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      Foreword


      Marcia Langton


      On 23 September 2000, Peter Sutton, a dedicated and internationally known Australian linguist and anthropologist, delivered ‘The Politics of Suffering’, the Inaugural Berndt Foundation Biennial Lecture.1 Due to the authority of thirty years of professional experience and the insider’s knowledge which he brought to the occasion, the address was, by turns, incandescent, emotional, tragic and challenging. He threw the gauntlet down and asked Australians to reconsider the ‘contrast between progressivist public rhetoric about empowerment and self-determination and the raw evidence of a disastrous failure in major aspects of Australian Aboriginal affairs policy since the early 1970s’. He challenged the people who hold to these views to confront this evidence, which, he said, ‘is now frightening’. He detailed his own observations and analysis, accrued over three decades, while engaging with Aboriginal societies across much of the continent, recording Aboriginal languages, describing Aboriginal social organisation and changing land tenure systems, and documenting significant places, art, cultural landscapes and ethnobotany.


      Peter had good reason to spell out his concerns as he did. His close friends at Aurukun had died prematurely, and it was clear to me, and had been for some time, that the constant death and tragedy had caught up with him, as it had with most of us working on the front line. His legendary state of calmness and his curious, amused visage as he watched events—some of us called him Dr Zen—had been replaced by sadness and a worried, hesitant caution.


      In 1973, he began a relationship with a Wik group near the Aurukun Mission in western Cape York that has continued until the present. During those heady days when Premier Bjelke-Petersen ruled the polity of Queensland with a network of treacherous agents who reported on all matters Aboriginal as if they were the enemy within, Professor Sutton worked with his Wik colleagues to build airstrips and the rudimentary modern shelters at the outstation settlements, established to enable people to escape the tension and tedium of the mission settlement at Aurukun and live on their ancestral estates where the bounty of nature was their right. Like others who worked with Aboriginal people, he was the subject of the reports to Dr Pat Killoran, the man at the centre of the draconian system of control that still in the 1970s kept Aboriginal people in administered communities and reserves. In this book—the title taken from the incandescent lecture already mentioned, delivered in Perth to the annual conference of the Australian Anthropological Society in 2000 at the University of Western Australia—Professor Sutton examines in greater detail the life of his compatriots in the Aboriginal world during those decades and the history of ideas which they informed, however unwittingly.


      Aurukun was transformed, he tells us, from ‘a once liveable and vibrant community, as I had first experienced it, to a disaster zone’. Such honesty in the vicious world of Aboriginal politics is rare, and coming as it does from a respected white professional with a distinguished record of impartial observation, it is a powerful corrective to the romantic, misinformed fabulations about Aborigines as a special kind of modern ‘noble savage’. His original and breathtaking insights are a boon to those of us who have witnessed the loss of dignity, independence and grand ritual events—once the norm, despite the sometimes heavy hand of missionaries, police, and Killoran’s agents. Whereas once the elders were respected because of their adherence to the harsh discipline of the ‘old ways’ of their ancestors, now their lives are just plain harsh, their disciplined ways largely replaced by the libertarianism of the new life in the communities with welfare cheques, alcohol, drugs, popular music and Western ideas. He admits that there are some happy, healthy Aboriginal communities, and families that defy the odds, in remote Australia, but too many are places of the kind of tragedy that turned him from dry observation to the engaged argumentation that we find here in this book.


      Land justice was the outstanding issue for Indigenous Australians in the twentieth century, and rightly so. But justice, when it did come for a lucky few with a cultural repertoire that would convince the judiciary, came with a price tag—the loss of opportunities to develop economically and modernise Aboriginal institutions that were no longer effective. The quarantining of the newly won lands from modernisation was the outcome of the policies which Professor Sutton dissects here. There are few who contributed as much as Professor Sutton did to the efforts for land justice. He was a tireless worker, and his ethnography and expert submissions to the land claim and native title hearings set the highest benchmark of professionalism. I was fortunate to work with Professor Sutton from time to time in the early 1990s when he was the expert anthropologist advising Aboriginal groups involved in land matters in eastern Cape York Peninsula. These were formative experiences for me, and there are passages in this book that take me back to those exciting but difficult times, working on land rights projects, when he talked about the history of people and places. His unadorned accounts of the post-frontier Aboriginal world would cause me to stop and contemplate my duty with a fresh perspective, drawing together my own childhood memories and his startling correctives of the then fashionable progressivist views on Aboriginal status. For instance, in his chapter on ‘Rage and Its Reasons’, the problems with the arguments of Germaine Greer and Gillian Cowlishaw are exposed with reason and logic. Much of the anger and misery can be sheeted home to the obvious: ‘the general extension of legal drinking rights to Indigenous people by the late 1960s. In some parts of the country there was a conscious official policy of encouraging the installation of wet canteens with take-away quotas. At Palm Island I was told by a staff member that this would encourage the work ethic: warm beer would lead to the need to earn enough for a fridge’. He also tackles throughout this book the problem of the ‘sanctity of cultural difference’. His cutting logic is liberating and vivid: ‘That emergent consensus of the early 1970s has now come undone, and many of its hopes lie unrealised. A progressivist politics dulled our instincts about the sanctity of Indigenous people’s rights also to be free from violence, abuse, neglect, ignorance and corruption’.


      This book, an elaboration of the ideas set out in that powerful and shocking address in September 2000, is one of the more important works in the Australian Indigenous field in the last quarter of a century. His conclusions are unavoidable and his ruminations refreshingly frank and insightful. If the ideologues in the Aboriginal affairs industry—whether progressive romantics or carping neo-conservatives—were to read this book, they would put it down at the end with a heavy heart but a sharp, clear view of the problems that face Aboriginal citizens of the inland gulags and outback ghettos of remote Australia. I hope they do read it, but more importantly, that they think about the humanist reasoning set out here, and apply it in their own writing and thinking. For much of the tragedy, misery and death has been ‘caused’, and I use this verb here in a common, imprecise way, by the inability of so many contemporaries of Professor Sutton to imagine Aboriginal life with all the normal trappings of modernity. Such a vision does not exclude ‘culture’, but it certainly does include life-enhancing circumstances. Professor Sutton’s book, if read and understood, will enhance life, and by a simple moral measure, this makes it essential reading.

