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Ethnography—Who needs it?

R eview  article

Little Eva at Moonlight Creek and Other Aboriginal Song Poems. Edited by Martin Duwell 
and R.M.W. Dixon. University of Queensland Press, St. Lucia, 1994. Pp. xx + 169. $14.95

Bad Aboriginal A r t: Tradition, Media and Technological Horizons. By Eric Michaels. Allen & 
Unwin, Sydney, 1994. Pp. 204. $29.95.

I take my title to this article, which is a reconsideration of issues of interpretation theory 
in the form of a book review, from one of Eric Michaels' better-known titles. Speaking as 
someone professionally educated in literary theory and not anthropology, it nonetheless 
seems to me that the kind of radical shift signalled in Michaels' ideological stance 
announces the termination of ethnographic projects or at least their transformation into 
something so different as perhaps to require a new name. This is not such a large claim, 
given the death-notices which have been regularly issued over the past twenty five 
years in connection with history, teleology, authorship, origins and so on. At any rate I 
am encouraged to comment on developments in a discipline of which I have only 
amateur knowledge because of obvious parallels with my own discipline or more 
precisely because contemporary theory cuts across the disciplines, effacing or partly 
effacing old boundaries while delineating new ones, such that many of us, in 
supposedly diverse areas, currently find ourselves dealing with very similar questions.

What takes me to Little Eva at Moonlight Creek is an interest in both theory and 
Aboriginal culture. Aboriginal culture first. Little Eva is the second volume in the UQP 
series inaugurated by The Honey-ant Men's Love Song and Other Aboriginal Song Poems, 
edited by Martin Duwell and Bob Dixon. It is as powerful, diverse and beautiful a 
collection as the first. Most of the owners/performers of the songs are different, as are 
most of the recorders/translators : John Bradley, Luise Hercus, Ian Keen and the late Ray 
Keogh. The one Aboriginal name in the collection which will be familiar to the general 
reading public is that of Paddy Roe; others, including Jack Baju, Mick McLean, Peter 
Mondjingu and Runggurr deserve to be equally well known. Like its predecessor, this 
book has useful and readable introductions to the people and the material; followed by 
the Aboriginal-language text plus all-too-brief commentary (generally by Aborigines) 
plus translation. It’s a compact item to be carried in your coat pocket and read in 
snatches when you feel like it.

Again, as with the first volume, there are four sections, this time one featuring 
songs from the Gulf country near Borroloola and one songs from the Kimberley, as well 
as two adding to the original material from the Simpson Desert and from Arnhem Land.
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The Y anyuw a songs from  the G u lf have som ething o f the same liveliness, varie ty  
and im m ediate appeal as the D y irba l ones w h ich  in troduced the firs t vo lum e. They 
range from  cycles (eg. dea ling w ith  the 1942 crash o f the Am erican bom ber Little Eva ) to 
a host o f occasional pieces. These last are rea lly  m arvellous. They record or reenact 
every th ing  from  a w o o lly  b lanket catching fire  overn igh t; to 'Saltwater Katy ' stand ing in 
the fancy o u tf it g iven her by Europeans; to a p ilo t d e ftly  m anoeuvring  a lugger onto a 
je tty; to harpoon ropes tang ling; terns screeching w hen the ir eggs are stolen; pigeons 
ca lling  'from  island to island'; a grader leve lling  a road; w om en m ooching over sexy 
guys. Then there's the g ir l— no apologies to Freud— a d m irin g  her b o y fr ie n d ’s new7 long 
harpoon 'for the clear deep sea' or the fe llow  scratching a louse— shades of John Donne's 
'The Flea'— whose lovebite s ignifies the hung ry  affection o f his absent g ir lfr ie n d . O r 
somebody whose pants keep s lipp ing  dow n  because he's so skinny. Or, again and again, 
sensitive ly poetic references to animals, effects of weather, the sea— in a m anner w h ich  
m igh t rem ind some readers o f the spareness o f haiku.

S im ilar local effects obta in in the cycles (a w h ite  cameraman fla t on his arse; 
in land Aborig ines in a funk  over crossing saltw ater crocodile  waters), b u t there the 
im pact is more sustained. The 'L ittle  Eva' sequence, composed by Frank K a rr ijiji, tells the 
story (assuming its mode to be m erely docum entary, w h ich  i t  p robab ly isn 't) o f the a ir 
disaster, v isua liz ing  the bom ber buffe ted and b rough t d ow n  by w inds, local people 
searching fo r the wreckage, w ondering  how  p ilo ts  can bear to be a ll the w ay  up there, 
no ting  that biplanes have arm p its  (w hy  d id n 't anybody th in k  o f tha t before?), 
exchanging signals w ith  searching planes and so on. Even i f  'p rope lle r' manages 
consistently to be m isspelt, it's a ll im m ed ia te ly  live ly  and— for non-Y anyuw a— a 
fascinating glim pse o f w a rtim e  events th rough  pa rticu la r cu ltu ra l eyes.

