superintendent and nursing sisters
dealt directly with villagers; hearing complaints and

offering advice, assistance and criticism on matters ranging
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from leaking taps, cockroaches and lack of firewood,
through hygiene standards, to family disputes. This
direct access was supplemented by four committees, part of
whose function was to organise the commianication between
Village, Settlement and the external bureaucracy. The
most iInclusive of these bodies was the Station Council 1in
which representatives of both staff and Village discussed
matters relating to the Settlement iIn general. The School
Council served to pass on information of the School®s
activities to the Village and organise the raising of funds
for the school. The Church Council served the same
function for the church as well as being responsible for
the care of its physical property. The fourth committee
was the executive of the Citizens Club, which brought staff
and Village together in the operation of a business venture;

the Settlement store.

The main area of day to day contact was the work situation.
The economy of Ngukurr 1is entirely dependent on the
Government. Only four out of approximately 85 persons
employed 1In mid-1970 were not directly employed by the
Welfare Branch. Two of these were shop assistants working
for the Citizens Club, and two were part time domestics for

staff families. There was also one i1ndependent economic



venture operating during 1970. This was a small fTishing
boat run by four men, of whom three were age pensioners.

The boat was absent for two to ten weeks at a time, and

only one to three weeks were spent at Ngukurr on stop

overs. Normally, only two men went on each trip, though

all four shared in whatever profit they made. Three catches
were sold at Ngukurr between March and September 1970,
grossing $200 . The venture ceased when oneof the

principals died, early in 1971.

The Settlement labour force is grouped in five divisions;
general labour, hygiene, garage, carpentry and cattle.

The general labour and hygiene gangs have overlapping tasks
handling general cleaning and maintenance,, sanitation and
the provision of fire wood. The labour gang was supervised
by an Aboriginal leading hand under direction from the
superintendent and mechanic. The hygiene gang had an
European supervisor till mid 1970, at which time the
Settlemient™s only Aboriginal staff appointee took over.

The mechanical and carpentry workshop gangs do maintenance
and repair work in theilr respective areas. Both were under
the direction of European tradesmen in 1970, but in 1971

the carpentry gang was run by an Aboriginal leading hand.
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The fifth gang is the stock camp employed on the cattle
project. Aside from the five gangs there were people
employed at the school as teaching assistants, gardeners,
and cleaners; the hospital had its own staff of orderlies
and cooks, and the superintendent had an office assistant

and one or two Village orderlies.

The cattle project i1s the Settlement"s only potential

income earner. During the fieldwork period the stock camp
was occupied branding cattle mustered on the reserve,
maintaining plant and equipment, and periodically killing

and butchering cattle for local consumption. During most

of 1970 the camp was wholly staffed by Aborigines under an
Aboriginal supervisor. From September 1970 to September 1971
there was an European cattle manager. The Welfare Branch
cattle project ceased at the end of 1971 V/hen the Jugul Cattle
Co., whose shareholders were representatives of Ngukurr
Village, received a pastoral lease of 2,000 square miles of

south east Arnhem Land.

The Aborigines, with the exception of one Vv/ho was a member
of the Settlement staff, are paid according to a scale of

training allowances introduced in early 1969. The term



42.

training allowance i1s a euphemism. The allowance rates
are all below the Australian minimum wage, though the
villagers working lander the scheme are employed on
conditions similar*to those of day labourers. At least
at Ngiikurr there are no staff or facilities for training -
people in any skill. The adult male rate varies from

$50 to $72 per fortnight, and the female rate from $37.50
to $54 per fortnight. In June 1970 70% of persons on the
payroll received the base rate. (The scheme was
terminated early iIn 1974 and replaced by award wages and

access to unemployment benefits) .

Distribution of workers on training allowance seale

Classification Adult Males Adult Females Jnr .Male Jnr .Females

No. Rate No. Rate No. Rate No. Rate
C3 35 $50 9 $37.50 21 $25.50 4 $19
to $48 to $30
C2 3 $52
Cl 6 $56
B2 7 $60
Bl 4 $64
A2 1 $68
Al 3 $72 3 $54 1 $36

Special 1 $75.80



The special classification i1s held by the supervising
stockman. The people In Al are trained nursing aids,
teaching assistants, the leading hand mechanic and the
bulldozer operator. The leading hand carpenter i1s A2.
Two truck drivers, the office assistant and hygiene
supervisor (before he became a staff member), are
classiftied BI. The B2 classification i1s shared by four
drivers, the head stockman, a carpenter and a gardener.
The Village orderly and five senior stockman are graded
Cl, and a second gardener and the foreman of the general

labour gang are C2.

Women accounted for 17% of the workforce and all except

the shop assistant worked either at the hospital or the
school. The age range of female workers is similar to that
of the men, but unlike the men, the higher classifications
are monopolised by young women. All four of these women
have received outside specialist training and are in the

top classification. Three are nursing aids and the fourth

IS a teaching assistant.

Age and sex distribution on higher pay scales
Age 20 to 30 30 to 40 40 to 50 50+
Men 6 5 7 5

Women 4 0 0 0



The i1ncome of Ngitkurr Village comes from three main
sources; wages, pensions and child endowment. The
average total training allowances paid during the four pay
periods of 8th April to 2nd June 1970 was $3,314.37. Other

wages fTor the same period averaged about $200.

Resume of training allowances pay sheets 8th April to 2nd June

(Source; Welfare Branch pay sheets)

Pay period 1 2 3 4
No. available

for work 87 84 85 84
No. working 81 80 8l 70

Total net pay. $3,672.23 $3,628.98 $3,461.76 $2,494.50

Average pay

per worker. $45.34 $45.36 $42.74 $35.64
Average hours 70 70 67 55
worked

The Village has 30 pensioners whose average fortnightly
income is $30. The total pension per fortnight is $900.
the child endowment for approximately 230 children at an
average of $2 per child is $460 per fortnight (the above
two figures are approximations based on child endowment and
pension schedules) . Aside from these sources there are

special Welfare payments to needy families. During May 1970



a total of $150 was paid to five families. The 1ncome
from fishing, sale of artifacts and garden produce amounted
to about $50 per fortnight. The total fortnightly money
income from local sources was thus about $5,000. The
money brought into the community by workers completing a
period of labour outside Ngukurr was normally small, and

at least balanced by money taken out when people left.
Subsistence also added little to the income level. What
there was came from household gardens (mainly bananas and
pav/paw) , and hunting and gathering. The latter were v/eekend
recreations undertaken iIn any one week, by no more than 1/5
of the households. The area i1s no longer rich In game and

many an excursion returns empty handed.

The Village weekly i1ncome for a theoretical average family

of husband, wife and two children is $28, compared to an
Australian minimum wage iIn 1970 of $37.90, and an average
national wage of about $80. In terms of real income the three
figures are roughly* comparable. The Ngukurr villager has
free medical services and pays a relatively low rental,

ranging to a maximum of $10. However, other services, costs
of travel, durables and most importantly food and clothing

are considerably dearer than In urban centres.
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Kinship

The kinship structure |1 describe In this section 1is
predominantly that of the Village core. The main area in
which traditional kinship relations are an iImportant
determinant of behaviour iIs In the religious sphere. The
structure that is articulated Is In many ways a syncretic
one (Capell 1960a:206-8). The Village population is

drawn from nine main language groups (see map 4 .

The east Arnhem Land groups lay the emphasis on patrilineal
clan organisation, and combine groups of clans iInto two
exogamous patrimoieties. (Warner 1937;ch. 2;Turner 1974

ch. 4 ; Vander Leeden 1964) . The groups, south and v/est
of the lower Roper have a semi moiety or eight subsection
system, and place greater emphasis on matrifiliation than do
the northern groups. (Spencer & Gillen 1904: 118-307

Spencer 1914 : 58-65 ; Reay 1962) . The kinship system as
it exists at Ngukurr combines the three classes of
Patrilineal moieties, semi, moieties and svibsections, and
exhibits a marked strain between patri determination and
matri determination of class placement. The recent immigrants

to Ngukurr use both the dominant Village system and their
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own indigenous one. The latter they reserve for use
among themselves, or in their relations with others from

their own culture area.

The Ngukurr class system

Patri moieties, Sem.1 moieties Sx+>sections,
Masculine.. feminine.
Mambali . 1. Wamud. Wamudj an.
4. Gela. Galidjan.
(Buralang. Buralangban.)
Mandai ju.
(Oua) 5. Gamarang. Gamain.
Murongon.
8. Balang. Bilendjan.
(Namudjulu. Namudjulu.)
2. Bangadi. Bangin.
Budal
3. Naridj. Naridjan.
Mandaridja.
@iridja) 6. Godjog- Godjan.
Gujal
7. Bulain. Bulaindjan.

The named patri moieties are described locally be either
of the two sets of terms. The moieties are the most

inclusive classification, and everyone belongs to either



one or the other. Each of the two major ritual cults

IS associated with one moiety. The Jabuduruv;a is

Jiridja and the Gunabibi is Dua. (Elkin 196l1a ; Maddock
1969a). Moiety assignation prescribes two roles within
the organisation of the cults; those of owner (Mingeringi)
and manager (Djunggaiji).,(Maddock 1972 : 36) . The moieties
are i1deally exogamous. Only five out of a total of 61
marriages recorded are between partners iIn the same moiety.
These marriages were contracted between 1922 and 1965, with

three of the five being contracted after 1960.

Children normally belong to the moiety of their father in
fact, though there is disagreement on whether this is the
ideal. Informants told me that after the earliest iIntra
moiety marriage (contracted in 1922), the leading men of the
time discussed which moiety the children would belong to.
They decided the children would belong to the father®s
moiety. The decision was clearly not automatic, nor has it
set an unquestioned precedent. During 1970 there was a
«disagreement over the moiety membership of the children of
an intra moiety marriage contracted 30 years before. The
majority of the village considered that the children

belonged to the moiety of their father. Their MFB said
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that this was not so, and that the children should belong
to the opposite moiety to that of their mother. The
children In fact conduct themselves as members of their

father"s moiety, and this is widely accepted.

The semi moieties are the most important classes for the
organisation of cult activity. A number of totemic paths
are referred to as belonging to particular semi moieties,
though particular countries and sites are seen as the
property of more exclusive categories. The Mermaid
path In the Towns River area, and the Whirlwind path in the
Limmen River area are associated with Murongon and Mambali
respectively. Some totems, in so far as they are not
specifying a particular country, are identified by their
semi moiety affiliation. Thus Sandridge Goanna is Gujal,
Plane Kangaroo is Budal, Catfish is Mambali, and the King
Brown Snake iIs Murongon. Some ritual roles in the major
cults, especially for the owning moiety, are defined by
semi moiety membership. (Maddock 1969c) . Climactic points
in the Jabuduruwa are marked by dance sequences in which
the owners participate together. The dancers from each
of the owning semi moieties wear distinctive markings and
have a set position iIn the formation. Each particular

Jabuduruwa and Gunabibi ceremony has a specific owner.



