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Indigenous spiritual traditions, especially those of North America, are a 
popular source of inspiration for people involved in the Australian 
alternative health and spirituality movement. Some of these individuals 
explain their interest in Indigenous spirituality by invoking past life 
experiences or recurrent dreams of being Indigenous; by referring to the 
influence of Indigenous spirit guides; or by claiming inexplicable feelings 
of connectedness and familiarity with the cultures to which they are 
'drawn'. Such accounts contribute to 'New Age' discourses which support . 
the notion of a deep spiritual kinship between Indigenous and non
Indigenous people. These esoteric connections are often associated with 
individual settler desires to rediscover the eco-spiritual wisdom of their 
own indigenous, pre-Christian ancestors. This paper considers some of 
the ways in which idealised representations of Native American cultures 
become points of reference for non-Indigenous people attempting to 
'remember' or 'rediscover' what they believe to be indigenous qualities 
within themselves. 

In April1997 a Powwow came to Perth. This one day event was described in 
advertising brochures as an 'American and Canadian Indian Wacipi' .1 The dance 
was attended by approximately four hundred people, many of whom had learned 
about it through the alternative health and spirituality network where it was most 
extensively promoted. It was held in an outdoor amphitheatre and consisted of on
stage performances by Aboriginal, Maori, and Zimbabwean groups and by a visiting 
group of Native American2 dancers and musicians. Towards the end of the day 
audience members who had attended 'Native American' dancing, drumming and 
singing workshops over the previous weeks were invited to join the Indigenous3 

performers in a large circle dance. The floor of the amphitheatre became a kaleidoscope 
of colour as over two hundred dancers moved around it in three concentric circles. 
Indigenous Americans in their Powwow regalia merged with non-Indigenous 
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Australians, some wearing the shawls and moccasins they had made at workshops 
over the preceding weeks, some adorned in 'Indian' face paint, headresses and fringed 
clothing of their own design. Most of the dancers, including the other Indigenous 
performers, wore 'Western'4 clothes, tee shirts, jeans, skirts or shorts. This resulting 
blend of hybrid styles and identities offered powerful insights into the poetics and 
politics of cultural borrowing in the 'New Age' 5 domain. Some of the most interesting 
of these relate to the ways in which non-Indigenous Australians express feelings of 
spiritual kinship with Indigenous North Americans. 

During the Wacipi myself and another researcher traversed the venue 
interviewing audience members about their interest in Indigenous cultures, their 
reasons for attending the Wacipi and their overall expectations of the day. 6 Almost 
all of the fifty people interviewed reported that they had come primarily to see the 
'American Indians'. Their responses to our questions provide the basis for this paper. 

Imagining Indigenous others 

Before reflecting on the reasons given by Wacipi participants for their interest 
in Native American cultures, it is useful to consider the cultural milieu out of which 
these comments emerged. Indigenous cultures have long held a romantic appeal in 
'Western' discourse. Writers such as Torgovnick (1990; 1997), Root (1996), Kehoe 
(1990), Francis (1992), Deloria (1998)1 and many others have reflected at length on 
'Western' representations of Native American people and other Indigenous groups 
as holders of 'original' ecological and spiritual wisdom. 8 The contemporary alternative 
health and spirituality movement is heir to these images and beliefs, and continues to 
promote them in very visible and commercial ways. Gift books on 'Indigenous 
wisdom' abound, from Running Press's Miniature Edition entitled Native American 
Wisdom to Random House's, Native Wisdom for White Minds (Wilson Schaef, 1995).9 

A plethora of posters, cards, calendars and magazines, available in most Australian 
'New Age' shops, display images of spiritualised and ecologised 'Indians'. An 
extensive 'New Age' literature, produced by Indigenous and non-Indigenous writers, 
provides tales of spiritual healing and personal transformation accessible to all who 
wish to 'rediscover their true selves' by delving into the belief systems oflndigenous 
others. 10 Workshops and seminars on Native American spirituality, the vast majority 
of which are run, in the Australian context, by non-Indigenous people, reinforce such 
representations by focussing on particular beliefs and practices that emphasise 
connectedness with 'Nature' and the supernatural. 

Most Australians have been exposed to images of Native American people 
through the medium of film. Several Wacipi participants, aged in their forties and 
fifties, reflected on the fact that they had always identified with the 'Indians' in the 
Cowboy and Indian movies they watched as children, for example. Others described 
how more recent films such as Dances with Wolves (Orion, 1990) and The Last of the 
Mohicans (Twentieth Century Fox, 1992) had influenced their interest in Native 
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American cultures. Torgovnick (1996: 139) explains how the latter two productions 
exemplify Western 'nostalgia for traditional ways'. She observes that '[o]ceanic 
harmony with nature is a crucial theme positioning Indians as spiritual teachers and 
guides' (139) and also draws attention to the ways in which both films construct 
'good whites' as the natural inheritors ' ... not only of the Indian's land, but [of] their 
spiritual values as well' (150; see also Rollins and O'Connor, 1998). 'New Age' 
notions of Native Americans and their role as sharers of ancient wisdom are another 
component of the cultural complex out of which these films arise. 

For some Australians, the choice to explore Native American rather than 
Aboriginal spirituality is linked to the ready availability of 'New Age' publications 
and other material incorporating 'Indian' imagery. For many it is also about the 
comfort of distance. Bowman ( 1995a: 142) argues for example, that ' [a] Noble Savage 
becomes more noble and less ... savage with distance, be that distance geographic, 
temporal or imaginary'. While there is certainly some interest in Aboriginal spirituality 
in the Australian alternative health and spirituality movement, 11 it is not as visible as 
the interest in Native American traditions. In keeping with Bowman's argument, this 

·seems to be linked, at least partly, to the negative representations of Aboriginal people 
that most Australians encounter as a result of inhabiting the same nation-state. 12 One 
of the women whom I met during the Four Winds Ameri9an Indian Encounter told 
me, for example, that she deliberately avoided anything to do with Aboriginal people 
because in her opinion 'they don't express themselves clearly, they don't make eye
contact and they still have a lot of anger to work through'. She believed Native 
Americans, on the hand, were articulate and had a special relationship with the Earth. 
Others expressed a desire to learn about Aboriginal spirituality but felt that Aboriginal 
people didn't want to share their cultures. Some also acknowledged the role of racial 
discrimination in this perceived unwillingness of Aboriginal people to share cultural 
knowledge with non-Aboriginal Australians. 

