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Whitewash will
not do any good

Efforts to massage history can’t
disguise that, for at leasta
generation, the Australian

government stole mixed-race
children from their mothers

t—18

HAT is the difference
between John Her-
ron’s family helping

unmarried white
mothers to adopt out their chil-
dren and Aboriginal children
being taken away from their
mothers? .

In short, black and white —
the difference between an act
based on charity and one based
on race. The Aboriginal Affairs
Minister this week quoted his
own actions more than 30 years
ago to make the point that
illegitimacy used to camy a
terrible stigma.

The only options were adop-
tion or abortion. “They were the
values and that was the morality
of the events that occurred at the
time.”

The same tone runs through
much of the Govemment’s sub-
mission to the Senate inquiry
into the stolen generation — the
document that triggered this
week's imbroglio.

it is one of the most common
misconceptions — that this is
primanily a child welfare issue.

Herron, for one, knows this is
not the case. The true situation
is made clear in material the
Government produced in the
Federal Court case in Darwin in
which Loma Cubillo and Peter
Gunner are claiming compen-
sation for being taken away from
their Aboriginal mothers.

Because the Govemment
opposed damages, its lawyers
did their best " to discredit
Cubillo and Gunner.

But it cannot ignore docu-
mented history. Thus, in 1911,
according to the court docu-
ment, “Acting Administrator of
the Northern Teritory, S.J.
Mitchell, recommended to the
Minister that ‘one of the first
works to be undertaken is to
gather in all half-caste children
who are living with Aborigines’,
notwithstanding the objection of
their mothers.”

Not all such chfdren were
taken but there was no doubting
the intention of the authorities.
In 1930, home affairs minister
Arthur Blakeley issued a policy
statement that “all illegitimate
half-castes, male and female,
under 16 years of age, not
otherwise being satisfactorily
educated, be collected and
placed fin institutions] for edu-
cation and vocational training”.
This remained the policy into
the 50s, although it was applied
less indiscriminately in the later

period.
What was its rationale?
According to Blakeley's suc-
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been able to adopt the customs
suitable only for full-blooded
[Aborigines]”.

It was a policy driven by the
fear, as also made clear in the
govemment material, that the
mixed-race population would
grow more quickly than the
whites, creating racial conflict.

“If on the other hand the half-
caste is raised to the level of the
whites, he will be able to migrate
to other parts of Australia and
compete on an equal footing
should employment not be
available to him in the Terri-
tory,” said Dr Cecil Cook, chief

protector of Aborigines, in 1937.,

1t was not only the Northem
Territory in which a race-based
policy was applied. In NSW, the
reason for children being taken
away sometimes was marked on
forms as simply “for being Abor-
iginal”.

The Govemment's sub-
mission to the Senate inquiry
implies that mothers often
agreed to their children being
taken away.

Even if this were true, what
were the circumstances of such
“approval®? The  Catholic
Church’s submission to the Hu-
man Rights and Equal Oppor-
tunity Commission inquiry says
parents were “actively per-
suaded” to give up their children
to missions.

It adds: “If the parents sus-
pected that their children would
be taken away by civil authori-
ties, possibly never to be seen
again, they sometimes ... gave
their children to church institu-
tions before the civil authorities
could take them away. Clearly,
then, not all ‘voluntary’ surren-
der of children was truly
voluntary.”

The welfare of the children,
Christian charity and other good
intentions undoubtedly motiv-
ated many of those involved in
these events. But they were not
the only, and often not the
primary, reason Aboriginal, par-
ticularly mixed-race children,
were taken away from mothers.
That reason was race and it is
the Government’s strenuous ef-
forts to minimise this that have
so severely set back efforts to re-
concile black and white

cessor, J.A. Perkins, in 1933,
“every effort is made to place the
child in a Home before it has

Mike Steketee is The Australian’s
national affairs editor.
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An open mind

on issues of
reconciliation

JOHN Howard says he is committed to Aboriginal
reconciliation. There is a very public touchstone of his
sincerity on this issue; the anger he displayed in
parliament this week when his support for the process
was questioned. Yet it is easy to see why many of his
critics assume his commitment to reconciliation is fake.
The Prime Minister’s critics are wrong but he gives them
strong reasons to believe they are right.