The attribution of ownership is firstly to the toteraic
group associated with the particular country, and

secondly to the semi moiety of which this group is part.

The emphasis In recruitment to semi moieties IS on
patrifiliation. However, the same sorts of ambiguity
apply here as for recruitment to moieties. The situation
is more complex because there are four categories to choose
from instead of the two in the case of moieties. (Maddock
1969c ; 100-101) . Except for the disputed case noted
above, people do belong to the moiety and semi moiety of

their fathers.

The"situation i1s more complex for there is one family in

which one generation i1s recognised as having dual semi

moiety affiliation. The generation In question are the
children of an alternate marriage and are reckoned as

belonging to both semi moieties of their father®s moiety.

One 1s of course that of the father, and the other appears

to be that linked with the next descending line of the mother®s
matri cycle. In fact the affiliation iIs not seen by the
Village in this way. The stated basis of this alternate

semi moiety membership is that the children belong to the

group of their MFM (see diagram 10) .
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The reason for this is ritual prerogatives rather than
some oblique rule of descent. The ritual 1In question is
the Balgin cult. In the Balgin, as i1n the other major cults,
a man stands iIn the same relationship to his MF as he does
to his DS. The reason for activating this relationship
in this way and in this particular case, i1s due to the
restrictive criterion of ownership iIn the Balgin. Owner-
ship in this cult i1s the sole prerogative of Murongon semi
moiety. The estate group of the MFM of the men in
question, and for which their MF was the senior manager,
has no direct agnatic descendants. The leading men of
the Balgin cult have used the equivalence of MF and DS

to assign the country to these men. For general purposes
and for the Jabuduruwa and Gunabibi cults these men are
members of Mambali semi moilety. The semi moieties do
not function to regulate marriages. The alternate or
wrong marriage of Ngukurr do not require any realignment

of semi moiety affiliation.

The subsection system is primarily used as a framework

for describing jurally acceptable marriage arrangements.
(Maddock op.cit). They are also used to specify a person®s
place in the local system of relations, when that person

IS a stranger to the community. Except for strangers,

subsection terms are rarely used as terms of address or

reference.
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There are two principles of subsection recruitment.
Patrifiliation divides the eight subsections into four sets
of father/son pairs - 1-4, 8-5, 2-3, and 7-6. Matrifiliation
divides the subsections iInto two sets of four generations -
1-3-5-7, and 2-4-6-S. (Hiatt 1965:47-50; Haddock 1972:

77-79, 91-94).

Ngukurr has a rule of preferred marriage with the NHBDD.

IT all miarriages follov/ed the preferred pattern then the
rules of patri and matri filiation would be iIn harmony.
Other forms of licit marriage, with a MED or FZD, and
illicit m.arriages, would put the patri and matri filiation
principles out of step. Ky informants have stated that

in such cases the progeny have a choice of two siabsections.
The data 1 have collected indicates that the choice depends
to a great extent on whether the marriage is licit or not.
The data 1 have covered nineteen marriages which are not
with a partner in the preferred svibsection.

I* In twelve cases of alternate marriage in which the
subsection of the children is known, all are iIn the next
descending subsection of their mother®s matricycle. e.g.
the children of a marriage betvw/een 1 and 6 would be 8 and

1iot 4. (See following table).



2. There are five iIntra moiety marriages. The children

of all are iIn the subsection patrifiliated to that of

their father"s. (This iIncludes the disputed case mentioned
above) . e.g. the children of a marriage between 7 and 3
are 6 and not 5. There 1s a sixth case of an unsanctioned
union (no longer extant) between Bangadi man and a Godjan
woman iIn which the son is Balang, i1.e. matrifiliated.

3. There are five marriages iIn which the partners are 1in
the same matricycle. The children of four (three of which
are also iIntra moiety) are iIn the patri-paired subsection
of their ferther. The children of the fifth marriage
between a Wamud man and Naridjan v/oman are in the next

descending subsection of her matricycle ; Gamarang.

The subsection system provides a framework for specifying
the type of relationship between people, particularly in
the context of marriage arrangements. The two tables
belov; show the preferred and alternate marriages Iin
subsection terms, and the relationship terms associated

with each subsection taking Bangadi as ego.



Preferred and Alternate Marriage (after Maddock 1972;79)

Husband®s subsection 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Wife"s " 2,6 1,5 8,4 7,3 6,2 5,1 4,8 3,7
Child*"s " 4,8 3,7 2,6 1,5 8,4 7,3 6,2 5,1

Correlation of subsections and Kkinship terms

1. Wamud Bandji1 (mother®s mother®s brother"s daughter-®s
child, father®s sister®s daughter®s
daughter®s child.)

Nabudji™- father®s mother, father®"s mother®s

brother, sister®s son"s child.

2. Bangadi Ego
Baba - brother, sister.
Namari - father®"s Tfather, fTather®"s father®s

sister, son"s child.

3. Naridj *Dadi - father, father®s brother.
*Anti - father"s sister.

*Bol - son.

4. Gela Lambara - wife"s father, wife"s father®s sister.

*Boi - sister"s son.
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*Gel - sister™s daughter.

5. Gamarang Bangga - mother®s brother®s child, father®s
sister”s child.
Nabadjadja - mother*s father, mother"s father,
mother®s father"s sister, daughter®s

child.

6. Godjog Gagau - mother"s mother, mother"s mother®s brother,

sister”s daughter®s child.

7. Bulain Mulari - wife"s mother, wife"s mother®s brother,
mother®s brother®s daughter®s child,

father®s sister"s daughter®s child.

8. Balang *Angl - close mother®s brother
*Mami - mother, mother®s sister.
Lambara - classificatory mother®s brother,
classificatory mother®s sister.
*Bor - daughter®s husband.
*Gel - son"s wife.
* These terms are adaptions of the english v/ords : Daddy,

Mummy, Uncle, Auntie, boy and girl ( See Sharpe 1974:4-5)
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The subsection system functions only as a general statement
of the 1deal relations. |Its realization depends on other
things being equal. These other things can be divided
into four categories.

1. Marriages other than with a preferred partner. In

the tv;elve alternate marriages the wife"s father i1s in the
subsection of the mother®s brother. In the seven w“rong
m.arriages the affinal relationships cannot be assimilated
into the subsection framework, e.g. two who stood In a
mulari relationship before marriage have, since marrying
each others®™ sisters, called each other bandji.

2. Closely genealogical or ritual connections. First

and second cousins are too closely related to be marriage
partners. IT they are in marriageable subsections they
are referred to by the alternate generation terms, nabudji
not bandji and nabadjadja instead of bangga. Similarly
men who share the same totemic emblems are regarded as
being ceremony brothers. |If these people are iIn the same
generation they are referred to as baba, and in the

senior generation are dadi and anti. e.g. The members of
one family which i1s bangadi and naridj refer to a second
family which is bulain and godjog, but shares the same
totemic affiliation, by the kinship terms appropriate to

their own family.
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3. Persons may, during socialization, develop a
relationship i1ncompatible with the ideal of their relative
kinship positions, e.g. One man refers to his ZK ( the ZH

iIs 20 years his senior) as angl, because this man raised

him for part of his childhood. A second man raised by

the same man, stands iIn the relation of DH to WF. He calls
his former guardian angl and the guardian®s wife (his mulari)
anti.

4. The relations between two closely connected families

may lose the internal generation distinctions, e.g. A"s
mother, as a youn g v;oman, called her MBS Bangga, but in
later life called her MB, MBS and MBSS all angl. A followed

her lead and ceased calling his MMBS mulari, and instead

called all three generations gagau.

The patrilineal clans are associated with a set of totemic
sites which may be separated from each other by the sites

of other clans. A particular site or set of contiguous
sites within a particular location identifies a social group
which shares its totemic affiliation and who are part of

the locations owning group, and links this totemic group to
others within the same clan . The clan provides a jural

framework for its affiliated totemic groups. In the final
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analysis the clan is the owner of the ritual paraphernalia,
the totems they are used to celebrate, and the associated
myths, sites and paths. Clan membership and totemic
affiliation are transmitted from father to son. Each
localised segment of a clan has reciprocal rights i1n the

celebration of the clan"s totems.

The clan®s only corporate existence, 1In present day Ngukurr,
is In the area of cult activity. The members of a clan

act In concert iIn ceremonial performances of the major
cults. Each clan has a senior member or m.embers iIn this
context, and this seniority is acknowledged through

identifying these men as the owners of the clan®s ritual

paraphernalia.

From Pay Day to Pay Day; The Cycle of Every Day Life

The events described iIn this section are typical of

those occuring at Ngukurr during any fortnight of the year.
The actual i1ncidents mentioned occurred during late April

and early May 1970, and are, with the exception of the cult
perfomances, typical of any time of year. Cult performances

were in progress during the first five months of 1970.
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Every second Friday the workday concluded early, at about
three, and the workers made their way to the Superin-
tendent®s office to receive their fortnightly pay check.
Then they moved down the road to the Settlement shop where
their mothers, wives, children, and unemployed relatives
were awaiting them. The shop prepared for the rush, when
nearly half the fortnight"s takings would be made in the
next two hours. Business was brisk as people purchased
their basic supplies for the following fortnight. There
were the staples of flour, sugar, tea, tinned or powdered
milk, and tinned meat (or fresh if 1t was available) ; a
few relishes such as tins of vegetables, fruits, and jams;
and the toiletries. Once the supplies were paid for the
wage earners distributed much of their remaining income
among the unemployed members of their domestic groups,
offered something to close relatives who were short and
gave the small change to the children for drinks and lollies.
People began to leave the shop area around four thirty,
and from then till six, there was an almost continuous

stream of people moving from the shop to the Village.

Once home the women lit the fires and cooked the meal while

the men showered and changed, and the children played.
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Whille the meals were taken a few single men gathered for
an early card game before the movies, but this was only

a prelude to the main gambling later iIn the evening. By
eight, most of the community was gathered at the movie
place, a flat clearing near the shop. Each family had

its spot and settled down on their blankets. Groups of
children occupied the positions nearest the screen, a small
group of staff sat on their deck chairs behind the main

audience, and the single men congregated on the periphery.

