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I’d like to begin by acknowledging the Traditional Owners of the land where 
we are meeting today and to pay my respects to their ancestors. 
 
I would also like to thank Wayne Coolwell and the Board of Directors of the 
Centre for Aboriginal Independence and Enterprise, Natalie Pennisi, and all of 
the organisers for the invitation to speak on this occasion. 
 
Today, I want to talk to you about a different kind of intervention - an 
intervention about Indigenous involvement in the debate and policy 
formulation about climate change and the effect upon Indigenous Australians. 
 
It would seem that everyone has a view on this subject and bringing together 
the stakeholders; whether they are from government or industry, the 
agricultural sector or the wider community, or indeed, even Indigenous 
Australians. 
 
Nonetheless, irrespective of our individual point of view, we can all agree that 
‘global warming and climate change’ is the single biggest issue we must face 
if we are to preserve our way of life and to maintain our level of prosperity in 
the 21st century. 
 
To do otherwise, ignores the magnitude of the challenge but without action we 
face the risk of increasingly adverse economic, social and environmental 
consequences and it is how we manage these risks, if we are to make a real 
difference. 
 
Insert story ……  
 
When I was asked to speak at this luncheon to an audience consisting 
primarily of librarians and researchers, my initial thought was that some of the 
skills that define you professionally are your ability to locate and manage 
information, to discern different perspectives, indeed to understand the 
importance of searching out different perspectives, and the ability to weigh 
these up in order to develop a sound, reasoned argument and presentation of 
the facts.  
 
I also considered that I would be talking to people with considerable technical 
skills and capacity to understand the nature of research and the importance of 
an evidence base. In short, people who know that there is more to research 
than Google and that everything you read on the internet isn’t necessarily 
true!  
 
And ultimately, that I would be talking to people who would understand – 
perhaps better than most - that history is not straight forward or one 
dimensional. 
 
So when I began to think about what I would talk about today, I decided that I 
should reflect on some recent developments and debates relating to 
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders and the role that the interpretation, and 
revision, of history has had, and continues to have, on these debates.  
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And I want to relate what this means for reconciliation; how we construct our 
national identity; and our understanding, tolerance or intolerance for cultural 
diversity. 
 
These are issues that are close to my heart and on which I have consistently 
commented over the years.  
 
For example, it is now sixteen months since I completed my term as Senator 
for New South Wales in the Australian Parliament. In my valedictory speech in 
the Senate on 22 June 2005 I reflected on where I thought we were at in 
addressing Indigenous issues. I stated the following: 
 

I believe that we have reached a critical stage in debates about 
Indigenous people… Currently, there is an ideological wet blanket that 
has been placed over all debate on Indigenous issues. The result is a 
debate that takes place at such a rudimentary level that it overlooks 
basic lessons from our past and that is based on stereotypes of 
Indigenous people, which of course are happily promoted throughout 
the media. 
 
To give an example, almost all government activity at the moment is 
based on a commitment to address Indigenous disadvantage. We are 
therefore defined as disadvantaged citizens, and the goal is about 
providing us with the same opportunities as all other Australians. To 
me, that illustrates perfectly a mind-set of the government, because it 
sees a distinction between, on the one hand, addressing disadvantage 
and, on the other hand, cultural issues... 
 
Defining us as disadvantaged citizens tends, unfortunately, to mask the 
structural and systemic barriers that have contributed, I believe, to 
much of the situation that we now find ourselves in and it enables the 
debate and proposed solutions to be grossly oversimplified or silenced 
completely. This Senate has a unique obligation and responsibility to 
make sure that it is not co-opted into oversimplified debates about our 
needs which are based on language that is benign in appearance but 
loaded in meaning…i  

 
Historians, and public commentators in newspapers and other media who 
masquerade as historians, have played a key role in public debate on 
Indigenous issues in the past five to ten years.  
 
They have led these simplified debates, and the acrimonious and hostile tenor 
in which they have been conducted.   
 
