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1.1 Pre-Contact 1788
History

Non-Aboriginad academics, namey
anthropologists, archaeol ogists, and historians
caculatethat Aboriginal society hasinhabited
mainland Austrdiafor over 40,000 years.
However, Aborigina conceptsof their history
regarding habitation of Austrdiaare
immeasurableand arelinked to avariety of
national Dreamtime creation lores. Themost
familiar of these conceptsisthe Rainbow

Serpent.

The Aboriginal population prior to 1788is
estimated by academicsto have been between
500,000 and amillion people athough recent
estimates range from 300,000 to 3,000,000
(Commonwealth of Australia1989). What is
certainisthat theimpact of colonisationtook a

heavy tall.

During the 1940'sNorman B Tindal e (an
American ethnographer), produced ahistorical
map showing over 600 Aboriginal land and
language owning groups before col onisation.
Thebasic socid unit within Aborigina society
wascloseknit, productive extended families,
whoseday to day living was defined by aset of
complex socid laws, customsand beliefsal of
which differed from one group to another
accordingtotheir creation ethic or Dreaming.

Within these parameterseach member of the
family had responsibilitiesand rolesto others
andthemsealves. Linesof communicationand
socid activity weredetermined by anintricate
set of kinship laws based on gender and age.
Responsibility for education, child rearing and

disciplinelay with al adultsasagroup, with
somemembershaving moresignificant roles
than others. For example, therewere specific
teacherswith skillsin hunting, gathering,
motherhood and manhood. Thesurviva and
strength of Aboriginal society lay ingroup
dynamicsrather than the dynamicsof
individualism asfound in most western cultures.
Therewereno kings, queens, presidents, prime
ministersor chieftainsin Aborigina society.

Aboriginal crestionor
1, Dreamtime
W) ek, concepts
N @ sgnify that
1 natureand
culturewereformed at
thesametimeby totemic
spiritsor ancestorswho, in the Dreaming, came
from the sky, underground and seaand formed
theearth, rivers, valeys, hills, rocksandinlets,
and established their existence. Theseareasare
classified by Aboriginal peopleassecret and
sacred siteswhich aresmultaneoudy linked to
totems. Thetotemic spiritsor ancestorswere
believed to have had anima and plant aswell as
human qualitiesand are prototypes of the
variousnatural species.

Traditionally religion, culture, law, society,
economy and theland areinextricably linked
and Aborigina peopletoday seeissues
holistically. Landisoften saidto betheessence
of Aboriginal spirituality.
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Family groupsor clanswereeither patriarchal or
matriarcha andindividua membership or
“belonging to” were determined by thesefactors.
Men and women could not marry into the same
clan and each clan’sareacontainsanumber of
stesof spiritual and sacred significance. Clans
and particular individualshad responsibility for
theseplaces. They had to carefor thesesites,
keep unauthorised visitorsaway and performa
range of ceremonies. Onesuch ritual bringsback
theancestral beingsor powerswhich, when
released, renew theland and all lifeinit.

Elders, both men and women, who had been
through theinitiation processand learned the
sacred knowledgewerethe oneswhojointly
made decisionsfor thewelfare of the secret and
sacred sitesand the ceremonieslinked tothem
and each clan. Thoseresponsiblefor the
ceremonieswereaccountableto thewholeclan
for their correct performanceat theright place
andtimeas negligence could causegreat harm or
bring “bad luck” to their people.

It might take 30 - 40 yearsfor aman or woman
towork through afull seriesof initiations,
during which they would go through the bora
ring anumber of times. Aswomen havetheir
own ceremonies, thereisdigtinctly men's
businessand women'sbusiness.
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1.2 Contact History

Thehistory of white contact with Aboriginashas
been oneof Europeaninvasion, genocide, theft
of land, rape, torture, removal of childrenfrom
parents, destruction of livelihood and severe
impact on culture, law, religion, society and
governmentt.

Thecolonisation of Australiain 1788 and
onwardswas based on thefal se premise of
TerraNulliusor empty land. Yetin Captain
Cook’sand many other explorer’srecordsand
diariesthere are numerous confirmations of
sightingsof Aboriginal peopleandinfact
Cook’ sdiariesrecord him actually stepping
onto mainland Australiain North Queendand
and barteringwith Aboriginal people.

So, during aperiod of undeclared war, non-
Aborigind clamstoland nearly dwaysoverrode
the Aboriginas righttolife2 Aborigina people
wereseen asa“doomed” race, destined to
disappear intheface of the superior white
civilisation.® This*doomed” race concept was
part of the* smooth the dying pillow”
philosophy. Massacres, poisoning of flour and
waterholesand the banishment of Aboriginal
peoplefrom traditional sourcesof food and
water were used by pastoralistsand othersto
‘disperse’ Aborigind groups.

2 Rowley C.D., TheDestructionof Aboriginal Sodiety; Val. 1,
(p.154) Aboriginal Policy and Practice, ANU Press, Canberra,
1970.

8 Loos N., Aboriginal-EurapeanRe ationsinNorthQueendand
1861-1897. (p.456) Ph.D. Thesis, James Cook University,
Townsville, 1976.



Thenfollowed aperiod of isolation and
protection asthe government realised that
Aboriginal peoplewerenot goingto dieout asa
race and decided that they needed to be both
isolated and ‘ protected’ from white society.
Thiswasthe“out of sight out of mind”
solution.