Francis (1992) argues that romanticised representations of Native American 
people as eco-spiritual (Jacob, 1994) role models are part of a cultural tradition that 
can be traced back to the eighteenth century paintings of artists like Benjamin West 
and Paul Kane; and even earlier, to seventeenth century European characterisations 
of the 'Noble Savage' as evidence of 'the innate goodness of man (sic) in a perceived 
"state of nature"' (7). Marshall ( 1992) also points out that seventeenth and eighteenth 
century writers such as Gabriel de Foigny, Jonathon Swift, Denis Diderot and Jean
Jacques Rousseau used primitivist and utopian notions of 'natural man', based on the 
evidence of travellers who described 'pagan societies living close to the earth and 
following nature' (235), as a means of critiquing the perceived artificiality of 'Western' 
civilisation. Such Romantic critiques have maintained a place in Western discourse 
and have a strong presence in contemporary popular culture, in glossy travel brochures, 
and in films such as Jungle 2 Jungle (Disney, 1997) or The Emerald Forest (Embassy, 
1985) which ardently juxtapose idyllic 'tribal' settings with the apparent degradation 
and superficiality of 'Western' civilisation, for example. 
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The following table summarises some of the characteristics attributed to 
'Western' and Indigenous cultures, by the individuals interviewed at the Perth Wacipi. 
Both are clearly based on a well established set of stereotypes which provide the 
cultural foundations for 'New Age' interests in Indigenous spirituality. 

'Western' Culture13 Indigenous Cultures 

No respect for anything Respectful of Nature and Spirit 
Greedy Not greedy /sustainable needs 
Destructive/ urge to conquer nature In touch with nature/ 

Materialist 
Selfish 
Lies/politics/deceit 
Machine-like 

strong connection with the Earth 
Spiritual/mystical 
Peaceful/relaxing/healing 
Truth/Real 
Natural 

Lost touch with selves/spiritual loss Happier than 'us' 

Of the recorded responses to our questions about the appeal of Native American 
culture, forty seven percent of respondents listed the ecological and/or spiritual wisdom 
of Indigenous people as the reason for their interest. Many of these people also linked 
this perception with a negative assessment of 'Western' culture. When we asked if 
there was anything that 'Westerners' could learn from Indigenous people, a number 
of interviewees pointed to the importance of developing respect for the natural 
environment, something which they felt people of European descent had lost. One 
woman pointed out in a disgusted tone that she didn't think 'Western' society had 
"ever respected the earth".14 She said that greed had always been the driving force for 
'Westerners' and proceeded to explain that Indigenous people only take what they 
need from the land and that they always ask for permission from the spirit world for 
what they do take. Another female respondent made similar observations. After 
admitting that she was attracted to the "mystic" or "spiritual side" of Native American 
people, 15 she said she also liked them because 

... they love nature and the land, it's not for destroying, they are not greedy ... they 
are in touch with nature, they are not there to conquer and destroy. They only 
take what they need, not like us, [laughs] we have got to have ten of everything. 
They are [telling us] not to take more than we need, not to be destructive, because 
we are too destructive, we haven't got much of a planet left ... 

Other respondents made similar critiques of 'Western' culture, claiming that it 
places too much emphasis on materialism and selfishness16 and not enough on "earthy" 
values. 17 One woman summed this up with the following statement; "[t]here's just 
something about all Indigenous people, they've got this down to earth approach that 
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we've lost in our way of life, [that] just brings it all back home. It feels right in the 
heart". 18 

Even more significant than the perception of Native American people as 
'paragons of ecological virtue' 19 was the notion that they are essentially spiritual in 
nature. Of the people we spoke with, thirty percent identified religious beliefs and/or 
spiritual healing traditions as highly appealing aspects of Indigenous cultures, although 
no one identified specific examples. One woman, when asked about her interest in 
Native Americans, said "I like the way they see things, they are so mystic and 
romantic ... They have got a great [connection] with the earth and the spirits".20 While 
the theme of Indigenous 'mysticism' was common to a number of the interviews, 
some people focussed on the healing qualities of Native American cultures. Another 
young woman reflected as follows; "[Native American people] just seem so peaceful. 
So peaceful and relaxing .... Everything that I have heard about them seems like such 
a healing process". 21 Another older woman articulated the 'Western' need for 
Indigenous healing in a more direct way. 

I just feel as though we in the Western world have got a lot of things to learn 
from the Aboriginals and the American Indians, because they are very spiritual 
people, and if we are going to get in touch with our inner selves we need to look 
at where they are coming from ... 22 · 

This desire to 'get in touch with our inner selves' by understanding Indigenous 
others leads the way into intricate labyrinths of cultural meaning constructed around 
essentialised notions of self and other. In this Daedalian enterprise 'Western' selves 
long to achieve the difference that they attribute to Indigenous others, long to be 
'other', to be closer to nature and spirit, less materialistic, less destructive, less selfish, 
less lost. Often linked with notions of 'corning home' and inner healing, these themes 
appear frequently in the alternative health and spirituality movement. Jacobs 
(1994:307) describes such desires as part of a 'search for eco-spiritual rebirth', a 
quest which typically involves the individual in a global process of 'spiritual 
evolution'.23 A man belonging to a group we spoke with at the Wacipi identifying 
themselves as members of the Spirit of the Earth Medicine Society, described the 
value of Indigenous cultures as role models for social and spiritual revitalisation in 
Australia. 