The nurlu  songs from  the K im berley  m ay rem ind people w ho  saw the recent and 
qu ite  sta rtling  Rover Thomas exh ib ition  at the A ustra lian  N a tiona l G allery o f the artist's 
kri ll  kri l l  ceremony. I don 't know  if  th is is or is not a leg itim ate  com parison; at any rate 
we have in each case a song g iven to the singer by sp irits  (fo r example, o f dead relatives), 
whose enactment invo lves the re liv in g  o f a sp irit-jou rney. Thomas' classificatory m other 
to ld  of her journey east from  Derby (where she died) to the v ic in ity  o f T u rkey  Creek 
(where she was invo lved  in the car accident w h ich  led to her death), then north  to 
K ununurra , from  w h ich  she witnessed the destruction o f D a rw in  by Cyclone Tracy— the 
same creature so o ve rw he lm ing ly  depicted as a monstrous, charcoal bulge in Thomas' 
great 1991 canvas. In th is case there were tw o  s p ir it guides, each for a g iven phase o f the 
journey. For this pa rticu la r Ita lo -A ustra lian  the Dantean paralle ls are v iv id  : the traveller, 
successive guides (c /f. V irg il, Beatrice), the vast ove rv iew  o f topographies and o f 
h istorica l events— Tracy, observed from  the grandstand of the K im berley. I don 't dare 
even to begin speculation on the significance o f Thomas' jux tapos ition  o f the mother's 
death and Tracy. I t  may w e ll be deeply un fla tte ring  to D a rw in  balandas. A t any rate the 
nurlu  o f the D u w e ll/D ix o n  antho logy seem to tackle com parable subject matter. Spirits 
appear, dancing, then d ive  under the g round to reappear on the other side; or they soar 
and veer like  b irds; o r they d ig  open y o u r sister's grave, at w h ich  p o in t she and other 
ghosts fly  out; or they race, like  athletes, tow ards paperbark country. O r there are comets 
and sickness-bearing clouds to be deflected from  the com m un ity . A ll th is usually  in  
association w ith  specific localities or underp inned by sp irit-trave ls  from  landm ark to 
landm ark.
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On a prev ious occasion I made some com m ent on the songs from  south-central 
A ustra lia  presented by Luise Hercus in the o rig ina l vo lum e. The new ones inc luded in 
th is vo lum e are rem arkab ly good, just as s tr ik in g  as the ir predecessors. A ga in  they range 
from  w ha t m ust be secular, 'rubbish ' songs to m ateria l in an o lder m ode : sections o f a 
larger story dea ling  w ith  K in p ili and his b ig  penile  club (som ething fo r the Levi-Strauss 
databank, since eve ry th ing  here appears in tw os : tw o  trees, tw o  men, tw o  ants); and Fire 
H is to ry  verses, na rra ting  or acting ou t and recreating the transform ation  o f Sandhill 
L iza rd  to Knob-Tailed Gecko. This last has in tr ig u in g  C hris tian  echoes o f b u ria l and 
resurrection, though  in  reverse order. The more occasional songs, i f  they are 'rubbish,' are 
ve ry  h ig h -q u a lity  rubbish indeed. They inc lude b r ill ia n t sketches— James Joyce w o u ld  
have said 'epiphanies'— captu ring  the soul of an event, such as the a rr iva l o f the firs t car 
in  the d is tric t, the firs t s ight of a tra in , the firs t encounter w ith  a rabb it ('frightened o f a 
rabb it!')— or a lu lla b y  (grim , like  most tales fo r ch ild ren), or a spell against meat-ants.

