The speech bel ow, on indi genous issues, was given by
the then Prine Mnister of Australia, Paul Keating, at
Redf ern Park in Sydney on 10 Decenber 1992 (For non-
Australians, Redfern is an inner city suburb of Sydney
with an historically |arge Aboriginal popul ation).

Australian Launch of the International Year for the
Worl d' s | ndi genous Peopl e

Ladi es and gentl| enen,

| am very pl eased to be here today at the | aunch of
Australia' s celebration of the 1993 International Year
of the World's | ndi genous Peopl e.

It will be a year of great significance for Australia.

It cones at a tine when we have comm tted ourselves to
succeeding in the test which so far we have al ways
fail ed.

Because, in truth, we cannot confidently say that we
have succeeded as we would |ike to have succeeded if we
have not nanaged to extend opportunity and care,
dignity and hope to the indigenous pople of Australia -
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait |sland people.

This is a fundanental test of our social goals and our
national will: our ability to say to oursel ves and the
rest of the world that Australia is a first rate socia
denocracy, that we are what we should be - truly the

| and of the fair go and the better chance.

There is no nore basic test of how seriously we nean
t hese things.

It is a test of our self-know edge. O how well we know
the land we live in. How well we know our history. How
well we recognise the fact that, conplex as our
contenporary identity is, it cannot be separated from
Aboriginal Australia. How well we know what Abori gi nal
Austral i ans know about Australi a.

Redfern is a good place to contenpl ate these things.



Just amle or two fromthe place where the first
European settlers |anded, in too nany ways it tells us
that their failure to bring nmuch nore than devastation
and denoralisation to Aboriginal Australia continues to
be our failure.

More | think than nost Australians recognise, the
plight of Aboriginal Australians affects us all. In
Redfern it mght be tenpting to think that the reality
Aboriginal Australians face is sonehow cont ai ned here,
and that the rest of us are insulated fromit. But of
course, while all the dilemms nay exist here, they are
far fromcontained. W know the sane dil emmas and nore
are faced all over Australia.

This is perhaps the point of this Year of the Wrld's

| ndi genous People: to bring the di spossessed out of the
shadows, to recognise that they are part of us, and

t hat we cannot give indigenous Australians up wthout

gi ving up many of our own nost deeply held val ues, nuch
of our own identity - and our own humanity.

Nowhere in the world, | would venture, is the nessage
nore stark than in Australi a.

We sinply cannot sweep injustice aside. Even if our own
conscience allowed us to, | amsure, that in due
course, the world and the people of our region would
not. There should be no m stake about this - our
success in resolving these issues wll have a
significant bearing on our standing in the world.

However intractable the problens nay seem we cannot
resign ourselves to failure - any nore than we can hide
behi nd the contenporary viersion of Social Darw nism
whi ch says that to reach back for the poor and

di spossessed is to risk being dragged down.

That seens to ne not only norally indefensible, but bad
hi story.

We non- Abori gi nal Australians shoul d perhaps rem nd
oursel ves that Australia once reached out for us.



Didn't Australia provide opportunity and care for the
di spossessed Irish? The poor of Britain? The refugees
fromwar and fam ne and persecution in the countries of
Europe and Asia? Isn't it reasonable to say that if we
can build a prosperous and remar kabl y har noni ous

mul ticultural society in Australia, surely we can find
just solutions to the probl ens which beset the first
Australians - the people to whomthe nost injustice has
been done.

And, as | say, the starting point mght be to recognise
that the problemstarts with us non-Abori gi nal
Austral i ans.

It begins, | think, with the act of recognition.
Recognition that it was we who did the di spossessing.
We took the traditional |ands and snmashed the
traditional way of life. W brought the disasters. The
al cohol. W committed the nurders. W took the children
fromtheir nothers. W practised discrimnation and
excl usi on.

It was our ignorance and our prejudice. And our failure
to i magi ne these things being done to us. Wth sone
nobl e exceptions, we failed to nake the nost basic
human response and enter into their hearts and m nds.
W failed to ask - howwould | feel if this were done
to me?

As a consequence, we failed to see that what we were
doi ng degraded all of us.

If we needed a remi nder of this, we received it this
year. The Report of the Royal Conm ssion into
Aboriginal Deaths in Custody showed with devastating
clarity that the past lives on in inequality, racism
and injustice in the prejudice and ignorance of non-
Aboriginal Australians, and in the denoralisation and
desperation, the fractured identity, of so many
Aborigines and Torres Strait |slanders.

For all this, | do not believe that the Report should
fill us with guilt. Down the years, there has been no
shortage of qguilt, but it has not produced the



responses we need. Quilt is not a very constructive
enot i on.

| think what we need to do i s open our hearts a bit.
Al l of us.