    

  


  
    
      

      Foreword


      Inga Clendinnen


      Peter Sutton delivered the lecture that gave The Politics of Suffering its title and its themes back in September 2000 before an assembly of professional anthropologists—the audience the formidable Bill Stanner used to favour for his most political speeches. It was before anthropologists that Stanner first floated the ideas that would underpin a transformation in government policies towards Aborigines from the late 1960s: policies that would be sustained, with varying degrees of energy and goodwill, by every government to the century’s end. They pivoted on the idea of Indigenous rights, beginning with land rights but extending to furry references to self-determination, with the rights to be achieved alongside major reformations in Aboriginal health, education and life-opportunities: reformations that would bring them, in the space of a couple of generations, to a decent equality with their fellow Australians. Sutton used the same setting in the first year of this century to argue that the generous-hearted, clumsily-applied progressivist program had failed, and that its consequences—consequences unforeseen by everyone, including the leading players—had been so destructive that many Aboriginal communities, wherever they were and however various their histories, were now in terrifying freefall.


      The social breakdown had been apparent to insiders from at least the late 1980s on. During the 1990s, brave voices (the bravest often female and Indigenous) had been raised against the grotesque levels of physical and emotional abuse being inflicted on children, on the old and, most viciously, on women inside what were then effectively sealed communities. During that decade shaking reports were researched and presented to governments, while journalists like Tony Koch struggled to make the public pay more than passing attention to viscerally shocking incidents with even more shocking implications as to the state of affairs. We would read, click our tongues … and get on with our lives. Why were we so unwilling to hear what was being said so clearly?


      In part, I think, because some of the best-informed critics kept their knowledge and their criticisms in-house: inside academe, inside administrations, inside the tight tough world of Aboriginal politics. By the 1990s Indigenous matters were coming not only pre-politicised but pre-ideologised, and a lot of people thought it best to be silent. Bad news from the Aboriginal front, and the popular media would bat the usual balloons around for a week, the usual whitefellas would leap for their soap boxes, and a new, aggressive generation of Aboriginal male leaders would declare their preference for whitefellas to stay out of Indigenous politics, and for women, white and black, to keep their mouths permanently shut. And nothing at all would change. The voices of the truth-speakers (there were always some) were drowned in the futile clamour of the culture wars.


      Marcia Langton, an early and intrepid truth-teller, has named Sutton’s ‘The Politics of Suffering’ lecture as ‘the pivotal essay on Aboriginal affairs of the past decade.’ It is difficult to track influences, especially in clamourous times, but I think she is right. The academics gathered in Perth listened because this was a man they had come to respect over a great range of contexts, and also because this was a man who had not spoken politically before. Sutton has had an interesting history. Beginning as a linguist, and now an internationally-recognised expert on the languages of east and west Cape York, he spent a couple of decades as a wandering scholar, preparing land rights cases for different clans and communities throughout Australia. A man of vast intellectual energy and fiercely exact memory, he has always had a formidable capacity for research in hard places. Mapping family and clan histories, he also tracked the movement of words, trade items, ritual objects, ceremonies and whatever other examinable human expressions came his attention. He played a significant part in bringing Aboriginal art to international attention, most notably through the staging of the Dreamings exhibition, which toured New York, Chicago and Los Angeles as well as Adelaide and Melbourne in the late 1980s. He would later publish a subtle, indispensable book on Aboriginal conceptualisations of humans’ relationships to the natural landscape and the efflorescing difficulties of translating those concepts into the language of an Anglo–Australian law evolved out of a different history, experienced in a different world of meaning. But while he was captivated by the existential elegance of classical Aboriginal civilisation, Sutton refused to fantasise about its restoration (does any Aboriginal person anywhere still live within the system of meanings of their pre-contact ancestors?), focusing instead the range, variety and ingenuity of Aboriginal accommodations to the brutalities, coercions and seductions of the colonial regime. He was also deeply involved with Left and Indigenous politics in Queensland under the Bjelke-Petersen sultanate, but to that point he had kept politics out of his professional activities


      The lecture was singularly powerful not only because it brushed aside the old discretions and the old ideologised politics, but because it drew its emotional power from a new source: not from anger, not from outrage, but from grief. These were the politics of the heart. Sutton had just returned from a double funeral at Aurukun, the settlement of Wik people midway down the west coast of Cape York peninsula. Sutton had first seen Aurukun in the early 1970s, but over many returns it had become his second home, while kin terms bestowed for practical reasons bloomed into deep family affection, with its ineradicable warmths and wounds. On his first visit Aurukun was still under energetic Presbyterian mission rule. Then it had been a ‘liveable and vibrant society.’ Now it was a quite different place. The funeral had been for two long-term friends. They had died from ‘natural’ causes, if stress, dread and grief are considered natural, well before their time in a community that needed every one of its responsible adults. Sutton began his lecture, as he begins this book, with an image singularly potent in this country: the field of crosses marking the graves of Australian soldiers at Villers-Bretonneux in France. One of Sutton’s kinsmen lies there: a young man killed before his time in a distant place, for reasons no-one can remember. Sutton joined that image of young men abruptly exiled from life to another: the meandering field of graves at Aurukun. Most of these dead are young men too: young men who died violently, by accident, suicide or assault, and while they lie close to kin (there are plastic flowers on the graves) they are equally lost to them.


      Sutton tells us how they died with a precision that rivets attention:


      In my time with the Wik people up to 2001, out of a population of less than 1000, eight people known to me had died by their own hand, two of them women, six of them men … From the same community in the same period, thirteen people known to me had been victims of homicide, eight of them women, five of them men. Twelve others had committed homicide, nine of them men, three of them women. Most of these were young people … and most of the homicides occurred in the home settlement of both assailant and victim … In almost all cases, assailants and victims were relatives whose families had been linked to each other for generations.


      Others had died in car and boating ‘accidents’, victims of what to outsiders seems a terrifying disregard for life. And all this mayhem, terror and grief was occurring in a community of less than one thousand people.