I f  these, and the songs in preceding sections, are consistently tough and beau tifu l, 
lan  Keen's Y o lngu  selection is rea lly  rav ish ing , like  a ll A rnhem  Land m ateria l o f th is sort, 
from  the Berndt translations onwards. One o f the songs p rin ted  isn 't the one m entioned 
in  the in troduc tion , b u t the reader can't com pla in , since it's excellent anyw ay. Five 
Y irr it ja  and tw o  D huw a pieces, the firs t lo t funerary, the second apparently  suitable for 
various occasions and em bodying  D janggaw ul m ytho logy, a ll focus on b irds : S u lphur- 
Crested and Red-Tailed Black cockatoos, Red-W inged Parrot, Crested Pigeon, emu, 
bustard. Keen’s transla tion  seems to aim  m ost specifica lly at poetic pyrotechnics, and it 
comes off, conveying  both ly rica l im m ediacy and a sense o f illud  tempus e tern ity. C learly 
the b irds  illus tra te  and generate para lle l hum an activ ities, group-, place- and season- 
specific, re la ting  to obsequies or other rites. But even w ith o u t any know ledge of or 
capacity to guess at this level o f significance, anyone can be enthra lled by the natura l 
description, p a rticu la rly  those a ll- im p o rta n t sm all touches : cockatoo crests ru ffle d  by the 
breeze, 'tongue-chasing' pa rro t ta lk, long-leg em u runn ing , ha lting  and look ing  round as 
emus do.

To tu rn  to matters o f theory. The m ain d iff ic u lty — and a ttractive challenge— of a 
collection like  Little  Eva at Moonlight Creek is the mass o f queries it  generates and the 
herm eneutic im p lica tions  o f these. A tten tion  here necessarily focusses as m uch on the 
exp lanatory notes p rov ided  as on the translated texts themselves. Indeed in  th is context 
i t  is p robab ly fa ir to say that the d is tinc tion  between 'p rim a ry ' text— the song— and 
'secondary' exp lanation tends to collapse d u rin g  the reading process. A t any rate I w an t 
to know  w h y  the L ittle  Eva verses concentrate on the search and not on the discovery, 
m aking no m ention of the one s u rv ivo r and his ordeal— sure ly the dram atic c lim ax for 
any European narra tive  o f the event. Is it because other verses, no t p rin ted  here, exist or 
have existed? O r because the Yanyuw a experienced the event in  the ir ow n narra to log ica l 
way? O r had a pa rticu la r reason fo r h ig h lig h tin g  some events and not others? A m  I to 
read significance in  the fact that the narra tive— or rather the cerem ony o f w h ich  the song 
is a pa rt— hinges no t on the Crusoe topos o f the s u rv ivo r b u t on the topos em ployed by 
Joyce in  Ulysses, tha t o f encounter, contact, exchange— in  th is case between A bo rig ina l 
searchers on the g round  and w h ite  searchers in  the air? T u rn in g  to other songs : w h a t am 
I to read in to  tha t snapshot o f Saltwater Katy? A dm ira tion?  M ora l d isapproval? Katy 
acted as in te rp re te r fo r w h ite  skippers w ho  repaid  her w ith  dresses. But is there a 
suggestion o f som ething shameful, p ro m p tin g  com plex feelings, perhaps negative ones?
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These are simple examples. More involved ones could be elicited from the (to a far- 
removed, uninitiated reader) radical am biguities in the text, or, using Iser's terminology, 
the 'gaps' in the text, characteristic of the nurlu songs or the Two Trees sequence, all 
cram m ed with suggestiveness, bu t suggestive, in any given instance, of what in 
particular? I w ould prefer not to be accused of Faustian hubris, even if I am guilty of it, 
but it does seem to me that Little Eva w ould prom pt as many if not more questions in 
other readers' minds, and as keen a desire to know—at least some of the answers.

All the queries I have raised boil dow n to issues of contextualization. Or of 
authorial intention which is itself one w ay of viewing the context in which som ething is 
done, said, sung or written. W hat m ight be the singer's attitude tow ards Saltwater Katy? 
Or the ceremonial whole of which a particular Yolngu song is a part? Of course the 
terminology, and the ideology, of parts and wholes, with its attendant problem atic (the 
hermeneutic circle) can be traced back at least as far as the m odern inventor of 
interpretation theory, Friedrich Schleiermacher. Schleiermacher, with authority  from 
A ugustine who in book XII of the Confessions had insisted that to know the m eaning of 
Genesis one had to know w hat its author Moses had intended, form ulated the 
hermeneutic project, one that could only be approxim ately realized, as : understanding 
the text as well as or better than its au thor.1 If in its early nineteenth-century form this 
formulation at least gives the impression that w hat is O ther (the past, for example), may 
be recuperated w ith some objectivity, more recent herm eneutics such as Gadam er's has 
problem atized the epistemic relationship. Still, interpretation remains feasible, at least 
som ething of the tru th  of w hat is O ther (and therefore requires interpretation) may be 
known. While this tru th  is m ediated by the situation of the interpreter, Effective-History 
(Wirkungsgeschichte ) ensures that the interpreter asks meaningful questions and so 
receives valid answers. I suppose the explanatory notes accompanying the Little Eva texts 
take the premises of classical herm eneutics for granted, since they function to aid 
understanding (Verstehen) through contextualization : 'this is som ething of w hat x m ight 
have m eant in the context in which s /h e  sang the song.’ Contextualizing herm eneutics is 
necessarily anti-formalist (it is philosophically opposed to, for example, structuralist 
principles), and Little Eva's notes provide a fine example of this. 'The Ant-M onster' song 
on pp. 104-5 calls up the Dreaming event in which the ancestral meat-ant annihilated the 
goannas. At the same time the explanatory note points out that, according to reverse- 
magic logic, the verses are sung to remove ants, not goannas. Here, contextualization 
flatly contradicts textualization and points up the limits of any purely formal 
methodology.