Experiencing the culture of Indigenous people makes our culture richer. We 
have lost track with our culture in many ways, or it has become fragmented. 
Things like this [i.e. the Wacipi], the richness of the dress, the music, it replaces 
something that is missing in our modem day lives. While man is becoming 
more and more machine-like and moving away from spirituality, this is a 
wonderful, rich journey back into that spirituality. [I]t is like saving the world 
[laughs], and, at the moment, that is about creating a contemporary spirituality 
that takes us back to the land, to natural things, and away from the conditioning 
of everyday life, away from the machine. We hold spirituality very high, we 
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have looked at the rich cultures of the Native American, we have looked at the 
cultures of the world, African, Aboriginal, the Celtic cultures. We are moving 
now to create a spirituality that speaks to people in this age. We are not Indians, 
we are not Aboriginals, we are not Celts, OK. Our ancestors may have been but 
the direction we are looking to is to strengthen a contemporary spirituality, 
learning from these cultures but developing our own Aus.tralian thing ... 24 

In many cases the specificity of individual cultural traditions is lost in this 
process of 'honouring' or 'learning from' Indigenous cultures, hence the tendency of 
people to refer loosely to 'Native Americans' or 'Australian Aborigines' .25 Bowman 
(1995a) discusses this propensity in the alternative health and spirituality movement 
in Britain. She refers to a pervasive 'New Age' perception that Indigenous peoples 
are "all the same really", pointing to the emergence of '[a] pan-native American mix 
and match belief system' that blithely combines images from diverse Native American 
cultures 'in new configurations, in new places, for new purposes' (145). 

But, Bowman quips, such eclecticism hardly matters 'if all Native American 
spirituality is the same really' (1995: 145). Emerging from this discourse is a kind of 
universal or generic Indigene,26 essentially shamanic, powerfully mystical, intimately 
connected to the Earth; a framework begins to form in which all Indigenous cultures, 
from North America and elsewhere, serve as vestibules for ancient spiritual and . 
ecological knowledge containing the solutions to contemporary social and 
environmental crises.27 As bearers of this primal wisdom Indigenous people become 
role models for those 'Westerners' who believe that they can change the world and 
themselves by 'getting in touch' with their 'inner indigene' and thus reconnecting 
with the salvatory wisdom that some even feel is inscribed. 'in their bones', encoded 
into their bodies at the cellular level (see for example Arden,1999). Here there is no 
need for cultural specifics because this indigene is present in all of us, is universal, is 
original,28 is simply lost29 or misplaced and waiting to be recovered. 

(Re)discovering indigenous selves 

Somehow the idea of the vision quest deeply appealed to me, almost as if it was 
resonating with an ancient part of my psyche ... I believe we need to honour 
these spiritual 'preferences' as much as we honour our musical preferences, or 
any other significant choice we make for our happiness and wellbeing. The 
journey of the soul, I believe, spans many lifetimes, and during these lifetimes 
we may have lived in different parts of the globe ... To my way of thinking, 
many of us have experienced being part of another religion in different lifetimes. 
We learn something from each of these lifetimes and from each of our 
experiences ... (Herbert, 1996: 55). 

While Indigenous cultures are perceived, on the one hand, to be essentially 
different from 'Western' culture, on the other hand they are constructed as essentially 
the same. One Wacipi participant articulated this paradoxical perspective as follows; 



Volume 14, Number 1 

We are all really the same, all the Indigenous races and all the cultures, it's just 
that a lot of us, and mainly the Western society, has lost touch with the other 
part of themselves .... it's only logical, seeing as we all have a spirit, we are all 
the same, that we are going to try to find it whichever way we can, and I think 
this is why we are all looking for it in alternative cultures at this point in time. 
We want to know what is it that [Indigenous people] have got that we haven't 
got ... because they are so much happier than we are, you know ... 30 
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This perspective is strengthened by belief in past life experiences as shown in 
the above quote from Marie Herbert's autobiographical account of undertaking a 
'Healing Quest' with Native American medicine people. Herbert suggests that 
experiencing other religious traditions in previous lifetimes provides both explanation 
and justification for the pursuit of current preferences; afterall, we have probably 
belonged to one or more of these traditions in other incarnations. 

Several of the individuals I met during the course of my fieldwork felt that 
dividing people into Indigenous and non-Indigenous categories was counter
productive, that such a dichotomy was unnecessarily political and actively obstructive 
to the emergence of the 'universal consciousness' necessary for 'planetary 
transformation' .31" One man, who runs a workshop entitled 'Rediscovering your 
Indigenous Heart', repeatedly ~orrected my use of these terms by pointing out that 
'we are all indigenous to somewhere', regardless of the origins of our ancestors. The 
quest for the universal indigenous (or original) self is neatly incorporated into 
mal.nstream 'New Age' philosophy in the following statement drawn from a magazine 
advertisement. 

Today millions of people share the conviction of an inner spiritual unity within 
humanity which transcends any outer differences of race, nation and creed ... A 
new civilisation is emerging which embraces all peoples and is founded upon 
the spirit of brotherhood and right human relations (Sydney Goodwill Unit of 
Service,l997). 

In promoting the belief that 'we are all the same really', such perspectives 
deny the difference of particular groups in favour of the transformation of the entire. 
species. At the same time, however, it is the very difference of 'Native ways' that 
those in search of indigenous selves seek to emulate. The goal, it seems, is to embody 
that difference, to 'own' it or to reveal it as part of one's true identity. The following 
accounts from Wacipi participants offer some insight into the strategies used to achieve 
this. 

Forty two per cent of those interviewed claimed that they had some kind of 
personal connection with Native American people.32 For some this took the form of 
past life experiences. For others this connection was attributed to Native American 
spirit guides. A number of people described a strong, but inexplicable, sense of being 
'drawn' to Native American culture during their childhood, or spoke of having 
recurrent dreams about Native American people. When asked why she attended the 
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Wacipi, one woman replied self consciously, "I shouldn't use this word ... [but] I 
have an 'affinity' with North and South American Indians. Don't ask me why, but I 
have".33 Another woman in her early forties explained a similar kind of feeling. 