      While some of the deaths were related to alcohol (there had been only one suicide and one homicide in the community between 1959 and the opening of the ‘wet’ canteen in 1985), alcohol was not always involved. Nor would the old ‘disruptions of colonisation’ argument stick. The Wik people had not suffered displacement or dispossession: they had remained in their own country, using their own languages, among their own kin. They had not had strangers, including traditional enemies, dumped on them, as notoriously had happened on Palm Island and too many other settlements; and their longest-serving mission superintendent William MacKenzie (1923–1965), while sufficiently ready with the whip to earn the fury of Donald Thomson, was also sufficiently respectful of the Wik reading of the world to have himself initiated, in strict accordance with Wik rules. (One of those discoveries we are doomed to make again and again: missionaries, like most individuals thrust into categories, defy categorisation.) Yet by the year 2000, despite this relatively benign history, and after thirty years of a progressivist political agenda, this once-vital community was in worse state than settlements with more bitter histories. The agonising question is: why?


      Peter Sutton is equipped to answer that question, if it can be answered at all. Honouring the Aboriginal past but refusing to sentimentalise remnant traditions, understanding the mind-curdling complexities of family, local, regional and national Aboriginal politics, Sutton has been able to distinguish old habits from new ambitions in present actions. He is also ready to expose the politic silences and the covert agendas behind the rhetoric of politicians white and black, progressive and conservative, which have obscured the terrible actualities from the rest of us anxious, earnest, ignorant, usually urban, usually southern outsiders.


      Sutton’s analyses are subtle, surprising, potent. We watch, chapter by chapter, as various traditional elements in present-day Aboriginal culture—the reflexive loyalty to family, the projection of blame away from the home group onto outsiders, the ready resort to violence in the face of injury or insult, the reckless disregard for the consequences of that violence—come into dangerous play: all of them, as Sutton reminds us, ‘necessities of life in a stateless foraging society’; all of them socially toxic in the cheek-by-jowl confines of settlement life.


      



      The Politics of Suffering is not always easy reading. Sutton’s prose, like his thought, is too acrobatic for that. He is often acerbic; there are no sweet options on offer. He is harsh on the gratifications to be extracted from the liberal-left position: the warming sense of moral superiority, the reliable pleasure of defending people denied all agency by being cast as permanent victims permanently in need of defence. He is especially fierce against those who would put the pursuit of ‘increasingly stratospheric rights and international covenants’ above the care and protection of brutalised children now. He is in broad agreement with Noel Pearson’s strategies. Like Pearson, he values the equality of all Australian citizens under the rule of law; like Pearson, and ‘after a lifetime of placing the highest value on Indigenous languages, land rights, social organisation and the visual arts’, he accepts the necessity of basic aspects of the Northern Territory and other interventions, to secure Aboriginal children’s rights to physical and emotional security. He shares Pearson’s vision of a new generation of Aboriginal children equipped both with the education and the ‘emotional mobility’ to pursue their lives in the wider society, and who might then choose to orbit, as Pearson does, between their home communities and the wider society, and to sustain their Aboriginal identity as the core of their being.


      Sutton gives his final chapter over to the issue of reconciliation. He is sceptical, indeed sardonic, regarding the efficacy of the collective symbolic acts of the official reconciliation program, implying that formal reconciliation is essentially a whitefellas’ project, and a romantic one at that, because inside Indigenous communities ‘the more important, visible, daily and emotionally consuming ties and conflicts are not with 19.5 million non-Indigenous people, most of whom they will never meet, but with other Indigenous families, and neighbourhoods of their own kindred and township and district.’ These are the ties that bind, chafe and (sometimes) strangle. Note that they also directly challenge our notions of the equal distribution of individual ‘rights’ throughout a community—though we also need to remember that it is this commitment to family and kin that has held brutalised families together, and given families fractured by outsiders the immense psychological energy to reconstitute themselves again. Sutton makes us realise that this remarkable people have refused and will continue to refuse to conform to our projects for them.


      Sutton believes that durable reconciliation can be achieved only between individuals and through long interaction, like the partnerships between anthropologists and ‘informants’ he describes in his lovely, touching ‘Unusual Couples’ chapter. These partnerships began in gross inequalitities of social power, but despite, or possibly because of cultural differences and the pleasure to be had in overcoming them, ended in mutual affection and respect. His own anxious, loving intimacy with his Aurukun family and friends (illuminated by more of his moving photographs) comes out of a history of joys, griefs and vicissitudes shared over time.


      The problem with the Sutton solution is that it leaves the rest of us out in the cold. I know few people of Aboriginal descent, and those few I know professionally, as academics or writers or artists or lawyers, not as they are in their home societies and among their kin, where the serious emotional action is. I know communities only as an embarrassed tourist drop-in. That is how it is for most of us. So what are we to do? I think we have to rely on the magical power of literacy to borrow the experience of others, and in silence and solitude to make it our own. Here Sutton has another quality I value. Over the last couple of decades we have seen less of the eerie erasure of self that Anthropology has traditionally demanded in the name of objectivity, but Sutton has been something of a pioneer in his readiness to acknowledge, indeed to insist on, the centrality of personal experience in his evaluation of theories, analyses and proposals for change within Indigenous societies, and for his understanding of the individuals who live within them. As a historian it is the bedrock of personal experience that I most value in reports on human action, especially when the humans being reported on are culturally and therefore imaginatively remote from me. If I am to avoid the sweet deceits of empathy—the projection of my own assumptions and emotional vocabulary on to a people whose past, whose present and whose dreams for the future are utterly different from mine—I must rely on the work of Sutton and others like him, white and Indigenous, who will grant me the use of their experience, and the knowledge they have extracted from it, to arrive at understanding of a world effectively closed to me, and for too long obscured from my sight as much by the cultural limits of my imagination as by the smoke-machines of ideology. What I would most like is to eavesdrop on an Aboriginal anthropologist explaining the white world to his own people. Until that happens, I am happy to rely on Peter Sutton and his fellow truth-tellers.

    

  


  
    
      

      Introduction


      In September 2000 I returned from a particularly harrowing visit to a remote Aboriginal community with which I have had close personal and professional associations since the mid 1970s. This was Aurukun, in Cape York Peninsula, Queensland, the main home of the Wik people. I lived there, mainly in outstations, for long periods in the 1970s and have visited frequently between 1973 and 2007. Initially this was for academic study as an anthropologist and linguist. Later it was for a series of applied research projects assisting the Aurukun community, and acting as principal researcher on the Wik native title claim. What took me there in 2000 was a double funeral for people I had known half a lifetime. Like so many others, Marjorie Yunkaporta and Grace Yunkaporta had both died prematurely, of natural causes. Marjorie’s father, Victor Wolmby, had taken me as a son in 1976, a relationship I, and the people based at Aurukun, have always taken very seriously.


