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Stress Points is a quarterly ejournal produced by
the Australasian Society for Traumatic Stress
Studies (ASTSS). It aims to report and examine 
current developments in research, theory, clinical
practice, social policy and inquiry in the field of
trauma and posttraumatic mental health. Stress
Points endeavors to be a forum for the multi-
disciplinary exchange of ideas on posttraumatic
mental health, with contributions and 
dissemination beginning with ASTSS members.
Members and non-members can make 
contributions in the form of feature articles,
reviews, interviews, research reports, 
meta-analyses or opinion pieces – all with the
primary focus of trauma. 

All contributions must be consistent with the 
stated mission of ASTSS: (1) to advance 
knowledge about the nature and consequences of
highly stressful events, (2) to foster the 
development of policy, programs and service
initiatives which seek to prevent and/or minimise
the unwanted consequences of such experiences,
and (3) to promote high standards and ethical
practices in the trauma field. Furthermore, Stress
Points serves as a major vehicle towards the goals
of ASTSS: (i) providing quality services to ASTSS
members, (ii) encouraging networking and 
development of ASTSS within the Australasian
region, (iii) promoting standards of excellence in
trauma research and practice among members, (iv)
pursuing dialogue and links within the 
international trauma community, (v) encouraging
exploration of different paradigms in research and
practice, (vi) exploring the role of prevention in
traumatology, (vii) seeking to influence the way
traumatology is addressed in public policy and the
media, and (viii) pursuing a role within the non-
professional community through consultation and
education. 

Submissions are to be emailed directly to the
Editor at btar2399@bigpond.net.au. Address other
correspondence to Bronwyn Tarrant, Stress Points
Editor, ASTSS, Greenview Mental Health, Suite 9, 20
Commercial Road, Melbourne, Victoria, 3004. 

The editor and Society cannot be held responsible
for errors or consequences arising from the use of
information contained in this journal. The views
and opinions presented are not necessarily those
of ASTSS or the editor. 
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Welcome to this Spring edition of Stress Points. We
have recently enjoyed our first ASTSS conference
outside a major city – the 14th ASTSS Conference in
Ballarat, Victoria. Conferences are a wonderful
opportunity for members to meet, network, and
become acquainted with the cutting edge of trauma
treatment and research. The Ballarat conference
was just that and a rich sample of the program 
content is included in this edition. 

We were delighted, at the conference, to 
acknowledge very significant contributions to
ASTSS and the advancement of traumatology by
presenting Life Memberships Awards to Ruth
Wraith, Paul Valent, Paddy Burges Watson and Judy
Burges Watson. Organisations such as ASTSS 
continue to operate only by the generous (and 
voluntary!) involvement of a small band of 
committed members. Congratulations and thank
you to each.

This edition marks a transition of leadership for
ASTSS following our AGM. The new elected officers
of ASTSS are: Grant Devilly (Vice-President), Daniel
Torpy (Secretary), David Kerr (Treasurer), and
Monika Erkelens (Executive Officer). I salute the fine
contribution of Lynda Matthews, our President for
the past two years, who now continues her 

contribution as Immediate Past President. These
elected members, together with the various ASTSS
Chapter representatives, form the ASTSS
Management Committee, and are open to your
suggestions, and in particular, welcome your active
involvement in ASTSS.

Details of our National Speaker Tour with Professor
Willem Kuyken and the 15th Australasian
Conference on Traumatic Stress 2008 in
Melbourne, are now available on the website. I
encourage members to consider submitting a 
presentation proposal for this ACOTS conference -
also available on the website.  Information on the
2008 Media and Research Awards will be available
soon. 

The vast and debilitating impact of trauma in our
world has never been so evident, so organisations
like ASTSS are important contributors to the
advancement of prevention and treatment through
ongoing research and evidence based practice. We
look forward to your involvement in ASTSS and to a
full and interesting year. 

Dr Colleen Jackson rsc 
President

This is a unique edition of Stress
Points. Traditionally the Spring
ejournal focuses on the annual
ASTSS conference, featuring 
articles on presentations, poster
research and keynote addresses.
Whilst this edition is faithful to
the content tradition, it pushes
and cajoles the format 
boundaries by experimentally
embracing the realm of 
multimedia. 

Six of the nine “papers” in this
edition are audio-visual files for
downloading onto your 
computer. You will need
QuickTime (click here to 
download QuickTime free) to
view these “papers”. To watch the
“papers”, click on the photo
image (you must be online and
connected to the internet) the
“paper” you have selected will
then be streamed to your 
computer. It will open in a new
window and play automatically.
If the sound is stilted, simply
wait a minute (for the streaming
to catch up), then replay from the
beginning of the clip. These files
range in size from 1.2 to 6.0
megabytes, so make sure you
have the (i) disc space and (ii) the

downloading capacity on your
internet plan. Downloading these
“papers” through a dial-up 
connection will be tediously slow
– we recommend an ADSL or
cable connection.

The six audio-visual “papers”
were gleaned from the 14th
annual ASTSS conference.
Professor Mark Creamer presents
research from the Australian
Centre for Posttraumatic Mental
Health on the diagnostic 
categories of PTSD and 
introduces the phrase, “carving
nature at its joints”. ASTSS
President Colleen Jackson, by way
of vignette, highlights the need
for appropriate immediate 
posttraumatic interventions.
Similarly, Rob Gordon speaks of
the personal support component
of psychological first aid 
necessary in the immediate wake
of trauma. The Age journalist /
foreign correspondent, Mark
Forbes, received the ASTSS Media
Award for his reporting of the
Garuda Airways tragedy this year.
Felicity May and Mark Forbes
appear in this authentically 
moving award presentation.
Another awards-based “paper”

for download is the Life
Membership Awards presented
by Immediate Past President
Lynda Matthews.

Three papers in this edition
explore the theme of writing
trauma: author Arnold Zable tells
a story about writing a trauma
story; Paul Carter reviews Zable’s
Café Scheherazade; and Chloe
Armstrong concludes her Winter
edition review of Orpheus Lost by
interviewing author Janette
Turner Hospital. Finally, courtesy
of Frank Brennan and on the
cusp of the federal election, we 
reproduce in entirety the 
conference paper “Countering
Populist Policies in the Face of
Trauma”.

We hope you enjoy this special
Spring edition of Stress Points.

We always welcome contributions
to the ejournal - book reviews,
short papers, feature articles and
research updates - refer to the
submission guidelines for further
details.

Bronwyn Tarrant
Editor

EDITORIAL

FROM  THE  PRESIDENT
COOLLLLEEEENN JAACCKKSSOONN
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AASSTTSSSS PPrreessiiddeenntt  

DDrr  CCoolllleeeenn  JJaacckkssoonn

Click on image to download video
segment from the 2007 ASTSS
Conference. File size 1.2MB. 

You will need QuickTime
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Click on image to download video
segment from the 2007 ASTSS
Conference. File size 2.95MB. 

You will need QuickTime
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Click on image to download video
segment from the 2007 ASTSS
Conference. File size 5.5MB. 

You will need QuickTime

AASSTTSSSS  LLiiffee  MMeemmbbeerrsshhiipp  
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Click on image to download video segment from
the 2007 ASTSS Conference. File size 2.47MB. 

You will need QuickTime
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Click on image to download video segment from
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A  RREEVVIIEEWW OOFF  CAAFFÉÉ  SCCHHEEHHEERRAAZZAADDEE
BBYY  ARRNNOOLLDD  ZAABBLLEE

REEVVIIEEWWEEDD BBYY P.  D.  CAARRTTEERR
'Listen, and you will hear four, five, six voices at a

time. Perhaps you think this impolite, lacking in
manners, in style. But for those who participate this
is a weekly simkhe, a celebration, a communal
gathering. The babble of voices is an aria to their
ears.'

