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ACT Department of Health, Housing & Community Care 
ACT Housing 

9.00am 

9.45am 

10.30am 

10.45am 

12.00pm 

12.30pm 

AGENDA 

1 Day Program 

Welcome and Introductions 
Self-introductions, sharing of stories and expectations of the 
program. Also a brief explanation of whatthe·programis about 
and the approach we will take. 

Culture, Kinship & Community 
An interactive role play which explores and compares the 
structures of indigenous societies prior to and since contact. 
The diverse nature of indigenous societies, the importance of 
kinship systems and community structures and the historical and 
contemporary relationships which exist between indigenous and 
non-indigenous peoples all are viewed from a very different 
perspective in this interactive experience. 

Morning Tea 

Culture, Kinship and Community role play continued 
Includes a video and discussion 

Group Discussion: "What is Culture"? 
A group discussion where participants explore the meaning of 
Culture and determine that we all have a culture. 

Lunch 



1.30pm 

2.00pm 

3.00pm 

3.15pm 

4.30pm 

5.00pm 

Group Exercise/Discussion: "Stereotypes". 
This session provides the opportunity for participants to discuss the 
harshness of stereotypes and learn how these may disadvantage 
Indigenous people 

Group Discussion/Exercise: "Hope and Fears" 
A group exercise where participants are split into smaller groups 
and given a work related scenario to discuss and solve. 

Afternoon Tea 

Group Exercise/Discussion: Looking, Listening and Touching 
A group exercise which gives participants an opportunity to explore 
differences communication styles. 

Question and Answer session 

Evaluation and Close 
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CROSS CULTURE AWARENESS 

It would be impossible to provide a crash course in cross-cultural 
awareness within the confines of the time-frame available. Rather this 
program approaches the issue by providing opportunities for 
participants to look at their own behaviours and belief systems. 

Learning the details about other cultures provides little more than 
entertainment value or superficial knowledge. On the other hand, a 
process of cultural awareness gives insights which cannot be gained by 
reading a book or hearing a lecture. 

If we are to deal with people from other cultures, we must understand 
something of our own. This way we learn some of the every day 
assumptions which underpin our perceptions and therefore our 
behaviour. 

Because culture is largely acquired automatically as a result of growing 
up in a particular social setting, it not often the subject of scrutiny or 
assessment. As an outcome of undergoing a cultural awareness 
process however, the very notion that some cultural expressions are 
normal is challenged. 

The agenda of those who advocate mono-culture is based on 
ignorance and is misplaced when dealing with humans. Comparisons 
about whether one culture is better than other, reflect the lack of 

t maturity of the maker who is unable to respect the differences slhe 
encounters. 

A process of discovery assists the understanding that differences in 
cultures are no more than the expressions of common human values. 
Comparisons made to the detriment of the other culture or quaint 
notions of cultural superiority become irrelevant as an appreciation of 
this, is gained. 

Remember, when it comes to culture - DIFFERENCE IS NORMAL 
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Something About TEACHERS: 

The Harvard Potential Intelligence Test - in this psychological 
experiment in the 1960s, teachers from a number of schools were 
told that their students had done special aptitude tests to see how 
potentially intelligent they were (as opposed to what the teacher's 
were presently observing about the children). 

At the end of a year, all the children who the teachers now 
believed were potentially very intelligent, were assessed. The 
results were remarkable in that every child's marks had gone up 
significantly - some as much as 80%. 

The most remarkable thing about this however is that only the 
teachers were told about the students. They had never actually 
been tested or knew anything about what their teachers were told 
about them. 

This proved that if people have low expectations of you, (based on 
racist beliefs say), it does effect how you are actually treated. not 
just how you feel about yourself. This is what determines your 
performance level, not your race or cultural background. 

IT IS NOT THE STUDENT, BUT THE TEACHER - IN EVERY 
CASE! 



Many apologies 
Thank you for building us new homes 

since you took from us our original homes 
when you have come in and vandalised, 
destroyed or took us from ours 

Thank you for bringing in the doctors and 
nurses who do an excellent job of trying to 
cure the woes of diseases you brought in, of 
alcohol you brought with you and the 
heartache of family separations 

Thank you for allowing us to survive even 
though~ou did you damnedest to wipe us out 

Thank you for allowing us to survive, so 
that we can demand, like all Australians, the 
right to health and happiness and the right to 
determine our own Mures 

Thank you for teaching us to read and 
write, even though our world did not need the 
written language because we did not need 
pieces of paper to make us hold true to our 
word 

And thank you for teaching us the English 
language, tt Is almost like we never had one . 
of our own 

Thank you for exposing us to European · 
cjv!lisation, and teaching us how to exploit our 
own people, and thanks for teaching us the 
value of the individual over the family unit. 
We were so backward-looking we thought the 
family unit was important. 

Thank you for building farms and large 
properties so we could work on them as 
slaves for a blanket and tobacco as pay 

Thank you for denying us access to our 
traditional foods so we became dependent of 
your farms. But your food is so good that it 
has allowed us to enjoy the benefits of 
diabetes and cardiovascular disease and the 
occasional poisoning 

Thank you for taking us off our lands and 
feeding us· rancid foods or forcing us to eat 
dirt even when we were not in drought, 
because we could not leave the reservation 

Thank you for building roads and rail so 
that you could move us quicker and farther 
away to where you needed us to build your 
farms and properties. It saved us so much 
walking between slave camps 

Thank you for making yourself rich from 
the mineral wealth of Australia while you 
never shared with us the wealth you earned 
from thls land 

Thank you for working hard to develop this 
country and making sure that all Australians, 
of which we never were, were able to enjoy· 
the fabulous wealth and riches which you 
have pulled out over the past 220 odd years'.' 

Finally, we should apologise: 
For feeding your starving first settlers 

when they arrived on Eora land. even though 
your diseases most likely killed the last of 
them many years ago. 