      By 2000 Aurukun had gone from a once liveable and vibrant community, as I had first experienced it, to a disaster zone. Levels of violent conflict, rape, child and elder assault and neglect had rocketed upwards since the introduction of a regular alcohol supply in 1985. Shortly afterwards, Aboriginal people in the neighbouring town of Coen, itself no paradise, had begun to refer to Aurukun as ‘Beirut’.


      The cemetery at Aurukun reminds me of the Australian war graves at Villers-Bretonneux in France, close to where my great-uncle Bert Sutton was killed by machine-gun fire in 1918 (figures 1 and 2). Painted crosses, many of them fresh, stretch away seemingly for hundreds of metres, a white stream running parallel to the mangrove-covered banks of the Archer River. In my time with the Wik people up to 2001, out of a population of less than 1000, eight people known to me had died by their own hand, two of them women, six of them men. Five of them were young people. From the same community in the same period, thirteen people known to me had been victims of homicide, eight of them women, five of them men. Twelve others had committed homicide, nine of them men and three of them women. Most of these, also, were young people, and most of the homicides occurred in the home settlement of both assailant and victim. Of the eight spousal murders in this list, seven involved a man killing his female partner, only one a woman killing her husband. In almost all cases, assailants and victims were relatives whose families had been linked to each other for generations. They were my relatives, too, in a non-biological ‘tribal’ sense, because of Victor.


      The man knifed to death by his wife, reportedly in front of their children, was Winnie and Alan Wolmby’s son. Alan’s father Colin and my father Victor were brothers, which made Alan and me brothers. Alan’s son Rexie was thus also a son to me. I had watched him fondly as he grew from a raw, Bible-reading teenager in the 1970s, when we all lived together at Watha-nhiin Outstation, 40 kilometres south of Aurukun, into an adult of confident intelligence, then a father, and a man seemingly destined for some kind of local eminence. He was killed at the age of forty in 1998.


      The most wrenching suicide was Marjorie’s daughter Ursula Yunkaporta, my ‘full’ niece. At Watha-nhiin in the 1970s she had been one of a number of lively, sassy, school-age kids. In the 1990s she presented at Aurukun Hospital scores of times over a two-year period of heavy drinking, repeatedly bashed by her boyfriend and others with whom she also fought. She was treated for being savaged by dogs at night, and was twice examined after giving details of how she was pack-raped by local boys. In the end she took her life by hanging, at twenty-seven, also in 1998.


      In the same year, Norma Chevathun, articulate, well educated, internationally travelled, a community representative in legal meetings in Brisbane and Canberra, was beaten to death at Aurukun, aged forty-one, by her boyfriend Yellowpipe. This one I called sister. These three deaths were the toll only for April–June 1998.


      A significant number of other people known to me from the same settlement died prematurely in other ways, some in car and boat accidents. Many of these premature deaths and most of the homicides were alcohol-related, although alcohol alone cannot carry anything like a full explanation for the dramatic deterioration in the people’s quality of life over this rather short period. As far as I know there were only one homicide and one suicide in the same community between 1959 and the opening of a wet canteen in 1985, although one Aurukun man, Mervyn Marpoondin, was murdered at Palm Island in 1978. Another, Russell Pamtoonda, murdered his teenage partner at Mornington Island in 1981.1 Regular licit and illicit access to alcohol came late in Aurukun’s case. In many other parts of remote outback Australia, perhaps the majority of them, a similar era began in the early 1970s. In ‘settled’ Australia, the south-west and the east, south of Cairns, the comparable period was mostly in the first century after 1788. Aurukun was not alone in its experience of descent into dysfunction in recent decades.


      Between the 1970s and early 2000s, Aurukun grew from about 600 to 1000 people. Most of the residents came from the immediate region, as had their predecessors, in terms of ancestral country and biography. After the establishment of Aurukun by German Moravians in 1904 there was a gradual, often temporary, movement of people from bush to mission or the reverse. By the 1910s some Archer River people and those from the bauxite country to the north had become based there. Contact with the mission increased hesitantly from north to south through the following decades, down through Love River, Kirke River, Knox River, Kendall River and Holroyd River. By the 1960s most had come to spend all or part of each year at Aurukun, unless away on contract work, except for two last roving groups known to the mission as the ‘nomads’. The last of these elderly bands, Old Tiger Mob, ended about 1974–75. In 1976 I was shown their paperbark bedding still intact at their abandoned camps way out in the bush south of Aurukun. The mission never forced people to settle, although pressure was exerted to induce parents to send their children to the mission dormitory school, and most eventually did.


      Few Wik people had ever left the region permanently, apart from some lost in the maritime trades early on, or exiled for crimes or misdemeanours to Palm Island far to the south-east. For the majority, apart from the inlander minority whose lands fell under pastoral leases, their countries also remained accessible and unoccupied by colonists after becoming legally part of the colony of Queensland in 1859. These coastal lands were long ago reserved for their exclusive use, albeit increasingly under mission supervision until the 1970s, and with some mineral lease excisions. The Aurukun community was not a regular dumping ground for removals from distant areas. Although many languages were spoken there, people were polyglots and all spoke, as most continue to speak, the lingua franca Wik-Mungkan that is the first language of most Aurukun children. While politically fractured along traditional lines, the great majority of Aurukun people were and are culturally very homogeneous. Certain classical traditions such as language use and ceremonial life remained comparatively strong, compared with most regions of Cape York Peninsula. Initiation of boys, bora, was long encouraged by Reverend William MacKenzie, the Aurukun superintendent from 1923 to 1965, himself a locally initiated man. I have been shown his bora place on the south side of Archer River. Five years after his retirement, and despite the fact that four white mission boys were also put through the bora on this occasion, the last Aurukun initiation took place in 1970.