It is discernable that the majority of such commentators – across all the main 
broadsheet newspapers for example - are avowed conservatives, railing 
against the ‘left-wing orthodoxies’ that they claim, and complain, have come to 
be the accepted version of history.  
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Curiously, in the past twelve months or so we have also begun to see a re-
emergence of language that takes us back to the 1950s! Some commentators 
who released a report on education in remote Aboriginal communities 
described those communities as the last bastion of communism!ii The Minister 
for Indigenous Affairs has taken this up, referring to communal indigenous 
land systems – such as the land rights act in the Northern Territory - as 
having created ‘communist enclaves’iii. 
 
The slavish adoption of the language of these commentators by government 
ministers – such as the Indigenous Affairs Minister and the Minister for 
Education - is one of the main problems that we face. And this occurs despite 
the clear inconsistencies in the arguments and the factual inaccuracies that 
riddle many of these pieces. 
 
There is a fury in this debate. Now there is not necessarily anything wrong 
with a bit of passion, but it has verged on abuse, and often is denigrating to 
Indigenous people and our cultures. 
 
And, disappointingly, it is a debate that is almost totally devoid of Indigenous 
people’s input: led by conservative think tanks such as the Bennelong 
Society, the Institute for Public Affairs and occurring on the pages of 
magazines such as Quadrant. 
 
So, why focus on this then?  
 
Well primarily, because the debates have been closely aligned, indeed 
promoted, by the government and have impacted on key aspects of 
government policy and decision making. 
 
Many of you will be familiar with the comments of our Prime Minister who has 
derided what he terms the ‘black armband’ view of history. Since coming to 
office he has called for the ‘pendulum’ to swing back towards the centre from 
the left wing position that he claimed had become ascendant.   
 
For those not familiar with the phrase, let me quote to you the Prime Minister 
just over a month ago – not ten years ago, just a month!  
 
In celebrating the 50th anniversary of Quadrant magazine, the Prime Minister 
congratulated the journal on having “fought the good fight” by upholding “often 
as a lonely counterpoint to stultifying orthodoxies and dangerous utopia’s, the 
best of the Western cultural tradition”.iv  
 
He continued: 
 

Of the causes that Quadrant has taken up that are close to my heart 
none is more important than the role it has played as counterforce to 
the black armband view of Australian history. Until recent times, it had 
become almost de rigeur in intellectual circles to regard Australian 
history as little more than a litany of sexism, racism and class warfare.  
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Public policy had become a victim of political correctness and was about 
appeasing ‘white guilt’. Instead, he wanted to see appropriate recognition that 
celebrates our history as one of achievement leading to Australia having 
“emerged at the start of this millennium as one of the most successful 
societies on earth”.   
 
The ‘history wars’ - as they have become known - have progressed roughly 
one step behind the pronouncements of the Prime Minister. Many of the 
proponents have been rewarded for their endeavour, with appointments to 
significant cultural institutions such as the Boards of the ABC and the National 
Museum. This revision of history has sought to establish new – or perhaps 
extremely old - meanings for the consequences of the history of contact 
between settlers, their descendants and Indigenous Australians.  
 
There have been three main consequences to date: 
 

• The first is that they have sought to sever any recognition of the 
connection between the past treatment of Indigenous peoples and the 
current circumstances in which many Indigenous peoples live: 
ultimately, they argue, we are not responsible for what happened in the 
past and we are under no obligation to make amends for past actions. 
This has been exemplified b the response to the Bringing them home 
report on the stolen generations as well as to proposals for a 
settlement or treaty with Indigenous peoples in recognition of the 
impact of past wrongs and the taking of this land without consent. 

 
A feature to debates about these issues has been a mean-spiritedness and 
trickiness among commentators who have called for standards of proof that 
cannot possibly be met with the passage of time, the absence of records, and 
the limits of legal processes within our constitutional system. So Keith 
Windschuttle claims that because the official records in Tasmania only 
account for the death of approximately 120 Aborigines, there were no 
massacres. Children separated from their families are described as ‘saved’ or 
‘rescued’ on the back of evidence of an ‘X’ in the place of a signature by a 
parent.  
 