I've always been interested in the Native American way of life because I've 
always lived my life that way and I wasn't able to label it until I read more about 
them. I just love that culture, the love and respect that they have for the earth. 
For some reason I'm very drawn to the type [of] spirituality that they've got... I 
can remember back to when I was a kid and we would play Cowboys and Indians 
and I always wanted to be an Indian ... Whenever I watch[ed] Westerns I used to 
feel sorry for the Indians, because they were always the ones who got slaughtered, 
you know. I don't know where it comes from, it has always been there. I just 
have a lot of respect for them. 34 

When I asked this woman if she was also interested in other Indigenous cultures 
she acknowledged that any culture that "respects the earth and animals" was worth 
looking into but firmly reiterated her particular commitment to Native American 
cultures. 

References to the sensation of being 'drawn' by some irresistible force to 'look' 
at Native American cultures can relieve the individual of responsibility or personal 
agency and protects them, in their own minds perhaps, from accusations of voyeurism 
or cultural appropriation. By appealing to childhood memories and dreams, and thus 
highlighting the role of the subconscious, participants in the alternative health and 
spirituality movement can naturalise and/or legitimise their attraction to Native 
American culture. By substituting personal agency for the influence of higher beings 
and greater causes, the individual search for an indigenous, spiritualised self becomes 
a righteous journey of revelation. 

Two young women35 entered into a passionate conversation on this topic when 
asked to reflect on their interest in Native American cultures. One of the women 
responded to the question by pointing out that she had recently been reading about 
"Native American Indians". The other claimed that she had "loved them all [her] 

.life". Both women fantasised about living in tipis, free from the concerns of money 
and the material things of 'Western' culture, which one of them characterised as "all 
lies and politics and deceit". They agreed that, given the opportunity, they would 
happily discard their 'white lives' for 'indigenous' lifestyles. They explained the 
"deep" feelings they had for Indigenous cultures by referring to childhood memories, 
recurring dreams and past lives. At one point in the interview the following exchange 
occurred; 

Respondent 39: When you are in the bush you know it36 is there ... I've got 
white skin but. .. 

Interviewer: ... but you feel indigenous? 
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Respondent 39: yeah ... 

Respondent 38: It's not just something you make up ... 

Respondent 39: Shit, I've gone through that, 'you're neurotic', you know, 
'what's going on here?', I've had lots of battles with it -then I've thought, 'oh 
well, OK, I'm just interested in them, and that's all ... just stop getting into this 
past life thing that keeps coming up all the time, just forget it'. But it doesn't 
seem to go away. Then something else will happen, in a dream, or meeting 
someone, or something, and it flares up again. It takes a lot to understand the 
truth sometimes ... 

53 

Belief in past lives and other spiritual connections to Indigenous cultures brings 
a whole new perspective to the idea of cultural borrowing. After all, is it possible to 
borrow or appropriate something that you believe is, or was, already yours? The 
notion of reincarnation is commonly utilised, within alternative health and spirituality 
discourses, as a tool for explaining otherwise inexplicable fears, desires or sensations, 
by locating their origins in the experiences of a previous lifetime. 37 Many people 
learn about their past lives from encounters with clairvoyants, through past-life 
regressions,38 or during private meditation or visualisation sessions. Twenty percent 
of those interviewed at the Wacipi reported being Native American in a past life. For 
a number of people this provided a convincing explanation for their current interest 
in Native American culture and beliefs. 

A woman in her late forties39 described a therapeutic drumming session that 
she had done saying that it produced intense feelings of having experienced a past 
life in a Native American setting. A young couple40 explained that they had recently 
uncovered memories from previous Native American incarnations whilst taking part 
in a series of sweatlodges run by a local female shaman. Another woman who believed 
that she was "an Indian in [her] last life"41 said that she had always loved "Indians" 
and could remember dreaming about them when she was very young. A couple in 
their forties 42 who have had extensive involvement with the spiritualist church 
explained the mystical nature of their connection with Native American people, again 
in terms of childhood experience and spiritual insight. These. people claimed that 
they had Native American spirit guides as well as having past lives as Native American 
people themselves. 

Spirit guides also have a common presence in the alternative health and 
spirituality domain. In a book entitled How to Meet and Work with Spirit Guides, 
Andrews (1996) explains that these spiritual entities take many different forms and 
have many different functions. He states that "[g]uides, in whatever manner they 
appear, use an appearance that will be comfortable for [the recipient and] ... will 
provide clues as to their function in [that person's] life" (22). Ten per cent of people 
interviewed at the Wacipi said that they had Native American spirit guides. Almost 
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all of these guides were described as male warriors and/or elders who appeared in 
traditional attire. 

One woman explained that she decided to attend the Wacipi after a friend told 
her that she had Native American spirit guides. She said "I thought ... oh wow, I've 
got this connection here, and I really should go".43 Another woman who had come to 
the Wacipi alone explained that she had been involved in a shamanic group and had 
discovered that one of her spirit guides was a "Canadian Indian". She said "[I]t is a 
natural part of me, it is very strong and I can't stop it." Laughing, she continued, 
"and I don't want to stop it, it's great ... ".44 The woman quoted earlier who recovered 
memories of her past life through a drumming session, was more blase about her 
spirit guides. When I asked her why she had attended the Wacipi, she said "Oh, the 
same old story about having Indian Guides and all that kind of stuff ".45 

Many of the people we interviewed at the Wacipi claimed to have a special 
resonance with Native American culture which they felt was intrinsic to their sense 
of self. As one participant sat listening to the Indigenous musicians, for example, she 
commented tearfully," I'm home, it feels right, I just feel as though I am home, it's 
just part of me, it heals me". 46 In a similar vein, a man who believed that he had a past 
life as a Sioux warrior47 described how he felt when he first saw the Native American 
dancers performing. He said "[it] was the most fabulous thing I have ever seen ... I 
felt like, 'hey that was me'." He laughed, saying "I hope you don't think this sounds 
silly, but, you know, I did think it was me, I really did, I could relate to it all ... ". The 
interviewer also laughed and commented that the respondent was "almost like an 
Indigenous person walking around in another skin". The man replied, but in a serious 
tone," yeah, I probably think I am." 

Such attempts to claim aspects of indigenous identity are rarely met with positive 
responses from Indigenous people themselves, as some of the participants discovered 
during the seminars and workshops in the weeks preceding the Wacipi. One young 
Caucasoid woman48 provided the following account of the seminar that she attended. 