I must apologise for David Unaipon 
developing your first mechanical shears 
which helped lift Australia on to the sheep's_ 

back, along with othor patent3, which have alt 
added to Australia':s wealth 

I apologise-for the black trackers who help 
you find and stop Ned Kelly, even though you 
never paid them for the work 

I apologise for keeping some of your 
explorers alive, even when they went against 
the advice we gave them 

I apologise for you as well. You could not 
have known that the Good Samaritan that 
you are would have meant that we would 
survive and now are In a position to daim that 
which is every Australian's right 

l apologise for looking after this land and 
keeping it alive, so that when you arrived you 
could kill it with salt and removal of forests 

I apologise for giving you a culture to claim 
as your own, that you now flaunt to the world 
as its oldest livlng civilisation 

I apologise for advancing your 
understanding of humankind, much the same 
as the Hebrew must thank Hitler for 
advancing human medicine all those years 
ago. The experiments you ran, the tests you 
conducted, could not have happened if we 
had resisted you and your ways 

I apologise for the sporting stars of the 
past, the Roses, Mundines, Kicketts and 
Ellas, who have brought glory to Australia 
even though they were second-class citizens 

I apologise for the Torres Strait Ught 
Infantry Battalion, which in World War II had a 
sign-up rate twice that of any other town or 
community in Australia. Or the other Tom~s 
Strait Islanders who still hold the world record 
for laying rail track by hand at your Port 
Hedland mine 

I also apolciglse on our veterans' behalf for 
wanting to get paid the same as the white 
soldier, even though a bullet does not care if 
you are black or white 

Or to those veterans who guided ships 
through the treacherous waters of the Coral 
Sea, fed your coast watches as they watched 
the Japanese ships, or worked with our Fuzzy 
Wuz:z:y brothers to get your people back to a 
hospital. 

I apologise for cuffing cane, cleaning your 
houses, rounding up your cattle or building 
your railways. We should have known that 
you made us work, poisoned us, separated 
us from our families, and denied us the right 
of self-determination-for our own benefit. 
You were never looking at feathering you 
own nest. you only had our best interests at 
heart 

Finally, I apologise for being in your way. 
How were we to know that when you say that 
you care about life you only consider life as 
white? We had always thought that man was 
man. no different to each other. But we were 
wrong. There is white man, then everyone 
else. 

NOEL BON 
Vice-chairman, ACT TS! Corporation 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~-
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THE CYCLE OF POVERTY 

Poor housing 
Poverty 

Imprisonment 
Poor health 

Disadvantaged Lifestyle j 

/ 
Employment 

Unskilled labour 
Unemployment 
Low income 
High mobility 

t 

Birth 

Low birth rate 
Poor housing 
Overcrowding 
Poor maternal health 

~ 
j Early Schooling Dropout I 
Poor qualifications 

Early Childhood 

Few skills 
Poor attitudes 

No access to further 
education 

Poor health 
Poor parental models 
Inadequate 
stimulation 
Poor language 
development 

~_S_c_h_o_o_l_in~g"---'/ ,/ 
Low achievement 

Poor health 
Absenteeism 

Behavioural problems 

© Cross-Cultural Communications, Adelaide 

© l 998-99 SPECTRA Consultants 
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History 

1860-1940 
massacres 
removals 

1880 - 1960 
removals 
reserves 

child 
removals 

TRANSGENERA TIONAL TRAUMA 

This diagram charts the effects of 'unhealed' trauma (as in post 
trauma stress disorder - PTSD) over six generations within an 
Aboriginal Community. Traumas of various kinds have been 
'handed down' the generations. History can often help us 
understand characteristics which we might otherwise see as 
stereotypes. 

A six-generation gene-histogram 
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©Judy Atkinson, Co-ordinator, Indigenous Tflerapies Program, Central Queensland University, Rockflampton 



STEREOTYPES & DISCRIMINATION J 

STEREOTYPES 
such as 

Aboriginal people go walkabout 
V\Tomen should be at home 
Asian people work too hard 

Young people are dole bludgers 
People with disabilities are dependent by nature 

can lead to 

PREJUDICE 
such as 

All Aboriginal peop1e are absent a lot 
\Vomen should love being barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen 

Asian people \vill take our jobs 
Young people don't want to work 

People \vith disabilities are a nuisance 

can lead to 

DISCRIMINATION 
such as 

\i\le \von't employ Aboriginal people because they are unreliable 
Women can't do men's v.rork, so we won't take on any apprentices 

\'\Te \Von't employ Asian people because they 
can get jobs in their own sweatshops 

We avoid employing young people in positions with any authority 
We won't employ people with disabilities · 



INTERNALISED OPPRESSION 

Kerrie Tim describes hmv the racist attitudes prevalent in the dominant Anglo­
.\ uslralian society are oflen internalised by Aboriginal people, \Vi th devastating 
r~'sults. 

",Facing overt and covert racists attitudes and practises every single day of our lives 
means the level of reslimulalion and hurt is constant. The vvay the internalised 
oppression affects us (that is, the internalised racism) is that we act out the hurts on 
ourselves first (drugs, alcohol, violence), then on others most like us, other 
.-'\.boriginal people, (violence, attacking leaders and each other every time one of us 
steps fon\'ard, flogging our children) and finally if \\'e ever get to feel safe enough, we 
get to take our anger out on the majority culture. Our patterns of behaviour are so 
based on fear that \'\'e spend a considerable amount of our time making it easy for the 
majority culture, taking care to ensure their dealings with us are comfortable (so the 
level of restimulation is reduced) and acting out destructive patterns of behaviour 
on ourselves. 

Patterns of internalised oppression cause us to take our feelings of anger, fear, 
frustration and powerlessness out on each other, particularly those closest to us. We 
are using drugs, alcohol and other addictions, and acting out other forms of violence 
and compulsive and hurtful sexual behaviours. Despite the good work by many 
individuals and commw1ities to deal with these oppressive patterns of behaviour, 
violence within families is still a key issue for us to address. It is important to 
remember that these patterns of behaviour are not part of our culture and they are 
not the nature of our people. They are the results of our ~turts. 

The racism and internalised racism \Vhich results from it have led to patterns which 
cause us to become rigid in defining ourselves and our cultural practises. Real 
Aboriginal people don't use guns to hunt, only spears, real Aboriginal people live on 
their traditional lands, real Aboriginal people belong to community organisations, 
real Aboriginal people don't succeed in the wider community. These patten1s cause 
us to hang on rigidly to definitions of Aboriginality which don't allow for growth. 
These rigid patterns mean we are not able to let go of the practises which hinder our 
individual and/ or community growth. These patterns are no longer useful and do 
not serve our interests or liberation. 

Although most of our communities know the patterns, and in most cases know the 
solutions, because we don't trust our thinking, we don't support the ideas put 
forward by other Aboriginal people and we do nothing. We become despairing and 
powerless. VVhen we have a great indigenous leader, who, despite the level of 
despair and powerlessness, despite the oppressions and internalised oppressions that 
affect us, steps forward and acts powerfully in the world, the majority culture usually 
pulls this lead back very quickly - "uppity black", "getting beyond his or herself", 
"trying to be one of us (white)", and excludes this person from decision making or 
from participating in the system ovvned and established by the majority culture". 