But first let's deal with a not-so-good reason for
doubting his commitment. This is that Mr Howard has a
different definition of reconciliation and a different path
for arriving at that destination. He believes in what he
calls practical reconciliation, which means that the
Government can help make up for the disadvantages
Aborigines have suffered, and still suffer, by tackling
those very hardships. Hence his emphasis on improving
Aboriginal health, education, water supplies and other
amenities. Many people in the Aboriginal rights move-
ment find it hard to comprehend this approach, for they
are used to thinking about reconciliation through a prism
of political action and symbolism. Hence their emphasis
on the importance of an apology — saying sorry — for
past wrongs. We think reconciliation without both
concrete action to help Aborigines and sympathetic
symbolism is hollow. Perhaps Mr Howard’s critics do not
agree but they should recognise that his holding a
different view on the way to reconciliation is not a sign
of insincerity: quite the opposite.

Mr Howard, however, does provoke doubt about his
commitment because of an extraordinary disconnection
between what he says and what he does. Consider the
row over mandatory sentencing in the Northern Terri-
tory. Resolution of this issue is important if we are to
proceed towards reconciliation. Yet the Prime Minister
who is committed to reconciliation took eight weeks to
decide to take action against the policy and it took a
threatened backbench revolt to get him to do it. Consider,
too, the reaction to Aboriginal Affairs Minister John
Herron’s statistical analysis of the very sensitive issue of
the stolen generations (or simply the stolen children, for
those like Senator Herron, who-cannot understand
normal usage of the English language). Mr Howard's
initial response was to support Senator Herron and his
insensitivity when his callousness was obvious to anyone
who took even a casual interest in the matter. Only after
a public and political outcry did Mr Howard shift ground
and apologise for the offence Senator Herron gave.

For all his emphasis on the practical, Mr Howard
approaches reconciliation as though it were an abstract
issue. The complexities of the issues to be handled on the
way to reconciliation do not loom at all large on his
emotional or mental horizon. He has little or no feel for
them and does not think them through. Hence he is
gqught out whey they flare into public view and needgto
have their i{mportance-beaten intd:him, as it were."Mr
Howard is now.80 years of age, so it might be;too.much
to expect him to open his heart to the issues of Aboriginal
affairs. But the path to reconciliation would be smoothed

if he would at least open his mind.






COMPREHENSION AND COMMENT SECTION
ANSWER ALL QUESTIONS.  Suggested working time 50 minutes.

Read the passages provided on the previous page and answer the questions below.  The passages are taken from the Weekend Australian April 8 – 9 2000.

1. What responses towards the Howard Government do the passages encourage?  Take into consideration that they appeared in the same edition.

2. Discuss the tone and techniques used to present one of the writers views on reconciliation or the stolen generation.

PRINT COMMENT SECTION (Fiction)
Suggested working time 50 minutes.

Choose ONE question to answer.

1. Discuss the ways in which setting or location is established in one PRINT text showing how that setting or location contributes to the meaning of the text.  Support your answer by referring in detail to the text.

2. The structure of texts influences the meaning we construct from them.  Discuss how the structure of at least on SHORT STORY or one STAGE DRAMA guides reader responses.

3. Enjoyment of fiction reading comes from being challenged.  Evaluate this statement by making reference to the issues and values of at least one STAGE DRAMA.

PRINT COMMENT SECTION (Non-Fiction)
Suggested working time 50 minutes.

Choose ONE question to answer.

1. FEATURE ARTICLES can act as a barometer for shifts in values in our society.  Prepare an argument for this statement making reference to at least one feature article.

2. Writers of expository texts often use a variety of techniques to persuade readers to adopt a particular attitude towards an issue.  Comment on this statement with reference to at least one EXPOSITORY TEXT.

3. Whether fiction or non-fiction, print or non-print, all texts offer a version of reality.  The task of the reader is to consider how the writer is using the chosen genre in a particular way.  Discuss how the writer of one NON-FICTION PRINT TEXT has constructed meaning.
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