Here is a novel all about voices and the stories they
usher into being - impolite voices, yes, but also
scarred voices, funny voices, confused voices,
truthful voices. Café Scheherazade is a real café
near the tip of Acland Street in the Melbourne 
suburb of St Kilda. The novel's cast is a real 
community of European Jewish refugees who have
found their way to Melbourne following World War
Two. They meet at Café Scheherazade to talk, to
trade histories, and in doing so, to survive. 
Before arriving in Australia, the cafe's proprietors,
Avram and Masha, had no prior experience running
a business. But as Zable writes of their growing
clientele of migrants and labour camp veterans,
'Scheherazade answered their needs. Their 
numbers grew like the sprouting of seeds… This is
what the survivors craved: a mother's touch, a
friend's embrace.' Most are in advanced old age;
none are well known. This only makes their stories
more shattering and edifying to read. Across three
years and around countless cups of coffee, Zable
has collated their stories of capture, persecution,
horror and escape. The narrative moves from
Poland, across Russia, down through China and
Japan and onto Parisian France. We hear stories of
families escaping Europe across midnight ice, of
the 'white upon white' world of a Siberian labour
camp, of the gulag class systems, of mah-jong in
the refugee ghettoes of Shanghai. These elderly
men and women have each, somehow, disappeared
into suburban normality in Melbourne, where Port
Phillip Bay stretches 'between two peninsulas that
sweep towards each other like hands reaching out
to complete an embrace.'  They can't leave the past
alone, however. Not only are their stories told
aloud in Café Scheherazade but repeated ad 
nauseam to the frustration of listeners. Their
weekend rituals of debate and reminiscence are
compulsions. 

Zable places most of these characters' voices in
quotation marks so that he (and the reader in turn)
become a conduit for the repetition of these 
stories. The narrative insists on every page: these
are people talking aloud in the present. These are
their oral, transient accounts, cascading in time
and memory. As Zable writes in his Author's Note:
the novel is '…a homage to the power of 
storytelling, a meditation on displacement, and of
the way in which the after-effects of war linger on
in the minds of survivors.'

We learn little of Zable's history through the 
narrative - what has brought him to Café
Scheherazade, what his ancestral background in
the Europe of World War Two may be - only that he
is a journalist working on a feature article that has
since spiralled into the present story. But this self-
effacement strengthens the novel. The reader is

drawn to a café seat alongside Zable and is invited
to bear witness to the story's unfolding, and as the
characters' voices fall into one another the frames
of the narratives between them, the author, and the
reader begin to interweave. 

The novel also, importantly, facilitates the 
(re)construction of these survivors' narratives into a
more permanent form. A case in point is the story
of Laizer, a Polish refugee who remarks of his tale:
'I cannot see any continuity in my journey. Only
broken lines.' The novel's 'aria of voices' provides a
frame in which such continuity can be provided.
To not document these stories, Zable writes, would
be 'a tragic betrayal' on his part. This, his novel
suggests, can be the power of stories, especially in
the face of the seemingly insurmountable traumas
of Holocaust survivors and other 'displaced 
persons' (his quotation marks). To story is to
remember with meaning and to establish a sense
of solid separation between the past and the 
present. To tell a story is implicitly to declare - to
yourself and to others - that you have survived its
contents. 

Zable's novel becomes, by its conclusion, a story
not of the horrors of Europe but of people's secret
internal worlds in the present day. He reveals the
remarkable souls drifting through the unassuming
community of a portside suburb, 'within a city that
contains traces of many cities.' Narrative here is a
kind of life strategy; as in the case of the legendary
Scheherazade, it provides Zable's characters a
means of staving off oblivion and structuring their
survival.

The book shapes not only the reader's sense of
the middle 20th century but of its ongoing role in
the present. It may also shape the reader's sense of
their local streets. How many other cafes like
'Scheherazade' are unknown linchpins of the 
community? What world histories hide within the
humdrum exteriors of pedestrians passing by?
Zable is able to use his exceptional storytelling 
talent and empathy to engross us with these 
questions and remind us of their everyday 
relevance.

AAuutthhoorr  AArrnnoolldd ZZaabbllee  ssppeeaakkss  aabboouutt  CCaafféé
SScchheehheerraazzaaddee

Click on image to download video segment from the
2007 ASTSS Conference. File size 2.3MB. 

You will need QuickTime

http://www.astss.org.au/site/sp-special-edition2007/Arnold-zable-arnold-zable-H.264-100Kbps.mov
http://www.apple.com/quicktime/download/


OORRPPHHEEUUSS  LLOOSSTT,  WRRIITTIINNGG AANNDD  TRRAAUUMMAA

BYY:  JAANNEETTTTEE TUURRNNEERR HOOSSPPIITTAALL WITH CHLOE ARMSTRONG

You’ve said that trauma is often a starting point for
you. How did this evolve?

Why do I repeatedly, in numerous novels and short
stories, explore the issue of trauma and its 
aftermath in my characters? 

I write about this issue constantly because, for all
my years at primary school (for the first two years
in Melbourne; for the remainder in Brisbane) I woke
up frightened to go to school. I grew up in a 
fundamentalist family and during certain years I
used to pray that I would die during the night. But I
survived. I observed others who fared far worse
than I with taunting and bullying. I observed that
there were always other kids who would brave
group hostility to defend the outcastes. This has
given me a lifelong interest in personal moral
courage. Often those kids who would go out on a
limb to defend outcastes even lower on the totem
pole were kids who were deemed "bad" by 
teachers. I've always loved these outcastes; always
admired them. I realized very early in my life that
highly flawed people ("bad people") were capable of
redemptive and salvific actions that could 
transform the lives of others. I myself have been
the lucky recipient of such actions. That's why
Leela has always loved Cobb. Far from being a
non-coper, Cobb is the moral hero of the novel in
my view. Suffering severely himself from a 
damaged childhood, he is the one who - knowing
full well the kind of ostracism he will face - is 
prepared to admit an error re the kidnapping and
"rendition" of Mishka. He has the courage to take
steps to reverse this error. He knows full well that
the penalty will be extreme. He does what he has
to do anyway.

Cobb is partly based on some real-life figures: Joe
Darby, the young Military Police Officer, stationed
in Baghdad, who was the whistleblower for the Abu
Ghraib scandal, was a dyed-in-the-wool patriot
who felt that the abuses at Abu Ghraib were 
profoundly un-American, were a violation of every
reason that the US (and Australia) were in Iraq to
overthrow the barbaric regime of Saddam Hussein.
Saddam did this sort of barbaric thing; we did not.
That was the moral justification for invasion. Joe
Darby also knew that what was happening was a
violation of U.S. military protocol. He did what he
was required to do: he reported the abuses (and
sent the photographic evidence) to his superiors.
Rumsfeld (knowingly and vindictively) announced
Darby's name on national TV as the whistleblower,
and thereafter Darby had to go into protective 
custody. There was also a young military translator,

required to translate interviews at Guantanamo,
who was appalled by what he saw, left the military,
and wrote a book. He too has received death
threats and has had to go into hiding.

That's another kind of trauma that interests me:
those who stand up for what is right but who are
catastrophically punished for doing so. Cobb
Slaughter is one of those.