©Kerrie Tim, Article entitled "Effects of Racism & Internalised Racism & Oppression" 
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SOFTWARE OF THE MIND 

Srxcific to /\ Inherited 
individual .ind lorncd 

PERSONALITY 

Sp<:ci fk 
to group Learned 

or c~rcgory CULTURE 

Univc~I HUMAN NATURE Inherited 

Every person carries within him or herself patterns of thinking, feeling, 
and potential acting which ·were learned throughout their lifetime. 1v1uch 
of it has been acquired in early childhood, because that's 1vhen '"'e are 
most susceptible to learning and assimilating. [Once] patterns of thinking, 
feeling and acting have extablished themselves, a person must unlearn 
these before being able to learn something different, and unlearning is 
more difficult than learning for the first time. 

1. Human Nature 
\Vhat all human beings have in common, inherited with our human 
genes. The ability to feel fear, anger, love, joy, sadness; the need to 
associate with others; to play and exercise oneself; the facility to observe 
the environment and to talk about it with others - all these belong to this 
level of mental programming. 

2. Culture 
VVhat ·we do with these abilities, how we express our feelings and 
observations, etc, is modified by culture. Culture is always a collective 
phenomenon: it is about what we have shared with those 1vho have lived 
within the same social environment, which is where it was learned. 

3. Personality 
The personbality of an individual is his/ her unique personal set of mental 
programs which (s)he does nopt share with any other human being. It is 
based on traits wghich are partly inherited and partly learned. 

[Adapted from Geer! Hofstede, Cultures and Organizations: lntercultural Cooperation and its 
Importance for Survival, Harper Collins] 
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Part l 
Gaining Knowledge about Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Cultures: 
Some Aspects of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander History 

There are two major groups of indigenous cultures in Australia, the Torres 
Strait Islander peoples and the Aboriginal peoples. Torres Strait Islander 
peoples are culturally different from Aboriginal peoples. They are Melanasian, 
closely related to the peoples of Papua New Guinea and nearby South Pacific 
Islands. They are the only indigenous Melanasians in Australia. 

The movement of Melanasian peoples south from what is now known as 
Papua New Guinea and lrian Joya occurred somewhere between 8000 and 
70000 years ago. The southern migration seems to have stopped near the tip 
of what is now called Cape York. It is not clear why this southern movement 
stopped at this point. It is perplexing given that a land bridge was almost 
certainly in place until approximately 8000 years ago. 

Aboriginal peoples have lived on mainland Australia for at least 50000 
years or approximately 2000 generations. 

By contrast non-indigenous Australians have been resident in Australia 
for 200 years or about eight generations. 

During these almost unimaginable periods of time in almost complet~ 
isolation from the rest of the world, a remarkable· period of cultural and social 
development occurred. Traditional Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
societies were varied with differences in lifestyle, religious and ritual practices 
and economic behaviour. There was not only one Aboriginal culture nor was 
there only one Torres Strait Islander culture. 

Different cultures developed their own responses to different and 
changing environmental conditions and the particular needs of local groups. 
Both on the mainland and within the Torres Straits these groups distinguished 
between one and another in terms of the land or islands which they occupied, 
the languages they spoke and the individual responsibilities they took for 
religious and ceremonial practices relating to their lands and islands. 

Traditional Aboriginal peoples lived in relatively small extended family 
groups and belonged to one of hundreds of distinct communities. They lived 
by hunting and gathering,. a lifestyle which was semi-nomadic, following 
definite patterns according to season and ceremony . 



All of mainland Australia was owned, or rather each distinct Aboriginal 
group belonged to and had responsibility for particular areas of land. Social 
relations were elaborate and based on highly complex kinship systems. 

Traditional Torres Strait Islander peoples also lived in relatively small 
extended family groups or clans and belonged to a number of distinct family 
communities, which occupied various islands or parts of islands within the 
Torres Straits. They combined hunting and gathering practices with cultivation. 
They also followed definite patterns according to seaso_ns and ceremony. All 
of the islands within the Torres Straits were owned and each Torres Strait 
Islander group belonged to and had responsibility for particular islands or 
parts of islands. Social relations within the Torres Strait Islands were also 
elaborate and based on complex kinship systems. 

It has already been emphasised that Aboriginal and TorresStrait Islander 
societies were not the same. There was variety between groups which 
occupied the inland areas of the mainland and groups which occupied 
coastal areas as well groups which occupied different islands. Within both 
Aboriginal groups and Torres Strait Island groups men and women had 
different roles to fulfil and older people had more status and responsibility than 
younger members. The groups were highly personal; organisation was largely 
communal; behaviour was largely non-materialistic and based on religion; 
and everyone knew where they belonged - to group, land or island. 

Within both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures there was a very 
high level of social organisation. There was some contact with oon::-indigenous 
peoples prior to the settlement of Sydney Cove in 1788. 

Aboriginal people living on the northern coasts of what are now called 
Western Australia, Queensland and the Northern Territory had regular contact 
with various Melanasian groups of Papua New Guinea and the Torres Strait 
Islands over some thousands of years. 

More recently Asian sailors visited Australian territorial waters to pursue 
various maritime activities. An interesting example was the Macassans from 
Indonesia, who visited the northern coasts of the mainland and the Torres Strait 
Islands to catch the sea slug for trade with Chinese gourmet markets. The 
Torres Strait Islanders traded regularly with peoples from New Guinea and the 
South Pacific Islands. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people acquired 
new items through trade, travelled to Indonesia for visits occasionally and 
picked up elements of other cultures. In many cases there was intermarriage 
between groups. However the traders always left after the visits, avoided 
offending local groups and 9enerally had little impact on local communities. 
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Conflicts were rare and physical differences between groups were not 
considered particularly significant. This amicable multi-cult-uralism came to an 
abrupt- end in 1788 with colonisation of the Ausiralian mainland. 

The impact of colonisation was to seriously disrupt the lives and lifestyles 
of both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders over the two hundred years which 
followed. 

Meanwhile very different societies were developing in the northern 
hemisphere. By 1788 the industrial revolution was well under way and 
capitalism and colonisation were two of its driving forces. As time went on it 
generated ideas of progress, competition and victory which seNed its restless 
materialistic ambitions. Free enterprise saw children as young as five years 
being sent to work in factories and coal mines in England; and popular social 
theories of the time were used to justify the conquest of indigenous peoples in 
Africa, the Pacific and Australia. 

English language and culture had for a long time been loaded against 
persons of colour. White carried mainly positive valuations and black negative 
valuations, which were established far back in history. Blacks were first 
condemned as heathens and savages; denied humanity and used to 
rationalise Great Britain's involvement in the slave trade and in pursuit of its 
own ambitions. 

/\nd so at the time of colonisation, the differences between English and 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures could not have been greater. The 
strength of the indigenous societies; the self-governing, self regulating order 
which rested on religion and consensus and the relationship between people 
and land, became weakness in the face of English invasion. 

There were no cities; there were no factories; there was no large scale 
agricultural production, which could provide proof (in English terms) of 
ownership and industry. There were no governments nor armies which could 
be mobilised rapidly against the British. Isolation had provided its own 
defence. 