A western was the highlight of the evening, and the
audience roared support for the cowboy as he wreaked
revenge on the murderous Indian. The cowboy succeeded,
rescued his girl, and the movie ended. The audience,
pleased with their evening, dispersed. Most of the families,
carrying sleeping children, headed for their shacks. The
unburdened adults moved off to start card games, while the
young men lingered in the hope of catching a female eye and
arranging a later assignation. The card games were well
under way by eleven, with two games i1ndoors In houses with
electric light and two under the bright fluorescent street

lights.
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The game is called five eye or five card. It iIs a sv/ift
game using a short deck of 40 cards (ho jacks, queens, or
kings) . Each game has a maximim of eight players, and on
pay night there is never a shortage. Bets are laid prior
to receiving a card. Early on pay night a $ limit is
usual, but this increases as the night progresses. The
banker then deals two cards to each player and the winner
is the player or players whose cards have a total closest
to ten or a multiple of ten. The players then lay further
bets and the banker deals.each another three cards. Quick
calculations are made: any three of a player®s cards

must add to ten or he iIs out. The score, for those who
meet this requirement, 1is the total of their other two
cards. Again the closest to ten or its multiple is the

winner.

The stakes increased as the night wore on and losers®™ and
those that had had enough pulled out and their places were
taken by new players. Winners rarely held on to their
gains for long, a turn of a card could rapidly change the
position, and there was always a brother, wife, mother,
father, husband, or cousin who needed a stake to re-enter
another game. By two, only one game remained, but the

stakes were high, with $200 being collected on a single hand.



62 .

Even these hard core players had had enough by three, for
the weekend was still ahead, and the money would change

hands many times before Monday.

The Village stirred late on Saturday. At eight, there were
only a few children playing on the paths, and the women
were stoking the fires for the breakfast fare of tea and
damper. No general movement occurred during the morning.
Most people were content to rest outside their shacks,
drink tea, repair a fishing spear or leather belt, and
exchange greetings with passers by. A few of the keener
gamblers had a game going at ten, but patronage was poor.
Two old men discussed having a cult performance, but got

Nno response.

The early afternoon activity concentrated under the ample
shade of the mango trees, six of which protected the busy
hands distributing cards. At Jeremiah®s he and three

other Mara men discussed their next fishing trip. The
Settlement mechanic drove down and picked up his leading
hand and two other men to help repair the water pump, which

had broken down for the second time that week.



At sunset the family hearth was again the centre of
activity. There was some rare excitement as a couple
arrived from Darwin by car, for a short holiday. For their
families, this was an unexpected surprise. A car trip

from Dainin was still enough of a novelty for people to

ask about the state of the road and examine the state of
the car. There was another movie that night. A utility
load of stockmen arrived from Urapunga, and the Darwin

couple drove up In their car.

The movie was disrupted by a shout and a flying spear.

As he levelled another spear, George accused one of the
Urapunga boys of committing adultery w/ith his wife.
Relatives intervened, and at last persuaded George to go
back home. The movie resumed. Later the card games resumed,
An occasional raised voice was heard from George"s camp,
but no one listened. Around midnight a strident stream of
vindictive issued from another home. A woman was defending
the honour of her daughter and niece against the hostile
gossip of other women. There was no response to the
harnague, people continued to go about their business, and

the tirade siabsided after a quarter hour.

On Sunday morning, the early risers lit their fires to

boil a billy. The hard core gamblers (less than a dozen at



this state) paused for a cup of tea before heading off to
take a nap, and exchanged greetings with the line of eleven
church goers on their way to morning service. By mid
morning the mango tree at Adam®s house was again screening
busy hands from the sun. A cheer came up from the bottom,
canp as Nathan managed to get his car going. Some women,
infants i1n tow, set off for Jellowara billabong to collect
lily roots, and Charlie carrying his fishing spears headed

off for the other local billabong at Wadjilai.

Arnold and Garry decided to have a performance of the
Jabuduruwa. They moved off to the ceremony ground after
lunch. Only six men were at the ground at four. Three
were owners preparing themselves for their dances and the
other three preparing the paraphernalia. Others started
arriving in the late afternoon, and the main body of men
turned up In time to watch the performance. Arnold
complained about the men®s tardiness, the small number of
performers and novices, and poor turnout of women to cook
food, and the lateness of the performance. They were
regular complaints and no one payed much heed. As the men
returned from the ceremony ground the Village bell
announced Sunday evening service in the Village. The lay

preacher led his flock iIn prayer as the men passed by.



65.

Monday morning started with the children being cleaned

and dressed for school. The workers reluctantly moved off
to tlieir jobs. They discussed the weekend"s results.
There were three winners. Herbert had about $200 which
was his fare to Darwin and a little extra for a drink.
Adam had enough for his new clutch, and John had the fare
for his mother to go to Numbulwar and for his sister to
collect her son from Darwin hospital. There were other
stories, of former winners and current losers, of Friday"s
movie, of Saturday"s fight/ and of the weekend"s romantic

encounters.

The superintendent arrived and checked attendance and gave
his instructions. The men split up. One gang went off in
the truck to gather fire wood and another to clear scriib
from around the office. The hygiene gang started on

their morning garbage collection. The carpenter and his
leading hand went off to do some repairs leaving the rest
of their men to clean up the workshop. The mechanic started
repairing the Toyota while his two leading hands supervised
the servicing of the tractor and bulldozer. The shop
assistants and Village orderly stood around the shop as

the stockmen rode up to get supplies before heading off

on a muster. The mothers took their infants on the regular
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daily trek to the hospital for innoculations and feeding.

The hospital was overcrowded and overworked with a minor
flu epidemic iIn progress. The medical plane arrived in
mid morning to take three children to Darwin for treatment.
The women went to the airstrip to watch the Darwin plane®s
arrival bringing the papers, fresh fruit and two children
returning from hospital. After the plane left some women
walked to the shop to sit and chat iIn the shade, others
payed calls on friends and a few started up a card game.
In the early afternoon there was some shouting from the
river. Brian, the Village orderly, emerged from the scrub
holding a pack of cards and followed by a group of irate
women. He had temporarily enforced the Settlement ban on
cards during working hours. After work the boys played
football, others were at home sitting and resting, doing

odd jobs or cooking dinner.

The week progressed. Monday night there was a meeting of
the men to discuss the time for finishing the ceremony.
Differing opinions were expressed, and no decision reached,
On Tuesday, Arnold called a Village meeting. He rang the
bell at seven. People were slow iIn coming as there was no

vital matter to discuss, and the meeting did not get under
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way till after nine. Only 34 people were there to hear
once more about the sorry state of their bankrupt shop.
Thursday was pension day, a needed boost for the sagging

finances of the Village.

On Saturday morning the Settlement truck pulled iInto
Ngandi Street. People, swags, rifles, fishing lines and
spears piled In for a day"s trip to Walgadjadja billabong,
2 miles away. At night the young people took over the
movie area. The record player blared and the Village youth
danced to i1ts rock beat. The majority were boys who
occupied the centre stage while the few girls kept to the
dim periphery. Close contact between the sexes was not

for public show.

Sunday was quiet. There was another performance of the
Jabuduruwa; better attended than last week, but i1t still
finished late and Arnold still complained. The monthly
Station Council convened on Monday after lunch. The staff
complained about Village hygiene , the Village members
complained about lack of facilities. An argument developed
between the staff and Village members over responsibility
for the bankruptcy of the shop. The meeting closed after

three hours with tempers cooled but nothing resolved. The
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shop was again the centre of attention at Wednesday®"s
meeting of the Citizen"s Club executive. This time the
discussion was solely among staff, for only five of the
twelve members were villagers and two of these had declined
to attend. There was no Village meeting this week. The
Village was quiet, money was short and card games few.

This was pay week, and on Friday the cycles would begin

again.
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CHAPTER 3

THE IMPOSITION OF WHITE CONTROL

The History of Alien Intrusion

The history of the entry of non Aborigines into the Roper
basin can be divided Into three phases. The early period
is one of intermittent iInteraction involving little 1f any
disruption to the i1ndependent on going organisation of
Aboriginal society. This period commences sometime around
the beginning of the 18th century with the arrival of the
early Macassan praus (Macknight 1972: 284) and ends with
the building of the overland telegraph in 1871/2. The
second phase is one of increasing intensity and extent of
contact In which relations between the iIntruders and
indigines are conditioned by basic conflict over living
space and the use of resources. This phase iIs the period
in which i1ndependent Aboriginal society on the Roper 1is
destroyed. The end of this period roughly coincides with
the establishment of the Church Missionary Society®s Roper
River Hission i1n 1908, though it continues in some degree
tight up to the 1930"s (Hall 1962; Smith 1925). The third

phase 1s the permanent establishment of Europeans, their
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doroination and the development of dependent Aboriginal
communities. The second and third phases overlap
considerably. Elsey station for example v7as well
established by the mid 1880"s, and had a permanent
Aboriginal camp attached to it by the mid 1890°"s (Gunn
1907; Thonemann 1949; Hill 1951: 248) . The most
important landmark of this phase is the establishment of
the Roper River Mission with 1ts conscious aims of

protecting and civilising the Aborigines.

The contact of Aborigines iIn the Roper area with both
Europeans and Macassans was predominantly coastal till

the middle of the 19th century. The Europeans who

entered the area in this period were seamen on voyages of
discovery, charting the coast, sampling the flora and
fauna and assessing the potential for trade and settlement,
The ships, from the Dutch “Arnhem®™ iIn 1623 to "The Beagle-®
in 1839, had only brief stays in the Gulf and established
no regular intercourse with the local peoples. The Roper
river was not navigated till Cadell discovered the

entrance in 1867 (Bauer 1964: 58-9; Hill 1951: 86).

Until the middle of the 19th century the most important

non-Aboriginal influence on the Roper people was that of
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the Macassan Trepang collectors. Macknight®s account
indicates that the coast of the Roper area was part of
the region regularly visited by the Macassan fleets
(op.cit: 284) . Macknight points to a number of Important
factors which help to define the characteristics of
Macassan Aboriginal relations. These are (1) the
seasonal nature of the Macassan sojourns which were
limited by the north west monsoon to the period between
December and April; (i1) the relative numbers involved
in the contact situation. {"...1In most encounters, the
Macassans outnumbered the relatively small nximbers of
Aborigines in any one neighbourhood...*(285) ); it was
usual for up to 150 Macassans to be iIn a location at the
one time, where the Aboriginal population of men, women
and children would be no more than 100 (ibid);

(i11) Aborigines and Macassans were exploiting different
economic resources, and their specialisations were such
that each could exploit his resources without disruption
to the economic activities of the other (ibid; 284-90) .
The net result of these factors was that neither group had
the opportunity or necessity to eliminate or dominate the
other. They explain why the technically more sophisticated
Macassans had only a superficial, though extensive,

influence on Aboriginal life. The elements of Macassan



2.

culture incorporated were all of a type which could be
utilised within the existing econoinic, cultural and

aesthetic modes of Aboriginal society (ibid: 304-316).