      So, as Aboriginal experiences of the post-colonisation world go, that of the Wik people had been among the most benign, and very different from that of many in the south of Australia, or even in several other parts of Cape York Peninsula where colonial impacts had proved far more devastating. Before my first visit to Aurukun in 1973, I had spent much time with the descendants of communities of shattered people elsewhere in Far North Queensland, including Palm Island (figure 3). Palm Island was the worst of the settlements. At that time, the quality of living at Aurukun was excellent by comparison. However, by the early 1990s Aurukun was in free fall and starting to converge with places like Palm Island in terms of dysfunction and violence. The impact of constant high levels of conflict and crime on the members of such a small population of kin concentrated mainly in one village of suburban layout is not easy to imagine for those who live in different circumstances.


      On my return to the city after the double funeral in 2000 and after spending time during 1999–2000 in what had become of the desert settlements within a 200 kilometre radius of Ayers Rock, I felt I could no longer support the view that a non-Indigenous person should leave public statements on these questions of sudden and recent social decline to Indigenous people alone. I was conscious that there were those who did maintain that view with passion. For years, like so many others, I had refrained from much public engagement with Indigenous political issues because of the rising Indigenous leadership and its increasing capacity to carry the burden, and because Whitefellas were increasingly unwelcome in the exposed positions of the Aboriginal political front line. But by 2000, given the critical situation so many people were in, an all-hands-on-deck approach had become necessary. Not long afterwards, Mick Dodson took the same view in a televised address to the National Press Club in Canberra, calling on the then prime minister and national and state governments to join with Indigenous Australians to take decisive collaborative action on violence and dysfunction in Aboriginal communities: ‘This is not just our problem; this is everyone’s problem’, he told the nation.2


      Unable any longer to remain more or less silent about what was happening at Aurukun and in many other similar communities, I decided to make this downward spiral, its causes, and its policy implications, the subject of an invited address at the University of Western Australia late in 2000. That paper was called ‘The Politics of Suffering’.3 Much of it appears in a revised form here in Chapters 2, 3 and 4. I sent the draft to a large number of colleagues, friends and even relatives with no specialist knowledge of the field. I was concerned at how it might be interpreted and received, not so much within academia, as beyond. However, the responses were largely positive, including those from Aboriginal friends. The most encouraging reaction came from Mick Dodson, who emailed me to say ‘Don’t change a word’.4 Many people later asked: ‘I bet you’ve had a lot of flack from it?’ There was surprisingly little. Most of the negative response that reached print came from two white academics in Sydney and an Aboriginal lawyer in Adelaide.


      In this book, I go beyond the questions that I addressed then, into related areas such as the history of the breakdown of consensus in Aboriginal affairs, the politicisation of health and housing issues, the problematic demand for recognition of Indigenous customary law, and the role of personal relationships in reconciliation between what we all too casually, myself included, divide into Indigenous and settler populations.


      Too often, unhappily, these profoundly difficult questions are turned into a compassion contest or a toughness contest, a game of proving that ego is less racist or less bleeding-heart than thou. This is at times a subtle performance masking what is in reality an exercise in the pursuit of one’s own virtue at the expense of what one knows. ‘Ideologuery’ paints people into political corners that deafen others to what they say, or to what their opponents say.


      In writing the 2000 statement, I was conscious of perhaps going out on a limb in limited company. This turned out to be largely untrue. There was a widespread thirst for a new candidness, and a readiness to face up to the reality of massive failure in Indigenous affairs policy. After thirty years of keeping faith with what had been, in 1970, the new progressive approach based on rights, the old policy consensus was coming to an end (see Chapter 1). There may be critics who will say that I played then, and also here, into the hands of those with interests hostile to those of Indigenous Australians, simply by saying certain things that, while they may be true, could be hijacked for purposes opposite to my own. What is most likely to trigger this response is my unqualified position that a number of the serious problems Indigenous people face in Australia today arise from a complex joining together of recent, that is post-conquest, historical factors of external impact, with a substantial number of ancient, pre-existent social and cultural factors that have continued, transformed or intact, into the lives of people living today. The main way these factors are continued is through child-rearing. This issue is particularly important, and controversial, in the area of violent conflict (see Chapter 4).


      For many, the proposition that all Indigenous disadvantage has been caused by external impacts alone has been a sustaining fiction, one perhaps defended at times on the grounds that the masses cannot handle the subtlety of the truth and are inclined to simplicitudes. On the contrary, it has been a relative silence about the complexity of the causal factors, not an acknowledgement of it, that has comforted and assisted those with ideological axes to grind at both ends of the political spectrum. Simplistic accounts of the past increasingly misjudge their audience in this field. Traditional liberal support for Indigenous causes in Australia proceeded, in the past, on a less knowledgeable basis than it does now. Not long ago there was less debate and less freedom to speak about these things.


      From the 1970s on, a relative silence promoted and policed by the Left and by a number of Indigenous activists created a vacuum in public discussion on these issues that in the 1990s began to be filled by those pursuing ideologically conservative agendas. The use of racial criticism to exclude non-Indigenous voices from debates, on the grounds that one’s ancestry determines what topics one is allowed to speak about in public, had in this sense backfired.


      From 1999, government reports and media coverage revealed ever more statistically detailed and disturbing accounts of a declining quality of life in many of Australia’s Indigenous settlements. What had earlier been called, with moral overtones, ‘degradation’, was now increasingly called ‘dysfunction’, with new overtones of medical pathology. Government inquiries repeatedly found high levels of sexual abuse of children in remote places and some not so remote.5 A code of silence enforced by alleged intimidation is most often given as the reason why prosecutions of abusers have been few, although there have been quite a number. The 2008 Mullighan Inquiry into sexual abuse in remote north-western South Australia concluded that sexual abuse of minors was widespread. It also reported that it was unable to recommend a single prosecution because no one would come forward as a witness. Intimidation was given as one of the main reasons.6


      In 2007 the Northern Territory report on child abuse, Little Children are Sacred7, was the trigger for a dramatic new development in Aboriginal affairs: the National Emergency Response. More widely known as the Northern Territory Intervention, this dramatic move by the Commonwealth began under the Howard government in 2007 and, as I write, has been largely continued under the Rudd government in 2007, 2008 and 2009. The government moved to take control of a large number of Territory Aboriginal settlements, instituting the following measures: supply of additional police to affected communities; mass health checks for Aboriginal children, initially mandatory, but quickly changed to voluntary; new restrictions on alcohol, kava and pornography; the compulsory acquisition of townships through five-year leases; Commonwealth funding for community services; removal of customary law and cultural practice considerations from bail applications and sentencing in criminal cases; suspension of the system by which visitors to Aboriginal settlements were required to have a permit; quarantining of a proportion of welfare benefits to all recipients in the designated communities and of all benefits of those who neglected their children; and the abolition of the Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) that paid the unemployed to carry out local forms of work. Opinion, both Indigenous and otherwise, was extremely divided over the Intervention. With some modifications, it is much the same under Rudd and his minister Jenny Macklin as it was under the previous regime, but by early 2009 they had come under pressure from within Labor and certain Aboriginal circles to water it down.