Traditionally, herm eneutics worked to establish itself as a theorized alternative to 
positivist empirics. More recently it has had to position itself in relation to the radical 
philosophical scepticism of the post-structuralists. Radical scepticism rejects the 
contextualizing model, since it judges totalization, the notion of the 'whole,' to be 
inadmissible. Accordingly it insists on the heterogeneity of data, such that any ensemble, 
on scrutiny, im m ediately dissolves into further ensembles—strictly speaking, to the point 
of infinity. There are no texts, only intertexts, no 'things,' only differentials. To 
'textualize,' ie. to fix the heracleitian flux, som ething one has to do if one is to think or

' Hermeneutics the Handwritten Manuscripts , H. Kimmerle ed., Scholars Press, Atlanta, 
Georgia, 1986, p. 112.
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talk about it, indicates a political move. 'U nderstanding' is never a neutral business. The 
dissolution of the 'whole' naturally implicates the idea of the 'part,' since after all 'parts' 
sim ply function as lesser totalizations. In Derrida's ontology they exist precariously as 
supplem ents, that philosophically problematical vitam in shot which adds w ithout 
adding, since it adds to a deficiency. But it is all too easy to overestim ate the difference 
between this conceptual strategy and the herm eneutic paradigm , even in its early 
nineteenth-century form. Schleiermacher was perfectly aware of the provisionality of 
interpretation, even in his more euphoric pronouncem ents. Who isn't? He saw the 
deconstructive dynam ics of the herm eneutic circle, the m utual propping up of 
p a rt/w ho le  binaries. U nderstanding, after all, always presupposes that one has already 
understood. Still, epistemological euphoria sought to define the role of interpretation as 
one of regaining an original contextual m eaning—som ething of this being preserved in 
E.D. Hirsch's argum ent in Validity in Interpretation. But, in general, twentieth-century 
herm eneutics has tended substantially to modify the Schleiermacher model, either by 
subjecting it to critique, as in Gadam er's work, or by reinventing itself as Reception 
Theory and so focussing on the response rather than production end of textualization, ie. 
stressing the productive process of interpretation itself. My own feeling is that 
Schleiermacher anticipated this w ith his insistence on herm eneutics as an 'art.' But this is 
not the assessm ent of, for example, Gadam er, whose model of interpretation incorporates 
reader-response, though not in such a way as to 'subjectivize' the operation after, say, the 
m anner of Derrida.

It is not difficult to apply all of the above polemics to the situation of the 
ethnographer, w ho necessarily operates not merely as passive, as it were transparent, 
recorder of data bu t as interpreter. Transposing som ew hat from my discipline, I assume 
that, som ewhere along the line of the 'as-empirical-as-possible' process of data-gathering, 
the traditional ethnographer (and I include practitioners of structuralism  in this) asked of 
the text in question, w hether this text happened to be a story or a song or a kinship 
system : w hat does it mean? Or at any rate : how am I to understand it? It is probably not 
too unfair to say that this w ent hand in hand w ith more or less total scepticism of the 
truth of the text in its own terms. The 'real' tru th  of the text had to be, say, sociological or 
psychological or som ething of the sort. At the same time the European passion for 
anthropology since the days of the Societe des Observateurs de VHomme implied a 
contradiction, a sub-text which inscribed that obscure nostalgia, the Rousseauist dream 
in which lost Europe finds itself once more, returns to its own source even as it enters the 
Heart of Darkness, the cultural Other. At the level of politics this contradiction takes the 
form of sim ultaneously underm ining and seeking to protect the ethnographic object.

