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Our identity on our terms
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It's a great honour and privilege to be asked here to deliver a lecture designed to honour a great
Australian — Eddie ‘Koiki’ Mabo. And | say Australian deliberately, because | want to emphasise that



our humanity at its core, but various layers or stratifications of being. As well, the notion of
processuality allows one to recognise at different times in the life of an individual, the mediations or
the individuality of the core humaneness and whether that will be of greater or less salience. A good
example of this - and indulge me here - is reflected in those times of the year when we cheer loudest
for the Cowboys throughout the year, and then cheer for Queensland during State of Origin matches,
and then cheer for Australia when they play tests against England or New Zealand.

So my point here is that at different times there are different layers of being. The concept of a
stratified ontology also enables us to escape entanglement in the seemingly intractable dualities such
as the individual versus the community. From the ‘concrete universal’ we can see that we can indeed
be individual and we can be community.

Applied to Indigenous Australians the core universal humanity guarantees or should guarantee - as
I've said here -



What is significant about the Forrest push to make a difference is that it is at long last backed by
significant white Australian leadership in a way that promises to rally prominent media players as well
as a generation of young Australians buoyed by the Australian Government apology to those of the
stolen generations and keen to ensure that it counts for something in a way that sees an end to
Indigenous disadvantage.

All of this is promising, but has the potential to be futile if we fail to recognise what might be
considered the true cause of Indigenous disadvantage. For white Australia part of this means having
to acknowledge the perceptions of Indigenous people and the extent to which they have failed to
embrace them positively. To me, this is what seems to be closer to the true cause: this inability to
acknowledge and honour the humanity of Aboriginal people and the humanity of Torres Strait
Islander people. There is much to be said for embracing the core humanity of Indigenous people
positively in an effort to affect positive change.

As principal at Cherbourg School in Queensland the strong and smart approach was a philosophy
designed precisely to do this by signalling to students a very prominent belief that they had a human
right to a quality education and in a way that enhanced their sense of cultural identity. This approach
saw some very positive results.

In an effort to extrapolate such positive outcomes for Indigenous children in schools throughout
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scare you with this, but | can warn you that the picture is not that flash. | want to offer to you a list of
words that appeared on every occasion. Of the 30 forums, these words, or types of words appeared
at 30 forums:
X Alcoholics, drunks, heavy drinkers
Boongs, coons, niggers, black bastards, gins, darkies
Got it good, privileged, well kept by government
Lazy, won’t work
Welfare dependent, dole bludgers, handout syndrome
Aggressive, violent, troublemakers, disrespectful

X X X X X

You might wonder why these are all pejoratives or there’s nothing positive listed here, and | should
say that on many occasions there were positive references to Aboriginal people. 28 times in fact,
people said family oriented - those kinds of things — artistic, sporty. For now though, | just want to
make the point that these were the words presented on every occasion and that exposes a problem.

This is certainly not who we are as Aboriginal people. This isn’t to deny that we have these elements
our communities who might look like this from time to time as all communities do. But it is to affirm
that these descriptors are not part of the Indigenous cultural identity. These are stereotypes which
have been held out for us and in some occasions, tragically, we have bought these perceptions.

While they’re not real, their dynamic presence has a dramatic effect as it typecasts an entire group of
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There is also the slight of the ‘comical other’ which is often laughed at and considered quite harmless,
good for a few giggles. This kind of other is often palatable to the dominant sane and having them
around for entertainment promotes a sense of freedom from guilt. This type of other is best deployed
by sane when they are challenged about the use of racist terms or racist comedy. We've seen
examples of this.

The ‘resource other’ makes sense to me when | think of those Aborigines, some of the people who |
knew and still know, who cleared trees around Cherbourg for white settlers around Murgon and
Wandai. Often they worked for meagre wages or rations or often worked for nothing. In his histories
at the settlement, Tom Blake supplies us with a typical instance:

“One person in the Murgon district who took full advantage of the settlement labour was



In an Australian context while all of these forms of differentiated others present a range of
complexities worth contemplating the most deeply problematic of these forms of other is that of the
feared, despised or pitiable other. It is against this background tolerating poor conditions in






understand. There becomes no need for such masters to have to engage and understand the very
deep complexities of Indigenous people and Indigenous communities. When those political and
corporate masters are challenged morally or intellectually about the merits of their beliefs or actions
relating to Aboriginal communities they simply now have the luxury of disengaging from any robust
scrutiny or dialogue by saying “well, | agree with my pet Aborigine.”

There is therefore little discussion about some of the constraints faced by Indigenous communities;
be it physical, psychological or situational. Clearly there are situational constraints for many
Indigenous people in both urban and rural communities and remote communities that are simply
overlooked, such as access to quality infrastructure like roads, public transport, sanitation, properly
staffed hospitals and health centres. In my own field of education, serious concerns about the extent
of properly staffed schools with quality teachers that are culturally competent.

Some may choose to see booting the victim as a kind of tough love, but is it really? Since blame is a
psychological construct, there are inherent biases at play: when we blame people for outcomes they
cannot control based on expectations that they didn’t develop. There is an overabundance of
information to be found and used as proof that Indigenous people are the cause of our own misery.
This is possible, according to American psychologist Mark Alicke because the evidential standards for
blame are usually lowered especially when people are specifically seeking information to support
their blame attribution. Intentionally or unintentionally we engage in what he calls ‘biased
information search’ in order to support our desire to blame the victim for their unfavourable
condition.

These selective data processes enable the deficit to appear to reside in Indigenous communities when
in fact this may not be the truth. For example, in my field of education chronic poor student
performance in literacy might signal poor student ability but the very same data viewed from another
angle can easily signal dramatic teacher incompetence and laziness.

Whilst history has no doubt dealt our people a questionable hand, there’s no need to wallow in it



the kind of other that is either hopeless or despicable. They’ve even rounded up a few of our own
people to validate this belief and design policy to inflict punishment upon us. Many of us have always
known however, that we are more than this. A different truth has always existed about us and it is
our time to assert that truth in a way that will not threaten white Australia, but indeed shall set us all
free.

Some Australians think that the solution is to abandon the sense of being ‘same’ and ‘other’ so that
we can all be ‘same’ in Australian society. This is not the Australian future to which I think we should
aspire. We must be content being



Marcus Garvey once said that to improve our condition, leaders need to inspire hope, dignity and a
positive identity. This is the legacy of Koiki Mabo: a leader who inspired hope, dignity and a positive
destiny.
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