      I thought there were a number of reasons why many of the Intervention’s main measures should get support. It is a government’s business to protect the vulnerable in a state of crisis. The government also had to make some dramatic impact in an area where it is hard to get results. One of the challenges was to get it into people’s consciousness that things were going to change. The gutsy Mal Brough was the federal Minister for Indigenous Affairs as it began. Under his political leadership the Intervention was a pretty blunt instrument. Brough was rough but he made people sit up and listen. He was flawed and reckless but he could also be heroic. He was prepared to scream at the gang members of the Evil Warriors, as they prepared to confront their enemies, Judas Priest, at Wadeye in the Northern Territory: ‘I control all the bloody money that comes in here for Centrelink [the welfare system] … If you boys go over the hill tonight to fight those guys, I will cut your money off. Do you fucking well understand what I’m saying?’8 ‘The warmongers shuffled, looked embarrassed, and laid down their arms … Brough got them right where it hurt: the money.’9


      The gang boys and, more concerning, the abusers of children, women and the elderly in so many of these ghettos had had a long, easy run, and needed some shock-and-awe in their guts, a message that could be heard in their own lingo, rather than just ‘consultations and negotiations’ about which predictably they would not give a damn. They got it. The women and others needed reassurance that the state was on their side. They got it. The supremacy of Australian law had to be brought home with dramatic impact in petty fiefdoms where corruption and abuse could so easily escape scrutiny, detection and prosecution. The army, sent unarmed to accompany the Intervention’s new people and services into Northern Territory settlements, was the state incarnate, a particularly apt symbolic statement. The message was not entirely foreign. The roving enforcers of traditional law in Central Australia were also called ‘army’ in regional English. Their particular uniform was Red Ochre, and their punishments for ritual and marital misdemeanours included spearing and strangulation.10 Even though the Australian Defence Force’s Norforce was an old friend of remote Australians, the symbolic challenge to the dominant influence of local men was clear. The feared needed something to fear, otherwise behavioural change in the area of gender antagonism and woman-bashing was going to be just pie in the sky. The words ‘tough love’ started to appear in the media.


      My starting point when thinking about Australia’s Indigenous policy framework, or specific events like the Intervention, is not narrowly political, in the sense of trying to fix unjust or unequal distributions of power. Nor can I admit to that other common political purpose, the appeasement of vocal sectional interests. Those pathways are geared to creating benefits for politically or bureaucratically active adults, in the first instance.


      Nor is my starting point the need to preserve what is left of traditional Indigenous culture, or to maintain the older forms of connection between people and the land. These heritage matters are arguably serious considerations, but they are not the first considerations. I say this after a lifetime of placing the highest value on Indigenous languages, land rights, social organisation, and the visual arts.


      The first consideration, instead, must be to focus on those conditions that are conducive to the emotional and physical wellbeing of the unborn, infants, children, adolescents, the elderly, and adult women and men. It is remarkable how many people living in the comfort, affluence and healthy surroundings of Australia’s suburbia have, in the debates over Indigenous policy and especially over the Intervention, covertly promoted the view that respect for cultural differences and racially defined political autonomy takes precedence over a child’s basic human right to have love, wellbeing and safety. It is as if political feelings and political values are more important than one’s emotional feelings and moral values as fellows of those other human beings in the ghettos. Maybe that is harsh. These are harsh questions.


      The worst aspects of ‘community dysfunction’, as it is styled, occur in the emotional, psychological and bodily relationships between people, and between people and their damaged selves. That is why this approach for which I am arguing here has to be an individual ‘story about feeling’—to borrow Big Bill Neidjie’s words—before it is a story about the political morals of governance.11


      I also believe that considerations of care should be put before considerations of strict justice, as a matter of principle. There are times when one of these might have to yield to the other. In general, I am inclined to give priority to care, and to tough out the storm of complaints about flawed justice. Others take a different view. In the case of a conflict between care and appeasement there should be no argument: appeasement of vested interest groups goes.


      One of the costs of an era of social policy that has been dominated by cultural relativism12, the rights agenda and the redistribution of power, has been the displacement of care as the primary determinant of special helping measures for citizens in trouble. Care and compassion have lost some of their seemliness. It is easy to blur the picture and identify them with condescending and patronising attitudes, or with the often unjustly, sometimes justly, discredited missionary past. Unless yoked together with respect, care can indeed be abused in just these ways. But do-goodism can take many forms. One is saccharine sympathy, but another is self-redemptive legal and political crusading on behalf of marginal citizens that proceeds on the assumption that emotional wounds will be healed by laws and documents and covenants signed in Geneva.


      The political glamour attracted by those who struggle for rights and justice has long outshone the small glow emitted by those who are in the coalface caring business, the ones who dress the wounds of battered women in remote area clinics at three o’clock on Sunday mornings, or who work to get petrol sniffers back on track out in the Tanami Desert in the ferocious heat of February. But by the mid to late 2000s this balance was shifting rapidly, especially among younger Indigenous people and others not wedded to paradigms lost.


      We have long been told that the emotional and physical health of Indigenous people will not improve until their social justice and property justice and treaty needs and formal Reconciliation needs and compensation needs have been met, and, by implication, that the heart of the people’s problems and solutions lies in politics and law. By definition, those who deliver the people from extraordinary levels of rage, fear, anxiety, neglect, malnutrition, infection, diabetes, renal failure, sexual abuse, assault and homicide will thus allegedly be politicians, barristers and political activists.