And the failure of legal proceedings to provide remedy to people who were 
removed is argued as meaning there is no issue to be addressed. This is 
despite the High Court having found that the laws that children were removed 
under were legal, and hence the only challenge that could be mounted is if the 
removals are found to be outside the authorisation of the legislation of the 
time, and also despite the finding of the Federal Court that there was no duty 
of care or fiduciary duties owed to children removed from the institutions to 
where they were removed. In short, that there existed no avenues for 
protection and remedy in the first place!  

 
• The second main consequence, perversely, seeks to present 

developments over the past thirty or so years as ‘the problem’ with a 
view to overturning the principles and orthodoxies that have come to be 
accepted during this period. The principles of self-determination and 

 



 5

self-management come in for particularly heavy fire on this front. 
Recently, we have seen a high profile government Minister put voice to 
this by calling for a ‘new paternalism’ for Indigenous peoples. 

 
I see this critique as particularly problematic. It mixes up the principles of 
engagement with Indigenous peoples, with their implementation by 
government. Remember, the principle of self-determination began to guide 
Indigenous policy in the 1970s. This was only a few years after many 
Indigenous peoples could vote; had begun to receive equal pay; had become 
entitled to welfare and the protections of the State; and actually received 
money that they had earned, which had previously been managed on their 
behalf.  
 
The Secretary of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Dr Peter 
Shergold, has eloquently described what happened next:  
 

I have seen, in the name of ‘self-determination’, poor indigenous 
communities being expected to run their public services – from 
garbage collection to primary health care to road repair to maintenance 
of publicly-funded housing – which other Australians would expect to 
be provided and professionally administered by government.   
 
‘Community control’ has too often meant a second-class service.  Even 
successful Commonwealth community programmes, such as the 
Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP), have not 
infrequently been used to subsidise the provision of municipal services 
by State, Territory and local governments through welfare-funded 
labour.   
 
This has actually impeded the creation of real jobs for indigenous 
community members.  At the same time the dependence of many 
communities on CDEP labour has created a perverse incentive for 
them to retain the most skilled and committed workers on a form of 
community-controlled work-for-the-dole, rather than helping them step 
into the paid labour market. 
 
I have also witnessed, in the guise of assistance, indigenous 
communities being provided with discretionary government support – 
from vehicles to houses to community centres to power generators – 
without anything being expected in return, not even a commitment to 
maintaining the value of the capital investment. 
 
Something has gone hopelessly wrong when individuals expect 
governments to repair the damage they have done to their own houses 
or communities to pick up the junk and litter in their own front yards. 
 
In short both the entitlements and the obligations that mark the 
normal relationship between government and its citizens have been 
undermined by opaque administration, hidden cost-shifting and a bold 
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rhetoric of community control and self-determination far removed from 
the sad reality of dependence.v   

 
Yes, there is a need for appropriate governance and skills transfer within 
communities so that they have the capacity to be truly self-determining. No, 
the failures of the past do not prove that self-determination has failed. Self-
determination, and active, engaged participation of Indigenous peoples is the 
only way forward. But it has never been tried. 
 

• The third consequence of the history wars, is that the claims of 
Indigenous peoples, and their treatment at the hands of the broader 
society, are presented as lying outside the national story: they are 
presented as oppositional to our identity and our greatness as a nation. 
So for example, we frequently hear criticisms of Indigenous peoples as 
seeking ‘separatism’, and there is a recurring, and more frequent 
demand for Indigenous people to be ‘treated the same’ and not 
perpetuate different lifestyles or cultures.  Let me repeat some of the 
words of the Prime Minister that I quoted above: he described the “the 
good fight” as upholding “the best of the Western cultural tradition”. 
There isn’t a lot of room for recognition of Indigenous cultural traditions 
in there! 

 
Recently, the Prime Minister has also called for a revision of how history is 
taught in our schools. He has called for a ‘structured narrative’, and for this 
narrative to be an ‘objective record of achievement’ which will make us proud 
of our country, our forebears and ourselves.vi  
 
Inga Clendinnen has eloquently addressed this call by the PM. She notes: 
“the Prime Minister wants history fused with patriotism”.vii But, she argues, it 
will be difficult for the Prime Minister to arrive at his “objective record of 
achievement”, and to present it as “Australian history” for the reason that in 
human affairs there is never a single narrative. There is always one counter-
story, and usually several, and in a democracy you will probably get to hear 
them.viii 
 
And as she argues: 
 

History in the grand narrative sense will always belong to the victors, 
whether the war is between peoples, or classes, or genders, or 
generations. They will create and control the official record, and their 
point of view will inform the stories which present themselves as no 
more than innocent, “objective” descriptions of “what happened”.ix 

 
So where does this leave us? 
 
