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2 INSIDE STORY - 18 JUNE 2021

used in ceremonies to maintain the land’s
fecundity. Picks (studied since the 1940s)
are likely to have been used when hafted
— that is, as an axe-head — for breaking
open timber. If such items are “crucial”
evidence of agriculture, as Pascoe declares
in Dark Emu, then Walshe has effectively
questioned this particular “crux.”

For Pascoe and those devoted to his
thesis, though, this might not be enough.
His mind open to a new interpretation of
the picks, Pascoe (teamed with historian
Bill Gammage and Indigenous artist Jon-
athan Jones) hosted a museum exhibition,
Bunha-bunhanga: Aboriginal Agriculture
in the South-East, whose catalogue
declares that the picks were “used to cul-
tivate the murrnong [yam] fields” —
speculation presented as fact.

Walshe’s eleven pages on cylcons and
picks confront readers with a choice. Do
we continue to warm to Pascoe’s specu-
lation (ignoring the extant scientific lit-
erature as an artefact of benighted schol-
arship), or do we accept that we just don’t
know how Aboriginal people used these
objects? Can the available research show
that they were never used as hoes, we
might ask.

Pascoe, inviting us to believe in a
might-have-been that no one can dis-
prove, is answered by Sutton and Walshe,
asking why anyone should believe a prop-
osition that lacks supporting evidence.
Walshe’s cool presentation of what is
known about the use of these objects will
leave some readers... well, cold. The idea
that picks and cylcons were hoes solicits
readers who feel that Aboriginal people
would be more admirable if they could
be shown to be not so very different from
us. Many readers will want to make that
commitment.

ascoe and his two critics differ
not only in their marshalling of
evidence but also in their
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another bestselling author, Benjamin
Kidd. In 1894 Kidd achieved high sales
and several translations by arguing in
Social Evolution that it was natural for
simple societies to die out when they
came in contact with the more complex
society that now occupied their country.
Pascoe’s pertinent message would have
been that Aboriginal societv was more

that Aboriginal people were more admir-
able for being agricultural suggests that
cultural relativism has not yet under-
mined social evolution in popular think-
ing about human history.

The second of Sutton’s fundamental
objections to Pascoe is that in his materi-
alist conception of “economy” he can’t
conceive that the Old People’s persist-
ence in hunting and gathering entailed
their intellectual and spiritual rejection
of agriculture. Here we should note that
in this book, as in his previous book, The
Politics of Suffering, it is clear that Sut-
ton’s field work on Cape York formed him
ethically and intellectually.

In the 1970s Sutton lived on Cape York
with groups collectively known as the
Wik. There his teachers explained how
vital to human existence it was to talk to
“country” in quotidian action and in cer-
emony. Recounting that learning, Sutton
then combines his own observations of
Wik on country with reports made by
other researchers to argue that what we
call an “economy” has been, for the Old
People, a spiritualised practice; they
understand “country” as imbued with
spirits consubstantial with the humans
who live off it.

The getting of food enacts an ontology
that we have learned to call “the Dream-
ing” In what Sutton calls “spiritual propa-
gation” and “spiritual gardening,” the fer-
tility of the biota is understood to be
inherent, maintained by living off and
with it. Pascoe’s preoccupation with
“material methods of species cultivation”
briefly acknowledges this spiritual dimen-
sion but fails to understand its signifi-
cance: it was a way of seeing nature to
which agricultural improvement was irrel-
evant. Toissue this corrective to Pascoe’s
“modern Eurocentric attitude” is what-
Sutton believes he owes his teachers.

So, what is at stake? Melbourne Uni-
versitv Precc rhaca tha titla Farmare A



ascoe and his two critics differ
not only in their marshalling of
evidence but also in their
imagined readerships. Much of
the Sutton and Walshe book assumes a

reader who thinks that a proposition lack-

ing supporting evidence is probably not
true. Pascoe’s work is often an explicit
appeal to readers willing to reconsider

orthodoxy, positioning them as victims of
colonists’ self-justifying hunter-gatherer
myth, ready now to see that Aboriginal
people were really agriculturalists. In his
own words, Pascoe aims “to give rise to
the possibility of an alternative view of pre-

colonial Aboriginal society,” a flattering
invitation to Australians’ desire for self-

renewal.

Sutton is aware that Pascoe’s readers
have feelings, that they may be searching
“for forgiveness, or reconciliation, or the
undoing of the colonial crimes of their
forebears,” and that this may dispose them
to welcome Pascoe’s explicit invitation to
a new way of seeing. One of Sutton’s
responses is to argue that Pascoe’s self-
proclaimed iconoclasm is spurious, as
much in Dark Emu has been said before.

That Aboriginal people were “ecolo-
gical agents” — changing the landforms
and biota as they lived from them — has
been accepted by researchers for many
years. By setting fire to the country and
by digging edible flora out of the ground
(thus overturning soil) and planting the
inedible portion back in the hole, hunter-
gatherers had a “profound effect on the
distribution of forest and grassland,”
wrote Norman Tindale in 1959. Tindale
even used the term “proto-agriculture”
in a 1974 publication to refer to evidence
that Aboriginal people sometimes stored
food in excess of immediate require-
ments. (Sutton is critical of that term’s

wﬂoﬁmoﬁmé that agriculture would have
mmmu—mw.moniaﬁ step from hunting and
TINg.) Abook ealleq Resource Man-
agers: North American g, 4 ystrqlian
Hunter-Gatherers came outin 880 (with
Sutton as co-author of one chapter).
Such examples (and Sutton gives
more) tell us of academie} not popular,

view of Aboriginal
civilisation, and Sutton
and Walshe’s challenge,
make clear that
Indigenous knowledge
takes many forms.

acceptance of the idea that'Aboriginal
people were canny and intentional
manipulators of nature. Pascoe’s position
as revealer of neglected or suppressed
truth could still be justified by saying that
he is the first to disseminate esoteric
research on Aboriginal people’s ecological
agency. Sutton challenges that as well,
pointing to several popularising books
and audiovisual projects since the 1970s
that have celebrated the ecological agency
of pre-colonial Aboriginal society. What
Pascoe learned as a child in the 1950s, he
says, is not what the Australian public has
been learning in recent years.