In contrast to all this, an ethnography informed by contem porary theory might 
well begin w ith the death-of-m eaning premise, or perhaps w ith a less philosophically 
radical version of it, say the assum ption that anthropology has little or no access to the 
empirical tru th  of the phenom enon, w hether it be Saltwater Katy or Yolngu spirituality. 
Once m eaning is bracketed in this way, the ethnographer is encouraged to ask : whose 
meaning and for w hat purpose? You no longer ask 'w hat is an Australian identity?’ but, 
as Richard W hite did, 'who invented Australian identity and why?' I take it that at this 
point the ethnographer, instead of dism issing the tru th  of the textual Other, takes it 
seriously, not by actually believing it, bu t as a political act, an intervention. You relativize 
your own conceptual fram ework to the extent of allowing another fram ework to exist for
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someone else. While you can't accept the tru th  of this other framework, you respect its 
integrity for essentially political reasons. Concom itantly you place that once disguised, 
displaced Rousseauist dream  at centre stage. Instead of observing Otherness you shift 
the spotlight on yourself as object of anthropology, either by locating anthropology in 
Brooklyn instead of or as well as the Amazon, or by checking out the politics of 
ethnography itself.

I am not so sure that the new strategies are so very different from the old ones; 
one might unkindly suggest that they represent de-essentialized versions of these. After 
all, that wretched ethnographer is still too superior actually to accept O therness in its 
own conceptual terms. Instead of interpreting along positivist lines s /h e  now interprets 
in terms of political strategies. And by acknowledging the originally-disguised reflexivity 
of the project, w hat is s /h e  doing other than practising overtly rather than covertly that 
original European self-centredness which characterised the supposed study of 
Otherness?

All of these issues are raised in the reading of Eric Michaels' Bad Aboriginal Art : 
Tradition, Media, and Technological Horizons. The book, which makes stim ulating reading 
for anyone interested either in Aboriginal m atters or in contem porary theory, media and 
cultural studies, consists of ten (previously published but uncollected) essays. These deal 
with the—as Michaels nicely has it—Aboriginal invention of electronic mass 
communication, questions of ethnographic practice and ethics, Aboriginal acrylic art and, 
at every point, the current state of anthropology. All this draw ing on Michaels' w ork at 
Yuendum u between 1982 and 1986 and elsewhere in Australia up to his AIDS-related 
death in 1988. Bad Aboriginal Art (mischievously ironic, like other Michaels titles, and 
guaranteed to catch attention) is edited, minimally it appears, by Paul Foss, who is never 
actually nam ed as editor. There are four introductions, all of which are excellent, only 
one of which is called an introduction. While Michael Leigh and Paul Foss speak of 
Michaels as a friend, introducing his work in more personal terms, Marcia Langton puts 
it all in the perspective of Aboriginal media and media politics—and Dick Hebdige 
explains where, conceptually, Michaels is coming from. Langton's piece gives much 
information; H ebdige's serves the purpose of m ediating between the local and the 
overseas reader. Though I have a deal of enthusiasm  for the contents of this book, I 
nonetheless felt that H ebdige's com m ents—knowledgeable, sympathetically partisan, 
articulate, as you'd expect—are, in the end, a little too partisan. Clearly Michaels, w hen 
he did not arouse opposition, aroused immense affection and admiration. His essays are 
remarkably lively, witty, bitingly intelligent. But I am inclined to resist that—as always, 
overstated—melioristic faith in generational superiority, the sense, both in Hebdige's 
comments and Michaels' essays, that we are somehow, at last, conceptually 'on the right 
track.' I've never met an academic on the right track, myself included. And w hat of the 
Walpiri view of the subject? The other tem ptation w orth resisting in the reading of this 
book is the one which m ight prom pt one to canonize Michaels because he has died—and 
of AIDS (one thinks of the haloed ikon in the recent Art in the Age of AIDS exhibition). 
Not that the com m entators succumb to this exactly: it's just that the option looms on the 
textual horizon.