I think that we have seen an unsettling dynamic come to dominate the current 
government’s approach to Indigenous issues.  
 
The government is more openly hostile towards Indigenous people as 
undeserving, needing to be told what to do and to be tightly controlled. A 
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“compliance mentality” dominates, with a desire to regulate Indigenous 
peoples’ lives. 

 
This has been accompanied by suggestions that those who oppose the 
government’s approach are contributing to the problem. So those who oppose 
the leasing out of communal land under land rights legislation are described 
as denying Indigenous people ‘the right to own a home’ and ‘to have the same 
rights as the rest of us’x, and those who have opposed the government’s 
proposals on Aboriginal customary law are unwilling to be tough on violence 
against Indigenous women and children. 

 
This is an incorrect attribution to make to people who passionately care about 
these issues and who understand the complexities of achieving lasting 
change. Some of the debates are like ships passing in the night: the 
government is talking at such a basic level and seeking to create quite 
fundamental change in how communities operate; yet they are not willing to 
engage in an in depth, nuanced debate with those who can see through the 
simplicity of what is being proposed.  

 
But it is something that is having a broader and potentially longer term effect. 
The tenor of the debate – the aggression and the accusations – is reinforcing 
negative stereotypes about Indigenous peoples. It is dispiriting for Indigenous 
peoples. Hopefully it is not leading to a less compassionate response to our 
needs from the broader community.  

 
At present, Indigenous people are seen as the problem, but they are not seen 
as having a meaningful role in the solutions. The increased aggression and 
intolerance towards Indigenous people is coupled with a more coercive and 
punitive approach to Indigenous issues.  
 
Policy is currently more about doing things to Indigenous people, not with 
them or for them, yet along being developed and responding to the needs as 
Indigenous peoples themselves have identified them.  

 
This is a very big mistake. Tom Calma, the Social Justice Commissioner, has 
pinpointed the problem in his latest Social Justice Report to the federal 
Parliament. In launching last year’s report he stated that action from 
government in Indigenous affairs: 

 
must be principled. That is, it must be based on acceptance of the 
central importance of Indigenous participation. At this stage, I can not 
describe the new arrangements as being a partnership with Indigenous 
peoples which proceeds on this principled basis at a consistent level. 
This is not to say that good things are not happening – for they are. But 
it is important for government to walk with Indigenous people and not 
run ahead and expect that they will catch up.xi  
 

One thing that disturbs me greatly about the current debates is that they 
ultimately seek to classify Indigenous peoples as ‘disadvantaged citizens’ 
without providing sufficient recognition of the importance of our cultures. 
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These two things are intertwined. The failure to recognise and embrace our 
cultural characteristics, and the cultural capital which we possess, is one of 
the major barriers which continues to exclude us. It limits our ability to 
participate and it denigrates our greatest strength and asset, our culture.  
 
Of course we want the same opportunities for our people as everyone else 
gets. This should be seen as a given, not a privilege. But having the same 
opportunities is different from being the same. National inclusiveness is about 
creating a space for our cultures, being able to live alongside all other 
Australians, being taught history in our schools and creating the sort of 
identity that climaxed with the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games. 

 
I think that there is much to be gained by seeing the inherent strength in the 
fact that cultural identity, addressing disadvantage and providing economic 
opportunity are interrelated and complementary, not contradictory and 
oppositional. 
 
I am concerned that this dynamic that currently exists has begun to impact in 
a range of other ways.  
 
For example, the other day I received the program for this year’s Sydney 
Festival. It is one of the premier cultural events in Australia. Despite the 
flourishing Indigenous art and cultural scene, you will be hard pressed to find 
a single Indigenous performance among the entire program. Why not? 
 
I think we have slipped back as a society in our appreciation of Indigenous 
cultures. We need to provide a space for recognition and promotion of 
Indigenous cultures – in their full range of diversity.  
 