Back to why I write about this:

Apart from my own childhood, there were further
reasons. Two of my closest friends (female) in high
school, for quite different reasons of familial stress
(one was the daughter of a TPI veteran of the New
Guinea WW II campaign; the other a victim of 
marital abuse) were suicides in their 20s. Because I
had considered both women far more personally
and socially confident than I, their suicides terrified
me. Further, a woman I knew at Qld Teachers'
College, someone whom I enviously considered
socially self-confident, has been revealed over the
intervening years as in precarious state. She is
agoraphobic. All three of these women, like myself,
were highly intelligent high achievers, but for
assorted childhood reasons had a sense of 
themselves as fragile. I guess I began writing about
at-risk people out of urgent personal exploratory
needs. I'd survived, though this always seemed to
me temporary and conditional. When I began 
writing, I was searching for the answer to this
question: What makes survival - especially 
functional survival - possible in the wake of 
traumatic experiences? It was apparent to me (from
observation at close range, and also from wide
reading on the subject) that there were three 
possible aftermaths: death; damaged survival (eg:
madness, or only semi-functional forms of survival
such as drug-dependency, alcohol-dependency,
agoraphobia, etc.) and - a third possible, highly
desirable fate, representing a very small fraction -
resilience and triumph and greater strength. I was
searching for answers. What was the secret that
made the third option possible? I wanted to find it
and to be able to offer it to people at risk as a
magic key.

As any reader of my novels will realize, I felt for a
long time that the question was never finally
resolved. I believed that at-risk people were always
at risk. They might cope amazingly well for a
lengthy period of time, but should a new highly
threatening situation arise, their past experience
made them extremely likely  to succumb to 
damage. Any reader of my novels in chronological
sequence will note a bifurcation (and sometimes a
triangulation) of female protagonists: there is one
who goes under; and one who survives but is mute.
After the publication of Due Preparations for the
Plague, there was a turning point in my own life,
and I credit an extraordinary woman whom I met
when I was on an Australian book tour for Due
Preparations. This is a woman whom I strongly 
recommend that you interview. I think she is now
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The 2007 Winter Stress Points review of
Orpheus Lost began by stating, “the departure
point for award-winning author Janette Turner
Hospital’s writing is always “how people
negotiate their lives in the wake of trauma”.
Janette Turner Hospital speaks about this and
Orpheus Lost with reviewer Chloe Armstrong.



in her early 90s. She is Nell van der Graaf, Dutch-
Australian, a survivor of a Japanese concentration
camp in Indonesia during WW II. Her memoir, We
Survived, published by UQP, gave me the answer
that I'd been searching for through a number of my
own books. Survival is neither luck, nor magic, but
a choice. One decides to survive. Since then, I've
come out on the side of resilience and redemption
and triumph. My female protagonists are no longer
mute. On the other hand, I've become more aware
(through contacts, through readers) of another side
of the coin: male readers who are at great risk.
Mishka and Cobb are both distillations of these.
I'm also very very aware that there are many 
victims of trauma for whom the awareness that
survival is a choice seems as remote as the 
possibility of choice for space travel.  So I continue
to write in such a way - I hope -  that the 
possibility of choice in the matter will reveal itself 
to those at risk.

In Orpheus Lost you not only refer to and depict
many shocking events, but you examine their
aftermath: the individual repercussions resulting
from collective or mass trauma. Are the characters’
posttraumatic responses in Orpheus lost a warning,
a deterrent against going to war?

My primary contact with war veterans, visceral,
since I've been a Carolina Distinguished Professor
at the University of South Carolina, has been with
black Vietnam vets from the South. The ones
who've been my students (all black; doing bachelor
degrees on the GI Bill; older than the usual under-
grad) have all been astonishingly resilient and
astonishingly joyful about life. This, I've realized,
goes back to earlier historical traumas. My 
students, in childhood, had crosses burned on their
lawns by the Ku Klux Klan. They've always been at
high social risk. The black community developed
strong social survival links, and they developed
individual toughness and an ability to "seize the
day", to celebrate any single moment of joy, that I
find quite extraordinary. I've learned a lot from
them. Of course, the sons of the Vietnam vets who
are my students are serving now in Iraq and
Afghanistan. There are reasons of race, politics,
and class for who serves where.

I personally come from an anti-military Australian
Labor intellectual perspective; but I've never lived
at such close proximity to so many people who are
fodder for the military industrial machine. For

example, the woman who cuts my hair here in
Columbia, S.C. (she's white; her husband has
already been deployed three times - for 14 month
terms - to Iraq) lives in anxiety. Black and white, in
a poor state like South Carolina, are 
disproportionately involved in the current war. It
has made me see with new eyes. It has given me
far greater empathy for the trauma of combat, and
for those who are required to be on the front lines
whether or not they agree with the war or even
understand it.  

Psychic distress is given a lot of attention in
Orpheus Lost, be it anxiety, anger, fear, loss, so it's
an interesting shift when you explore physical
trauma, in its most acute form, torture. But even in
this physical realm, you emphasise the 
psychological and metaphysical, and suggest it is
through the power of the mind that we are able to
transcend bodily pain.  The mind/body relationship
is a fascinating one. Many people believe our 
attitude has considerable influence over our 
physical health. Although a liberating, even 
empowering philosophy, I find it difficult to 
imagine even the most calm and positive of 
creatures rising above the agonising physical 
reality of torture. Do we risk romanticising the
traumatic event when we veer into the supernatural
or is it an accurate reflection of how our minds
stretch to cope with adverse circumstances? 

I am a member of Amnesty International, of Human
Rights Watch, and of Center for Victims of Torture
(which has Canadian and US branches, and 
perhaps others that I don't know about. I know
the prognosis for victims of torture is not good;
but I also know that there are those who survive
transcendently. I write with hope that I will 
contribute to the elimination of torture in the
world, but also in the knowledge that it is possible
to survive torture and reassemble a functional life.    

A book which had a huge influence on my life, on
my political activity, and on my writing was Franz
Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth.  Fanon, a black
Algerian-Frenchman who studied at the Sorbonne,
was a psychiatrist, and was required to be therapist
during the horrific French-Algerian war of Algerian
independence. He was required to be therapist
both to Algerian victims of torture and to French
army officers who administered torture. Both had
severe recurrent psychological problems (though
neither he nor I would equate the difficulties of
torturer and of victim.)   

Does art and the power of the mind help in 
surmounting torture? Yes, I believe so, though
hope I never have to be personally submitted to
such an extreme test.

Books influence me hugely. Consequently I hope
my writing influences others. At the Adelaide
Festival in 2004, I met Adriaan Van Dees, whose
wonderful memoir, My Father’s War, chronicled his
painful relationship to his Dutch-Indonesian father,
tortured by the Japanese in a concentration camp
during WW II. His own experience of his father was
harsh. After his father's death, he made contact -
through his own writing - with someone who had
shared his father's concentration camp 
experiences. Adriaan had suffered from a bizarre
habit of his father's: when his father was upset, he
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Click on image to access website
of Janette Turner Hospital 

www.janetteturnerhospital.com


would retire to his room to "count". At such times,
he was not to be disturbed by his children. Many
years later, the fellow camp survivor told Adriaan:
"Your father mystified and frightened the Japanese.
We were all tortured. But your father never 
capitulated, never screamed, never told them what
they wanted. They were so alarmed by him, that
after a week they ceased the torture. Months later,
when I had a chance to talk to him, I asked him
how he did it. He said he did complicated 
mathematical problems in his head to shut off his
awareness of bodily pain."  [This is not any attempt
at exact quotation; this is my memory of the 
substance of the exchange.]