There i1s no reliable evidence on the extent of Macassan
influence beyond the coastal fringe. Some material goods
such as 1ron and glass would most probably have been
traded inland. Basedow (1925: 153-4) records an
alcoholic beverage being made by Roper groups, but his
description suggests that the drink i1s of iIndigenous
origin. Whatever the extent of Macassan influence was,
either on the coast or iIn the interior, it did not alter
the economic, political or ideological structure of

Aboriginal society.

The first significant European intrusion into the iInterior
of the Roper region was the Leichhardt expedition which
traversed the area late In 1844. (Leichhardt 1847).

This expedition and two later ones by Gregory in 1856

and Stuart i1In 1862 paved the way for pastoral settlement
on the Roper and areas to the west, and found the route

to reach them. This route, the Queensland (or Gulf) stock
route, went from Bourktown in Queensland®s gulf country

around the eastern side of the gulf through Borroloola on
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the MacArthur river to Leichhardt®s Bar on the Roper, and
then along the course of the Roper to the Roper/Victoria
divide (see Map 2). Until the 1870"s the traffic along
the route was small and transient, and of little more

than nuisance value to the local i1nhabitants. After 1870,
however, Europeans moved into and through the area 1in
sufficient numbers to disrupt local society. This was
the time when the Roper was a frontier line. The
confrontation between the Roper peoples and the Europeans
left the Aboriginal communities broken, their population

decimated and their land expropriated.

There were three elements iIn the boom of European settle-
ment which occurred between 1870 and 1890: the establish-
ment of permanent communications through the successful
development of the port of Darwin (foxinded iIn 1869) and
the building of the overland telegraph line; the push of
pastoralists i1n search of new grazing land; and the

gold rushes. The construction of the overland telegraph
line caused the first large scale influx of Europeans
into the Roper. The river became a major supply route
for the building of the line iIn late 1871 (Bauer 1964:
73-4; Hill 1951: 112) . For the next year there were about

400 men working on the line and manning the depots from
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Leichhardt®s Bar. Supply trains of up to 150 pack

animals traversed the route from the Bar to the telegraph,
and ships ranging iIn size from cutters to the ocean going
steamer "Omeo” pl~ed the river as far as the Bar (Bauer

op.cit: 73-7; Hill op.cit: 112-13, 115-16).

Neither writer records the contacts between the locals
and the construction gangs, and we may assume there was
little interaction either friendly or hostile betw*een them,
on the grounds that there was little time for such
interaction (the various gangs and depots were isolated
from each other, and therefore other peoples iIn the
vicinity, for four of the twelve months they were iIn the
area), and because the Europeans were fTully occupied with
the single task of building the telegraph and did not
seek to penetrate the surrounding countryside. However,
the locals could not have failed to be iImpressed by the
unprecedented numbers of men and equipment, and this
knowledge of the potential scale of European enterprise
may have influenced the hostility of local reaction when

the iIntruders began to encroach on their livelihood.

Within a few years of the completion of the Telegraph
and the departure of the construction parties, the Roper

witnessed the start of a regular and iIncreasing movement
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of Europeans i1n search of land, gold and adventure. The
movement came mainly by way of the Gulf stock route,
though the river and the telegraph line were subsidiary
points of entry. The Ffirst cattle were pushed through
from the gulf In 1872 on their way to Da3rwin (Duncan
1967; 38; Hill op.cit.: 166). There were other drives
during the 70°s some of which met with disaster on the
track but none tried to settle on the Roper. The biggest
movement of the 70"s was sparked by the Yam Creek gold
rush of 1873. The reports of this early period indicate
that the relation with the local people was anything but
harmonious (Hill i1bid). Already by 1880 the Roper was
notorious for Aboriginal raids on parties of Europeans
and their stock, and for European retaliation (Bauer:
op.cit. 139; Durack 1959: 256-7). Traffic on the route
to this time was barely a trickle. It was the decade

of the 1880%"s that brought the sustained influx of
Europeans and their cattle iInto the Roper area. Most of
the travellers were still passing through. The miners
were aiming for Pine Creek, and after 1885, Hall"s Creek.
The land seeking cattle man were mainly heading for the
Ord and Victoria Rivers. However, for some of the
pastoralists the Roper was their goal. Elsey station was

the first, established in 1882. This was soon followed
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by Red Lilly Lagoon in 1883 and Valley of Springs and
Hodgson Downs i1n 1884 (Duncan op.cit: 161; Hill op.cit:
178), During the years 1882 and 1885, 64,000 cattle were
exported from Queensland to the Northern Territory, and
the bulk of these entered the Territory by the Gulf

route (Duncan op.cit. 38-9).

The fullest account of settlement on the Roper during the
80"s concerns John Costello"s Valley of Springs property.
By 1887 the Costello holdings stretched from the Limmen
River iIn the south to Lake Allen 50 miles north of the
Roper, and carried about 8000 head of cattle (Costello
1930; 158; Duncan op.cit: 161). The account of these
Roper properties, written by John Costello®s son,
emphasises the difficulty of settlement; the climate,
recurrent fever and cattle tick; crocodiles and passing
whites of no account; but worst, the blacks. Costello
reports numerous instances of attacks by Aborgines on both
cattle and men, including the killing of three Europeans,
(op.cit: 127-8, 163-8, 172-9) but only one attempted
reprisal, and that one unsuccessful (ibid: 168) . Costello
was Tinally defeated by the hostile environment and lack
of markets, and abandoned the Roper by the mid 90°%s

(op.cit: 190-2; Duncan op.cit: 46). Most of the other
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Roper stations fared no better and by the turn of the
century only Elsey and Hodgson Dovms were still occupied

(Bauer op.cit: 150).

The more romantic writers on this period, such as Costello
Durack and Hill, regard Aboriginal hostility as the main
reason for the fTailure of pastoral enterprise. The tenor
of their accounts, which are full of stories (of varying
reliability) of successful Aboriginal attacks on both
men and stock, Bleaves the impression of a Roper, people
who were victorious and thriving. They maintained their
independence, forced the pastoralists to withdraw, and
gained an important new food supply. Searcy®s contemporary
account of the Roper at this time leaves a decidedly
different impression. Alfred Searcy was a customs officer
who made three trips to the Roper in 1885, 1886 and
1888. His book T"In Australian Tropics®™ contains accounts
of these three voyages (1909; chs. 6, 7 and 8 . His
observations on European/Aboriginal relations are worth
quoting at length.

"There were many murders by the niggers which

the police had to look into... There can be

no doubt that many of the murders were caused

by the white men taking away the black women

from their tribes. Nearly all the drovers,
cattlemen, and station hands had their "black
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boys®™ (gins)... It is the taking away of
the women that has been the cause of so many
white men having been rubbed out by the
niggers. These women are invaluable to the
white cattlemen, for, besides the companion-
ships, they become splendid horsewomen, and
good with the cattle... There can be no
doubt that at times many of the blacks have
been put away by some brutes just for the
fun of killing, by others for revenge, but
mostly the niggers brought the trouble on
themselves by interfering with the cattle.

In many of these cases no report ever reached
the police. In one iInstance, so a man told
me who was concerned, in i1t, a whole nigger
camp was wiped out. Some years ago I
received a letter from a man who was attacked
by the niggers in the Gulf coiantry, and
received some eleven spear wounds. He
recovered. In his letter he said, ~I now
shoot at sight; killed to date thirty-seven®
.-~ Not for a moment would 1 defend those
who wantonly shoot down the blacks, but it
must always be remembered that at times
stern measures, and even shooting, are
necessary''. (- 173-4).

Searcy"s picture 1is not one of successful warriors

ranging freely over their domain, but rather of a society
staging a last ditch defence. To Searcy"s iInformants

the Aborigine was a pest, an attitude which Rowley suggests
was Tairly general (Rowley 1970: 217). Reprisal raids

on Aborigines were largely ad hoc affairs organised on

the spot (Costello op.cit: Searcy ibid, and 1%4) and

rarely reported. Systematic hunting of Aborigines was

beyond the resources of most of the settlers.
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The only systematic attempt at extermination of which |
have evidence relates to the activities of the London
based Eastern and African Cold Storage Company, which
began development of a pastoral project iIn Eastern Arnhem
Land in 1903. The lease covered an area of 19,250

square miles around the Goyder river and Blue Mud Bay.

To stock this property the Elsey and Hodgson Downs were
closed down and their cattle moved to the new holding,

by way of the Roper and the coastal plains pf eastern
Arnhem Land, Protection, of the herds was iIn the hands of
"2 gangs of 10 to 14 blacks headed by a white man or half
caste”., whose job i1t was to "hunt and shoot the wild
blacks on sight” (Bauer 1964: 157). The personnel for
these gangs would have been drawn from areas other than
those they were to operate iIn. Queensland was an Important
recruiting ground for this purpose, but i1t is likely that
some of the hunters were drawn from the “tame station
blacks® of the Elsey and Hodgson Downs. The cattle
project failed and was abandoned after 1905, but from
1903 to 1905 the gangs roamed and hunted betvw/een the Roper
and the Arafura sea. By the end of this period the Roper
had been the scene of continuous conflict for over a
quarter of a century. The Europeans had all but deserted
the area and the Aborigines were uprooted, harassed and

decimated.



