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Foreword

This document is designed as a reading aid for the course ‘Introduction
to Aboriginal Culture’, which will form the base program for the Cuffural
Appreciation Project . The aim of the document is simply to compliment
the course and provide extra reading that will reinforce the message/s
portrayed by the facilitafor/s. It is (as you will see) in an unfinished or
draft form. Further information will be added until such time as it is
released as a completed document.

Other reading references will be added.



in the Beginning ............
Creation

All Aboriginal people throughout Australia have stories regarding creation.
Other cultures tend to see these stories as myths or fairy tales. In reality, their
functions are profound and complex. Other cultures may find it impossible to
comprehend. Its importance for Aboriginal people however, makes it a priority
for discussion within this document.

These stories are specific in a geographical sense. Individuals are reminded
on a daily basis, that all of life has a spiritual basis, just by being in the same
locality of specific sites.

Aboriginal people believe that the earth is female. She was the bearer of all of
the Creation Beings; and forever remains the mother of all. Those Creator
Beings created and named the land, sea, rivers, mountains, rocks, fire, rain
and all other things. When they were finished, they rested, becoming the very
things they had created. They gave life, shape and content. They left
evidence of themselves through their form and imparted the knowledge of the
stories to ensure their ongoing presence would be felt through this
knowledge.

For many Aboriginal peoples, including those living in urbanised areas of
Australia, the significance of Land and Sea is intimately bound to the
spirituality surrounding the origins of landscapes and seascapes, and the
animals and plants and peoples that inhabit them. Such creation beliefs are
found in most religions.

All things in our environment were created by spirit beings. In North-eastern
Arnhem Land they call these beings ‘Wangarr. They were responsible for the
creation of the different tribes and their language, the animals, plants, birds,
fish and all other things.
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While we differ from region to region with our accounts of creation, all areas
generally describe the journeys of the Ancestral Beings in what started as a
place of ‘nothing’.



Creation stories explain the origins of animals and plants important to each

area. Geographical features provide reminders of Ancestral Beings. These

features in our land and seascapes are known as sacred sites, and as such
must be respected, honored and cared for.

Sacred sites and dreaming tracks help to define our countries. The location
and significance of sites provide focal points for the country we belong to.

These explanations of the origins of the natural world form the basis of our
customary laws. They establish the behavior of people within kinship
relationships and also set rules for the order of relationships with nature. We
must respect and care for our environment according to our law. We are
refated to most things around us and are constantly interacting with our
fotems.
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Basis of Aboriginal law
1. All this means that the basis of Aboriginal law is totally different from that of
European-based law. Aboriginal law arose at the time of creation, and
remains today. No human agency created the law, and no human agency ¢an
change or repeal the law. The society built on such law was inherently a very
stable one - it persisted for a very, very long time, and still persists. To
summarise:

¢ Law is a given, not a human invention;

¢ Law has a spiritual basis;

¢ Law comes from land;

0 Law relates to looking after land as well as to human interaction;

¢ Law is orally recorded in stories, songs and ceremonies, and
physically/spiritually

¢ recorded in the landscape;

¢ Laws kept for tens of thousands of years become habit, shape a
whole way of :

¢ behaving, so that Aboriginal customs are also based on law;

0 Law s the land telling people how to be human;

0 Law covers every bit of land and even out on to the sea bed; it sets
borders of territories for neighboring groups according to the
movements of the Creator Beings.

"They should know both ways - their own law and our law. They should work
with us, so that we will understand their laws and they will understand our
laws." (Kowanyama)

:'We learn their law - they must learn our law too." (Napranum)

1. Working on Abariginal and Torres Strait Istander communities — Mary Graham



1. The following story shows how the events of the creation period, or
Dreamtime, are still important to indigenous Australians in contemporary life.

2. Muthali the duck fraveled from Burrawandji until Maapura. At Maapura she
a spreading sweep of her wings on the earth and made a plain which became
a swamp. She said, 'l have made this swamp so the people have plenty of
food to eat.’ Then she reached Gulumarri on Warruwai (Elcho Isfand), from
there she went to the Wessel Islands. She heard the noise of the water at
Bandanguwarnirr and decided to go there to lay her eggs which we can now
see as egg shaped black stones. At each place she stopped at she spoke a
different language, the language of that place. In this way she was teaching
us about the importance of speaking our own separate language. Muthali also
landed at Langarra and the people there have built the school and houses on
- the place where she landed. Because of the wild duck’s journey Rithargu,
Warramiri, Wobulkarra, Guyamirrilil, Gandangu,and Guiungurr people are
called sister clans to each other.

1. These type of stories describe the activities of ancestral beings, who are
sometimes and who often have the power to transform themselves into
animal forms during their travels.