Yes, the mind and the imagination are indeed the
secret to survival. Telling stories can save our lives.
Music can save our lives.  A painting can save our
lives.

Deeply flawed people can offer us moments of
hope and redemption and survival.

We, deeply flawed and imperfect and damaged. all
of us, can reach out to save others by offering
moments of connection and possibility. 

Janette Turner Hospital has been awarded:
the Queensland Premier’s Literary Award for
fiction; the Patrick White Award for lifetime
literary achievement; the Davitt Award; the
New York Times Editor’s Choice Award; the
National Magazine Awards, Canada; a Gold
Medal for Travel Writing; the Canadian Torgi
Award; and, the Fellowship of Australian
Writers Fiction Award. She has been twice
listed on the New York Times Notable Books
List; is a three time finalist for the Miles
Franklin Award, a two-time finalist for the
National Book Awards; and, three time finalist
for Canada’s Trillium Award. This is not
a comprehensive list of the achievements and
honours bestowed on the current Carolina
Distinguished Professor of English at the
University of South Carolina.

Actress Chloe Armstrong’s (Bell Shakespeare
Company – Romeo and Juliet, Geoffrey
Wright’s MacBeth)  review of Janette Turner
Hospital’s “Orpheus Lost” can be viewed by
clicking here.
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COUNTERING  POPULIST  POLICIES  IN  THE  FACE    OF  TRAUMA  

BBYY FRR FRRAANNKK BRREENNNNAANN
I am delighted to share with you in a 
crossdisciplinary way on how we might continue to
counter populist government policies in the face of
the trauma caused to unpopular or powerless
minorities.

I note that the Society’s annual media awards have
gone to journalists who covered the tragic Garuda
crash and its aftermath in March this year. At the
time of that accident I was concluding a one month
visit to Papua – the west of the island of New
Guinea taken over by Indonesia in 1963 and
oppressively administered ever since. It took the
arrival of 43 Papuan asylum seekers on a boat last
year to convince me that it was time to go and see
the situation next door. These people have known
endless oppression for four decades and they live
just 300km from our shores. One Papuan priest
looked me in the eye and said, “We are your 
neighbours.” There is a well known parable about
all that. He was prompting me to action.

A woman in Jayapura told me that she was very sad
that Australia had taken no notice of her people for
more than 40 years and that it took just one 
boatload of asylum seekers to make Australians
curious, if not interested, in the people next door.
When that boat arrived in Australia, our 
government was anxious that there not be a flow
of refugees from Papua. They wanted Parliament to
extend the Pacific solution because it was 
“necessary to prevent Australia from being used as
a staging post for political protests”. Independence
for Papua is now virtually inconceivable. Papuan
leaders and church groups speak not about 
independence, but about the need for Papua to be
a Land of Peace – tannah damai. It was not always

preposterous to consider that at some time in the
future the people of Papua might be free and
independent. Throughout the 1950s, the Menzies
government was adamant that Melanesia and
Indonesia were distinct entities and that “the 
people of West New Guinea have little in common,
except a past common administration, with the
peoples of Indonesia”. Our government joined 
others at the UN in signing off on a deal which
saw sovereignty in Papua transferred to Indonesia
on 1 May 1963 with provision for a later “act of
free choice” in 1969. By then, there was no choice
at all.

When I was flying home from Papua, a Garuda
flight attendant sat down next to me. I told her
that I was sad because my friend Liz O’Neill, the
Jakarta embassy official, was one of the five
Australians who had died in that tragic plane 
accident at Yogyakarta two days before. She then
told me that she too had lost a friend who had
been a steward on that fateful flight which claimed
22 lives.

We held hands briefly. It was an Easter moment. Liz
would have smiled – Liz whose human touch 
constantly broke through barriers and brought
people together in the midst of tragedy - Liz the
daughter and sister schooled in faith, the wife and
mother nurtured in love, the friend and diplomat
dedicated to hope in our shared humanity. She
spent her last years dedicated to creating good
relations between neighbours, between Australia
and Indonesia, especially in the midst of tragedy.
Through the trauma of it all, I am inspired with
hope when I see the photos of the smiling Liz there
on your media awards board.

http://www.astss.org.au/site/


In the name of border protection, Australians 
committed to the fair go have in recent years
endorsed government policies which included the
long term detention of children in places like
Woomera and the institution of the temporary 
protection visa which left proven refugees in a
three year limbo unable to get on with the 
rebuilding of their lives and the reunion of their
families. In the name of child protection, the
Australian parliament has last month railroaded
discriminatory legislation including state 
intervention on welfare payments and compulsory
Aboriginal land acquisition. Traumatised Aboriginal
leaders have publicly attacked each other. These
minority groups seek fairness in process and 
outcomes. They wonder how their voices can be
heard and respected. In this address, I would like
to provide pointers for the inclusion of minorities
in the national interest and with greater prospect
of fair outcomes.

Refugees and Asylum Seekers
1. The Pacific Solution

Thankfully, no more leaky asylum boats have
arrived in Australia with an election in the air. But
the announcement of refugee status for 72 Sri
Lankan asylum seekers detained on Nauru after
being intercepted by HMAS Success in the early
hours of 20 February en route to Australia throws
into relief the policy differences between the major
political parties and the differing views of refugee
advocates. The issues in contention are the Pacific
solution operating out of Nauru and the use of the
new Christmas Island detention centre. Labor is 
committed to abolishing the Pacific solution, while
maintaining Christmas Island. Many refugee 
advocates want Labor to abandon Christmas Island
as well.

On 12 September 2007, Kevin Andrews the
Minister for Immigration announced the refugee
status for the Sri Lankans and said, “Australia is
now exploring resettlement options in other 
countries for the Sri Lankans that have been
assessed as being refugees. They will remain in
Nauru while arrangements are made to resettle
them elsewhere.”

When he first became minister, Andrews was
unaware that his own public servants would 
continue to process the refugee claims on Nauru,
just as they would if the asylum seekers remained
on Christmas Island. There are three differences
between Nauru and Christmas Island. Failed asylum
seekers on Nauru have no right of appeal to any
Australian court. Wisely, the government does not
make too much of this difference in public because
it leads to the inference that decent Australian
public servants are likely to make different 
decisions if their deliberations are made out of
the jurisdiction and without the prospect of review.
When you are trying to change the culture and the
public image of a government department that has
had a rough trot with cases like Cornelia Rau and
Vivian Solon, this is not a good look – particularly
from an earnest lawyer like Andrews. Second,
Australian lawyers and do gooders can be more
readily kept out of Nauru. Third, refugees on Nauru
have never entered Australia and thus other 
countries may be willing to receive them.

The Howard government’s Pacific solution has been

premised on the prediction that even those boat
people successfully claiming refugee status will
never make it to Australia. But 95% of them have
eventually made it to Australia or New Zealand.
They have just had to wait up to an extra five
years. The justification for the Pacific solution has
been the need to deter refugees from engaging in
secondary movement by employing people 
smugglers. This justification came horribly unstuck
when the government tried to extend the Pacific
solution to Papuan asylum seekers who would
be engaged in direct flight without people 
smugglers. Bruce Baird who led the backbench
revolt on the extension of the Pacific Solution in
August 2006 told Parliament that the New Zealand
government would no longer take refugees from
Nauru if Australia tried to apply the Pacific solution
to all boat people. The Pacific solution is 
incoherent and it will go promptly if Kevin Rudd is
elected Prime Minister. The Pacific solution is now
no solution to any problem other than the Howard
government’s problem in eliciting votes from those
voters who in the past responded to Hanson policy
pleas.