It was an opportune time for the arrival of the Church
Missionary Society, which established a Mission Station
on the Roper in 1908, for the purpose of altering both
the material and spiritual conditions of the Aborigine”
life (Bayton 1965: 104-5; Cole 1968: 5; White 1918).
During the first year of its operation about 200
Aborigines had gathered at the station. This rapid
acceptance surprised the missionaries, V;ho appear to
have been unaware of the circumstances prec eding their
arrival (Cole, 1ibid: 6). As conditions improved on the
Roper and cattle stations were reoccupied, much of this
early population moved away from the fission. In 1921
the mission had a total i1nmate population of "94 half-
castes and full-blood Aborigines”™ (lbid: 10). From the
earliest days the Mission was conceived as a total
institution rather than a depot with extension services.
Most of the early inmates were children and many of these
were half-castes taken from their families and placed
under the guardianship of the 1*ssion (Cole 1972: 38-9,
54-64). The Mission exercised complete control over the
half-castes who were placed In a dormitory situation.
Control of the local children was less complete, because
their families periodically left the Settlement taking

their children with them.
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Despite the concentration of the half-castes, a nuitiber

of yolanger Aborigines became permanently associated with
the Mission at a quite early date. Abraham, Gideon,
Norman, Yardley, Amy and Beatrice became permanent
residents during the Tfirst ten years of the Mission. By,
1924 the full-bloods were a third of the adult Aboriginal
population of 66 (Cole 1968: 11). During this year the
half-caste population was removed to the newly established
Kission at Groote Eylandt, and the Roper missionaries
directed their full attention to the indigenous population
of the Roper region. This did not lead to any substantial
change in the >lission®s activities. They did attempt to
bring their work to independent Aboriginal groups at the
mouth of the Roper River and at Rose River (Cole 1972:

36; Macknight 1969: 186-203), but because of financial
difficulties, staff shortages, and Aboriginal resistance,
their activity was concentrated mainly on the people
already at the Mission (Cole 1968: 7-17; Rowley 1970:252).
The children and young adults who came to the Mission in
its Tirst years were the backbone of i1ts continuation.
They were the permanent residents, the labour force,the
congregation, and the parents of a generation who were
raised iIn i™tLssion dormitories and educated by

missionaries.
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The history of the ~rission is a story of recurrent crises.
In 1916 and again in 1940 the I~ssion was washed away

by floods. There was major conflict betv;een the
missionaries and the Aborigines from 1910 -to 1912 and
again in 1932 (Cole op.cit: 7, 12), and tension among

the missionaries reached serious proportions in 1912 and
from 1928 to 1933 (ibid). Cole does not elaborate on the
causes or course of the early crises, but 1t resulted

in a number of staff changes and more importantly, a
considerable decline in the number of Aborigines at the
Hission. The later crisis period corresponds with the
onset of the depression and generally unsettled conditions
in Australia as a whole. It also covers a period of
discussion about policy towards Aborigines of which two
important landmarks are the Bleakley report (Rowley op.cit;
285-287) and the declaration of the Arnhem Land Reserve

in 1931. There was a third set of circumstances which
occurred at this time in close proximity to the Roper
region. This was the series of killings iIn eastern Arnhem
Land which culminated in the death of constable McColl

and the sensational trials of five Aborigines which
followed (Berndt and Berndt 1954: 137ff, Hall 1962,

Rowley op.cit; 289-97; Wors™gy 1954: 367-70). Roper was

on the periphery of the Arnhem Land trouble area v/hich was



centred on Blue Mud Bay, but it was involved through
supplying most of the trackers for the police punitive
expeditions in 1932 (Hall 1970:87) and 1933

(Hall 1962:32-3), through its relatedness to the
peoples of that area, and through the Mission®s direct

involvement iIn the apprehension of the defendants

(Dyer ND.).

The content of the Roper crises was friction among
the missionaries, between them and the Mission®s
southern headquarters, and between them and the adult
Aborigines on the Mission (Cole op.cit. 11 & 17;

Smith 1935 & 1936) . The rethinking of Mission
administration policy was stimulated by Government
criticism of conditions on the Roper settlement and

a general call from the urban south for the extension
of European protection to the indigines of Arnhem Land,
and made necessary by financial and staff shortage.
The Roper fAission was near collapse. The staff were
tense and often incapacitated through illness. The
gardens were untended and the cattle widely dispersed,
and there was food for only the children attending
school. In this situation the adult Aborigines

withdrew from the Mission. A new superintendent



sent to rectify the situation only intensified the
discord by coming into conflict with one of the
Aboriginal leaders, a man whom an earlier missionary
had regarded as the most dominant personality on the
Settlement (Joynt 1918:21; Cole op.cit.; Smith
1935:61, 1936:63-7, 75-83, 175-8). The discord
continued to the point where the Aborigine, supported
by a half-caste mission helper and a trader and a
local squatter made a sworn complaint against the
superintendent (S.M.H. April 29, 1937; Argus April
29, 1933; Smith 1936:191).

The CMS authorities considered abandoning Roper at

this time. A first step iIn this direction was the
administrative separation of Roper and Groote Eylandt
Missions. The proclamation of the Arnhem Land reserve
in 1931 delayed the final step. In 1933 the Government,
prompted by an adverse report on the Mission®s health
conditions and the complaint made against the
superintendent, set up a board of enquiry iInto the
conduct of Roper Mission (N.T. Annual Report 1933:10).
The board®"s report resulted iIn the Government with-

drawing its subsidy, and the CMS recalling the



the superintendent (Cole op. cit.:12 & 17; S.M.H.
September 6, 1933:13; Smith op.cit.:236-7, 244,
248-9) . Again the future of Roper >tLssion came

into question, and again external events intervened.
After the killing of constable McColl the region

was iIn a state of panic and there were fears of an
armed attack on both Groote and Roper Missions

(Cole op.cit.: 17; Hall 1962:104-6; Worsley op.
cit.: 269). Under pressure the Government accepted
a CMS offer to send a peace expedition iInto the area,
and this expedition was successful 1n bringing the
suspects to Darwin for trial (Rowley op.cit.:291) .
The CMS then offered to move their Roper Mission

to north east Arnhem Land, in the middle of the
unsettled area. The Government declined this offer,
and the CMS, having made a strong stand for continued
mission activity in the Arnhem Land area, decided to

continue with the Roper Mission.

Conditions at Roper improved during the years 1934-40.
This was facilitated by the cessation of institutional-
isation of half-castes on Groote Eylandt Mission in

1934, and the return of some to Roper as mission
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helpers (Cole op.cit,:18). The increased staff
enabled the Mission to proceed V/ith the iInstitutional-
isation of the j"."missicn Aborigines (cf Lockwood

1962 :ch 5) . Even so there was little addition to the
/=ilssion population which In December 1939 was 75
Aborigines and 18 half-castes (Cole op.cit). The
Mission was destroyed by flood in January 1940, and
again the question of continuation was raised. A CMS
delegation decided the work should continue and agreed
on the selection of Ngukurr (@ ridge about 4 miles up

river from the old Mission) as the new site.

-=The CMS 1s a puritan evangelical body within the
Church of England. There are two basic elements In
its policy; to pursue conversion to Christianity and
to radically alter life styles i1In the direction of
puritan Anglo-Saxon norms. On Roper Mission this
policy was pursued by controlling the greatest
possible part of the inmates® lives. Children were
separated from their parents, placed In sex-segregated,
missionary supervised dormitories, and educated 1in
English by missionary teachers. Infant betrothal,
polygyny and ritual were discouraged, and acceptance

into the congregation WAS dependent on abandonment
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of these practices. Industriousness and cleanliness
were two values upon which the _Mission placed great
emphasis (Cole op.cit.:5-6, 18-19, 22-23; Smith
1936:44-49) .

In term.s of 1ts policy aims the Mission®s most
successful period was from the late 1930°s to the late
1950"s. Prior to this, i1t lacked the stability and
the resources to adequately support its aims. By

the late 1930"s, d. small number of middle aged adults,
converts to Christianity, had been associated with

the Mission for 30 years. There were a growing

number of young adults (and by the mid 50°s middle
aged adults as well) who had been born and socialised
at the Mission. The population was relatively stable
as attested by the fact that two-thirds of the 1970
population of 350 were either on the Mission iIn 1939 or
were their descendants. The Northern Territory
Aboriginal Ordinances of 1933 and 1937 tightened
control on the movement and employment of Aborigines
and provided the Mission with greater authority to
supervise their lives, (Rowley op.cit.:-280, 285).

The Aborigines were vulnerable for though they had

not lost the techniques of traditional subsistence



they were unable to operate a continuing social

organisation on that basis.

Even at this high water period of the Mission, 1t was
unable to fully dominate the lives of the inmates.
They were, for example, never able to suppress
traditional religious beliefs and practices. Cult
activity continued throughout this period with
mission Aborigines participating, and In some cases
holding positions of prominence. Rites iIn which
mission Aborigines were the key personnel were held
in the vicinity of the i1"lission, though not within

Its precincts.

The administrative changes of the late 50%s and

early 60°s were largely stimulated by events occurring
outside of Roper. During the 1930"s there was
increasing talk of assimilation, that iIs to say, the
preparation of Aborigines for full membership of

the wider Australian society, and for the authorities
to take cognizance of the Aborigines®™ traditional
social structure in doing so. The Tfirst of these
concerns was given official backing 1n 1939 when the

then Minister, the Hon. J. McEwen, issued a new



statement of Government policy (i1bid:328-9). The
intervention of the 2nd World War delayed its
implementation and i1t was not until 1952 that the
Hon. Paul Hasluck declared assimilation as official
policy. The concern for Aboriginal traditions was
largely ignored by the Government, but it did
receive some belated mission support. This was due
largely to the church connections of i1ts most
influential proponent. Professor Elkin, who In two
articles, published in 1934 (1934a, 1934B) advocated
preserving the traditional Aboriginal authority
structure as the most productive way of facilitating
change. His concern was impressed on the CMS at a
conference of missions he convened iIn 1947 (Cole
op.cit.:-22). At RoperHission the most visible
change of attitude iIn this area was in relation to
the performance of religious cults. This came iIn
1959 when the JKission set aside an area for this
purpose, and encouraged the performance of cults as

a means of maintaining discipline.

-=The war years themselves provided a catalyst for
change. The army, 1n the Northern Territory, employed
large numbers of Aborigines, and many Roper people

were among these. The conditions iIn the army work



camps were both more favourable and more relaxed

than on the IMlission (Rowley op.cit. ;332-336) . The
raised expectations of this experience were not
realised In the restrictive enviroraent of the/~iission,
and this led to an exodus of some skilled and

articulate men.

The 1960"s were years of accelerating change for the
Aborigines of the Northern Territory. At Roper
Mission the Aborigines were granted representation
on the _Station Council in 1962. By this time they
were receiving cash wages for employment and had a
store to spend 1t in. Following the Northern
Territory Social Welfare ordinance of 1964 a number
of legal impediments on Aborigines were removed,

and theM/ission dismantled part of i1ts restrictive
framework. Aborigines gained the rights to vote and

consume alcohol.

The level of wages was still controlled by the Wards
Employment Ordinance. The reserves and Settlement
remained in the control of the Government (and also
mission authorities iIn the case of mission Settlements)

and were governed by special legislation. The autocratic
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control at Roper was relaxed by the abandonment of
the Mission court (see below, ch. 5) . Neither the
court nor many of the offences i1t tried had any
standing in Australian law. The iHission no longer
had the right to expel from the Settlement Aborigines
whom 1t considered undesirable. The Settlement
kitchen and communal dining facilities were closed.
The workers were paild a subsistence wage and social

service payments were made direct to the recipients.

The extra wages and the loss of the social service
monies put severe TfTinancial strain on the Mission,
which decided to end its secular control and hand
RoperJdmission over to the Australian Government

(Cole op.cit.:26). The transfer occurred, after
lengthy negotiations (see below ch.7), in October

1968. The Roper River Mission ceased to exist and the
Settlement became the Government institution of

Ngukurr.