On contact there was no defence against the men, the guns, the 
religious views, the animals or the diseases which the Europeans brought to 
Australia. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples did not stand by helplessly 
and watch the seizure; nor did they simply fade away. The history we have 
been taught is one in which .the British became the owners of Australia instantly 
and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people the trespassers. 



The story of widespread, continuous and valiant resistance mounted by 
many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples has only recently been 
retrieved from the past. Only recenily have we come to know how resilient 
and adaptable many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples were in the 
face of such catastrophe. 

The invaders, who were labelled loosely British, were a mixed lot; convict 
and soldier; doctor and domestic servant; Irish Catholic and Presbyterian; with 
ethnic and class divisions in their societies. They came over the decades; as 
escapees from poverty, revolution or persecution; they· came for adventure 
and opportunity; or because they were sent. Whatever their motives, they 
came as culture carriers. They held ideas and values in their heads. Those 
who had the power set about enforcing those ideas and values on all -
including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 

The consequent destruction was not simply a result of ignorance 
between differing cultures or even British ethnocentrism and racism. What 
was fundamentally at stake was a competitbn for resources: for control of 
land and seas. Dispossession was the inevitable consequence of white 
settlement; growth; the development of an Australian economy and political 
system necessitated it. The different types of land use were incompatible. 

The lie which forms the moral and legal' basis of the occupation of 
indigenous lands and seas, that Australia was uninhibited in 1788, guaranteed 
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander ownership could not be 
acknowledged. 
The conflict, the resistance and the destruction of contact was repeated over 
and over as the frontier rolled unevenly across the Australian continent and 
the Torres Straits over a period of one hundred and fifty years. Frontier 
conditions existed up to the 1920s and 1930s in some parts of central Australia 
and the northwest. The last recorded large scale massacre of indigenous 
people occurred in 1928. 

But it was not only the violence and dispossession which wrought its toll. 
Once victorious the process of justifying the occupation through myth and 
racism continued. As did the displacement of surviving Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples; through confinement in reserves or missions run by 
white managers or pastors. Under the so called Protection legislation of most 
of this century, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were increasingly 
subject to total control bound in a legally enforced inferior status. They 
needed white permission to leave or return to a reserve; to get a job; to marry; 
and were subjected to a range of intimidating restrictions and harassment 
which resulted in crimes onl'{indigenous people could commit. 
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The narrow mindedness of white officials, the lack of any kind of 
accountability and the powerlessness of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples, who were already grieving for loss of land and kin, makes a 
wretched and shameful history. 

The reserves operated as labour pools, as a source of labour in the 
pastoral north; but also to provide rural workers and domestic seNants in the 
southeast and divers and ship crews in the Torres Straifa. 

Protection legislation restricted Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
mobility and legal rights and permitted the exploitation of indigenous labour 
under conditions dramatically inferior to those of other Australian workers. 
Protection legislation also retarded the growth of indigenous protest. For 
example in the 1930s it was used to stop the political organisation of 
indigenous peoples. 

Protection is not distant in the past. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people were not counted in the Australian Census until 1967. Many indigenous 
people throughout Australia are still living in gross squalor with appalling rates 
of illness and early death. The conditions stem directly from the loss of land, 
fighting and incarceration, the loss of resources and the loss of control over 
their own lives. 

Some grasp of the history, those social processes which created .the 
position of indigenous people in Australia today, is necessary if we are to 
understand those conditions and the immense social and persor:lal problems 
associated with them It helps us to understand the widespread anger and 
despair of many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people~ who have been 
organising themselves and protesting against their plight with little effect for far 
longer than we have realised. 

It can provide explanations which are more realistic than the blame the 
victim ideology often used to explain it all in terms of Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander weakness or inferiority. It also helps us to re-examine our own 
stereotypes and views, to see where they are simply wrong. For example, the 
belief that indigenous people have simple cultures or undeveloped 
languages. 

Whilst some non-indigenous peoples battle to re-assess Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander history, so do indigenous peoples. Peoples whose claim to 
land rights and self-determination rest upon a history of dispossession and 
cultural destruction. 

Perhaps we can learn from such troubles. Racism is not solved by 
ignoring it. It is necessary to identify it and take positive steps to fight it. 



We have begun with history, for it can tell us how we got to be the way 
we are. The process of colonisation, early contact and conflict between 
Aboriginal and Torres straii· Islander people and the invading Europeans 
generated a whole array of race relations, which while changing are still with 
us. 

Our image of race, the stereotypes of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people we hold, the language we use concerning them, our view of 
their place in the land or our lack of it continue to shape race relations today. 



Part 2 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Cultures in Australia today -

Some Aspects of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Australia in the 2000s 

Remarkably Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures are still thriving 
today. As a result of their different histories over the last two hundred years 
and their different responses to change Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people now live a variety of lifestyles and in a variety of societies. Sorne·still live 
in their traditional areas and retain strong allegiance to traditional knowledge 
and customs. Others live in urban situations as minority groups with only some 
knowledge of the traditions of their ancestors. The comment is often made 
that those living in urban environments have lost their culture. 

However as all human beings belong to groups and all human societies 
have cultures, these people still have cultures, even though their cultural 
patterns have been drastically modified as they have adapted to the 
changing environments in which they have found themselves. 

It has been easy and often convenient for non-indigenous peoples to 
assume that because Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people no longer 
live traditional lifestyles that they have lost their culture. That is, they have 
assimilated to the cultural practices of non-indigenous people. Surviving 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, like all cultures, are dynamic, that 
is they have the ability to adapt. 

Colonisation of Australia forced many indigenous societies to adapt. 
Often those who did not adapt, did not suNive. Adopting components of 
another culture, does not necessarily cause cultural loss, it causes cultural 
change. 

For example, non-indigenous peoples do not consider that because 
they no longer drive a horse and cart, they have lost their culture. 

They rightly presume that the development of motorised transport is part 
of their cultural development and motor cars have become part of their· 
culture. The motor car was not invented in Australia and yet to deny that the 
motor car is now an important component of non-indigenous culture would 
be absurd. 



Similarly many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples now use 
motor cars Bo1h indigenous and non-indigenous culi·ures have adop1-ed the 
componenfa of 01-her culiures so 1-o enhance and modify their own. This has 
resulled in cultural change. 

No1withs1-anding these comparisons ii- is clear that over the last 200 
years Aboriginal and Torres Shait Islander cultures have had to undergo a far 
higher level of adap1-ation than non-indigenous cul1-ures. The rate of speed of 
that change has resulted in many problems for indigenous peoples as well as 
benefits. 

As Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have been pressured to 
assimilate to the majority culture during this period of change identity has 
become an issue. In the past non-indigenous administrators have defined the 
term Aborigine and Torres Strait Islander. They have identified some people 
as indigenous and others regardless of their descent as being non-indigenous. 
Legisla1-ion has had the effect that the same person has been declared to be 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander at some stages of life, but identified as non­
indigenous at other stages. 

For example differing definitions have applied in differen1- States. A 
person identified as indigenous in one State may have been defined as non­
indigenous on crossing a State border. Within a State a person identified under 
Acts of Parliament as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander .may have been 
encouraged to apply for exemption from the provisions of the Acts and 
thereafter assumed to be non-indigenous. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander persons making this appJicatlon had 
to prove themselves worthy of being regarded as Australian citizens and 
capable of accepting responsibility. 

Non-indigenous Australians have often failed to understand the pressure 
and problems such legislation imposed on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people. What administrators perceived as giving people responsibiliiy often 
involved Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people having to deny their own 
culture; deny their own identity and often deny their extended family groups. 
Non-indigenous Australians should be sensitive to the anger and mistrust as 
times expressed by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people as a result of 
past policies and prac1-ices. 

As indigenous people, whose iden1-ity as such was denied during the 
eras of protectionism and assimilation, assert their right to lay claim to their 
ancestry and heritage; thE:Y naturally resent continued attempts to deny or 
ignore this claim. 
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Even today many Aboriginal and Tones Strait Islander people are 
questioned about the depi·h of their culture. This is particularly the case for 
indigenous people living in urban environments, who may be fair skinned or 
who lead lifestyles that are considered as similar to the lifestyles of non­
indigenous people. Many of these people are not only resentful of having 
their heritage questioned but puzzled by what doubters see as the 
advantages to claiming an indigenous identity. 

After all 92% of indigenous people are in the poorest 1 D°/o of Australian 
peoples. At the start off the third millenium Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people, the original owners of Australia, suffer the highest rate of infant 
mortality; the lowest life expectancy; the worst level of general health; the 
lowest level of retention within the schooling system; the lowest level of 
housing ownership; the highest level of imprisonment and unemployment of 
any cultural group in Australia. They rightfully ask why anyone would falsely 
claim Indigenous identity? 

We have already touched upon the immense changes to Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander societies, resulting from the entry of non-indigenous 
people to Australia from 1788 on. 

Different groups of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have 
experienced a whole range of processes caused by the colonisation of 
Australia. Some groups have been totally destroyed as they have succumbed 
to new diseases, lost their land and the will to live (as indicated by low birth 
rates in some areas),and suffered death through massacres and neglect. 
Others living away from coastal areas which soon became urbanised had 
more time to adjust; while some became assimilated into the majority society 
of Australia; lost touch with traditions and customs; and accepted the values 
and habits of non-indigenous Australians. 

Others while accepting many of the features of non-indigenous 
societies have struggled to retain a separate identity and have sought to 
integrate aspects of both ways of life. Continued Use of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander languages in the face of pressures to abandon them and 
assimilate to the use of English has been a symbol of the struggle. 

Also efforts to re-educate non-indigenous people about Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander history; demonstrate a determination to have Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures considered from an indigenous 
point of view.Many non-indigenous people still try to divide indigenous people 
into two distinct groups - the traditional and the urban. 



Whilst there appears to be nothing wrong with this separation of people 
into 1wo categories it is a massive over-simplification of a complex issue which 
fails to see Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as individuals who may 
lead traditional lifestyles or who may lead urban lifestyles. In many cases they 
lead lifestyles somewhere in between the two. 

Some 15% of Australia has been returned to its traditional owners and in 
almost all cases those traditional owners have opted to remain on those lands 
as opposed to living in towns or cities. 

'However most of those people now live in houses, drive motor cars, 
hunt with rifles, insist on their children attending school and eat non-indigenous 
foods. Despite this they still maintain strong cultural traditions by way of social 
organisation and structure, ceremony, song, dance and the maintenance of 
indigenous Law. 

The majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have not 
been able to secure their traditional lands and have had to adapt their 
lifestyles to those of town and city dwellers. Nonetheless they still maintain their 
cultural Identity, many still maintain their family and extended family 
obligations, many still hunt when they have the opportunity and retain strong 
cultural links through communities and networks. 

Sometimes these and other aspects are not readily .. obseNed by non­
indigenous people (principally because of the low level of social interaction 
between the two groups) and non-indigenous people .often mistakenly 
presume that because a person does not 
live in their traditional environment he or she has somehow surrendered his or 
her culture, he or she is not a real Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person. 
This view is simply wrong. 

Indigenous people do not abandon their culture because they no 
longer lead traditional lifestyles. They are still indigenous people; considered 
indigenous both by themselves and by peoples of other cultures. 

This does not mean that adapting to town or city life was ever either 
accepted or easy. Most indigenous people had no choice in the matter. With 
their lands and access to their lands removed many indigenous people had 
no alternative but to become urban dwellers. This trend increased as rural 
employment opportunities dwindled with increased mechanisation and the 
advent of equal wages. 

However even in towns and cities kinship systems and family networks 
still operate. Most Aborigincil and Torres Strait Islander individuals still maintain 
obligations and responsibilities to kin. 
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These obligations often override other considerations such as material 
possessions, employment or secure housing. 

Many non-indigenous people do not understand these practices and as 
a consequence are often critical of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people who continue to follow them. How often have you heard people 
criticised for not holding on to their pay packet or not attending work because 
they have to attend a funeral or giving something of considerable value to a 
family member who apparently did not deseNe it? 

What is not understood is that for many indigenous people not to share 
their pay packet or to attend work as opposed to the funeral of a family 
member or not to surrender possessions to relatives to whorn · one has 
obligations would be unthinkable. These cultural traditions are still important 
today. They are still actively practiced by many Aboriginal ond Torres Strait 
Islander people throughout Australia regardless of where they live~ They are 
often misunderstood by non-indigenous people who practice very different 
types of behaviour. 

They demonstrate a determination to maintain important cultural 
traditions which people have followed successfully for some hundreds of 
generations. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people may adopt many 
aspects of non-indigenous cultures however many still maintain aspects of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures even in new and changing 
environments. Of course that is why there are suNiving Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander cultures in Australia today. 

Many non-indigenous people are not aware of how very different their 
urban experiences are to those of most urban Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander people. They assume that indigenous people have similar 
experiences in town and city environments to themselves. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples usually have life histories 
which are quite different to those of non-indigenous peoples. 