Christmas Island is a different story. In response to
David Marr’s claim that the Christmas Island 
detention centre was established on such a remote
island in the Indian Ocean “to keep the cost of
investigating these stories very high”, Philip
Ruddock, the political architect of both these 
offshore arrangements, has responded, “The truth
of course is that the Christmas Island detention
centre sends a very strong message to people
smugglers and their clients. The message is that
there is no fasttrack to the mainland. There is no
way to jump the queue.”

Those found to be refugees on Christmas Island
will inevitably end up in Australia. Not even New
Zealand will take them, and why should it? Though
many refugee advocates are strong opponents of
the new Christmas Island facility, I have continually
conceded to government the place of such a facility
in a border protection strategy aimed at isolating
and detaining unvisaed boat arrivals until initial
screening can occur, permitting immediate return
of those with demonstrably unmeritorious asylum
claims, and facilitating health and security checks
of those asylum seekers whose claims will take
some time to process. Many refugee advocates will
continue to argue that failed asylum seekers on
Christmas Island should have access to the Refugee
Review Tribunal as well as the courts.

It is becoming in civil society, even in an election
year, that we give credit where it is due. The
Howard government has increased the size of our
migration program, including the refugee and
humanitarian component. The Rudd Opposition has
sustained its opposition to the Pacific solution and
the unfortunate consequences of the temporary
protection visa. Courageous Coalition back-
benchers have heeded the call to end long term
detention of children. At this election, there will be
some people who will vote against the Howard
government because of the appalling Pacific
solution and the ongoing effects of the too tough
temporary protection visa. Hopefully there will be
fewer people voting for the Howard government
because of policies like the Pacific solution. The
deliberations of civil society might even make a
difference in the policy formulation of the political
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parties and the people’s choice of government,
providing a fair go for all refugees, including those
who arrive by boat without a visa. Along with many
other matters, this election will decide the fate of
the 72 proven refugees now required to wait on
Nauru.

2. Detention and the Temporary Protection Visa

As health professionals you will recall the 
controversy and publicity caused by the publication
of Sultan and O’Sullivan’s article in the Medical
Journal of Australia concluding:1

It is therefore difficult to avoid the 
conclusion that the policy of mandatory
detention of asylum seekers is leading to
serious psychological harm. Even if many of
those who spend long periods of time in
detention are not deemed by the strict 
criteria enforced to have proven their
refugee claims, this administrative decision
should not be grounds for inflicting grave
ongoing psychological injury on the 
applicants.

Mr Ruddock then Minister for Immigration alleged
that the authors were guilty of a distortion and
half-truth. He claimed that the authors had claimed
that detention was arbitrary. He retorted:
“Detention is not arbitrary. It is humane and is not
designed to be punitive.” This was in the days
when unvisaed asylum seekers including children
were being held in hell holes like Woomera. Sultan
and O’Sullivan replied modestly that “prolonged
detention of asylum seekers appears to cause 
serious psychological harm”.2 Though they had not
claimed detention was arbitrary in their original
article, they then invoked the earlier 1998 
observation of the Human Rights and Equal
Opportunity Commission that “In some instances,
individuals…have been held for more than five
years. This is arbitrary detention and cannot be
justified on any grounds.”3 One health professional
Debra Graves wrote objecting to the appearance
of such political articles in the Medical Journal. She
said:4

Like most healthcare professionals, I 
consider access to basic medical care,
including care for those with mental illness,
is a human right. However, I do not support
the use of a peer-reviewed journal such as
the MJA for political purposes. The right of
freedom of speech is fundamental in a
democratic society; however, if the AMA
wishes to push a political issue then such
articles should be published not in the MJA
but in Australian Medicine, with appropriate
recognition that the issue is medicopolitical
and not scientific.

The Palmer review placed immigration detention in
the public spotlight. A handful of Coalition back-
benchers led by Petro Georgiou finally convinced
the Prime Minister that children should be detained
only as a matter of last resort, and that there was a
need for some review mechanism to ensure that
persons held in long term immigration detention
were not being wrongly or unduly detained. On 17
June 2005, John Howard relented and four days
later the Migration Amendment (Detention
Arrangements) Bill 2005 was rushed into
Parliament. The government backbencher Bruce

Baird echoed much of the community outrage at
mandatory detention of children when he told
Parliament:5

I am sure that all members from both sides
of this chamber would absolutely endorse
this as fundamental. Let us never again see
children in detention in this country. They
should not be behind barbed wire or razor
wire. It is an indictment that we have let it
happen. Both sides of the House have been
involved in that but we are changing this
process through the bill. I really stress the
importance of these changes.

There were good grounds for thinking that the
time had passed for government to use the 
detention of children as part of a comprehensive
strategy designed to send a double signal, with the
first signal being directed to people smugglers and
their clients to deter them, and the second to 
voters concerned for strict border security so as to
attract their electoral support. The long term
detention of persons without a court order and
without regular supervision was seen to be 
problematic. The Commonwealth Ombudsman is
now required to assess the appropriateness of
ongoing detention for all persons held in 
immigration detention for more than two years.

Recently, health professionals have made a useful
contribution to the case against the retention of
the temporary protection visa. Last year the
Medical Journal of Australia carried an article: “A
comparison of the mental health of refugees with
temporary versus permanent protection visas”. This
study “provides consistent evidence that the
migration trajectory experienced by TPV holders,
particularly adversity in detention and ongoing 
living difficulties, is accompanied by persisting and
wide-ranging mental health problems and 
associated disability.”

The authors note:6

TPV holders exceeded PPV holders on all
measures of psychiatric disturbance and
mental disability. Consistent with the body
of refugee literature, regression analyses
showed that trauma was a predictor of all
mental health indices. Nevertheless, TPV
status made a substantial additional 
contribution, being by far the greatest 
predictor of PTSD symptoms, accounting for
68% of the variance.

The professional opinion of competent health 
professionals prepared to research the trauma
effects of populist government policies can greatly
assist those who agitate for more humane laws and
policies. We have finally reached the stage in the
lead up to an election when one major political
party is prepared to campaign on a policy which
includes abolition of the temporary protection visa.

Indigenous Affairs
1.Looking Back to look forward

Contemplating the future of indigenous affairs at
this crossroads in our national journey, I look back
on my own involvement with these questions,
mainly between 1981 and 1998, and most often in
my state of origin, Queensland. 
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In 1981, I was junior counsel for Alwyn Peter in one
of those many horrific murder/manslaughter cases
coming out of reserves in far north Queensland. I
was stopped in my tracks from celebrating our
forensic win when a woman anthropologist/
librarian at AITSIS put it to me that we had simply
succeeded in withdrawing the last line of support
and defence from Aboriginal women who faced
such violence on remote communities. Marcia
Langton’s report Too Much Sorry Business for the
Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in
Custody ten years later supported the 
anthropologist’s claims. There was a plea for
stronger police presence and greater deterrence in
the operation of the criminal law.

In 1982, I had commenced work as legal adviser to
the Queensland Aboriginal Coordinating Council. I
was making my first trip to the Yarrabah Reserve. I
was on the public bus from Cairns. I sat next to an
Aboriginal man who was a teacher. He came from
Yarrabah and still had family there. I asked him if
he was returning home, if he worked there, and
then, if he would ever consider returning to
Yarrabah to teach. He answered “No” to each 
question, telling me that it was “a big shame job”
to return to these communities. This was my first
encounter with the brain drain from Aboriginal
reserve communities. How could any self-
determining community survive and thrive if its
best members left with no intention to return?