Ngukurr Settlement: The Structure of Domination in 1970-71
Ngukurr Settlement is a unit of local administration,
and the Aborigines are, in the Government®s view,

residents of the Settlement. The Government does not
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recognise the Village as an autonomous body. The
Settlement administration is not responsible to the
population i1t administers, but to i1ts employer the
Northern Territory Welfare Branch. This has two
important consequences for the organisation of the
Settlement. The authority and responsibility for
internal administrative decisions lies, iIn the last
resort, with the Government. Policy decisions,
major administrative questions and staffing are
effected by the pvt>lic servants or politicians who are
not in close regular contact with the Settlement.
Secondly, the population is divided into two
categories, staff and Village, in which the first
has a monopoly of the positions of authority within

the Settlement.

The authority positions are pivots of the structures
in the Settlement which are primarily geared to the
organisation and sustenance of the Village. These
structures dominate the Village to the extent that
they control resources to which the Village must have

access fTor i1ts maintenance.
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The land is crown land. The capital i1mprovements and
productive capacity of the land are the property of

the Government. The means of siabsistence, which are
largely derived from the receipt of social services

and the sale of labour, are controlled by the Government.
The support institutions of health, training and
indoctrination (hospital, school and church) are

defined and controlled by agencies alien to the

Village.

The Settlement has four main functional divisions;
general administration, education, medical care and

the church, (see diagram 1). The first two are
administered by the Government through the Northern
Territory Welfare Branch and locally based subordinates.
The medical service is also controlled by the Government,
in this case the Commonwealth Department of Health,

but 1ts local representatives are CMS missionary

sisters not public servants. The administration of

the church i1s wholly outside the Government framework.
General administration iIs the main area of relevance

to the politics of Ngukurr. Education and medical

care are largely ignored as objects of competition
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because they are seen by the Village as requiring
specialist administration for which they lack the
skillsf and also because they are run separately
from the rest of the Settlement. Education, though
administered by the Welfare Branch, has its chain
of command pass directly from Darwin to the local
headmaster, bypassing the superintendent. The

position of the church is more complex.

The church iIn 1970 was entirely separate from the
framework of Settlement administration. During the
mission period the church had been an integral part
of the authority structure of the Settlement, and
gaining adherents to the church was the principal
rationale for the >lission"s existence. One body,

the CMS controlled both the secular and religious
institutions of the Mission. A number of Mission
superintendents had been ordained ministers, and often
i1t was the chaplain who was acting superintendent iIn
the former®s absence. The rules of good conduct on
the jyiission were expressed iIn terms of Christian
morality, and attendance at church services (at least

in the Mission®s later years) was compulsory. The
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close connection between church and secular administrat-
ion is reflected in the later mission period by the
overlap iIn Aboriginal membership of both church and
station Councils. Of nineteen Aborigines who were
members of gftation Council during the last two years

of mission administration, ten were also members of

the church council in the same period. OF seventeen
Aboriginal members of the Station Council during

1970 and 1971, two were also members of the church
council iIn this period, although only one kept up

regular attendance at church services.

The requirements fTor Villagers holding positions of
liasoh between Settlement and Village have altered

since the Government takeover to the extent that
non-participation in church services and breaches

of church morality are no longer criteria for suspension
or disqualification from office. However, one Village
notable still derives part of his prominence from his
position in the church. This man holds the position

of lay preacher and acts as liason between the church

and the Village.



The superintendent is the Government®s local
representative. He 1Is charged with the day to day
running of the Settlement. He i1s the sole authority
of local government, manages the local economy, and
iIs the social welfare agent. He acts as mediator in
relations between the staff and Village, and
occasionally is called on by villagers to arbitrate
disputes. The superintendent iIs assisted with
management of the Hlabour force by specialist job
supervisors. Though he is not responsible to any
local body, the superintendent has access to a
consultative committee (known as the Station Council)
which"may discuss and make suggestions on matters

within his area of responsibility.

The job supervisors are the superintendent®s
subordinates. These men occupy specialist roles

such as mechanic, carpenter, cattle project manager,
and hygiene supervisor. Their principal function is
to carry out their speciality and supervise the work
force under their control, and secondarily to assist
the superintendent in maintaining the physical running

of the Settlement outside of regular working hours.
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It 1s the superintendent who i1s responsible for the
maintenance of the Settlement, and who must find
solutions for problems ranging from a leaky tap to
failure of the water supply. He 1i1s called on by the
villagers to enforce good conduct by both Village
and staff. They bring him complaints about
adolescent delinquency, excessive gambling (often
defined as such by a loser), village fights, marital
disputes, financial hardship, high shop prices, staff
misconduct, general hygiene, and i1nfestations of
cockroaches. Many of these problems are perennial,
and insoluble within the Settlement framework, and
advice and discussion of them is often referred to

the Station Council.

The superintendent is the regular channel of
communication between the Government and the Village.
He passes on information about the regular operation

of the Settlement, and also proposals for minor changes
in policy and administration. Similarly requests from
the people for such things as staff changes or
additional staff, and replacement or additional

equipment, are directed to the Government through the



superintendent. However, he does not monopolise
contact between the Government and the Village.
Important policy or administrative changes, especially
if these result In”some rearrangement of the Settlement
structure, and major new or additional resources,

are often communicated directly by a representative
from the Darwin head office of the Welfare Branch,

who visits Ngukurr.to inform representatives of the
Village. The Village, on its part, often seeks
discussion with senior Government officials on

matters which it regards as important. The Ngukurr
strike 1n March 1970 (see below chapter 7) resulted,

in part, from unsatisfactory Government responses to
Village demands, and was preceded by the sending of

a Village delegation to Darwin for discussions. Late
in 1970 the superintendent opposed a group of village
men who wished to build a recreation hall, they
approached a senior Welfare Branch officer, who approved

the project.

Most contact between staff and village people takes
place in the work situation. This is iInvariably a

relationship of inequality in which the European is



in the superordinate position. None of the sections
of the work force has a European subordinate to an
Aborigine, though some sections are manned entirely
by Aborigines and have Aboriginal foreman. The school
IS run by European teachers who exercise control

over the children and regulate the activities of a
few Aboriginal assistants. Two European nursing
sisters manage the hospital and direct a staff of
Aboriginal nursing aids. The Settlement store which
iIs owned by the residents of Ngukurr, 1including the

staff, has a European manager.

Staff and Village representatives meet regularly

as members of the Station Council and the Citizens

Club executive committee (the controlling body of

the Settlement store). Both these bodies take

similar committees in the wider Australian society

as models for their organisation (cf Bailey 1965).

They have office bearers, agendas, and formal procedures,
European staff are more familiar with these procedures
and tend to dominate proceedings, even though most

committee meetings have an Aboriginal majority.



100.

The spatial arrangement of the Settlement, described
in chapter 2, reflects and helps preserve the social
distance between staff and Village. Informal

social cont acts do occur, but they are conscious
attempts on the part of individual Europeans to
breach the social barrier. The great differences

in life style and wealth contaminate these contacts
with, at least, the suggestion of patronage, and
thus militate against their becoming relations
between equals, or-being sustained for any length
of time. The development of such contacts, and

more importantly the growth of a stable co-existence,
is made the more difficult by the high turnover of
European staff. During the period from the
Government takeover iIn October 1968 to the end of
1971, the Settlement had five superintendents. The
school had four headmasters during the same period,
the store had four different shop managers, and the
church had three chaplains. Some positions also
remained unfilled for quite lengthy periods. There
was no resident carpenter during the whole of 1971.
There were three periods totalling ten months in

which there was not a shop manager. There were other
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long periods i1n which there was no mechanic, hygiene
supervisor, or cattle project manager. The teacher
establishment, the largest section of staff, had a
high turnover rate. Only three out of ten teachers
who commenced at the beginning of 1970 stayed

until the end of the year, and only one remained

during 1971.

The difficulty iIn attracting staff to isolated
Settlements has often been expressed by both missions
and Government. Ngukurr is one of the more isolated
and therefore may be expected to experience greater
difficulty iIn both attracting and replacing staff,
than Settlements with easier access to urban areas.

I have no data on the situation of Ngukurr relative
to other Settlements, except for Bamyili, where

the staff situation iIn the mid 1960°s was
considerably more stable (Maddock, personal commun-
ication) . There 1Is another possible reason for the
staff instability. This 1s a widespread reputation
(within the Northern Territory) that Ngukurr is a

trouble spot. This belief was held by some staff at
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Ngukurr as well as many outsiders. One Government
official of my acquaintance, on receiving a transfer
from Darwin to a Settlement, expressed his relief
at not being sent to Ngukurr by saying “that Roper

mob are too damn cheeky"® .
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CHAPTER 4

THE VILLAGE COMMUNITY

The Development of Common Ildentity

The population of the Village has no pre-Settlement
tradition of political or cultural unity. The majority
of the people are natives of the Roper basin. However,
this area was traditionally occupied by a number of
different cultural and linguistic groups. People from
ten major language groups are presently resident at
Ngukurr and six of these are indigenous to the Roper
basin (see map 4). Representatives of three of the other
four have been iIn the Roper area for at least half a
century. They originate from central and eastern Arnhem
Land, and moved into the Roper around the turn of the
century, a move which was facilitated by the depopulation
of the area during the preceding 30 years (see above,

ch 3). With the exception of the Balamumu, who are recent
immigrants from north east Arnhem Land, the immediate
origins of the Village population is within an arc from
Rose River through Mainoru, Elsey and Nutwood Downs to

Borroloola.
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The present Village population did not settle at Ngukurr
at the same time. The villagers recognise a distinction
between those families who were established prior to 1940
and those that have arrived since. The early settlers
were well established at Ngukurr by the late 30"s. This
group and their descendants are approximately two-thirds
of the total Village population. This group as a whole
has a virtual monopoly over the conduct of public affairs,
and 1 shall henceforth refer to them as the Village core.
They are a core because they share a common socialisation
and tend to be more closely related to each other than to
other residents or outsiders. The location of the groups
from which the core come is spread throughout the basin.
They are Mara and Alawa from south of the Roper, Ngalagan
from the Roper proper, and Ngandi, Wandarang”and Nunggabuju™
who are located east of the Wilton River and north of the
Roper. There are variations within these traditional
groups i1n kinship, class organization™and ritual practices,
but these have become blurred by long co-residence, (cf.

Spencer and Gillen 1904; Spencer 1914; Van der Leeden 1964)

The core i1s a small number of closely related families who
have been associated at Ngukurr for between 40 and 60 years.