Michaels' 'Aboriginal Content: W ho's Got It? Who Needs It?' takes up the major 
threads of the theoretical polemic alluded to above. It does so in a refreshing and 
disarming, indeed compelling way. Rather than engaging in the potentially essentialist
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complexities of 'w hat constitutes Aboriginal content on TV?' ie. 'w hat is "Aboriginal"?' 
Michaels sidesteps and counters with 'who decides on definitions of this sort?' It's a 
question of pow er : ivho's got it. Once we abandon the hun t for that elusive meaning of 
Aboriginality we are freed to analyse constructs of Aboriginality. The conclusion is that 
the 'professional' Aborigine, the one required by bureaucracy and mass media, is not 
only phony bu t destructive (who needs it? ). But destructive of what? Here Michaels is 
hard put not to reintroduce his own brand of essentialism, the 'real' Aborigine obscured 
by the political construct. His Aboriginal identity is local, not pan-Aboriginal, in line 
w ith post-1968 ideologies of regionalism and pluralpolitics. I expect that Michaels is right 
in stressing that Aboriginal identities were bound to locality and therefore heterogeneous. 
I'm not so sure he can m aintain this is still so or will continue to be so. Certainly 
Aboriginal people themselves argue the point. Eleanor Bourke accepts the idea of 
'Aboriginality' preceding contact w ith Europeans; Kevin Gilbert fought for pan- 
Aboriginality, an identity postdating contact; G ordon Briscoe thinks there never was and 
never will be any common identity.

At any rate Michaels puts the case attractively as a defence of local (eg. 
Yuendum u) TV, the liveliest, most com m unity-oriented, m ost empowering. In so doing 
he raises the spectre of anthropological protectionism, since he aims to preserve the 
Walpiri from bureaucracies and business and—worse—from themselves. After all (and 
at points like this the author is am usingly honest) the W alpiri em barrassingly prefer 
Bruce Lee to their ow n product. They w ould just love to make Kung Fu movies rather 
than local docum entaries. Very much to his credit Michaels understands that any 
ideology, any methodology, generates its peculiar contradictions. In the end, he admits, 
the tem ptation to interpret Jupurrurla 's TV as Brechtian represents the ethnographer's 
own 'quirky aesthetics' (p. 38). We are a long w ay from reader construction of the text 
here, much closer to an old-fashioned, unavoidable herm eneutic respect for the original. 
I m ust say, though, that I thought the A ppendix to the article deconstructs the rest in a 
less than attractive way. Michaels hears that some Aborigines don't approve of his 
comments. His response, alas, is to lecture them  in no uncertain m anner, claiming all 
those liberal bourgeois rights to free speech and his own opinions he gladly trashes 
elsewhere.

The same problem  crops up in 'Para-Ethnography,' a highly-critical review of 
Chatwin's The Songlines and M organ's My Place. W hat is there to say on the subject of 
Chatw in's book except that it deserves all of Michaels' criticism and more? We are here in 
the true, original hom e of nauseous ethnographic mystique. As regards Sally Morgan, 
my reaction is m uch more ambivalent. Michaels attacks M organ, not to mince words, as 
racist—because he thinks (and it is consistent w ith his anti-essentialist nominalism) that 
the construct 'Aboriginality' is racist. I find this doctrinaire and beside the point. 
M organ's sin is that, instead of inventing her identity, she discovers it: always was, always 
will be—Aboriginal. Michaels', for once tired, suggestion is, amazingly, that My Place 
should have de-privileged the Aboriginal by putting  it on a par w ith M organ's non- 
Aboriginal ancestry. This so patently misses the point that it seems scarcely necessary to 
say so. It doesn't m ean that there may not be a touch of sentim ental sm ugness in 
M organ's all-too-pat position. But there are insights which validate themselves : you just 
can't argue w ith them , except at the risk of appearing obtuse. Perhaps M organ will find 
the need to problem atize 'her place' at some stage. Even so, you can't problem atize every
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act o f understanding; to do so w o u ld  be to negate understand ing  itse lf, to rem ain 
precisely obtuse. M oreover the attack on A b o rig in a lity  as a racist construct has its own 
tendentiousness. U ltim a te ly  it allies itse lf w ith  the dism issal o f na tiona lism  characteristic 
o f contem porary theory, p a rticu la rly  that em anating from  France. O f course anyone can 
po in t to the N azi experim ent or to ethnic cleansing in Bosnia. But na tiona lism  has its uses 
in a w o rld  o f dom inan t m u ltina tiona l corporations. A b o rig in a l people m ay judge tha t it 
w il l  serve them w e ll, even at the cost o f subverting  local identities. C e rta in ly  it  served the 
A lgerians against the French and the Vietnamese against the French and the Americans. 
Perhaps that is w h y  contem porary French in te llectuals have lit t le  tim e fo r nationalism : in 
its T h ird  W orld  fo rm  it has tended to bite  the revo lu tiona ry  hand tha t fed it— given that 
m odern nationalism  m ay be said to date back to 1789. So i t ’s a noble sentim ent w hen you 
have it, less noble w hen others use it against you. W h ite  Am ericans and Austra lians 
subdued indigenous peoples in  the cause o f na tion -bu ild ing . W hat is the m o ra lity  of 
w h ite  academics lec tu ring  these same peoples on the (potential? actual?) racism o f their 
g row ing  national consciousness?