2. Uluru (Ayers Rock) was built up during the creation period by fwo boys

who played in the mud after rain. When they had finished their game they
traveled south to Wiputa, on the northemn side of the Musgrave Ranges,
where they killed and cooked a euro (large wallaby). Then the boys tumed
north again toward Atita (Mount Connor}. A few miles south-west of the
Mount, at Anari one boy threw his tjuni (wooden club) at a hare wallaby, but
the club struck the ground and made a flesh-water spring. This boy refused to
reveal where he had found the water and the other boy nearly died of thirst.
Fighting together, the two boys made their way fo the table topped Mount
Conner on top of which their bodies are preserved as boulders.




Places where the Creator Beings rested are especially sacred - these are
known as 'sacred sites'. The Creator Beings are still present in those places, _
remaining there forever.

Many sites can also be dangerous or poison places and contain evil and
sickness (Bulla — Eastern Arnhem Land word for Evil or sickness) of varying
degrees of strength. These places should be respected and avoided.

We are here to look after the land and its people. This is quite simply the role
of all Aboriginal people. Our obligations are toward the entire community and
are everlasting.

We were created to look after the land and it is clear that we do not have a
domineering role. '

Other cultures, on the other hand allowed the development of a world view
based on a hierarchy, with humans ‘at the top of the foed chain’ and not in
partnership with nature.

1. The Dreamtime stories provide lessons in the results of certain kinds of
behavior. Some stories deal with people/beings who were cruel, or who did
not share, for example. The stories do not condemn these people/beings.
That is just what they were like, and you sometimes will get people who are
like that too. What the stories do show is the consequence of this sort of
behavior, the hardship and lack of harmony it causes. So all kinds of behavior
are human, but there are always consequences, both short term and long
term, and people must be aware of these.

1. Working on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Isfander communities — Mary Graham

2. Council for Aboriginal Reconcifiation — Understanding Country — The importance of Land and Sea in
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Isfander Societies — Author — Dr Dermot Smiyth.



Cosmology

1. "Aboriginal cosmology supposes that nature and culture were formed at the
same time, and it attributes both to powers who lived in the world during the
Dreaming and are present in it still.... These events (during the Dreaming)
gave Aboriginal people their 'plan of life’."

2. "Aboriginal people throughout Australia charted the patterns of the seasons
by looking into the sky and observing a unique view of the heavens. New
research has indicated that they devised their own zodiac, seeing instead of the
Southern Cross, a ring-tailed possum, while a giant emu sits between the
Southern Cross and Scorpius. Instead of the Gemini twins they saw a tortoise
and a fantail cuckoo whilst a pair of brolgas made up the milky clouds of
Mageillan.

This distinctly Australian zodiac has been revived by a Melbourne-based
lecturer from ancient Aboriginal lore passed on in the 1840s by the now-lost
Boorong people.

Swinburne University of technology lecturer John Morieson believes this zodiac
easily pre-dates its European counterpart - probably developed by the
Assyrians or earlier by the Babylonians in about 2000BC - given two pieces of
evidence.

These are the presence of a giant emu in the indigenous zodiac and carbon-
dating, which places human occupation at Lake Tyrell in Victoria's north-west -
the home of the Boorong - at a minimum of 23,000 years.

In a development that could lead fo a reappraisal of how Aboriginal people
pass on lore across the generations, Mr Morieson matched the knowledge with
stars in the Australian night sky for 40 different native birds, animals and
peaple.

The creatures include the fantailed cuckoo in Castor, the long necked tortoise
in Pollux, the red kangaroo in Capella and the mallee fowl in Lyra. Crows,
eagles, parrots, lorikeets, dancing men and song men are included in this
indigenous pantheon. Only one of the traditional European constellations -
Delphinus the giant fish - is present in the Aboriginal zodiac.

Mr Morieson believes the Boorong zodiac acted like a giant textbook in
the sky, helping to regulate gender roles such as hunting and gathering
and parental roles such as "child-rearing, fidelity and healthy genealogy.

The creatures or celestial beings appear at different times of the year as
the Aboriginal constellations rise and set.

It was used by the Bogrong people to pass on to their children stories
about the life-cycles of native fauna, especially the availability of food.
For example, the disappearance of Neilloan - the mallee fowl - from the
sky coincides with the start of the laying season of the ground bird.

The disappearance of Otchocut - the great fish - coincides with what used to
be the spawning season of the murray cod. "A study of these sky creatures
reveals encyclopedic oral knowledge, a thorough understanding of the
seasons and no need for a written culture,” Mr Morieson says.”

1. Working on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities — Mary Graham
2. Referonce - The Weekend Austraiian - ‘Good Heavens, an Australian Zodiac' — Guy Healsy —
Higher Education Writer.



