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(Based on: Lowie, Robert H. Primitive Religion. 1924. New York: Liveright, 1952.)


Most aborigines live in the Northern Territory. They dwell here because of the presence of a sacred giant rock, “Ayers Rock” or, as the aborigines call it, “Ulru.”

During the “dreamtime,” before the world had shape, the goddess Warramurrungundji rose from the sea, created the land, gave birth to the people, and invented their language. She also caused other creators, such as Ginga, a large crocodile who created the rock country. These creators afterward entered the landscape (Ginga, for example, is now a rock outcrop). They are the ancestors of present-day clans. Such “dreaming” sites are filled with power.

A totem is an animal or natural object taken as the symbol of a family or clan. “. . . it is not the animals themselves to which the natives attach the maximum of holiness, but to their representations, the totemic symbols.” (Lowie 154)

One soul pervades all: the aborigines, their totem animals, the plants, the features of the earth, and aboriginal rites and myths.

A shaman—ngangkari—mediates between the ancestor beings and the aborigines and heals the people when necessary. One becomes an ngangkari through induction by the group’s oldest and wisest, or by an extraordinary spiritual experience. During the induction, a young man spends days in a spirit-infested location, such as a cemetery or a waterhole where a spirit that swallows souls lurks. The danger to the young man is enormous. The inductee has a dream in which the spirits kill him, then replace his internal organs with new and powerful ones. He then meets the totemic animals in the spirit world.

Here is example of a healing: suppose a woman bends over a waterhole to drink, and the soul of her child is lost in the water. The ngangkari locates the soul and returns it to her head, so that when she breast feeds, it will re-enter the child. Another example: when someone suffers an infection, the ngangkari sucks on the area, pretending to draw out the infection without breaking the skin.

Corroborees are re-enactments of the events of dreamtime, when the ancestral beings created the world. Since corroborees are not sacred, women and children can participate (any onlooker who utters a word, however, may never attend another corroboree). The aborigines put white paint on their faces and bodies, sing, and have circular dances. Months of practice go into perfecting the dances. The ceremony begins at sunset and lasts many nights, until the body is strained to its ultimate.

In a sacred ceremony, on the other hand, no women or children can be present; men guard the site, up to a mile away. At the ceremony, youths undergo circumcision and subincision (cutting, with small flints, of the lower penis and urethra; the flints are afterward so sacred that they are wrapped in layers of hide to prevent a woman seeing them, for the sight would cause her death). Each youth receives a bullroarer, a sacred instrument which is a piece of wood on a string which buzzes when swung in a circle; it warns intruders to stay away lest evil and sickness will befall them.

Aborigines wrap a deceased person in bark and place the body on a platform in a tree. After a year or two, the bones are painted with red ochre (clay with rust) and the body buried. Corpses are buried in fetal position; a fire at the grave keeps the evil spirits warm so they will not visit the campsite. The grave area is afterward off limits, since the dead person’s spirit will revenge itself on an intruder. To speak of a dead person in a normal voice is bad, since the person’s spirit will presume you did not mourn its passing.

Other ceremonies exist for ensuring the food supply (e. g., cutting a vein and dripping blood on a sacred rock) and for courtship (women singing love chants to men they want, or putting spells on their possessions to win them).

The aborigines do not believe in a good creator. But storms, illness, and death are the works of a supreme Evil One.

Aboriginal engraved art dates back to about 40,000 BCE, and rock paintings date back to about 17,500. The earliest painting is of a kangaroo; others portray crocodiles, turtles, lizards, and a fish called the barramundi (an abundant food source). Women, seemingly floating and painted in blue ochre, are usually accompanied by objects that ensure love and fertility. Some rock paintings show the coming of the white man, who rides a horse and wears a hat.