The best side o f M ichaels' p o litic iza tio n  o f hermeneutics, the sh ift from  'w ha t does 
it mean?' to a Beckettian 'w ho is asking this question and w hy? 'is  p robab ly  ev ident in 
those w itty , incisive and enthusiastic accounts o f W a lp ir i v ideo and TV. M ichaels draw s 
up p re lim ina ry  gu idelines fo r ethnographic collaboration, the sine qua non ethics of 
photography in  rem ote com m unities ('A  P rim er o f Restrictions on P icture-Taking in 
T rad itiona l Areas o f A b o rig in a l A ustra lia '), as w e ll as g iv in g  an account o f w hat actually 
happens : m ed ia -m urder ('H undreds Shot at A b o rig in a l C om m un ity : ABC Makes TV 
D ocum entary at Yuendum u'). He lo v in g ly  recreates the real th ing, Jupu rru rla  m aking  TV 
at Y uendum u, p lay ing  his reggae to the com m un ity  to signal his in ten tion  to broadcast, 
shooting his ow n Bob M arley  T-shirt, duck ing  in and ou t o f the p ic tu re  and so on. This is 
his idea— and w ho, in th is context, w o u ld  disagree?— of a 'cu ltu ra l fu tu re ' as d is tinc t 
from  a postm odern, B audrilla rd ian  s im u lacrum . In 'H o llyw o o d  Iconography : A W a lp ir i 
Reading,' one o f the best essays in  the collection, he pursues the cu ltu ra l po litics  o f TV in 
an im perfectly  lite ra te  com m un ity . P icking up the idea o f paralle ls between oral and 
electronic societies, he conv inc ing ly  urges the case that Aborig ines had good reason to 
resist the im pos ition  o f lite racy and that they have equa lly  good reason to embrace the 
electronic media. A ll this w ith  illu m in a tin g  com m ents on the nature o f w r it in g  and o f 
W a lp ir i iconography as a fo rm  o f w r it in g  characterized by alliance w ith , rather than 
subversion of, o ra lity .

M ichaels' essays on the emergence o f acry lic  art again re tu rn  to the po litica l 
question o f p roduction  and to the A b o rig in a l com m unica tion  systems unde rp inn ing  it, 
rather than to questions o f meaning. In te rpre ta tion  is, firs t and forem ost, a matter o f w ho  
interprets. M ichaels w rites  w ith  immense verve and a lo t o f sens itiv ity  on the role o f 
a u tho rity  in 'trad itiona l' society. H is sensible v iew , tha t script, and p r in t in  particu la r, 
removes itse lf from  the a u th o rity  o f its o rig in  and so necessitates w h a t Foucault term ed 
the au thor-function , contrasts w ith  Foucault's ow n da rk  (and fuzzy) h in ts  o f a bourgeois 
conspiracy in  'W hat is an A uthor? ' In  'Bad A b o rig in a l A rt' he elaborates, again ve ry  
conv inc ing ly , on the re la tion o f 'a u th o rity ' and 'au then tic ity .' W estern Desert acrylics 
can't be judged on art-m arke t criteria  o f au then tic ity , w h ich  have eve ry th ing  to do w ith  
au thorsh ip  and no th ing  to do w ith  socio-re lig ious au tho rity . In  tha t sense, there are no 
good or bad acrylics, on ly  good or bad, ie. authorised or unauthorised, productions. I t
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seems fair, though one should probably add the caveat that, according to the evidence, 
'traditional' artists do adm it the category of the aesthetic, even if they do not rate it as 
highly as does the aestheticizing bourgeois culture of m odern Europeans. The irony in all 
of these articles, however, is Michaels' perfectly understandable enthusiasm —even as he 
dismisses W estern notions of authenticity—for the authenticity conferred on the product 
by an authorised process of production, in turn linked to an authorised and authoritative 
interpretation. He w on 't interpret the text because others are better qualified to do so. But 
w hy privilege their term s of reference, rather than his, if not to accept Schleiermacher's 
assum ption of the priority of origins? At times, talking about 'alien readings of the text,' 
for example (p. 116), he sounds much more like Schleiermacher than Gadam er, let alone 
Derrida.