Archaeology

Aboriginal people have lived in Australia for at least 40,000 and perhaps up to
100,000 years. The majority of human history in this country is Aboriginal
History. ' '

While the Aboriginal past is recounted by our people in spoken accounts of
the Dreamtime, non-Aboriginal people have developed and used the
techniques of archaeology to uncover some of it for themselves.

2. The discovery of an enormous Aboriginal graveyard at Lake Victoria has the
potential to overturn long-held beliefs about pre-European society in Australia.

Itis the largest archaeological discovery in Australian history - at least 10,000
skeletons, possibly 30,000 to 40,000, buried one upon the other in a slender,
curving dune of sand near where the Darling River joins the Murray.

But its significance may be greater even than such numbers suggest: here,
perhaps lies the population centre of Aboriginal Australia, right in the
continent's biological heartland at the confluence of its two greatest water
highways.

The Cemetery lies within a shallow dune along the southern margin of Lake
Victoria, a natural lake whose waters have been extended by manmade levee
banks. It was to service these that the NSW water authorities decided to
partially drain the lake.
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From the geomorphology of its underlying soif layer, it is estimated an age of
between 8000 and 9000 years for the bottom of the dune -- contemporary
with the end of the last Ice Age.



2.The location of the cemetery has great significance. it lies at the heart of the
richest environment in Australia. It is close to the intersection of the
continent’s two mightiest waterways. It reveals dense, highly settled
occupation and shows strong religious links with other regions. Lake Victoria
may be the Aboriginal equivalent of Sydney - the demographic heart and hub
of the pre-European continent, linking trade and cuitural routes from all points.

Archaeological research has informed us {as much as possible) about the
direction and nature of early settlement and the impact Aboriginal people had
on the environment, and has provided us with material evidence of their
spiritual beliefs. Approximately 210 years ago, when the first white people
settled in Australia, an estimated 300,000 to 500,000 Indigenous people lived
here. The majority are said to have lived in coastal areas and along main river
systems, where food resources were reliable and abundant.

Over 500 distinct [anguages were spoken, which related to the larger clan
groups and many other languages which were classed as dialects. These
dialects were, however, more than likely "family languages”.

None of these languages is known to be directly related to any major
language outside Australia, however, some Macassan influence has been
noted in languages in some northern areas such as Groote Eylandt in the
Northern Territory.
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Archeology is still trying to determine our actual place of origination; however,
a popular belief is that our ancestors originated somewhere on the South-
East Asian mainland or in the islands to the south and migrated in several
waves over guite a long period.

When the last glacial period ended, rising seas are believed to be the
dominating factor in isolating the Aboriginal people from the rest of the world.
Tasmania was eventually severed from the rest of Australia approximately 10-
12,000 years ago.

2. Reference - The Weekend Australian - ‘Good Heavens, an Australian Zodiac' — Guy Healey —
Higher Education Writer.
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Regardless of the situation, it remains as fact, that Aboriginal people have
one of the oldest surviving civilizations in the world today. We believe that we
have been here since creation.

In 1978, stone objects, believed to be Aboriginal artifacts were found near the
Madison River in W A, Studies have been taking place to determine their
antiquity, it is thought that they could date back to approximately 100,000
years. If they prove to be so, the date of man's first occupancy in Australia will
take a great step backwards. :

A recent discovery at Lake Mungo in New South Wales has hinted that
modern man may even have originated in Australia. Many people believe that
should it be the case, Australia may well be the place where humanity began!

Our ancestors were hunters, gatherers and farmers, contrary to many beliefs,
they practiced land management. Moving with the seasons and carrying with
them the few possessions needed for hunting food, collection and preparation
(e.g. spears, digging sticks, clubs and other implements made from bone
shell, hide and wood), they expanded the use of fire, which altered the floral
landscape and encouraged new growth. Other farming methods were
practiced, such as the re-planting of the tops of tuber foods and spreading of
excess seed supplies to ensure reproduction and to encourage further
production in scant areas. These methods did not produce the same guantity
of agriculture as broad-acreage farming did, but at the same time did not
deplete the land of its natural elements.

A clan was a social family group with a language dialect in common and
claimed hunting rights and religious sanction for occupying an area. Each
clan occupied a particular area. Except for short periods and in good
seasons, the land could not support the larger groups of several hundred
strong in one area and so it dispersed into groups of families or clans. These
families followed the food chain cycle within their area, which generally flowed
in and out of other clan’s areas.