For example most life histories of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people would include having to learn the social skills of two cultures;having to 
learn more than one language; having to learn suNival skills outside of a town 
or city setting. This may involve being taught and learning from senior·people. 
This may involve having been taken from one's home by a government 
agency and placed in another home. In most states almost every indigenous 
family has immediate experience of having one of its family members 
removed from its care. Th~t would have involved living as a member of a 
minority group and therefore being continually exposed to discrimination and 
racism. 
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Having had no experience of most of these things, many non­
indigenous people find it difficult to understand what such experience means 
to indigenous people. 

At the start of the third millenium many indigenous people still 
experience difficulties that non-indigenous people do not. Simply getting 
through the day may be difficult. Shop assistants, bus drivers, fellow workers 
are often cold or off hand or even abusive. Some indigenous people do not 
try on shoes or clothes before purchasing them for feo_r of being abused or 
insulted. Some indigenous people only use identified shops where they know 
they will be treated fairly; and avoid many shops because of past experiences 
of discrimination or abuse. 

Many indigenous people still find it impossible to secure 
accommodation through private rental markets because of the prejudice of 
landlords and real estate agents. Many indigenous people still find it impossible 
to secure low interest loans through banks and credit societies because of 
the prejudice of bank managers and building society managers; and are 
usually forced to secure loans through finance companies at exorbitant 
interest rates. 

For many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people the day to day 
difficulties are compounded by high levels of unemployment; poor education; 
poor health and on-going harassment by police and other officials. 

Many are facing impossible odds as they t1y to hold their families 
together and provide some security for their children. If nothing works and no 
one cares, some might turn to violence. Indeed it may surprise there has been 
so little violence directed against non-indigenous peoples. 

Except that we know that those who are hurt most, who lack power and 
fear authority and reprisals, are far more likely to turn their anger against their 
own families, friends or even themselves. 

Many social commentators equate the difficulties that indigenous 
people are facing to the cycle of poverty. It provides a simple, easy to 
understand explanation of what indigenous people experience. They say that 
if the cycle can be broken the conditions and difficulties they currently 
experience can be addressed. Break the cycle and you begin to resolve the 
problems. 

Breaking the poverty cycle is only part of the solution. The other part is 
changing the attitudes and _qerogatory stereotypes that many non-indigenous 
people hold concerning Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. 
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Improving the conditions and difficulties faced by indigenous Australians 
is not going to achieved by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
working alone. It will only be achieved by non-indigenous people joining in the 
struggle as well, by changing their behaviour and actions towards Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people in their day to day dealings with them. 

Many indigenous peoples today, regardless of how urbanised they have 
become or how much of their traditional culture they maintain, still retain a 
fundamental relationship to the land which is very different to the ways in 
which non-indigenous people relate to land. 

For most non-indigenous people land is a tradable commodity, its 
monetary value is a primary consideration. For Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people, land is not tradable and its value (in dollar terms) is not a 
consideration. 

When Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people seek land rights it is not 
to accumulate land because of its monetary value. They seek land rights 
because land is understood to be a central element of their culture. 

A mere eight generations ago knowledge of the land determined many 
factors of existence for all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. It 
provided food, health, shelter and well being. , It also provided a known 
context in which people could act and interact with each other. It provided 
the framework for the maintenance of a high level of organisation and 
planning. 

It guaranteed that the way land was divided by traditional boundaries 
was not only understood by everybody but also carefully observed to ensure 
that disagreements did not occur. The high level of social order guaranteed 
good health, good food, no crime, a fair and equal education and economic 
system and full employment. As indigenous groups around Australia were 
dispossessed of their land, many of these things began to fall out of kilter. 

It is little wonder that most of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people, who now live in urban centres, support land rights both actively and 
passively. The loss of land rights for all surviving Aborigines and Torres Strait 
Islanders in Australia has resulted in a massive lowering of all their measurable 
standards of living. 

One thing remains certain. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people of 
Australia, regardless of their lifestyle, urban, traditional or somewhere in 
between; regardless of wh~ther they are fair or dark skinned and regardless 
of whether they are regarded by non-indigenous people as indigenous or not; 



They will continue to protest and campaign for their rights in land until 
opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are equal to the 
opportunities for non-indigenous people in all aspects of life. Today the gap 
between those available opportunities still remains huge. 

It is normal and probably right for non-indigenous people to feel that 
they are not accountable for what their ancestors did to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples. However all non-indigenous people should consider 
whether they are going to perpetuate the wrongs . and inequalities still 
occurring today. 
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Kinship 
Early observers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander societies 
noticed that they used relationships tern1s in a different 1vay to the 1vay 
they are used in n1ost European societies. So1ne observers concluded 
that this n1eant they did not have proper fa1nily syste1ns and that 
fa1nilies obligations were very loose. Others however studied the 
organisation inore closely and found that there was an intricate system 
of relationships and that it was highly organised and entailed 
obligations to others. 

An An1erican_ lawyer, Lewis Morgan observed sin1ilar types of 
organisation amongst indigenous societies and he introduced the 
phrase the classification system· of kinship1 to describe this £01m of 
organisation. In most European systems of family relationships we 
identify a sn1all group of perhaps 30 to 50 people as our relatives. There 
is a set of relationship tern1s to identify our relationship to each person 
in this group. Sometimes terms such as second cousin or sixteenth 
cousin are used to identify relationship to a person 1vho is inore 
distantly related. 

A basic principle in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander kinship is that 
each person in a language group can identify their relationship to every 
other rnember of that group, that is to perhaps 500 or more people. The 
fan1ily is thus enlarged to embrace the v.rhole group (therefore the tenn 
extended fainily). This is not done by extending the range of 
relationship tenns by using tenns equivalent to second cousin or 
sixteenth cousin but by using the same tern1 and including more people 
under each tenn. More people are classified as belonging to each 
category. Thus it is known as the classification system of kinship. 

Differences in sex and generation are important ele1nents in this 
systen1. A second basic principle underlying this syste1n is the 
equivalence of siblings of the same sex, a phrase introduced by 
Radcliffe-Brovvn. This rneans that people who are of the same sibling 
line and who are of the sai11e sex are considered to be essentially equal. 
Thus brothers share an identity 1vith each other and the san1e with 
sisters with each other. 

As a logical consequence of this, if a person recognises a rnan as his 
father he n1ust also recognise that n1an' s brothers as fathers and not 
uncles. 



In the san1e way a 1nother' s sisters are also classified as being mothers 
and not aunts. In non-indigenous Australian fa1nilies an individual has 
only one father and mother. In indigenous societies they have one 
biological father and one biological 1nother but great emphasis is placed 
on social relationships and one has several social fathers and several 
social n1others. Although indigenous people do not distinguish the 
biological and social parents in this way, there is a closer bond with the 
biological parents than with others. 