All these families state their interrelation by reference to
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the ties they have with one or more of six men whom they
regard as the founders of the Ngukurr community: Peter
Abbot, Gideon Gideon, Emerson Emerson, Abraham Abrahams,
Yardley Yardley, Norman Normans. The youngest, and only
surviving founder, is Abraham, iIn his mid teens at the
time the mission was founded. The oldest, Peter Abbott,
would have been iIn his 30"s at that time. These men are
all native to the middle and lower Roper basin area:
Abraham®s traditional country is iIn the coastal region
near Rose River; Gideon and Emerson are from the coastal
plains of the Phelp river; Peter Abbott is from the lower
reaches of the Wilton river; Yardley is from the Towns
river area, and Norman from the middle and lower Hodgson
river (see map 5). Norman is of minor importance. His
children have on the whole left the settlement and his
ritual property has only a minor standing in the Ngukurr
scheme. He 1is included because he i1s a link between the
small Alawa oriented section and the rest of Ngukurr, and
because he has been an important personality iIn relations
between Ngukurr and the Balgin ritual cult (see below ch 6
section 3). Yardley and Peter Abbott are also of minor
importance as parents of the present community. Their
significance rests with the ritual property they controlled

and the direction iIn which they bestowed it. Both men
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sponsored the rise of the Abrahams to ritual prominence.
Yardley did so directly, by leaving his Gunabibi to one of
Abraham®"s sons, and Abbott by bestowing his only daughter
as Abraham®"s wife. Abbott also influenced the complexion
of Ngukurr ritual by adopting as his brother Peterson, a
Ngandi immigrant from the upper reaches of the Rose river.
The association was established by 1930, and around this
time Abbott willed to Peterson and his sons the whole of
his ritual estate. These actions though indigenous have
consequences for the integration of the new entity of
Ngukurr (see below ch 6). The other three founders together
with Peterson are the fathers of the bulk of the present

population.

The early population of Ngukurr was socially fragmented,

and this influenced the direction of its development. The
people were not totally estranged from traditional associations,
but much of their life styles had to be modified to cope

with the new environment. Those that made the Settlement

their home accepted certain cultural changes which brought

them together, and separated them from other Aborigines who
remained In the bush or migrated to the surrounding cattle
stations. The most obvious change was the sedentary life

under mission patronage. Mission teaching also had some
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effect for by the mid 1920"s most of the core had been
baptised (Cole 1968: 7, 9-11). General European

education was also established at an early date.

The prominent men i1n the formative years of the Settlement
came from groups whose traditional ties were both north

and south of the Roper River. For some reason many of
those whose primary ties were with the Nutwood/Hodgson

area withdrew from Ngukurr some time between the mid 1930%s
and late 1940°"s (cf. Smith 1936; Cole 1968; 12, 17).
Norman was the most prominent of these emigrants. There
appear to be two factors relevant to this withdrawal. The
first-was that their traditional country had established
cattle stations at Nutwood and Hodgson Downs around which
groups of their Kkinsmen had settled. This was not true for
the other mission people. Their countries were either 1In
Arnhem Land or iIn areas which were as distant from station
homesteads as they were from the f4ission "Settlement. Perhaps
this i1s sufficient reason, but my informants on this period
have discussed ritual politics partially in terms of the
rivalry between Norman and Peter Abbott. The rivalry was
principally concerned with the control of the Balgin cult,
but the reasons for i1t and i1ts wider implications are

unclear. The withdrawal of Norman®"s group left those whose
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primary ties were north of the Roper predominant in the

colratmity.

Religious associations and the conduct of ritual were a
major integrating force in the development of the Ngukurr
community. The acceptance of a specifically Ngukurr
ritual configuration did not emerge fully till the end

of the 1950"s. This outcome 1is the result of developments
proceeding since the Settlement was established, both iIn

the demographic pattern and in social alliances.

Today members of the Ngukurr core claim ownership of
sixteen ritual estates.”™ The ritual estates were owned
by patrilineal groups, each of which had {in the ritual
context) a senior male. Depopulation in the Roper area
resulted In the extinction of a number of estate owning
groups. Some estates also became extinct, while others
were acquired by the members of related groups. The
sixteen estates are owned by fourteen estate groups, most
of whom are locally resident patrilines. The three
exceptions are the Abrahams, Normans, and O"Keefe groups.
1. The term ritual estate is roughly equivalent to Haddock®s
"clan territory®™ (1972: 28-9). 1 have avoided the use
of the term clan iIn this context because it presumes a

characteristic of the owning group which iIs not constant
in contemporary Ngukurr.
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The Abrahams® Catfish estate i1s owned by the locally
resident Abrahams patriline and other members of their
clan, who live at Numbulwar. The Hlocal Normans patriline
shares ownership of the Jabiru estate with fellow clansmen
at Hodgson and Nutvw/ood Downs. The Hlocal O"Keefe"s share
ownership of their Lightning estate with fellow clansmen

living In the Borroloola area.

Of the sixteen estates nine are owned by groups belonging
to Jiridja moiety (see map 5) . Five of these are owned
by Gujal semi moiety and the other four by Budal semi
moiety. Three of the Gujal estates are on two different
mythological paths the principal totem of which is Goanna.
One path comes down through the Arnhem Land plateau to the
Roper, and the main ritual site is on a plain 30 miles
north of Ngukurr. The associated estate iIs owned today
by the Peterson patriline. The other path follows the
coast from the north, crossing the Rose and Roper rivers,
then moving inland along the southern bank of the Roper.
The Davies Goanna estate lies to the north of Rose river,
and the Gideon Goanna estate i1s centred on a billabong
south of the Roper some 20 miles east of Ngukurr. The
other two Gujal estates are on the same Plum totemic path,

which runs from west to east north of the Roper. The



Peterson®s Hill Plum estate is on the middle reaches of

the Wilton river some 50 miles from Ngukurr. The Gideon®s
Coast Plum estate is on the coastal plain between the

Roper and Phelp rivers. The four Budal estates are on
different paths. The Emerson White Cockatoo estate 1is
situated on the Roper/Phelp coastal plain. The Morgan
Plain Kangaroo estate is located in the iImmediate vicinity
of Ngukurr itself. The Norman®s Jabiru estate is centred
on a ridge about 50 miles south of Ngukurr, and the O"Keefe
Lightning estate i1s on the coastal plain of the Limmen

river (cf. Capell 1960a, 1960b; Elkin 1971) .

The Dua moiety groups have seven ritual estates. Four

of these are associated with Mambali semi moiety and the
other three with Murongon semi moiety. Three of the
Mambali estates are on the same Catfish totemic path.

The Everstone Catfish estate i1s located on a sandstone
ridge 50 miles north of Ngukurr. The Abrahams Catfish
estate i1s a beach near the mouth of the Phelp river, and
Jeremiah®"s is on the southern side of the Roper mouth.
The other Mambali estate i1s on the Towns river south of
the Roper. This estate iIs on the path of one of the main
Gunabibi myths. Mermaid. The ownership of this estate has

been unclear since the death of i1ts former owner Yardley.



The three Murongon estates are on different paths. The
Avon Brown Snake estate is on the Arnhem Land escarpment
about 70 miles north of Ngukurr. The Chase Brown Snake
estate 1s on the middle reaches of the Limmen river and
Palmer®s Whirlwind estate is on the lower reaches of the

sane river (cf. Capell 1960b).

Two men, Abbott and Gideon, were the custodians of six of

2 Abbott had hxs own

the Jiridja estates in the 1930°s.
Hill Plum estate on the Wilton river, and had been left
the neighbouring Goanna estate by a related group which
had died out. He also had custody of his MM"s estate.
Plain Kangaroo, for its then iInfant owners. Gideon held
his own Coast Plum estate on the Phelp river, and the
Goanna estate south of the Roper. The latter he had
inherited from a related group who had recently died out.
Gideon was also the custodian for his wife"s estate.

White Cockatoo. This estate had been placed iIn his custody

by his WB"s and WBS"s.

2. I use the term custodian to specify control over
the use of a ritual estate, regardless of whether
the custodian is the owner of the estate, or even
whether his relationship to the owning group permits
him to adopt “ownership® or "managerial®™ prerogatives
in iIts associated ritual (cf. Maddock op.cit.: 36,
38-9) .
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The significance of this arrangement becomes apparent in
the context of Ngukurr cult life. The paraphernalia of
only nine of the sixteen estates is used In performances

of the Jabuduruwa and Gunabibi which are held at Ngukurr.
Of the estates which were controlled by Abbott and Gideon,
only White Cockatoo has no Jabuduruwa. The Normans Jabiru
is the only other estate that has i1ts paraphernalia used

in Ngukurr Jabuduruwa. Similarly, only three of the seven
Dua estates have paraphernalia which is used iIn the Ngukurr
Gunabibi. These are the Abrahams Catfish estate, the Avon

Brown Snake, and the Mermaid estate.

The concentration of control over ritual property facilitated
the development of a Ngukurr community. The three largest
core patrilines - Abrahams, Gideon, and Peterson - were the
main beneficiaries of this concentration. Abbott had no
sons. Shortly before his death, about 1950, he bequeathed
the bulk of his estate to Peterson®s eldest son Pat. Plain
Kangaroo was not included. The Abrahams were given custody
of this estate by Abbott, until the growing generation of
Plain Kangaroo owners were able to take charge. Yardley
too, had prior to his death made the Abrahams custodians

of his Mermaid estate. Gideon"s property remained within

his patriline with his brother Frank as custodian.
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Gideon had become the custodian of the White Cockatoo
estate because of his marriage to Beatrice Emerson. This
was one of the pivotal unions for the development of
Ngukurr. Gideon was marrying his classificatory mother
in law. This was not simply a breach of classificatory
kinship rules, because the two lines were closely linked
in ritual, belonged to the same language group, and had

thelr estates In the same country.

Beatrice"s father Emerson had six children. The children
divided into two separate ritual groups sometime before
1930. Beatrice®s marriage may have been a factor in this
division. Beatrice and two of her brothers took their
father®s name and inherited the White Cockatoo estate.

The children of the other brothers became known by the

name of Morgan and inherited the Plain Kangaroo estate.
Beatrice and Gideon had eleven children, all of whom are
married. Nine of these were living at Ngukurr in 1970,

and seven were married to other Ngukurr core people. The
marriage of Rachel Gideon to Pat Peterson was the most
important of these unions. The partners were classificatory
brother and sister, and shared the same Plum totemic path.
This union, like the earlier one between Beatrice and Gideon,

reinforced the inward orientation of the Ngukurr core and
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facilitated the establishment of a separate Ngukurr

ritual complex.

Until the 1950%"s the cult performances in the middle

Roper area were conducted and attended by men from
throughout the region. The older Ngukurr men of that
time participated but the generation they fathered did
not follow suit. During the 1950%"s there was a siXx or
seven year period when no performances of the Jabuduruv/a
or Gunabibi were held. When performances resumed iIn 1959,
they were held iIn the Immediate vicinity of Ngukurr Settle-
ment. These ceremonies were controlled by the successors
of Abbott, Gideon, and Yardley. The majority of the
owners and managers who participated iIn the post 1959
performances were Ngukurr residents, though some senior
men, notably Gideon®s brother Frank, were itinerant
residents even in 1970. However, the ceremonies were

completely oriented toward the Ngukurr community.