Indeed the contradiction emerges in its baldest form in the essay originally 
included in that splendid volum e, Yuendumu Doors. Quite simply, Michaels here puts his 
nom inalist principles in abeyance, raising all over again those questions supposedly laid 
to rest by contem porary theory : w hat if 'authenticity ' were a fact, if the 'truth ' of the 
W alpiri could be com m unicated not via discourse bu t som ehow directly, in a w ay 'less 
m ediated than the linguistic' (p. 59)? Goodbye to all that post-Saussurean theorising, 
from Levi-Strauss onwards. H ebdige draw s back from it in am used alarm  : it's 'Eric 
Michaels, closet existentialist' (xxiii). But on this issue I think heresy-spotting, however 
sym pathetic, doesn't help much. I’m im pressed rather than concerned by the fact of an 
apparent startling contradiction. For a start, it puts theory (which I for one find 
seductive) w here it finally must belong, on the bookshelf. More im portant, it shows the 
ethnographer, w hether positivist or postpositivist, at long last considering the possibility 
that W estern systems of knowledge may be w rong and the W alpiri right. W hat's the use 
of anthropology if it can't at least place one in the position of being tempted on this score?

Which brings me back to the discussion of ethnography. Michaels' writing 
focusses his constant discourse w ith himself and with others on the role of anthropology. 
It may well be said that anthropology proper is so tied up w ith the imperial project that 
it cannot survive its demise. Still, people continue to 'do' ethnography, and in an age of 
(Western) doubt, w hen the earnest, patient dedication, and the arrogance, of the 
empirical researcher give w ay to a m annered, fidgety self-consciousness, and to a little 
hum ility, w hat principle can one cling to if not reflexivity? Michaels outlines his 
methodological assum ptions in the essay 'Aboriginal Content,' where he insists he wants 
to understand 'our' not 'their' media revolution (p. 22). It's not a m atter of w hat the West 
can tell the W alpiri about TV; it's the W alpiri w ho teach the W est about the possibilities 
of the m edium . The entire ethnographic enterprise turns on reader response to the text, 
that is, on interpretation as textual construction—w ith political implications.

That m eans that totalising perspectives which place the ethnographer in the 
position of privileged observer are no longer feasible. The point is underlined in 
Michaels' not overgenerous review  of Myers' Pintupi Country, Pintupi Self. In 1995 it may 
well be so. If that is the case, however, it does not let Michaels off the hook. Instead of 
providing answers, he argues, examine the questions. I like his examination of the 
questions, bu t can't help thinking his version of the 'all Cretans are liars . . . ' teaser—'all 
anthropologists are liars'—leaves him w ithout a theoretical prop. If Michaels as 
ethnographer tells me that all ethnographers are liars, am I to believe him or not? Do the 
acknow ledged fictions of a reflexive m ethodology, because they are acknowledged, have
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the power to effect an impossible Aufhebung, som ehow (how?) lifting the postm odern 
ethnographer above that sordid sphere of self-interest which s /h e  insists cannot be 
superseded?

These are the philosophical dilem m as of consistent radical scepticism. And yet, in 
the m idst of political imbrication, understanding, that herm eneutic always-already-there, 
does happen. Michaels' essays themselves constantly testify to this. They are full of 
answers, as well as questions. The W alpiri may or may not be impressed, but Michaels' 
excitement bubbles over w ith— 'that's the way it is; yes, I understand In Geertz's w ords 
(never mind that he is referring to informants, not anthropologists ; it comes to the same 
thing): 'in fact, not all Cretans are liars, and it is not necessary to know everything in 
order to understand som ething.'2 I am taking Geertz som ew hat out of context, but it 
makes the point that even in times suspicious of totalization, w hen the part receives 
precedence over the whole w ithout which it w ould be inconceivable, some act of 
synthesis rem ains necessary, indeed takes place, for example in the act of understanding 
something. Of course understanding is an interpretative act. But anyone who sees it 
simply as interpretation, ie. as a construct w ithout real correspondence to the original, 
has simply failed to grasp the phenom enology of understanding, which requires just that 
element of the non-subjective. At this point, both in connection with Michaels and 
contem porary theory, I w ear my heart on a Gadam erian herm eneutic sleeve.

Livio Dobrez
Australian National University

The Interpretation of Cultures , London, 1975, p. 20.