It n1ay be asked if there are uncles and aunts under such a system. 
Father's brothers are also fathers because they are on the same 
generation line and are the same sex. But there is also a change of sex 
'.\Tith a '.\Ton1an on this side of the family so a father's sister is an aunt. A 
1nale on the '.\!01nan1s side, as a n1other's brother, is an uncle.* \ 1 

This system can be extended to include all 1nembers of the society. For 
example the brother of a grandfather is considered the san1e and also 
called grandfather. On the father's side of the family the grandfather's 
sons are called father as they are on the same line and of the saine sex 
as father. The children of such fathers will all be brothers ai1d sisters, 
v,rhereas non-indigenous people ·would usually call thein cousins. 

Adapted from An Introduction to Aboriginal societies 
\VH Edvv'ards 



Social Organ~sation 
Relating to others in society 

Uncle ~~ 

_____ F_a~th_e~~ 
Aunt 
Aunt 

Cousin 
Brother 

8 Cousin 
Sister 

Brother 
Brother 

Niece 
Daughter 

Father 
Father 

Nephew 
Son 

EGO 

Mother 
Mother 

Son 
Son 

1 Uncle 
Uncle 

Wife 
Wife 

Daughter 
Daughter 

Aunt I 
Mother 0 

Sister 
Sister 

Examples of differences between English and Aboriginal kinship terms. Terms in italic are the 
English equivalents of Aboriginal terms 



A =a male 

@) =a female 

= descent - f he relationship between a parent and a child 

= a sibling relationship, that is, a relationship between 
brothers and sisters. The symbol for the oldest sibling 

is placed to the Jeff and for the youngest to the right of the line 

or = a marriage relationship 

AA 

Ao 

B 

E 

In this diagram A and B are : 
married. The woman B has a 
younger brother C. A and B 
have two children, a son D and 
a daughter £. D is older than E 



Looking, Listening Talking &·Touching 

In your group discuss and answer the following questions. 
Answer each question twice. Firstly by stating how you perform 

. each function. (Take note of the diversity of responses). Secondly by 
stating how you think indigenous people perform each function. If 
you are not sure attempt to answer the question anyway. One 
person should record the responses on butchers' paper. Another 
should be nominated to present the information to the larger group. 
If you have time discuss within your group why different cultural 
groups have developed different types of behaviour. 

l . How do you introduce yourself? 

2. How do you indicate your status? 

3. How do you indicate that you are listening? 

4. How do you indicate that you disagree? 

5, How do you indicate that you agree? 

6. How do you indicate gratitude? 

7. How do you indicate sorrow? 

8. How do you apologise? 

9. How do you say goodbye? 

l 0. How do you indicate subject avoidance? 



Looking, Listening, Talking & Touching 

Non-indigenous Indigenous 

l . How do you introduce 
yourself? 

2. How do you indicate 
your status? 

3. How do you indicate 
that you are listening? 

4. How do you indicate 
that you disagree? 

5. How do you indicate 
that you agree? 

6. How do you indicate 
gratitude? 

.. 
7. How do you indicate 
sorrow? 

8. How do you apologise? 

9. How do you say 
goodbye? 

l 0. How do you indicate 
subject avoidance? 



Elements of Cultural Communication 

Body language- how we use our faces ai1d 
bodies to con1111unicate 

Address systems-what we call one another 

Openings & c.losings-how we start an_d 
finish our conversations 

Topic choice..._what we talk about 

Helping & advising--how we interact with 
people who need assistan_ce 

Turn control-how we n1an_age to take turns 
\t\T hen we speak 

Quantity & style of talk-ho1.tv n1uch we 
should talk ai1d how \!\Te should do it 

Paying attention-ho\tV we show that we are 
listenin_g 

Apologising-. when \Ne do say we ai~e sorry 
ai1d how we do it 

Complimenting-· how we co1nplin1e11t each 
other aii_d how we should react 

Self-presentation-what we do when \Ne are 
putting our best foot forwai~d 

Politeness and face-what we have to do to 
be considered polite 

Negotiating-how do \Ne get what we want 

Presenting Information-what is the best 
way of getting facts and viewpoints across 



lntercultural Communication 

It is seldo11111ecessary to change 
your culture1 altl1ougl1 so111e n1odificatio11s 
111a y be practical at ti11i_es 

It is not 11ecessary to like tl1e culture(s) 
we encounter-tl1at 1nay not be realistic 
-but a degree of respect is essential 

It is not necessarily our ai111 to accept 
other cultures1 but it is esse11tial to accept 
tl1at otl1er cultures are valid (at least for 
tl1eir inembers) 

It is 11ot 1i_ecessarily our aim to 
understand everytl1i11g about tl1e cultures 
we engage '\vith_-a very difficult tasl( for 
an outsider. I11stead we i1eed to 
u11derstand tl1at culture influe11ces 
people1 s perceptions1 bel1aviour1 value 
systen1s a11d ways of co1n1nunicati11g. We 
11eed to try to deter1nine wl1icl1 
characteristics of a particular culture are 
tl1e critical ones 

Our ai1n is 11ot to becon1e n1ore 
se11sitive1 ope11-n1i11ded people (altl1ougl1 
tl1is would not be a bad outcon1e); ourai111 
is to beco111e 111ore sl(illed 

.I . 
I . 



\ ' 

! 

Action List 
I\en1en1ber cultures n1anage their bodies 

differently, requiring different behaviours and 
in1posing different constraints on physical 
actions 

Acknowledge that your language is not better 
(n1ore precise, rnore con1plex, n1ore beautiful) 
than other languages 

Understand that other cultures are not 
necessarily h"ying to achieve the. same things 
as you. They n1ay have different values 

Understand that other cultures n1ay be trying 
to achieve the sa1ne things as you, but n1ay do so 
in very different ways 

Accept that your own behaviour sten1s fro1n a 
set of cultural values 

Accept that your perceptions sten1 fron1 a set of 
concepts and attitudes developed by your ·cultural 
group. Your perceptions are biased ar1d subjective 

Ren1en1ber that other cultures n1ay have a 
different perspective on power distar1ces-
between bosses and workers, for exan1ple 

Re1nen1ber that other other cultures n1a y 
have a different predisposition to uncertainty 
avoidance. 