The family is a basic and self sufficient economic unit, its members having
clearly defined responsibilities. They developed a way of life and a technology
which remained in perfect harmony with their environment. In the material
sense, although life was simple, Aboriginal culture was rich and complex and
laws and observances were strictly applied. This was indeed, a framework for
economic, social and psychological security.
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Aboriginal communities were held together not by economic usefulness of
people to each other (as is often the case in European society) but because
everyone in the group shared their view of the world, the order of things and
what life should be. it was by no means a perfect society and survival was
sometimes very hard work and people lived in fear of things like sorcery.
Disputes sometimes led to violence; not everyone contributed equally to
camp life. However, the sense of purpose and certainty given by their spiritual
life and the closeness to the land more than made up for the differences.

Continuity was favored over change which was adapted to when climatic
conditions forced it, but traditions and values remained constant for many
thousands of years.

It has long been believed that Aboriginal people have always lived off the tand
without changing it and without changing their way of life. This is not true. In
many parts of Australia - around Perth, Cape York, Arnhem Land, Pilbara
region, New South Wales and the Northern plains of Tasmania - the open
grasslands were the result of thousands of years of "Fire-stick Farming". This
made traveling easier, allowed larger numbers of some kinds of animals to
exist and increased the number of food plants which survived. When the
settlers came and put their stock on country, "farmed"” in this manner, further
firing was prevented and the vegetation often reverted to brush and forest
which was useless for farming and grazing.

For over 2,000 generations, Indigenous Australians continually changed and
perfected their lifestyle. As conditions changed, they developed trading
networks, engineering skills to build canals, fish traps, the boomerang, the
woomera and many other things. They developed not only stone tools but
also used materials such as bone and wood. As bone and wood decay
quickly and have not lasted as well as stone implements, records of these are
sketchy.

Before European settlement the only contact with non-Aboriginal people was
that which occurred along the Northemn coastline. Contact between New
Guineans and Aboriginal people began at least 7,000 years ago. It was long-
lasting and food, weapons, canoes, drums, masks, legends and songs were
exchanged. The dingo is believed to have come to Australia during this period
as did new kinds of tools.
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Trade

Most trade was carried out between neighboring groups. As each clan group
moved through seasonal pathways or tracks, surplus items were exchanged
for necessary commodities. These items, traded in this way, sometimes found
their way thousands of miles away from their place of origin.

The trade routes themselves were actually a series of meeting places which
formed a chain effect from one neighboring clan’s territory to the next. In
some areas, like the Bunya Mountains in South East Queensiand, the clans
of the Wakka Wakka people of the South Burnett, came together to celebrate
at a special time. This was usually at the time when the Bunya Nuts were
ready for harvesting. The clans from the Bunya Mountains area would send
out messengers to advise all of the groups that the time was coming and all
would commence travel to that area. Meetings such as these could last
weeks. News was exchanged, marriages arranged, stories and dances
exchanged, trading of goods, initiation ceremonies and all manner of things
were caught up with,

Each clan would cross the border of another clan’s area during their following
of annual tracks (food chain and ceremonial tracks). At the point where they
met is usually where most trading would take place. If you were to imagine
each clan’s area as a circle, (hence the diagram), and the perimeter of the
circle as the track walked by the clan, it is not hard to imagine them coming
together at one spot when certain foods are available in abundance.

More to the North-West, Aboriginal people traded with Macassan
(Indonesian) fisherman for at least the last thousand years. The Macassans
collected Trepang, employing coastal Aborigines who were paid with iron,

rice, tobacco, cloth, knives, fishhooks and so on.
: )



13

|
it

Ta v
=1
)

e
= i

y‘\

)

The Indigenous Australians of pre-colonization had extremely advanced burial
* procedures and took much more trouble than present day Europeans do with
their dead. They were very concerned with the life of the spirit and not pre-
occupied with the material things. Whether by misadventure or natural
causes, death was a serious business.

Aboriginal people believe that spirits return to their source - a sacred totem
site - to become a part of the eternal stream of the one life force and the
dreaming. Hence earth is a very important part of the cycle of spiritual
existence and complex rituals ensure the safe return of the spirit to its sacred
site so the life of the clan can return to normal.

If a person is thought not to have died of natural causes, an inquest is held to
determine who was responsible for the sorcery which had killed the person.
The dead person's kin would then decide what to do - whether to arrange a
revenge killing {(Payback) or counter sorcery.

A funeral is followed either by cremation, burial or mummificafion, depending
on the traditions associated with each group. Kinfolk sometimes express their
grief by gashing their heads and/or thighs until they bleed. The possessions
of the dead persons are often destroyed, his or her shelter burned and
sometimes the whole camp moved.

The dead person's name is (in many areas) not mentioned and the relatives,
especially widows, avoid certain foods and remain silent for anything up to a
year.



It is interesting to note that a series of maps produced early this century by a
man named Tindale recorded over 200 distinct groups of Aboriginal people in
Queensland alone.

The following is a copy of a map reproduced from that information.
























































