I would love to sit down and talk to an elder,49 someone who has gone past all 
the pain, well not past it, it never goes, but someone who can just answer your 
questions. Most of the people who were talking at the seminar were great, there 
was just one lady there who was still really angry. I can understand that anger at 
the whites ... but then she started sort of saying to us 'you whites took the land ... 
you will never have what we have' ... and it was hitting me, it really hurt you 
know. I thought this is racism coming around the other way again, it's just 
happening again, you know, 'what are you saying this for? You're telling me 
and I feel it really deeply, exactly like you have been doing, and yet you are 
turning around and calling me a white', well the whole room actually ... I was 
very upset- I learned a lot from that though. You don't have to be born into it 
to understand ... 

This woman's comments reveal some· of the tensions that can arise when 
Indigenous selves refuse to embrace the aspirations of 'Western' others, thus firmly 
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maintaining cultural and social boundaries by reasserting and redefining their own 
difference. 

Finding a new self and losing the other 

Simard (1990: 333) states that 'Indians and Whites do not exist'. He argues, 
like Francis (1992), that both' ... represent fabled creatures, born as one in the minds 
of seventeenth and eighteenth century European thinkers trying to make sense of the 
modern experience' (333). Simard claims, as do many other writers, that such 
representations bear little resemblance to real people or real experiences. He suggests 
that 'Indians' have been created to embody 'the absolute opposite of what is thought 
of as "Western" culture', that both 'are false faces peering into a mirror' (333), 
reflections of each other, monolithic, archetypal and 'logically obverse' (353).50 If 
we accept this position the notion of discovering a new (ancient) 'Self' by taking 
idealised representations of Indigenous 'Others' as role models, begins to assume a 
rather narcissistic quality. While I do not seek to deny or undermine the benefits that 
individuals experience in their lives as a result of developing their spiritual identities 
in particular ways, I do question the valorisation of images that turn Indigenous 
Americans and their cultural traditions into metonyms for idealised (i.e. spiritualised) 
relationships with the natural world. Such representations are based, for the most 
part, on utopian critiques of 'Western' society, and although there are a number of 
Indigenous people who also choose to embrace and promote them, these images will 
always tell 'us' more about our settler selves than about the original others whom 
some believe we should try to emulate in the quest for a better self and a better world. 
By focussing on 'imaginary' others we risk losing sight of the real otherness that 
Indigenous peoples claim for themselves. 

As Deloria (1998) illustrates in his book entitled Playing Indian, Europeans 
and Americans have been appropriating Native American identities for centuries, 51 

the point being that this 'New Age' phenomenon is neither new nor unique. 
Nonetheless, it is necessary to acknowledge that the act of claiming an indigenous 
identity is, undeniably and regardless of intention, political. As Root (1996: 105) 
explains, such acts ' ... do not float in space but are underlain by very precise systems 
of authority', systems which allow the appropriation of Indigenous land and the 
persistence of social inequality and cultural exploitation. Such acts can result in direct 
and indirect disadvantages to Indigenous people themselves. 

The messy negotiation of identity, however, is something that continues to 
happen beyond and in spite of critical academic discourses. If a person describes 
some kind of transcendental 'feeling' of being indigenous, if they claim to have 
made contact with the numinous by allowing themselves to imagine their indigenous 
pasts, if they report a sense of emotional healing as a result of meditating on 
romanticised images of Indigenous cultures, at what level should they be challenged? 
Bowman (1995b) reflects on the desire of some people in the alternative health and 
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spirituality movement to claim Celtic identities unrelated to their personal genealogies. 
She refers to these people as "cardiac Celts" and points out that Celtic identity " .. .is 
coming to be seen as a quality or a matter of choice rather than an issue of history, 
geography, language or ethnicity; it has become 'a thing of spirit not of heritage"' 
(245). Similarly, Sunderland (1997) writes about European Americans who 'feel' 
African American and points out that 'narratives of self are as much acts of the creation, 
maintenance and negotiation of identity as they are acts of the reflection of identity' 
(40). The responses we gathered at the Western Australian Wacipi are part of the 
same pattern. A number of the people we spoke to reported, agreed or implied that 
they 'felt' indigenous regardless of their European Australian heritage. As one woman 
argued; 

I don't think you can generalise and say that whites are this or blacks are that, I 
think it is very mixed now .. some people seem to have it in their heart, even if 
they are white skinned, they seem to know about it, so I don't make any more 
judgements like that. 52 

The accounts presented here suggest, as Nash (2000: 1) argues ' ... that 
genealogy, for all its apparent promise of certainty, offers no guaranteed solutions to 
puzzles of belonging and identity'. Nostalgia for a generic indigenous essence, a lost, 
but universal component of human nature, and the belief that this elusive aspect of 
'self' can be recaptured, remembered, rediscovered by exploring the traditions of 
contemporary Indigenous people has a powerful presence in the international 
alternative health and spirituality movement. Implied in this search for an indigenous 
identity is the assumption that the self is a malleable entity, constantly under 
negotiation, and not limited to the coarse categorisation of racial heritage. As many 
of the people we interviewed have discovered, personal identity has become an 
increasingly mutable quality. The political, social and cultural implications of this 
phenomenon promise to provide ongoing conundrums for those who claim the 
identities of others, for those whose identities are claimed by others and for those 
researchers who try to unravel such processes for the purpose of better understanding 
contemporary cultural life. 
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Notes 

1. Wacipi means 'dance' in the language of the Dakota people of North America (Twin Cities 
Public Television, 1995) and is often used in conjunction with the term 'Powwow'. The latter 
is thought to be the English derivation of 'pauau', an Algonquian word used to refer to 'a 
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gathering of people' (Zimmerman, 1996: 90).To my knowledge 'wacipi' was not formally 
defined at any point in the advertising campaign or during the event itself, although in one 
brochure it was accompanied by the word 'powwow' in brackets. The people interviewed 
tended to use the more familiar 'powwow'. 