I am a believer in the need for a national Indigenous cultural centre to be 
established as a focal point for this.  
 
Yes, the National Museum of Australia has an indigenous display space; and 
we have a world class facility in the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Studies. But we could benefit greatly from a dedicated, 
institutional support to showcase Indigenous cultures on a regular basis. 
There are many benefits that would flow from such an approach, such as: 
 

• empowering communities;  
• assisting in the transmission of culture to future generations; and  
• building a broader understanding and celebration of Indigenous 

cultures as something that is not oppositional, but fundamentally part of 
our national identity. 

 
So to conclude, I want to leave you with some food for thought.  
 
I want to highlight what I see as a fundamental contradiction in the approach 
of the government. And I want to show you how easy it would be to change 
the current path we are on and how unifying and inspiring it would be if we 
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were to treat Indigenous people as a rich asset of our nation, and to celebrate 
our place in the national identity.   
 
 
A few months ago, the Prime Minister made an announcement for a package 
of funding of $350 million over the next eighteen months to assist a group of 
Australians facing extreme hardship. He also flagged the possible extension 
of this support shortly by a further $400million. This was on top of $1.2billion 
which had already been distributed to this group of people in the past four 
years. So that is a total additional investment of approximately $2 billion 
expected over a six year period. 
 
Let me say that I think that every cent of this support is justified. 
 
This is what the Prime Minister had to say in justifying the funding: 
 

Well I’m not going to tie myself to a figure but clearly this is an area 
where within reason the Government will commit the resources that are 
needed to help people.  
 
If ever a country in a strong financial position owed something to some 
of its citizens, this nation owes to the farmers of Australia the support 
they need to get through this terrible drought.xii  

  
He also stated the following: 
 

we are erring on the side of generosity and liberality in relation to 
support… my Government will do everything it can to help them to 
have that future (on the land) if that is their wish. 
 
We must, as an absolute essential, we must maintain our faith as a 
nation in the farm community. I have said before and I will repeat it 
again with great feeling, that we would lose something of our identity as 
a nation, an important part of our psyche as a nation, if our rural 
communities fell below a critical mass. The essence of being an 
Australian includes the bush being part of our existence.xiii 

 
In a subsequent interview he also stated the following: 
 

The Australian bush is part of our history and looms large in our 
psyche. There is an obligation on us all, to do all we can to assist those 
being affected by this very severe drought.  
 
While the economy is still very strong, all members of my Government 
are acutely aware of the impact of the drought at a personal, family, 
business and community level.  
 
I am very concerned about the drought and want to assure all those 
affected that they are not alone. Your fellow Australians, through the 
Federal Government, stand with you, shoulder to shoulder.xiv  
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It doesn’t take much to transpose this level of concern and care from our 
farmers to Indigenous peoples. Let me have a bit of a play with the Prime 
Minister’s words and show you a vision for our future. I have replaced the 
word ‘farmer’ with the words ‘ Indigenous peoples’. I quote (well, sort of): 
 

Well I’m not going to tie myself to a figure but clearly this is an area 
where within reason the Government will commit the resources that are 
needed to help Indigenous people.  
 
If ever a country in a strong financial position owed something to some 
of its citizens, this nation owes to the Indigenous peoples of Australia 
the support they need to overcome the disadvantage they continue to 
experience. 

 
we are erring on the side of generosity and liberality in relation to 
support… my Government will do everything it can to help Indigenous 
peoples to have that future (on their communal lands) if that is their 
wish. 

 
We must, as an absolute essential, we must maintain our faith as a 
nation in our Indigenous peoples. I have said before and I will repeat it 
again with great feeling, that we would lose something of our identity as 
a nation, an important part of our psyche as a nation, if our Indigenous 
communities fell below a critical mass.  

 
Our indigenous cultures and peoples are part of our history and loom 
large in our psyche. There is an obligation on us all, to do all we can to 
assist our Indigenous peoples.  

 
Every word rings true and would be justified.  
 
If he were to make such a statement, the Prime Minister would make history, 
instead of doing what he is currently doing: seeking to constantly revise 
history.  
 
Thank you 
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