Inthelate 1890s, Aboriginal peoplewere used
asacheap labour pool, being employed as
station hands or crewmen for fishing and
pearling boats. Child labour, sexua
exploitation of Aboriginal women by non-
Aboriginal men, disease, drunkennessand drug
addiction led to the Queendand Government
policy and practice of forced relocation of the
majority of Aborigina groupsand familiesfrom
their traditional landsonto foreign landswhere
government reservesand or church run
missionswere established. Inaddition, many
Aborigina family groupswere split up and sent
todifferent reserves. Fantomeldand off PAm
Idandisinfamousfor being aplace of
punishment where Aborigina peoplewho dared
to‘ defy’ government authority were sent.

Thenumerousgovernment reserveswere
egtablished under theAboriginal sProtectionand
RedrictionoftheSaleof OpiumAct 1897, andthe
majority of Aboriginal peoplebecamewardsof
the State and had to have work permitsto work
outsdethereserves. Theirincomewas
managed by the State. Mixing of theraceswas
controlled and Aborigina women or menwho
wished to marry required the permission of the
Chief Protector. TheAboriginalsPreservationand
Protection Act replaced theformer Actin 1939, the
Chief Protector becoming the Director of the
Department of Native Affairs(DNA).

Thenext policy era, during the 1950s, was
assimilation whichisbased on aphilosophy of
making society and different cultural groupsthe
‘same’ asthe dominant group, inthiscase
Anglo-Saxon heritage. Thecoreaim of
assmilationisto havethe samelanguage, the
samereligiousbeliefsetcetera. 1t wasnot
intended to integrate Aborigina peoplenor for
them to maintain their own distinct cultures,
beliefsandvaues. *

TheAboriginal and TorresSrait [Idander AffairsAct
1965 replacadthe AboriginesPreservationand
Protection Act 1939 and the Department of
Aborigina and Idander Affairs(DAIA) was
established. It wasintended towork itself out
of ajobwith‘reserves beingtemporary training
campswhichwould serveas springboardsfor
Aboriginal peopleto beassmilatedintothe
wider community.

4 Queensland, Parliament, Department of Native
Affairs Annual Report , 1963, Parliamentary Paper 1061,
Brisbane 1963/64. .

5 Miller, B., The Aspirations of Aborigines Living at
Yarrabah in Relations to Local Management and Human

Rights, 1986, (p.17), Human Rights Commission, Canberra
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It was planned to abolishthereserveseventualy.
They would becomelike any other townshipin
Queendand.® In1971, thefirst formal
recognitionthat Aborigina and Torres Strait
Idander culturesareactually quitedistinct and
separate wasreflected by the passing of the
Queadand AboriginesAct 1971 andQueadand Torres
SraitIdandersAct 1971 whichreplaced earlier
legidation. Only minimal changesweremadeto
these Actsin 1974, 1975 and 1979 despite
human rightsinfringements and the passage of
thefederd Racial Discrimination Act 1975.

In1978theword ‘assimilation’ wasdroppedin
favour of ‘integration’ whichwasbasedona
philosophy that it'sO.K. to be ‘different’ and
it wasaprecursor for the acceptance of
multiculturalism. However, the substance of
Queendand Government Aborigind affairs
policy wasunchanged.

TheCommunity Services(Aborigines) At 1984and
Community Services(TorresSraitIdanders) Act 1984
werethenext legidativechangefor Aborigina
peoplesgivingloca government statusto
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former reserveswhich had received deeds of
grantintrustin 1982 under the Land Act
(Aboriginal andIdander LandGrants) Amendmant At
1982 (DOGIT)

ThisAct enabled, for thefirst time, Aborigina
peopleto have sometitleto land and adegree of
self-management. Itisduring the 1970sand
1980s that the philosophy of ‘ self
management and self determination’ became
apolitical and economic god for Aboriginal
peopleto pursue.

Aurukun and Mornington Island had been
Presbyterian missionsand when the Queend and
Government tried to take over control in 1978,
they resisted strongly. The Queensland
Government abolished their reserve status, made
them mainstream local governmentsunder the
Local Government (Aboriginal Lands) Act,andgave
them 50 year leases.

Queendand, Parliament, Department of Aboriginal and
Idand Affairs Annual Report, 1968, Parliamentary Paper 1102,
Brisbane.



Finally, throughout this contact history, itis
very important to emphasistheinvol vement of
both Aboriginal menand womeninthedefence
of Audtraia.Nationadly, itiscommon knowledge
within Aboriginal communitiesof thesignificant
contribution Aboriginal peoplehavemadeto al
campaigns, that is, from World War One (1914-
1918) to Vietnam (1959-1975)and including
morerecent international “incidents’ suchas
the Gulf Wars.

Aborigina contributionsincludevirtudly al
levelsof themilitary including commissioned
and non-commissioned ranks. Therehavebeen
Aboriginal pilots; POWSs, Red Crossnurses/
ades, etc. Many arerecipientsof arange of
military honoursand medals. Many died
overseasin combat or from combat related
injuriesafter arrival back in Audtrdia

However, the knowledge of thesewar time
contributionsare d owly being acknowledged by
thewider community. The Australian War
Memorial hasahistorical photographic
collectionand display of Aboriginal servicemen
andwomen.

It ishoped that future projectswill reflect those
effortsof the Australian War Memoria and will
provide not only an educative avenueto non
Aborigina society but moreimportantly an
acknowledgment of the contributionsto the
defenceof Audraiathat Aborigina servicemen
and women had and continueto freely give.
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