In the late 80s, I was making periodic visits to the
Pitjantjatjara lands during the Bonner Review on
the delivery of services. I needed to attend the
health clinic one day, and there I met a nurse who
came from Palm Island. I asked her why she
preferred to work on a South Australian community
rather than back home. She explained that it was
very difficult to work as a professional in your own
community. There are strong kinship demands
which you could avoid if you worked elsewhere.

In 1991, during the consultations on the Goss 
Government’s Aboriginal Land Bill, I was sitting
around a camp fire outside Hopevale, and the
anthropologist John Von Sturmer was joking with
Noel Pearson: “I don’t know why you bother about
all this land rights stuff. Within another generation
all the white fellas are going to have left Cape York
and you will have it to yourselves once again.”

In 1995, I made my first visit to the US. I went first
to St Mary’s on the mouth of the Yukon River in
Alaska. On the afternoon of my arrival, a resident
took me to the cemetery and told me the story of
the deaths of the three young men who had passed
away in recent months. Later I appreciated the
insight of her move. While respecting the 
confidences of the living, she was able to paint the
picture of social and human misery in her 
community, describing the social circumstances
that had contributed to these deaths. I was 
devastated because here was an indigenous 
community with their land rights, with a modicum
of self-determination (more than enjoyed by 
communities in Australia) and a secure economic
base from mining and fisheries. And still, life
was dreadful.

Early this year I made my first visit to Indonesian
West Papua. In places like Jayapura, Merauke and

Wamena, I saw the indigenous people carrying their
vegetables to town, sitting down on the footpath,
and selling their produce. This was their only 
participation in the market. The main stores were
all owned by nonindigenous persons. I reflected
that in some of our Aboriginal communities, the
indigenous residents do not even enjoy that degree
of participation in the market.

2. Looking around us now

My NAIDOC celebrations this year commenced with
attendance at the 60th birthday of an old friend in
Brisbane. At the party was a table of those women
who had shared the dormitory days with her at
Cherbourg. They were retelling the old stories with
plenty of humour and a touch of sorrow. At the
end of the night, the birthday girl’s 17 year old son
made a speech. He is attending one of the leading
private schools in Queensland, preparing to gradu-
ate this year.

The week ended with a NAIDOC dinner in
Townsville where the community has been doing it
very tough in the wake of the Hurley trial following
the death of Doomadgee in the Palm Island Police
Station. There is now evidence from Mr Hurley that
he must have fallen on top of Mr Doomadgee. On
the balance of probabilities, did he deliberately
elbow or knee Doomadgee in the chest? Did he
wantonly use excessive force in trying to get
Doomadgee to the cells? These are the unanswered
questions. His acquittal following a tainted 
investigation, an open coronial inquiry and the 
recommendation of prosecution by a retired judge
does not provide the answers. Sir Lawrence Street
has said that Hurley’s prior, inconsistent 
statements about the fall “could be considered by a
jury to be untruths told out of a consciousness of
guilt and fear of the truth.”

Seeking answers in court, the family and their sup-
porters will further guarantee that never again will
the police engage in such a tainted investigation of
a death in custody. Such an investigation serves no
one’s interests any longer. It works injustice on
those detained and their loved ones, and it creates
havoc and public odium for the police, especially
those suspected of an excessive application of
force in making an arrest. There is no doubt that
Mr Hurley caused the death of Mr Doomadgee.
Hurley was, as his barrister told the jury, the
“instrument of another young man dying and that
is a cross he will carry for the rest of his life”. Mr
Doomadgee’s family and loved ones are entitled to
use the civil law to establish whether the deadly
elbowing or kneeing by Hurley was accidental or
warranted. If it was deliberate and unwarranted,
the family is entitled to compensation. Today’s
Weekend Australian reports that Hurley is now 
taking legal action to set aside the coroner’s
adverse references to his behaviour.

While respecting the jury’s verdict, we need to
acknowledge Gracelyn Smallwood’s remark which
reflected the thinking of many Aboriginal people in
Townsville and Palm Island: “This has not ended
the way we wanted it to, but it has been a win on
our slow climb up the Everest of justice.” That slow
climb will continue over many peaks in 
communities throughout Australia for some years
to come.
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3. Looking at the Howard Government’s NT 
proposals

The Commonwealth Parliament has now passed
five bills described as the national emergency
response to child sexual abuse on Aboriginal 
communities in the Northern Territory. It was law
making at Canberra’s worst. The 600 page bills
were introduced and passed through the House of
Representatives in less than a day. They were 
subject to just a one day committee review process
in the Senate. When government does not have
recourse to an elected Aboriginal consultative
body, when the government controls the Senate,
and when there is an election in the air with an
Opposition that refuses to be wedged on non-
economic policy issues, there is little prospect of
close parliamentary scrutiny of bold new policy
proposals for Aboriginal well-being emanating from
Canberra.

The new laws herald three changes:

1. A comprehensive, compulsory 
intervention in 73 Northern Territory
Aboriginal communities whose town lands
will be leased by the Commonwealth for
five years, with CDEP being abolished, with
unemployed community members having
to join mainstream job searching and job
training, and with all community members
having 50% of their welfare payments 
quarantined.

2. A $48 million funded experiment in 
welfare reform, education, training and
employment on four Cape York 
communities overseen by Noel Pearson’s
Cape York Institute.

3. The quarantining of welfare payments to
all neglectful parents throughout Australia
(regardless of race, State or Territory),
ensuring better primary school attendance
by 2009 and better secondary school
attendance by 2010.

I will focus only on the first of these changes. A
central plank of the original proposal was 
“compulsory health checks for all Aboriginal 
children to identify and treat health problems and
any effects of abuse.” The initial announcement of
the government initiative was so rushed that it took
only the most rudimentary consultation with the
medical profession to highlight how unethical,
unworkable and harmful compulsory health checks
would be. The government claimed to be acting
urgently, without consultation with the NT govern-
ment and NT Aboriginal leaders, in response to the
NT report Little Children are Sacred. Yet the
authors of that report had said, “In the first 
recommendation, we have specifically referred to
the critical importance of governments committing
to genuine consultation with Aboriginal people in
designing initiatives for Aboriginal communities.”
The authors of the report were not invited to give
evidence to the Senate committee even though they
travelled to Canberra and were in Parliament House.
Today’s Weekend Australian reports that Minister
Brough and Aboriginal leader Galarrwuy Yunupingu
have reached an agreement on local land leases.
Yunupingu was willing to negotiate once Brough
came to him and indicated a willingness to consult.

Those concerned for the well being of abused 
children, but not prepared to take the
Commonwealth government’s intervention on trust,
asked for credible explanations why it was 
necessary for the Commonwealth to acquire land
leases over Aboriginal community lands for five
years. Everyone knew that compulsory acquisition
of Aboriginal land without reason and without 
consultation would engender mistrust in those
local Aboriginal leaders whose co-operation would
be essential if any Canberra initiative were to 
succeed. Minister Mal Brough told Parliament:7

Our response in the Northern Territory
means making important changes which
simply cannot happen under current policy
settings. The living conditions in some of
these communities are appalling. We
cannot allow the improvements that have
to occur to the physical state of these
places to be delayed through red tape and
vested interests in this emergency period.
Under normal circumstances in remote
communities, just providing for the 
clean-up and repair of houses on the scale
that we are confronted with could well take
years if not decades. The children cannot
wait that long. To deal with overcrowding
we need to remove all the artificial barriers
preventing change for the better. Without
an across-the-board intervention we would
only be applying a bandaid yet again to the
critical situation facing Aboriginal children
in the Northern Territory, when what is
needed is emergency surgery.