      This unscientific mumbo jumbo beggars belief. It relies on a kind of magical cause-and-effect relationship, as if a treaty between ‘races’ will keep children safe in their beds at night. It is understandable as a career-enhancing tack taken by those who espouse it. Unfortunately, some such careers can depend functionally as much on the perpetuation of a sense of victimhood in the populace, and on there being victims, as on any evidence of healing, if not more so. Caring measures, based on the vital human right of freedom from abuse, the right to adequate nutrition and medical treatment, the right to economic and spatial mobility, rather than documentary measures based on increasingly stratospheric rights and international covenants, lie at the effective end of realistic processes of improvement. More important is the creation of conditions where Indigenous people have enough incentive and motivation, and enough capacity to change, to make important improvements in their own lives. Large numbers have done so. But moral pronouncements by outsiders or coercive measures imposed by the state do not have the motivating power of the economic and emotional necessities of small groups and individuals. In the final two chapters of The Politics of Suffering, I argue, if not plead, for the personal to be more highly valued in this arena, and to be defended against the claims and inroads of the collective, the corporate, the racial, the legal, the governmental.


      At various points in this book I also criticise the way political ideology and political censorship have led to poor policy evolution and to the dissemination of disinformation in Australian Indigenous affairs. The most distressing cases of this have been in the areas of social control of violence and abuse, and in the medical health field, but there are others. My objection is not to acting politically. I have done that, here and elsewhere. My objection is to the corrosive effect of ideological politics, or even merely white post-imperial guilt politics, on our ability to respond realistically and truthfully to the enduring crisis state so many Indigenous individuals continue to suffer. Government policy on these momentous issues in the 2000s has been increasingly based on pragmatism rather than ideology. This has been the most promising shift in many years.

    

  


  
    
      

      1

      After Consensus



      I travelled from Sydney to Far North Queensland in 1970 to carry out ‘salvage work’ on a dying and little-recorded language, Gugu-Badhun. I was a postgraduate student in linguistics and my main teacher was to be Dick Hoolihan, who came from the Valley of Lagoons, Gugu-Badhun heartland country north-west of Townsville. He was a recently retired blacksmith’s striker with the railways, and, unknown to me then, a member of the Communist Party of Australia. Dick had been put in touch with the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies (AIAS), my employer in Canberra, through Frank Bardsley of Townsville. Frank was an active trade unionist with an interest in Aboriginal welfare and rights, who had begun to write down words in some of the endangered languages of North Queensland. He also ran what would now be called a blue-light disco for the kids, I believe, through the Aborigines’ Advancement League, in a run-down part of Townsville. According to my journal, I went to a dance there with a now unplaceable Ann Smith on 8 August 1970.


      At that time, as had been the case since the stockmen’s strike known as the Gurindji walk-off and the Northern Territory equal wages case of a few years earlier, the old working-class unionist Left had not yet relinquished its historic, if short-lived, front-row forward role in Aboriginal politics.1 Indigenous activists and their supporting middle-class cast of lawyers, academics, liberal missionaries and others were soon to sideline them. The North Australian Workers Union and the Waterside Workers’ Federation soon faded from centre stage in Indigenous political activism. The older humane societies in Aboriginal affairs, the various Friendship Leagues, Protection and Amelioration Associations and their like—many of which were largely non-Indigenous in makeup—had already started to decline in significance. Organisations with more direct Indigenous involvement, like the Federal Council for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders (FCAATSI) (1958–73), and the very decidedly non-Communist, One People of Australia League (1961–), took up much of the cause.2 These in their turn were also soon moved into the wings by the new land councils, legal services and other Indigenous organisations, including the National Aboriginal Congress and later ATSIC (the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission). These formed a bureaucratic apparatus centred on the consequences of distinct Indigenous rights. The earlier progressive focus had been on humane treatment and equality for all Australians.


      This book is in part a study of the decline and fall of a progressive policy concept that was characteristic of its era. Parallel themes in other departments of life, built on similar progressive political and philosophical positions centred on individual adult rights and the sanctity of cultural difference, have also had a rocky recent past. These domains include child welfare and placement, education, mental health and immigration. So I will lay out the historic shifts of progressivism on Indigenous questions in a little more detail.


      In the colonial era and soon after, compassionate members of the settler population had pushed for the protection of Indigenous Australians from violence and exploitation, for the recognition of their fellow humanity, and for the formation of inviolate Indigenous reserves in remote regions. This phase merged into and was also outflanked by a later progressive post-colonial movement for racial equality and the acceptance of Indigenous Australians as fully capable of integration into the wider community. This period spanned roughly the 1920s to the 1960s. Assimilation, for some decades prior to about 1960, was thus argued for by people of the Left, as an opportunity not to be unjustly denied to Indigenous Australians. The equal rights agendas of the Assimilation Associations of Condobolin, Tamworth and Armidale made them progressive in their time.3 There was not the sentiment for traditional culture then that there is now. Anti-assimilationists in the inter-war years were either compassionate protectionists or dyed-in-the-wool racists who thought Indigenous people genetically incapable of modernisation. The protective and educative impulses spanned the colonial, inter-war and post-war eras, and were most visible in the missions, which not only provided havens and training for the people, but also dispensed medical treatment. While some mission regimes were undeniably harsh and a good number were heavily oriented to destroying the older cultures, there were also those where aspects of traditional culture were encouraged to persist, bilingual education was instituted, and the approach was basically one of compassion rather than conquest. These included, among others, Killalpaninna, Hermannsburg, Hope Vale, Aurukun, Ernabella and Yirrkala.


      However liberal or illiberal each might have been, without the missions and their control of contact with Europeans and Asians, their banning of alcohol and opium, and their health care, many thousands more Indigenous Australians would have suffered disease and premature deaths. After several decades of being largely denigrated for their negative impacts (variable, but real) and denied a positive role in history, by the late 2000s the missions were being quite widely rehabilitated by informed opinion. Much earlier, Noel Pearson had already recognised in detail the mixed positive and negative legacy of the Lutherans at Hope Vale.4 Public recognition of mission time as far happier and safer than the post-liberation era, in the segregated communities, came not just from Indigenous people but was increasingly being recognised among others, even academics. But the end of the missions’ power was inevitable as internal decolonisation and community autonomy came to be part of the new post-1970 policy regime. This model, like the missions, was driven by ideals. But along with the new secular idealists moving into the former missions after the 1960s, came people with few, if any, ideals.