2. The group of twelve Native American performers represented several Indigenous nations 
including Apache, Navaho, Nez Perce and Cree. These people came to Western Australia at 
the invitation of two local women who had set up a small business called Four Winds Encounters 
for the purpose of organising an 'American Indian Encounter' for the people of Perth. The 
three week event, which included a series of workshops and seminars on Native American 
culture, was initially planned in consultation with a group of Dakota and Lakota Sioux, 
Chippewa, Hidatsa and Ojibwa people who, according to one of the organisers, had pulled out 
three weeks before they were scheduled to arrive. She explained publicly that these 'New Age 
Native Americans' had demanded an extra four thousand dollars payment per person at the 
last minute and that a group of 'real Native American people' had been organised to replace 
them at very short notice. An informal conversation with one of the Native American women 
·who made the trip to Perth suggested that the group had not been aware that the event they had 
agreed to participate in was primarily targeted at the 'New Age' community. This woman 
indicated that several members of the group were very angry at the situation in which they 
found themselves. This feeling was clearly exacerbated by several instances in which the 
Native American visitors were persistently and inappropriately questioned by 'New Age' 
participants eager for information about 'traditional' spiritual practices. 

3. Smith and Ward (2000: 190) observe that 'the convention of using upper case for Indigenous 
is being used increasingly by Indigenous peoples to emphasise their existence as nation-states'. 
I have followed this convention where I am referring to Indigenous groups and their cultures. 
When I discuss the feelings of indigeneity described by non-Indigenous people I have used the 
lower case form. 

4. Torgovnick (1990: 20) suggests that flagging the problematic nature of terms like 'Western' 
by enclosing them in quotation marks 'relieves writers of the responsibility for the words they 
use'. While I tend to agree with this statement, I continue to use the term, partly because it has 
a specific currency amongst the people I am writing about, and partly because of its ability to 
code for a set of European intellectual traditions that have had a significant and identifiable 
influence on cultures throughout the world. 

5. I use 'New Age', as shorthand for the alternative health and spirituality movement and the 
ideas informing it, in a similar way to which I use 'Western' (see endnote 4). This phrase has 
acquired negative connotations for many of the people involved in the movement due to its 
associations with commercialism, therefore I use it with qualification and in conjunction with 
the more neutral and descriptive 'alternative health and spirituality movement'. 

6. Interviewees were chosen randomly. We approached groups and individuals throughout the 
amphitheatre as they sat on the grass waiting for the performance to resume. Short informal 
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interviews were conducted with fifty people of varying ages. Approximately 70 per cent of the 
respondents were female, a figure roughly representative of the gender composition of the 
overall audience. As my research focussed on non-Indigenous perceptions oflndigenous people 
we did not interview the Indigenous performers themselves. 

7. These writers also reflect on the negative stereotypes associated with representations of 
Indigenous people. I do not address these here. 

8. For discussions of such representations in the context of the international environmental 
movement, see Ellen (1986), Sackett (1991), Jacobs (1994), Rothenberg (1996), Gaard (1993) 
and Taylor (1997). For more general discussion see Trouillot (1991). Bowman (1995a) offers 
an interesting analysis of the role of the 'noble savage' in New Age and Neo-pagan discourse 
and Miskimmin (1996), Donaldson (1999) and Berendt (1997) reflect on the implications of 
these romantic representations from Indigenous perspectives. For further critiques of this form 
of 'cultural borrowing', see Ziff and Rao (1997). Povinelli (1999) also offers a powerful analysis 
of the implications for Indigenous people of being 'created' within a framework of traditionalism. 

9. Other recent titles include Native Wisdom (Bruchac, 1995), Tribal Wisdom (Dunn, 1998), 
The Mammoth Book of Ancient Wisdom (Eason, 1997) and another Native American Wisdom 
(Cleary, 1996). The kind of books to which I refer to are artistically presented, often (but not 
always) unreferenced, and generally focussed around quotes attributed to Indigenous groups 
or individuals. Most have a strong visual component. 

10. See for example, Linn (1997), Herbert (1996), Foster and Little (1988) and Tunneshende 
(1997). The majority of publications relate to Native American spirituality, but other Indigenous 
cultures are also represented:Wessleman (1996) writes about Hawaiian culture, Arden (1999) 
about black South African traditions, Kharitidi (1996) about Siberian shamans, and Morgan 
( 1994) about Australian Aboriginal people. With the exception of Linn, and Foster and Little, 
the texts listed are all presented as autobiographical accounts wherein non-Indigenous people 
stumble upon and are transformed by Indigenous spiritual wisdom. The two exceptions also 
include testimonials but are structured like guides or source books rather than extended 
narratives. The reader should note that this list constitutes a very small selection of the material 
available in Australia. Other well known authors in this area include Lynn Andrews, Paula 
Gunn Allen, Brooke Medicine Eagle, Ed McGaa and Mary Summer Rain, some of whom 
identify as Native American. 

11. Rolls (1998) has conducted a detailed literature-based study of Australian interests in 
Aboriginal spirituality. He includes analyses of several well-known 'New Age' texts. 

12. 'New Age' interest in Australian Aboriginal culture is greater outside of Australia, as 
evidenced, for example, by the incredible success of Marlo Morgan's book Mutant Message 
Down Under (1994), which was translated into several different languages, sold well over half 
a million copies and provided the basis for an extensive international lecture series, a film 
contract and other merchandising spin-offs (see Rolls, 1998: 285-7). This overseas interest 
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further supports Bowman's assertion. 

13. Most respondents tended to refer to Western culture in the singular, suggesting that they 
perceived it as being somewhat monolithic in nature. The multiplicity, if not the particularity, 
of Indigenous cultures was usually acknowledged by use of the plural. 

14. Respondent 4 

15. Respondent 37 

16. Respondent 38 

17. Respondent 30 

18. Respondent 11 

19. A phrase used by Ellen (1986:10) 

20. Respondent 15 

21. Respondent 25 

22. Respondent 36 

23. James Redfield's 'New Age' best seller, The Celestine Prophecy (1994), and its sequels, 
The Tenth Insight (1997) and The Secret of Shambahla (1999), are good examples of 'New 
Age' narratives based on the notion of spiritual evolution. 