But what does any of this mean? Mr Brough 
concedes that under normal circumstances, the
clean up and repair of houses could take years if
not decades. How will this be achieved any more
quickly by taking out five year leases over all town
areas of the 73 targeted Northern Territory
Aboriginal communities? The Commonwealth needs
carpenters, not new landlords. They need building
resources, not new laws. There are only two classes
of persons in Aboriginal houses – those who want
their houses repaired and those who don’t. There
is no need for the Commonwealth to become land-
lord of those who want their houses repaired. What
is the point of repairing a house for people who do
not want it repaired, regardless of who their land-
lord is? The Commonwealth has a bigger agenda
than doing the “clean-up and repair of houses” for
the well being of abused children. Despite the
$550 million price tag for the first year of the
Commonwealth’s intervention, there is no extra
allocation for new Aboriginal houses.

We are now entering a new phase in Aboriginal
policy. It is not just about protecting the children.
Canberra has decided to try a new way of involving
Aborigines in remote communities in the real
economy and of delivering health, education and
law and order services. The real policy work for this
new era will commence in earnest in 2008, no
matter which party is in power in Canberra.

Before the 1960s, Aborigines participated in the
north Australian economy without land rights,
without self-determination, and without equal
wages. The second phase was built upon equal
wages with welfare taking up the shortfall, and
land rights with remote communities and 
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outstations being established without a real 
economy or access to the usual government 
services. With the Community Development
Employment Program (CDEP), 8,000 Aborigines on
these NT communities have been paid the 
equivalent of the dole for working a few days a
week. In this new third phase, 2,000 of these 
people will be paid real wages for real work. And
the rest? They will have to seek employment and
job training like other Australians. Where? How?
There will be two classes of Aborigines in remote
Australia – those with jobs and those with no
prospect of employment or training in their home
communities.

At the beginning of the second phase, the
Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration
Commission was asked by the Australian Workers’
Union to grant equal pay to Aborigines in the 
pastoral industry. Sir John Kerr was counsel for the
pastoralists. He submitted:8

It seems to the pastoralists to be nonsense
to say that men are better off, unemployed
in thousands, but maintained in 
settlements in growing degrees of comfort
when they could work in the real world
with growing degrees of efficiency and
growing economic reward.

In its decision the Commission noted:9

(If) aborigines are to be paid the same as
whites, then employers would prefer to
employ whites because they could employ
far fewer with the same results. We accept
the employers' evidence that as at present
advised many of them expect to change
over to white labour if aborigines are to
be paid at award rates". We do not flinch
from the results of this decision which we
consider is the only proper one to be
made at this point in Australia's history.
There must be one industrial law, similarly
applied to all Australians, aboriginal or
not. If any problems of native welfare
whether of employees or their 
dependants, arise as a result of this 
decision, the Commonwealth Government
has made clear its intention to deal with
them.

In the 1970s the Bjelke-Petersen Government was
the most eloquent in its opposition to land rights
and the development of outstations. At the time of
the Aurukun and Mornington Island standoff in
1978-9, Joh Bjelke Petersen told the Queensland
Parliament:10

My own concept of social alienation can be
illustrated by actions of the Uniting Church
in establishing ‘outstations’ many miles
from conventional facilities such as 
hospital, schools, etc, where reversion to
the ‘tribal’ pattern of life was encouraged. 

School attendances dropped 40% and we
cannot accept or tolerate a situation in this
State where the young people of a
Community are thrust into an isolated 
situation where, by denial of fundamental
education and health care services, and by
an ideological indoctrination of Aboriginal

separation and separate development, they
would by contrast with all other
Queenslanders, be seriously impaired in
choosing to pursue broader horizons of
life in future should they wish to do so.
That Aborigines may be socially and 
educationally equipped to make such a
choice in life is the fundamental aim of
our Aboriginal Advancement policy.

In the last twenty years, the Aboriginal population
in NT remote communities has grown by 
approximately 40%. 72% of the Territory’s
Aboriginal population lives on Aboriginal land 
outside major towns. 54% of these communities do
not have a local health clinic and 94% are without
preschools.

Here now is the problem which has been escalating
since land rights were first granted and recognised.
No matter what the politicians say at a time of
emergency, it is not cost effective to deliver the full
panoply of human services to small remote
communities. People cannot live on outstations or
in very small remote communities and expect to
have the full panoply of government services 
delivered to them. The acute problem now is that
the children in such communities cannot be 
guaranteed protection from sexual predators by
either the State or by their own community
members unaided. It is not an option to have 
community outsiders living in small, unsustainable
communities to protect the children from their
own.

The real purpose of the Commonwealth’s lease
acquisition proposal in the Northern Territory was
revealed by Mr Brough in The Australian when he
was speaking of the need for the Commonwealth to
decide which communities would be offered 99
year leases once the first phase of the emergency
intervention was complete. He said, “Some 
communities are going to be very challenged to
remain as they are and we are going to have to
have honest conversations with people…If you
don’t have these basic amenities then you really
don’t have a viable long-term option. If you want
to live there that’s OK but not expecting the
Government to somehow build a clinic and put a
school in for kids or whatever it may be, and
knowing there’s no jobs there.”11

Once the dust settles on the present political flurry,
there will have to be a negotiated process for
determining the viability of outstations and small
remote communities. The taxpayers will not stand
for delivering the full panoply of services to every
community, no matter how small. There will be a
need for detailed government cooperation with
groups like the Coalition of Aboriginal
Organisations. Public servants can be sent to
remote communities to deliver services; police can
be sent to enforce the law; but there will be no
long term satisfaction for anyone in commissioning
outsiders to live in communities simply to monitor
family obligations before quarantining welfare 
payments. This third phase will cost big money and
will entail significant relocation of the Aboriginal
population in northern Australia. Real jobs and real
services don’t come cheap in remote Australia,
regardless of the community’s racial identity.

4. Looking to the future
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In the last 20 years, the number of Australians
identifying in the census as Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander has doubled from 227,433 in 1986
to 455,031 in 2006. There are many factors at
play. But we cannot dispute that the self identifying
indigenous population is now increasingly
urbanised, and for the first time we now have an
Aboriginal middle class in this country. We now
have more than the token handful of Aboriginal
professors, doctors, lawyers, and business 
executives. Some middle class people do much to
help those in their society less well off than them-
selves; some do not – they tend to look after their
own immediate family and concerns.

A generation ago, remote communities were denied
their land rights and self determination. These are
no longer the primary issues. In the north of
Australia, there is now an abundance of Aboriginal
land. Generally, relations with mining companies
have improved. Miners know they need to 
negotiate with the local Aboriginal community. Now
the issue is the delivery of services to remote
communities.

There is still no treaty or apology. But the next
Prime Minister, whoever he is, and whatever party
he is from, will apologise. Now that Victoria has a
bill of rights, it is inevitable that all states and 
territories will have some form of statutory bill of
rights in the next generation. We will become a
republic in the lifetime of most of us here in
this room. After this election, hopefully we will
return to the more normal pattern with the 
government of the day not controlling the Senate.
It would be great to see a return to indigenous
representation in the minor parties in the Senate,
amplifying the indigenous voice inside the 
legislative chambers of the nation.

Given the diversity of Aboriginal voices and
lifestyles now in Australia, we need a national
indigenous representative body which is 
democratic, which is sensitive to local concerns,
and which has a mandate to negotiate with 
government. To face the big issues of the future,
government needs a negotiating partner which has
legitimacy with the indigenous populace of the
country. 