      The missions generally either voluntarily relinquished, or were made by governments to relinquish, their administrative control of Indigenous residential communities, mainly in the 1970s. The new consensus was that these communities should be free of mission or state governance, self-managed through elected councils and relatively autonomous. Land rights would ensure their inhabitants security of tenure and, where possible, a source of income. Traditional culture would be encouraged, not discouraged. Pressures to assimilate to a Euro-Australian way of life were racist and should be curtailed. Liberation, not retraining, it was felt, would lift people’s self-respect and pride, and enable them to embark on a new era in which the quality of their lives would improve. There was an expectation that collective decision-making would be based on regard for the good of the community. Health would improve through better access to services and a power shift from government health agencies to those who came to form the Indigenous health industry.


      That emergent consensus of the early 1970s has now come undone, and many of its hopes lie unrealised. A progressive politics dulled our instincts about the sanctity of Indigenous people’s right also to be free from violence, abuse, neglect, ignorance and corruption. Links between the morality of humaneness, the moral politics of being Left of centre and a progressive rights-oriented view of Indigenous policy seemed simpler and more intimate then. The destructive naivety of that consensus has itself come to be destroyed more than anything else by the issue that was so often central in pre-1960s Australia, that took a back seat for so long afterwards, and that has now come back to haunt us: putting the children first.


      This chapter is about the unwinding of that now-shattered orthodoxy. I also want to put on record here something of the role of anthropologists in the post-1970 history of Indigenous politics in Queensland, my own primary region of long acquaintance with Aboriginal peoples’ daily lives. This is not to seek to displace the roles of actors other than anthropologists—those were generally more significant—but to ensure that we are not written out of the story, and to reflect a little on the legacy of our work.


      The early 1970s were those ‘olden days’ when Aboriginal Queenslanders could still legally be controlled ‘under the Act’ (deprived of certain civil rights and income), in an ambiguous exchange for the care of the state or the church. They could opt out, but few did. Non-Indigenous superintendents ran the bigger Aboriginal communities; police officers looked after the smaller town reserves. Some bosses were benign authoritarians, some less so; some were notorious. Some were tragically flawed, like the long-remembered superintendent of Palm Island, Robert Curry, who killed his children by dynamiting his house and was shot dead on staff orders by an Aboriginal police aide in 1930. The Chillagoe Protector (also the local police sergeant) told me in 1970 that he ruled the local reserve with an iron fist: his predecessor had been carted out on a stretcher. Every now and then, there was an administration with progressive views. The Presbyterians at Aurukun were discussing handing decision-making over to the populace by the late 1960s, and by the mid 1970s had transferred authority to an elected council and company and were encouraging land rights, the outstation movement and bilingual education.


      At the other extreme were the state-run places like Palm Island or Lockhart River, where an uneasy and often hostile atmosphere hung over the administration building. There was in such places a casual, tropical racism that was very new to me as a southerner born and raised in Melbourne. In the early 1970s, Barry Gomersall—later a respected rugby referee (now deceased), but then the Palm Island butcher—served the whites first, regardless of how far back they were standing. In 1970, on my first visit to ‘Palms’—as public servants called it—I was shown the carbines placed along the windows in the government offices, just in case. The mutinous community riot of the late 1950s was still fresh in the minds of many. In the backblocks, there was still an odour of a territory recently occupied by foreigners. Cairns was still a run-down, rather seedy place fit for a fictional episode by Somerset Maugham. Near the grim haunts of the Cairns railway yards was the slightly grimy People’s Palace, the Salvos hostel where I often stayed with Johnny Flinders and other Aboriginal friends (figure 4). For a while, its manager was Captain Cock, a big man without discrimination in his heart. Johnny rather affectionately called him Captain Wunda.


      Before driving from Brisbane to the Far North in 1970, I thought—in my relative innocence—that I would drop in at the Department of Aboriginal and Islander Advancement in Brisbane. As I was making a survey of language survival in the Gulf Country and east to the coast, perhaps I could give them information that could be of assistance. The department’s director, Patrick Killoran, didn’t think so. In a short time, I came to regard Killoran as Mephisto, as did all right-thinking Queensland moderns. In the big room outside his office, men in long shirt sleeves, their cuffs held back by silver elastic bands, moved slowly amid a sea of yellowing dockets full of carbon copies. The vertical wooden slat walls seemed yellow as well, with a tidal stain of long use at waist level. Overhead, yellow electric fans turned slowly, covered in fly spots. There was a morgueish atmosphere, a bureaucratic presiding-over of some great sadness.


      Now I have a more complex view of Killoran’s regime, based partly on archival documents. It was oppressive and could be vindictive. It was chronically short of money. But Killoran was right about the decline of health that would follow liberalisation of local regimes. Liberalisation left the people’s living conditions increasingly unmonitored by representatives of a society whose settled hygiene practices had taken thousands of years of urbanisation to reach scientific realism about the unseen. At Aurukun an outbreak of hepatitis predictably followed. But the passing of Killoran’s era in 1987 was not mourned by many. He had become a policy dinosaur.


      The new 1970s progressive consensus on Indigenous policy, and on a host of related, value-laden matters of public interest, rested on more than rationally convergent views. It was a matter of shared political emotion. It was important to the sense of solidarity its adherents enjoyed. We were a moral community, not just an alliance. Us was defined in relation to them. This is one of the reasons the 1970s consensus outlived its usefulness: it was a bond that gradually became disengaged from reality. It is still evident in Central Australia, and its outstation Melbourne, where dissent from Whitlamite values can still be policed by ruthless criticism and attempted public humiliation, or by careful omission. But the skin is cracking, even there.


      The consensus was initially oppositional, sustained in part by a certain comradeship. Learning that we were under Special Branch police surveillance in Queensland, my Brisbane-based anthropological colleagues and I were further bonded, not just as people with certain beliefs, but as friends. We were actively pro-land rights in Queensland’s dark age of Joh Bjelke-Petersen. We roughed it in the bush together on extended field trips in Cape York Peninsula. We babysat each other’s children in the suburbs of Brisbane. We wrote papers together. In the late 1970s, the Queensland Association of Professional Anthropologists and Archaeologists was formed, partly out of self-protection, partly to provide a platform for public comment. David Trigger, Jay Hall and others were active, with Athol Chase doing most of the television interviews, and appearing with the moderator of the Uniting Church and the Catholic Archbishop of Brisbane on more than one occasion. The issues were land rights, and justice for Queensland Aboriginal people.
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