


























































































































































































































W O R D

“To claim that Aboriginal society was in
harmony with the environment is to deny
that society fundamental human
qualities.”

THE POLITICS
OF HARMONY

BY MICHAEL HERMES

ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONSULTANT, DARWIN

ESLEY HEAD'S REMINDER (ANH VOL.
L23. no. 6, 1990) of the complex in-

teraction between traditional Abor-
iginal society and the environment chall-
enges simplistic notions of a society in
harmony with nature. To understand Aus-
tralia's present ecology and biogeography,
we would do well to consider the evi-
dence for past environmental and cultural
changes.

Interpretations of the nature of tradi-
tional Aboriginal society in our popular
press almost invariably stress a harmoni-
ous and unchanging symbiotic balance.
One of the zaniest examples of this view
comes from the conservative Far Eastern
Economic Review, dated 30 August 1990:
“Aborigines refrained from butchering
koalas for their skins or drilling for oil on
the Barrier Reef not because they lacked
the technology but because they had
more respect for their surroundings and
their own future” (p. 24).

Koalas were, in fact, considered a
delicacy in many areas by traditional
Aboriginal groups and were hunted with
comparative ease due to their docile
nature and conspicuous habits. It has
been argued by Anthony Lee and Roger
Martin that the patchy and low densities
of Koalas observed by Gould and other
naturalists in the first years of European
exploration were the result of Aboriginal
influences: hunting and associated factors
such as the fire regime, and the compara-
tively recent introduction of the Dingo.

Further north, Peter Johnson has
recorded that the older residents of the
Cooktown-Daintree district have observ-
ed that Bennett's Tree-kangaroo is now
more often seen in the northern half of its
range, and attribute this to the cessation
of Aboriginal and European hunting.

Pinpointing irrefutable cases of tradi-
tional Aboriginal over-exploitation result-
ing in extinctions is, however, a difficult
matter. Impacts would generally have
been localised and temporary due to the
nature of traditional hunting and land
management  practices. Moreover,
palaeontological and early historical

records are too sketchy to draw upon. But
that does not mean that the environmen-
tal impact of traditional Aboriginal society
was insignificant,

As Lesley Head has rightly recognised,
popular notions of Aboriginal society have
blinded us to the impact that Aborigines
have had on the environment. By outlin-
ing past European perceptions of Aborigi-
nal culture we can demonstrate that
present perceptions are borne of contem-
porary philosophical and political attitudes
rather than from ‘reality’

When Aboriginal people first came un-
der close scrutiny from European observ-
ers in the late 1700s, their descriptions
and portrayals were strongly coloured by
Rousseau’s ideal of the ‘Noble Savege.
The people of Port Jackson were painted

“European commentators have
persisted in cramming
Aboriginal society into an
assortment of intellectual
costumes”

with classical Roman features, living a no-
ble and liberated life, which Rousseau and
his contemporaries, living in bleak early
industrial Europe, saw as a Utopian ideal.
This perception faded as it began to con-
flict with the reality of the displacement
and alienation of Aboriginal society.

In the latter half of the 19th century, a
view emerged that Aboriginal society was
doomed. This stemmed partly from
Lewis Henry Morgan’s application of Dar-
win's ‘survival of the fittest’ idea to the
field of anthropology. This notion was
abandoned when it became clear that the
Aborigines would not die out as expected
(and perhaps hoped). With the advent of
the White Australia Policy, the govern-
ment had little trouble getting rid of most
non-whites by simply sending them

home. Since it was clearly impossible to
send Aboriginal society home, it was
decided that turning them into white Aus-
tralians was the next best thing. Assimila-
tion then became the catchery.

In the 1960s and 1970s amidst Flower
Power, environmental consciousness, and
racial and sexual equality, a neo-Rouss-
eauan renaissance developed. Aboriginal
society was again seen as a culture in
tune with the world, turning the full cycle
to the views of 200 years before.

This latest view is still prevalent in the
popular literature. Clyde Holding in 1985,
then Minister for Aboriginal Affairs,
wrote in an introduction to Kakadu Man
that “Australia’s indigenous people learned
to live in harmony with an environment of
great variety.”

These sentiments glaze over the com-
plex process where the environment
swings from balance to imbalance and
back again in response to changing
Aboriginal technological and cultural prac-
tices. The most conspicuous event in the
recent past was, perhaps, the introduc-
tion of the Dingo around 4,000 years ago,
resulting in the mainland extinction of the
Thylacine and the Tasmanian Devil. The
overall impact of this event on Australia's
environment is difficult to assess but can-
not have been insignificant.

Over the past 200 vyears, European
commentators have persisted in cram-
ming Aboriginal society into an assort-
ment of intellectual costumes. These
were usually ill-fitting, uncomfortable and
frequently discarded. Rather than being
Flower Power people or khakied land sys-
tems managers, Aborigines used the en-
vironment to the level of their
technological sophistication as other soci-
eties do.

All human societies have an impact on
their environment. It is only that the mag-
nitude of that impact varies according to a
number of factors, technological sophisti-
cation being pre-eminent.

To claim that traditional Aboriginal soci-
ety was in harmony with the environment
is to deny that society fundamental human
qualities. The environmental halo award-
ed to Aboriginal society by many is a com-
mon trend in our popular literature and
one that may have more to do with fantasy
than fact. m
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