Other cultures may see the relationship 
between the individual and the collective 
different! y fron1 you 

Above alt don't a~?un1e your way is the way. Be 
ready for different approaches 



Observations Lisi· 
Accept that all cultures-even your own-in1pose s01ne 

constraints on the body 

Ren1e1nber that different rules about appropriate use of the body 
can lead to intercultural n1isunderstandings 

Keep asking for advice about what to call people. There will 
generally be somebody who can get you started in the right direction 

Don't auto1natically follow the address systen1s you hear. The 
n1embers of a cultural group inight not find it appropriate to integrate 
you into their syste1n 

Don't take offence V\rhen son1eone gets the fonn of address 
wrong-it is rarely intended to be offensive 

Re1nember that how people open and close their conversations 
'i-Vill differ culturally 

Understand that cultures don't necessarily choose the saine 
topics to talk about 

Re1ne1nber all cultures have so1ne topics they V\rould rather avoid 

Observe how other persons join in and take h_u-ns in a 
conversation. The rules will probably be diff~rent f-ron1 your O'i,Vn 

Re1nember that, even allowing for individual differences, each 
cultu1·e probably has a distinctive communication style 

Take care: your V\ray of sho'ii\Ting that you ai·e paying attention 
inay be considered as inappropriate by other cultures 

Re1ne1nber that all functions of con1n1unication, whether 
con1pli1nenting, apologising, requesting, inviting or offering, proceed 
according to different cultural rules 

Understai1d that cultures have different goals in self­
preservation, that is in the positive qualities about the1nselves they 
strive to present 

Understand also that even if cultures have the saine self­
preservation goals, their ways of achieving them 1nay differ 

Accept that all cultures require and value politeness, but the 
ways in which politeness is achieved n1ay vary significai1tly 

Re1ne1nbers that the concept of face is universal. Without it 
there would be no polit~ness 

Don't rnake the rnistake of assmning that all cultures express 
politeness by using 'i-vords like please and thank you 

I 
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1967 

1971 

1975 
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1976-1987 

1982 

1988 

1992 

1993 

1993 

Native Title: A Brief Time Line 

Referendum grants Aboriginal people full citizenship rights 
and gives the Commonwealth the power to make laws for 
the benefit of Aboriginal people. 

First Land Claim by the Yirkalla over the Gove Peninsula in 
the Northern Territory fails. Justice Blackburn's decision 
states that the Yirkalla did not cultivate their land and 
despite having a recognisable system of land management 
did not prevent other peoples from entering their land. 

Commonwealth Government passes the Racial 
Discrimination Act which in effect prevents any Australian 
Government from enacting legislation which discriminates 
against any person or persons on the basis of their racial 
or cultural background. 

First the Northern Territory and subsequently a number of 
the other states create various Land Rights Laws for 
indigenous people paving the way for indigenous people to 
claim their land or purchase land. Land laws vary from 
state to state. These are based on grants of land by 
governments not native title. 

Mabo, Passi and Rice commence action in Queensland in an 
effort to prove they have a pre-existing right to own and 
occupy land on Murray Island in the Torres Strait. 

High Court Ruling (Mabo 1) dismisses challenge by 
Queensland Government which contests the validiiy of 
Mabo, Passi and Rice claim. Ruling upholds their right to 
pursue their native title rights on Murray Island. 

High Court Ruling (Mabo 2) determines that Mabo, Passi and 
Rice indeed have native title rights. Ruling states that the 
doctrine of ferro nullius (land belonging to no one) is a fiction 

After lengthy negotiations with representatives of 
indigenous people, the Commonwealth Government 
passes the Native Title Act giving effect to the 1992 High 
Court Ruling. (continued) 

Native Title· Act is part of a three part package: (l) the Act; 
(2) the establishment of the Indigenous Land Fund and 
(3) the establishment of a Social Justice Package. The 
Social Justice package is to be negotiated. 



1995 

1996 

1997 

1998 

1998 

High Court Ruling on the determination powers of Tribunals 
(The Brandy Ruling) severely limiis the abiliiy of the Native 
Title Tribunal to operate as it was intended. It limits the 
power of the Tribunal to reject native title claims. 

High Court Ruling on the extinguishment of native title on 
pastoral leases (Wik Ruling) states that native title may 
co-exist with pastoral leases and that pastoral leases do 
not necessarily extinguish native title. However in the 
event of any dispute between native title holders and 
pastoralists, the pastoralists' rights shall prevail. 

Government proposes Native Title Amendment Bill 
(10.~eoint Plan). Senate rejects bill in proposed form 
and makes amendments. Referred back to the House of 
Representatives. 

Government sends unamended Amendment Bill backto 
the Senate in March. 

Senate passes 'l 0 Point Plan' Amendment Bill with minor 
modifications negotiated by Senator Harradine an independent 
from Tasmania in July. 



Finding a. Way Forward 

Over the course of this program you may have 
discovered some things you did not know about indigenous cultures, 
histories and people; or even some things you did not know about 
yourself. It is important to recognise that this information is only useful 
if we use it effectively to improve the way we work with and 
behave towards people from cultural backgrounds different to our 
own. So where do we start? 

We might think that we must begin by changing our 
attitude to differences and whereas there is some truth in this 
assumption it is not necessarily an easy starting point. Attitudes are 
usually formed over a long period of time and as a result of a range 
of different experiences, observations and interactions. We like to 
believe that our attitudes are well thought out and responsible. We 
therefore feel strongly about the need to preserve them and defend 
them. This is the same for others as well. 

Perhaps an easier starting point is our behaviour. How we 
do things, how we approach things and how we interact are less 
difficult for us to change. They do not require an immediate mind 
shift. All they require is for us to think about trying to do things 
differently and then attempting to do it. There is a great deal we 
can do differently. We rarely pay enough attention to the 
relationship between what we do well or poorly and how we go 
about doing it. The things we do well result from the way we do 
them. The things we don't do well result from exactly the same 
factors. 

So a good starting point to improving the way we do 
things in a cross cultural sense is to look at different and better ways 
of doing them. It is useful to try to be specific, so lets try and answer 
two key questions. 

What will you now do differently as a result of what you 
have learned during this program? 

What type of changes will you make to your work place 
practices as a result of what you have learned during this program? 



Finding a Way Forward 

Once you have decided what changes you will make, discuss how you 
might measure the impact of these changes. 

What will you now do differently What type of changes will you 
as a result of what you have make to your work place 
learned during this program? practices as a result of what you 

have learned during this program? 
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Evaluation Sheet 

l . How helpful has this program been for you in understanding 
more about indigenous cultures and peoples ? 

Not at all helpful 
l 

2 

Somewhat helpful 
I 

3 4 

Ve1y helpful 
1 

5 

2. What aspects of the program did you find most helpful in 
meeting your expectations of the workshop? 

3. What were the least effective aspects? 

4. What changes would you recommend to improve the 
program? 

5. How would you rate your presenter(s)? 

Not at all helpful 
l 

1 

Why? 
2 

Somewhat helpful 
I 

3 4 

Very helpful 
1 

5 



6. Any other comments? 

7. What will you do differently in your own area of responsibility 
as a result of this workshop?* 

8. What changes will you make in your workplace practices 
as a result of this workshop?* 

* Note that the answers to questions 7 and 8 will be reviewed by the 
Department in three month$. to provide a longer term view of the program's 
outcomes. please copy answers to these questions to the corresponding 
page in your folders for your own records. 
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