The patriline is the most exclusive grouping of the core.

Each i1s i1dentified by the transmission of a European surname

in the male line. A possible exception i1s the Emerson/Morgan

3. These surnames were given to their first holders by
the missionaries, who did not take cognizance of
traditional grouping. The core have selectively
retained names to achieve the desired result. Thus
Frank (mission designation) becomes Frank Gideon,
and Zachariah becomes Zachariah Normans.
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line which has two names. However, they are well on the
way to segmenting into two lines. The only corporate
existence of the patrilines is In relation to estate
ownership. The fourteen patrilines vary in size from

one to 20 adult members. Jeremiah is the sole survivor
of his line, and at the other extreme are the Gideons with

20 adults and about 30 children.

The group which the Ngukurr core identifies as its primary
unit is not the patriline, but what I shall call the family.
There i1s considerable overlap between the patriline and the
family. Each family is known by the surname of its main
patriiine. There are eight families, and, excluding
affines, only five are single patrilines. These are the
Gideons with 20 adult members, the Petersons seventeen,
Emersons with fifteen, Avons with eight, and Davies with
seven. Two others, the Abrahams with 23 members and the
Normans with nine members, consist of a major patriline
plus other agnates. The Abrahams family is the Abrahams
patriline, the Everstone patriline, plus two other putative
agnates. The Normans family is the Normans and O"Keefe
patrilines. The one exception to the agnatic composition

is the Yardley family which has seventeen adult members.
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This family is made up of the Yardley patriline, Yardley®s
two uterine half brothers, Jeremiah and Palmer, and the
Chase patriline which is agnatically related to Palmer.
Seven of the eight families are based on those patrilines
whose estates are celebrated in the Ngukurr cults. Only
the Davies family has no independent ritual position at
Ngukurr. Its continued existence as a family iIs possibly
due to the fact that it is ritually dependent on two not

one other patriline.

The families are important units for reckoning core
marriages. The Village sees a marriage as an affinal link
between say an Abrahams and a Davies or a Gideon and an
Avon. The pattern of core marriages 1is shown iIn diagram
two. These marriages cover a period from about 1920 to
1970, and i1nclude all the marriages, of current core
residents, with the exception of those terminated unions
in v;hich the ex-spouse @f alive) and progeny are not
current residents. There are 59 marriages of which 46 or
78% are intra core. Forty of the 46 marriages are inter
moiety, but the marriages within a moiety are significant
for wider groupings of the core. This is particularly true

for those connecting the Gideon, Peterson and Emerson



DIAGRAM 1
MARRIAGE PAHERN OF CORE FAMILIES
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families. There iIs a concentration of marriages between
particular families. Eight out of the nine marriages
contracted by the Normans are with the Yardley family,

and five of the Davies nine marriages are with the

Abrahams. The diagram underestimates the concentration

of Davies marriages, because two of the marriages contracted
with the Yardley®"s are with individuals closely associated

with the Abrahams family.

The more i1nclusive groupings of the core follow various
alignments. The early intra moiety marriage between
Beatrice Emerson and Gideon is crucial, both because of
Gideon®s ritual Importance and because of Beatrice"s
pivotal position iIn the network of Ngukurr Kkinship
relations (see following table) . Beatrice has 63 cognatic
descendants out of a total adult core population of 116.
These descendants are spread through all eight families.
There 1s a close bond between these descendants which may
sometimes cut across other allegiances. This is nowhere
as clear as In the case of the Gideons themselves. This
family has a clear internal division between the descendants
of Gideon and those of his brother Frank. Frank and his
descendants have no close ties with Beatrice, or the

Emersons, and have established most of their connections
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with the Avon and Yardley families. The later marriage
between Rachel Gideon and Pat Peterson altered relations
between two groups who share the same totemic path. This
has further compounded the simple patriline division of

the core.

The concentration of marriages between the Normans and
Yardley families, and between the Davies and Abrahams
families i1s a regular avenue for developing more inclusive
groupings. In the.case of the Davies they have largely
been absorbed by the larger and longer established
Abrahams . The alliance between the Normans and Yardleys
is further reinforced by common ethnic identification
because these two are the representatives of the southern
culture area. They together with the Yardley"s uterine
kinsman Frank Gideon form a distinct sub group wihin the

core which 1 have called the Mara/Alawa group.

There i1s a close affiliation between the Abrahams and
Peterson lines which i1s like the Gideon and Emerson
association, more the result of one marriage than of a
multiplicity of marriages. This is the union between
Abraham and Peter Abbott"s only child Any. Amy®"s importance
iIs due to the fact that both families rely heavily on their
connection with Peter Abbott for their positions iIn the

major religious cults.



Patriline membership and kinship

with Beatrice and Amy of core adults

Total Cognates Cognates Affines of No close

of of Beatrice kinship with

Beatrice Amy and Amy either
Normans 9 1 0 3 5
Yardley 17 5 0 5 7
Avon 8 3 0 2 3
Gideon 20 11 0 0 9
Emerson 15 15 0 0 0
Davies 7 5 0 2 0
Peterson 17 8 17 0 0
Abrahams 23 15 15 3 0
Total 116 63 32 15 24

The close association between Davies and Abrahams, and
Normans and Yardley, together with the pivotal positions

of Beatrice and Amy, gives the core an even tighter network
than 1s at first apparent from the marriage pattern. It
reduces the eight patriline based families to an effective
four family groups. [Indeed i1t iIs possible that the Petersons,
despite their size and ritual Importance, are more properly
regarded as part of the Abrahams group, in which case there

are a total three family groups. The Gideon group is the
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Gideon family (less Frank and his children), the Emerson
family (less the Morgan section), plus a small number of
kinsmen from the Yardley and Avon families. The Abrahams,
Davies and Peterson families are joined in the Abrahams
family group. Both these groups are closely interrelated
and there i1s no sharp line of demarcation between them.
Within the overall organization of the Village and in
every day behaviour the people of these groups occupy roles
which are irrelevant to or cut across family, group allegiance.
It is only In the organization and conduct of the major
religious cults that they emerge as important social units.
The Mara/Alawa group of Yardley, Normans and Frank®s family
are relatively more self contained than the other two groups.
They do exhibit a tendency to associate more closely in
every day life by occupying distinct areas of the Village
and cooperating on joint ventures. However, they, like

the other groups, are most clearly i1dentified In the context

of major cult activity.
The Recent Immigrants
There are two distinct groups of recent settlers. One has

migrated directly from Arnhem Land and the other from Roper

cattle stations. The migrants from eastern Arnhem Land,
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who are predominantly from the Nunggubuju, Riddarngu and
Balamumu language groups, have been settling at Ngukurr
since the late 40°s. Some of these people have come to
Ngukurr directly from a traditional environment. This

is particularly true of those who came before the
establishment of Numbulwar Mission In 1952. More recently
they have come via other missions and settlements. They
came to Ngukurr for European goods, for security, because
they had kinship ties with residents, or to flee from

conflict in their own communities.

The cattle station migrants provide a more complex picture.
Most have a long history of interaction with the core, 1In
some cases stretching back to the beginning of the mission.
The permanent populations of the Roper cattle stations can
be divided iInto three categories. There are those,
particularly on Elsey station, who have remained continuously
in their traditional country. There are others, like many
of the present residents of Hodgson Downs and Nutwood Downs,
who resided at Ngukurr for a considerable time during the
early part of the century, but then returned to their home
country during the 30"s and 40°s. The third category are
Arnhem Landers, particularly from the Riddarngu and

Hanjbarngu language groups, who replaced i1ndigenous groups
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that had been annihilated during the frontier stage of
white settlement. This last category is the predominant
group at Roper Valley and Urupunga stations. The movement
between Ngukurr and the cattle stations has been continuous,
but since the mid 60"s there has been a net gain in
immigrants by Ngukurr. This recent movement differs from
the earlier one because it is affected by changes iIn the
social conditions prevailing in the region, iIn particular
the takeover of Ngukurr by the Government in 1968, and the
increasing hostility to Aboriginal residence on the cattle
stations resulting from the equal pay decision of 1965

(cf. Rowley .1971; 342-5). These changes have made Ngukurr
more, ,and the cattle stations less attractive. The station
migrants do not appear as a separate enclave within Ngukurr.
They come from all three categories of station residents
and tend to form associations in Ngukurr on the basis of
this categorization. However, even those in the second
category are not incorporated into the core for they retain

their identification with the cattle station community of

theilr origin.

There are differences in the life styles of core villagers
and later settlers. The core has a greater degree of

European sophistication. They have a greater coimnand of
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English and all under the age of 50 use 1t as their common
daily speech." Many of the younger adults and children
have little or no knowledge of their traditional languages.
The literacy rate and level of educational attainment of
the core are high for Northern Territory Aborogines, and

is in marked contrast to that of the later settlers.

Literacy among adult male residents of Ngukurr Village

Age: 20 - 30 30 - 40 40 - 50 50 +

Lit. I11Iit. Lit. I111it. Lit. IHlit. Lit. I11lit. Total
Core 29 0 14 0 9 2 5 7 66
Station 3 3 0 2 0 3 0 1 12
Arnhem 3 2 0 3 0 3 0 0 11
Total 35 5 14 5 9 8 5 8

4. Sharpe (1974) while she distinguished the Ngukurr
creole from English, admits to the mutual
intelligibility of the two forms of speech (p. 2)
As my interest iIn the language is not technical
I find 1t more convenient to refer to the creole
as a dialect of English.
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Education level of adult male Village residents

Age: 20-30 30-40 40-50 50 + Core Non Tot;
Core
No school 5(5) 5(5) 8(6) 8(D) 8 18 26

Ungraded or to

grade 3 4(3) 7 9 5 22 3 25
grade 4 0 2 0 0 2 0 2
grade 5 4(D) 1 0 0 4 1 5
grade 6 41 3 0 0 6 1 7
post primary 23(D) 1 0 0 23 1 24

(figures in brackets are the number of non-mcore

in total)

The core participate more fully iIn the public affairs of
the Village. I have 1dentified 56 people as active
participants in one of the fora of Village politics.

Forty of these are core males, six non core males and ten
core women. The various Settlement committees had no non
core representation early iIn 1970, one later In the year and
one i1n the following year. The participation in ritual
activity is more complex. The conduct of the Jabuduruwa
and Gunabibi is controlled by core villagers. During 1970
28 men contribu