24. Respondent 49 

25. Native American peoples have, at different times, promoted pan-Indian identities for the 
purposes of political influence and social unity (Torgovnick, 1997: 137 -8), as have Australian 
Aboriginal peoples. 

26. In making this observation, it is also worth noting that many Indigenous groups themselves 
are increasingly willing to acknowledge similarities between their cultural beliefs and values 
and those of other Indigenous peoples around the world. This recognition, however, does not 
deny the commitment within these groups to maintaining and/or reclaiming their own particular 
cultural identities. The development of the international Indigenous movement (Jull 2000, 
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Synott 2000) as a means of furthering the social, economic and environmental interests of 
Indigenous people, has facilitated this sense of shared values. 

27. David Suzuki has also promoted this belief from an ecological perspective. See The Wisdom 
of the Elders (Kundtson and Suzuki, 1992) and The Sacred Balance (Suzuki and McConnell, 
1997). 

28. Ingold (1989: 210) argues that the majority of popular interest in Indigenous cultures 
(Hunter-gatherers) is due 'to the (wholly mistaken) notion that they are living exemplars of 
prototypical humanity, a childhood of man from which the rest of us have grown up'. 

29. See Mies (1993) for a strongly feminist discussion of what 'white man' has lost. 

30. Respondents 33 

31. Both of these phrases are commonly used in 'New Age' discourse and refer to the belief 
that the human species is currently undergoing a spiritual evolution, as mentioned earlier. The 
terms 'New Age' or 'Age of Aquarius' reflect this theme of change. 

32. Only fifteen percent of respondents said that they had met Indigenous people in the past, 
and only two of those individuals had met Native American people. 

33. Respondent 1 

34. Respondent 7 

35. Respondents 38 and 39 

36. Several respondents used 'it' in seemingly similar ways but without definition. The 
conversational context suggested that 'it' was being used to refer to a feeling of some kind, or 
a sense of connection, in this instance to the 'bush'. 

37. It is not necessary to interrogate the theology of this concept for the purposes of this paper. 
However, Williston and Johnstone (1995:12) provide the following introductory statement; 
"The exploration of past lives is ... based upon the concept of reincarnation, where the Soul is 
born into a succession of lives in the physical world in order to encounter growth opportunities 
in the progression towards total maturity". 

38. Williston and Johnstone (1995) provide a detailed account of the development of this 
hypnotic therapy and its use as a treatment for repressed/subconscious trauma. 
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39. Respondent 4 

40. Respondents 45 and 46 

41. Respondent 31 

42. Respondents 33 and 34 

43. Respondent 3 

44. Respondent 44 

45. Respondent 4 

46. Respondent 44 

47. Respondent 47 

48. Respondent 39 

49. A recurrent criticism of the Four Winds American Indian Encounter was that there were no 
Indigenous 'elders' involved. 

50. See Paine (2000) for a discussion of the ways in which the concept of 'aboriginal' was 
constructed in opposition to 'settler'. As Paine (2000: 106) points out, Edward Said's notion 
of 'Orientalism' works on similar premises. 

51. One the most well-known of these was Archie Belaney, an Englishman living in Canada 
who constructed an Indigenous identity for himself, assumed the name of Grey Owl, and 
proceeded to enjoy enormous popularity as a writer and public speaker in North America and 
the United Kingdom in the 1930's. See Root (1996: 102-106) and Francis (1992: 131-143). 
See also Feest (1990). 

52. Respondent 39 



62 

References 

Australian Religion Studies Review 

Andrews, T. 1996. How to Meet and Work with Spirit Guides. Llewellyn Publications, St 
Paul. 

Arden, N. 1999. African Spirits Speak: A white woman'sjourney into the healing tradition of 
the Sangoma. Destiny Books, Vermont. 

Berendt, L. 1998. In your dreams: Cultural appropriation, popular culture and colonialism. 
Law Text Culture 4(1):256-279. 

Bowman, M. 1995a. The Noble Savage and the Global Village: Cultural evolution in New 
Age and Neo-Pagan thought. Journal of Contemporary Religion 10(2):139-149. 

1995b. Cardiac Celts: Images of the Celts in Paganism. In Paganism Today: 
Wiccans, Druids, the Goddess and ancient earth traditions for the twenty-first century, edited 
by G Harvey and C Hardman, 242-251. Thorsons, London. 

Bruchac, J (ed). 1995. Native Wisdom. HarperSanFrancisco, New York. 

Cleary, K M (ed). 1996. Native American Wisdom. DoveTail Books, [no place of publication 
provided]. · 

Clifton, J (ed). 1990. The Invented Indian: Cultural fictions and government policies, 
Transaction Publishers, New Brunswick. 

Coombe, R. 1998. The Cultural Life of Intellectual Properties: authorship, 

appropriation , and the law. Duke University Press, Durham. 

Deloria, P. 1998. Playing Indian. Yale University Press, New Haven. 

Donaldson, L. E. 1999. On medicine women and White shame-ans: New Age Native 
Americanism and commodity fetishism as pop culture feminism. Signs 24(3):677-696. 

Dunn, P. 1998. Tribal Wisdom. Axiom, Australia. 

Eason, C. 1997. The Mammoth Book of Ancient Wisdom: 3000 years of magic and folklore 
from Ancient Egypt to Native America and Tribal Australia. Robinson, London. 

Ellen, R K. 1986. What Black Elk left unsaid: on the illusory images of green primitivism. 
Anthropology Today 2(6):8-12. 

Feest, C.F. 1990. Europe's Indians. In The Invented Indian: Cultural fictions and government 
policies, edited by J.A. Clifton, 333-369. Transaction Publishers, New Brunswick. 

Foster, S and M Little. 1988. The Book of the Vision Quest: Personal transformation in the 
wilderness. Prentice Hall Press, New York. 

Francis, D. 1992. The Imaginary Indian: The image of the Indian in Canadian culture. Arsenal 
Pulp Press, Vancouver. 