As well as finding the balance between the 
permissive construction of small, remote 
outstations and communities and the delivery of
basic services to those communities, there are two
other major items of unfinished business on the
road ahead:

1. The conflict between individual and 
collective rights; and

2. The need to enhance indigenous 
spirituality so that persons caught 
between the worlds of the Market and 
the Dreaming can make sense of the 
vortex in which they find themselves.

I will comment on each of these items.

1. Individual and Collective Rights: Even if a bill of
rights is to address the collective right of 
indigenous communities to self-determination,
individuals who are members of these communities
will still need to be guaranteed the full panoply of

individual rights accorded any citizen regardless of
their race. From now on, individual rights will
trump collective rights at the instigation of the
wronged individual.

2. Without a secure economic base and without
assured cultural and spiritual identity, we all know
that Aborigines living in remote communities will
continue to suffer acute alienation and despair. I
have always thought that the work for land rights
and self-determination was worthwhile because
such laws and policies could provide the time and
space for Aboriginal Australians to find and make
their place in modern Australia, and on terms that
are not dictated solely by the descendants of their
colonisers. I have always regarded the next part of
the task as far more difficult. It is not political
or national in character; it is spiritual and individ-
ual. Many indigenous Australians keep calling for a
return to the sacred. The secularism, materialism
and individualism of Australian society are now
more the cause of the problems of identity and
wellbeing rather than the wellsprings of any 
solution. This spiritual challenge is something
which is never spoken about publicly by our
politicians or the media.

Talk of the spiritual challenge from a token white
male cleric like myself has previously upset Noel
Pearson who hears me as claiming “that unless
Aboriginal people can find a way other than 
‘secularism, materialism and individualism’ then we
are buggered.” In 2004, he had cause to say:12

No matter that Frank Brennan's siblings
and nephews and nieces are successful and
high-earning lawyers and professionals -
this is impliedly not the way for our people
because it involves materialism etc. This is
the social justice lobby's equivalent 
prescription to that of the unthinking 
sections of the green movement: 
indigenous people should not engage in
capitalist society unless they have found
solutions to all of the dilemmas and 
problems of materialism, individualism and
secularism. But white fellas, including 
presumably those near and dear to
Brennan, should continue to enjoy the
privileges in the meantime.

In our work in Cape York Peninsula we
have many strategies that superficially
resemble the romantic environmental and
spiritual notions about the development of
Aboriginal society. We are working for
environmental goals and we seek a 
spiritual and cultural revival of our 
communities. But our fundamental goal is
complete and equal social and economic
inclusion in the Australian mainstream
and in the global economy. We do not see
it as our main mission to be an 
environmental conscience or a custodian of
spiritual values in a materialistic world.

I still think it best to leave my siblings, nephews
and nieces out of my public deliberations on the
relationship between spirituality and contemporary
secularism, materialism and individualism. I 
continue to assert that without strong spiritual
values, Aborigines unable to take up the limited 
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education and work opportunities available to them
will continue to find it all but impossible to live in
the two worlds of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
Australia. More recently Noel Pearson has opined,
“Aboriginal law, properly understood, is not the
problem, it is the solution. When I say Aboriginal
law, I just do not mean the laws that prevailed in
our pre-colonial classical culture; I mean our 
contemporary values and expectations about
behaviour.”13 Those values and expectations which
are distinctly Aboriginal will for many Aborigines
continue to be informed by the spiritual 
relationship to land, kin and the Dreaming.

Fifty years ago, the great anthropologist W E H
Stanner wrote his essay “Continuity and Change”
theorising about the “quite marked disinterest the
Aborigines have shown and still show in so many
kinds of European activity”. He invited his non-
indigenous readers to consider a few of the 
contrasts:14

We are deeply interested in futurity. We try
to foresee, forestall and control it by every
means from astrology and saving to
investment and insurance: the Aborigines
are scarcely concerned with it at all; it is
not a problem for them. Their ‘future’ 
differentiates itself only as a kind of
extended present, whose principle is to be
continuously at one with the past. This is
the essence of the set of doctrines I have
called the Dreaming. Our society is 
organised by specialised functions which
cut across groups; theirs on a basis of
segmentary groups….Theirs is a self-
regulating society knowing nothing of our
vast apparatus of state instrumentalities
for authority, leadership and justice. Ours
is a market civilisation, theirs not. Indeed
there is a sense in which The Dreaming
and The Market are mutually exclusive.
What is the Market? In its most general
sense it is a variable locus in space and
time at which values – the values of 
anything – are redetermined as human
needs make themselves felt from time to
time. The Dreaming is a set of doctrines
about values – the values of everything –
which were determined once and for all in
the past. The things of the Market –
money, prices, exchange values, saving,
the maintenance and building of capital –
which so sharply characterise our 
civilisation, are precisely those which the
Aborigines are least able to grasp and
handle. They remain incomprehensible for
a long time. And they are among the fore-
most means of social disintegration and
personal demoralisation.

Stanner concludes:15

If we tried to invent two styles of life, as
unlike each other as could be, while still
following the rules which are necessary if
people are to live together at all, one
might well end up with something like the
Aboriginal and the European traditions.

It remains my opinion that it is impossible for most
human beings to straddle two such different worlds
without a deep, nurtured and nurturing spirituality.

Those of us who have never had to straddle two
such diverse worlds are not those best placed to
advise how to overcome the “social disintegration
and personal demoralisation”. Governments which
place a deep faith in the Market and in “law and
order” policies enforced by instrumentalities of the
State may be well intentioned, but unless they
consult and work collaboratively with local
Aboriginal leaders, they will be sure to make big
mistakes, wasting precious resources and forfeiting
trust. Now that land rights are assured in the north
of Australia, it is time for a negotiated arrangement
assuring service delivery to sustainable 
communities, involving all levels of government
and indigenous organisations able to strike a 
balance between living on country and living
securely and productively for the future.

Conclusion

Three weeks ago, I was privileged to attend the
funeral of a prominent Aboriginal artist (Paddy
Bedford) at Bow River station in the East Kimberley.
That old man’s work now adorns the new Musee du
Quai Branly in Paris. One of his relatives wept by
his coffin and proclaimed, “With his death, there
are no more old people behind us.” The local 
community art adviser, Tony Oliver, introduced Sir
William Deane who gave a eulogy at the funeral. He
described the meeting of these two noble, humble
men some years before at Wyndham when Sir
William was Governor-General. These two men had
embraced as brothers, holding hands while the old
man observed that though Sir William was a white
man, they were brothers. In his eulogy, Sir William
recalled the story of the massacres which the old
man had told him about. During our culture wars,
some conservative commentators have been critical
of Sir William for peddling a black armband view of
history describing massacres in terms not fully
consistent with the written historical accounts.
Unlike his critics, Sir William had actually heard the
oral history of those like the old man who knew
what they were talking about.

The New South Wales governor and psychiatrist
Marie Bashir wrote a remembrance of the old man:
“What shall always remain in my memory about this
noble man was his great dignity and spiritual
strength. There was also his ability to make the
best of things despite adversity. In this way, his life
became remarkable. …My life has been enriched by
knowing him.” The national trauma occasioned by
populist policies will be minimised when our laws
and practices reflect the reverence for the other
displayed by Sir William Deane and Her Excellency
Marie Bashir. I commend the Australasian Society
for Traumatic Stress Studies for your willingness to
investigate professionally the consequences and
responses to trauma in community settings even
in fields charged with political repercussions at
election time.
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