But Sutton’s strongest disagreements
with Pascoe are less about evidence than
about what he sees as two major flaws in
how he frames his argument in Dark Emu.
First, Pascoe implicitly endorses an out-
moded theory of human history known
as “social evolution.” And second, he has
not understood Aboriginal people’s com-
prehensively spiritual understanding of
their world.

“Social evolution” was the gift of Scot-
tish Enlightenment thinkers who argued
that the manifest variety in human soc-
ieties arose from the fact that some
societies had progressed faster than
others through a series of civilisational
stages that all human societies could and
would traverse. The orthodox British
colonial view that Pascoe seeks to over-
turn was that Aboriginal society was a
real-life example of humanity still func-
tioning at the most primitive stage — liv-
ing by hunting and gathering.

Had Pascoe published Dark Emu 120

Y€Ars eaxlier his foil would have been
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came in contact with the more complex
society that now occupied their country.
Pascoe’s pertinent message would have
been that Aboriginal society was more
complex than merely “hunter-gatherer?”
It was in “marked movement towards
agricultural reliance”; it was “burgeoning
agriculture” — an economy worthy of
more respect.

“In denying the existence of the econ-
omy,” Pascoe writes in Dark Emu, “[the
British] were denying the right of the
people to their land, and fabricating the
excuse that is at the heart of Australia’s
claim tolegitimacy today.” By emphasising
how agricultural the Aboriginal people
really were, Dark Emu seeks to reimagine
Indigenous Australians as dispossessed
sovereigns and to undermine non-
Indigenous Australians’ assurance that, by
colonising Aboriginal people, Britain was
enacting humanity’s natural progression.

utton needs no convincing that

Australia’s history is a story of colo-

nial conquest and usurpation, but

he objects strongly to Pascoe’s way
of questioning Australia’s “legitimacy?” The
“most fundamental flaw” of Dark Emu, he
writes, is that it implicitly endorses the
social evolutionists’ scale of human value:
by seeking to redescribe the Old People as
agriculturalists it has conceded too much
to the idea that agriculture is a higher stage
than hunting and gathering. Sutton urges
us to admire the Old People for what they
were rather than for what, in Pascoe’s view,
they were becoming.

Sutton’s plea for the inherent worth of
the hunter-gatherer way of life (and impli-
citly, for the right of the Old People and
their descendants toassert their unceded
sovereignty) is a product of “cultural rela-
tivism.” In the “human sciences,” cultural
relativism began to replace social evol-
ution in the second decade of the twen-
tieth century. It has been axiomatic for
the research community on whose works
Sutton and Walshe rely, and it has been
buttressed, since the 1940s, by emerging
international law concepts such as the
right of “peoples” to “self-determination”
Popular assent to Pascoe’s assumption

“modern Eurocentric attitude” is what-
Sutton believes he owes his teachers.

So, what is at stake? Melbourne Uni-
versity Press chose the title Farmers or
Hunter-Gatherers? In Dark Emu Pascoe
hints at discomfort with that stark binary:
“Arguing over whether the Aboriginal
economy was a hunter-gatherer system
or one of burgeoning agriculture is not
the central issue.” Rather unhelpfully, he
explains: “The crucial point is that we
have never discussed it as a nation.” The
two sentences work against each other:
why would the nation discuss “it” if “it”
is not “the central issue”?

In my view, beyond the (undoubtedly
important) issue of how to describe pre-
colonial Aboriginal society is an issue of
contemporary civics: how to respect
“Indigenous knowledge” in a way that
meets the Uluru Statement’s demand for
“truth-telling.” To respect and include
Indigenous knowledge we need some
way to identify what it is. Pascoe’s invi-
tation to revise and renew our view of
Aboriginal civilisation, and Sutton and
Walshe’s challenge make clear that
Indigenous knowledge takes many
forms.

Pascoe is probably Australia’s most
widely read and influential Aboriginal
intellectual (with Stan Grant a possible
rival) and he is likely to remain so because
of schools’ take-up of Dark Emu. Yet his
Indigenous knowledge is enriched, or bur-
dened, with borrowings from the colon-
ists’ intellectual traditions: from the
Enlightenment the notion that some
societies are “ahead” of others (see page
70 of Young Dark Emu), and from secular
social science his materialist framing of
“economy.” Sutton and Walshe are not
Indigenous, but they have spent years
training to re-present Indigenous knowl-
edge in terms that are scientifically
credible because (unlike “the Dreaming”)
their accounts are open to refutation.
Truth-telling’s best hope is to keep in mind
the distinction between teller and tale. ¢
Peter Sutton and Keryn Walshe’s
Farmers or Hunter-Gatherers? The
Dark Emu Debate is published by
Melbourne University Press.