Gaard,G. 1993. Ecofeminism and Native American cultures: Pushing the limits of cultural 
imperialism? In Ecofeminism: Women, animals, nature, edited by G. Gaard, 295-314. Temple 
University Press, Philadelphia. 

Herbert, M. 1996. Healing Quest: A journey of transformation. Rider, London. 

Ingold, T. 1989. An anthropologist looks at biology. Man 25:208-29. 

Jacobs, J. 1994. Earth honouring: Western desires and indigenous 

knowledges. Meanjin 53(2):305-314. 



Volume 14, Number 1 63 

Jull,P. 2000. Indigenous peoples and politics at the Millennium. Social Alternatives 19(1):16-
19. 

Kehoe, A. 1990. Primal Gaia: Primitivists and plastic medicine men. In The Invented Indian: 
Cultural fictions and government policies, edited by J Clifton, 193-209. Transaction Publishers, 
New Brunswick. 

Kharitidi, 0. 1996. Entering the Circle: Ancient secrets of Siberian wisdom discovered by a 
Russian psychiatrist. HarperCollins, New York. 

Knudtson, P. and D. Suzuki. 1992. Wisdom of the Elders. Allen & Unwin, North Sydney. 

Linn, D. 1997. Quest: Journey to the centre of your soul. Rider, London. 

Marshall,P. 1992. Nature's Web: Rethinking our place on Earth. Cassell, London. 

Mies, M. 1993. White man's dilemma: His search for what he destroyed. In Ecofeminism, 
edited by M Mies and V Shiva, 132-163. Spinifex Press, Melbourne. 

Miskimmin, S. 1996. The New Age Movement's appropriation of Native spirituality: Some 
political implications for the Algonquian Nation. Papers of the Algonquian Conference 27: 
205-211. 

Morgan, M. 1994. Mutant Message Down Under. HarperCollins, New York. 

Nash, C. 2000. Genealogical identities. Paper presented at Land, Culture, Place and Identity 
seminar, Institute of Advanced Studies, University of Western Australia, Perth, July 3-7, 2000. 

Native American Wisdom. 1994. Running Press, Philadelphia. 

Paine, R. 2000. Aboriginality, authenticity and the Settler world, in Signifying Identities: 
Anthropological perspectives on boundaries and contested values, edited by A.P. Cohen, 77-
116. Routledge, London. 

Povinelli, E. 1999. Settler modernity and the quest for an indigenous tradition. Public Culture 
11 (1):19-48. 

Redfield, J. 1994 The Celestine Prophecy: An adventure. Bantam Books, Moorebank. 

1997 The Tenth Insight: Holding the vision. Bantam Books, 

Moorebank. 

1999 The Secret of Shambhala: In search of the eleventh insight. Warner Books, 
New York. 

Root, D. 1996. Cannibal Culture: Art, appropriation and the commodification of difference. 
Westview Press, Colorado. 

Rolls, A.M. 1998.The Sacred Savage. Phd Thesis, Monash University. (Unpublished as a 
whole document). 

Rollins, P.C. and J.E.O'Connor (eds). 1998. Hollywood's Indian: The portrayal of the Native 
American in film. University Press of Kentucky, Kentucky. 

Rothenberg, D. 1996. Will the real Chief Seattle please speak up?: An interview with Ted 
Perry. Terra Nova 1(1):68-82. 

Sackett, L. 1991. Promoting primitivism: Conservationist depictions of Aboriginal Australians. 
The Australian Journal of Anthropology 2 (2):233-246. 

Simard, J-J. 1990. White ghosts, red shadows: The reduction of North American Natives. In 
The Invented Indian: Cultural fictions and government policies, edited by J.A. Clifton, 333-



64 Australian Religion Studies Review 

369. Transaction Publishers, New Brunswick. 

Smith, C and G.K. Ward (eds). 2000. Indigenous Cultures in an Interconnected World. Allen 
and Unwin, St Leonards. 

Sunderland, P .L. 1997. 'You may not know it, but I'm Black': White women's self-identification 
as Black. Ethnos 62(1-2):32-58. 

Suzuki, D. and A. McConnell. 1997. The Sacred Balance: Rediscovering our place in nature. 
Allen & Unwin, :St Leonards. 

Sydney Goodwill Unit Services. 1996. World Invocation Day, June 1, 1996. Southern 
Crossings: A Guide for Personal and Planetary Transfonnation 17(3):31. 

Synott, J. 2000. The World Indigenous Movement shaping the 21 ''Century. Social Alternatives 
19(2):28-34. 

Taylor, B. 1997. Earthen spirituality or cultural genocide?: Radical Environmentalism's 
appropriation of Native American spirituality. Religion 27:183-215. 

Torgovnick, M. 1990. Gone Primitive: Savage intellects, Modern lives. University of Chicago 
Press, Chicago. 

Torgovnick, M. 1997. Primitive Passions: Men, women, and the quest for ecstasy. Alfred A. 
Knopf, Inc, New York. 

Trouillot, M-R. 1991. Anthropology and the savage slot: The poetics and politics of otherness. 
In Recapturing Anthropology: Working in the present, edited by R G Fox, 17-44. School of 
American Research, Santa Fe. 

Tunneshende, M. 1997. Medicine Dream: A woman's encounter with the healing realms of 
Don Juan. Thorsons, London. 

Twin Cities Public Television. 1995. 'Powwow words and sounds in the Dakota language'. 
http://www.ktca.org/powwow/words.htrnl [accessed 12/01/01]. 

Wesselman, H. 1995. Spiritwalker: Messages from the future. Bantam Books, New York. 

Williston, G and J Johnstone. 1995. Discovering your Past Lives: Spiritual growth through a 
knowledge of past lifetimes. Thorsons, London. 

Wilson Schaef, A. 1995. Native Wisdom for White Minds: Daily reflections 

inspired by the Native Peoples of the world. Random House Australia, New South Wales. 

Ziff, B and P Rao (eds).1997. Borrowed Power: Essays on cultural appropriation. Rutgers 
University Press, New Jersey. 

Zimmerman, L.J. 1996. Native North America. Duncan Baird Publishers, London. 