Per haps when we recogni se what we have in common we
wi |l see the things which nust be done - the practi cal
t hi ngs.

There is sonething of this in the creation of the
Counci | for Aboriginal Reconciliation. The council's
mssion is to forge a new partnership built on justice
and equity and an appreciation of the heritage of
Australia' s indigenous people. In the abstract those
terms are neaningles. W have to give neaning to
"justice' and 'equity' - and, as | have said several
tines this year, we will only give them neani ng when we
commt ourselves to achieving concrete results.

If we inprove the living conditions in one town, they
will inprove in another. And another. If we raise the
standard of health by 20 per cent one year, it wll be
raised nore the next. if we open one door others wl]l
fol |l ow.

When we see inprovenent, when we see nore dignity, nore
confidence, nore happiness - we will know we are going
to win. W need these practical building blocks of
change.

The Mabo judgnent should be seen as one of these. By
doing away with the bizarre conceit that this continent
had no owners prior to the settlenent of Europeans,
Mabo establishes a fundanental truth and |ays the basis
for justice. It wll be nuch easier to work fromthat
basi s than has ever been the case in the past.

For this reason al one we should ignore the isolated
out breaks of hysteria and hostility of the past few
nont hs. Mabo is an historic decision - we can nmake it
an historic turning point, the basis of a new



rel ati onshi p between i ndi genous and non- Abori gi nal
Austral i ans.

The nmessage should be that there is nothing to fear or
to lose in the recognition of historical truth, or the
extension of social justice, or the deepening of
Australian social denocracy to include indi genous
Austral i ans.

There is everything to gain.

Even t he unhappy past speaks for this. Were Aborigina
Austral i ans have been included in the |ife of Australia
t hey have nmade renarkabl e contri butions. Economc
contributions, particularly in the pastoral and
agricultural industry. They are there in the frontier
and exploration history of Australia. They are there in
the ways. In sport ot an extraordinary degree. In
literature and art and nusti c.

In all these things they have shaped our know edge of
this continent and of ourselves. They have shaped our
i dentity. They are there in the Australian | egend. W
shoul d never forget - they helped build this nation.

And if we have a sense of justice, as well as common
sense, we will forge a new partnership.

As | said, it mght help us if we non-Abori gi nal
Australians i maigi ned oursel ves di spossessed of | and we
have lived on for 50 000 years - and then i nmagi ned
ouselves told that it had never been ours.

| magine if ours was the oldest culture in tehworld and
we were told that it was worthless. Inmagine if we had
resisted this settlenment, suffered and died in the
defence of our land, and then were told in history
books that we had given up without a fight. Inmagine if
non- Abori gi nal Australians had served their country in
peace and war and were then ignored in history books.
Il magine if our feats on sporting fields had inspired
admration and patriotismand yet did nothing to

di m ni sh prejudice. Imagine if our spiritual life was
deni ed and ridicul ed.



| magine if we had suffed the injustice and then were
bl aned for it.

It seens to ne that if we can imagine the injustice
then we can imagine its opposite. And we can have
j ustice.

| say that for two reasons: | say it because | believe
that the great things about Australian social denocracy
reflect a fundanmental belief in justice. And | say it
because in so many other areas we have proved our
capacity over the years to go on extending the realism
of participating, oppotunity and care.

Just as Australian living in the relatively narrow and
I nsul ar Australia of the 1960s imagined a culturally

di verse, worldly and open Australia, and in a
generation turned the idea into reality, so we can turn
the goals of reconciliation into reality.

There are very good signs that the process has begun

The creation of the Reconciliation Council is evidence
itself. The establishnment of the ATSIC - the Aborigina
and Torres Strait |Islander Comm ssion - is also
evidence. The Council is the product of inmagination and
goodwi I | . ATSI C energes fromthe vision of indigenous

self-determ nati on and sel f-nmanagenent. The vision has
al ready becone the reality of al nost 800 el ected
Abor i gi nal Regional Councillors and Conm ssioners
determning priorities and devel oping their own
prograns.

All over Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait

| sl ander conmmunities are taking charge of their own

| ives. And assistance with the problens which
chronically beset themis at |ast being nade avail abl e
I n ways devel oped by the communities thenselves. If

t hese things offer hope, so does the fact that this
generation of Australians is better inforned about
Aboriginal culture and ahi evenent, and about the

I njustice that has been done, than any generation

bef ore.



We are beginning to nore generally appreciate the depth
and the diversity of Aboriginal and Torrest Strait

| sl ander cultures. Fromtheir music and art and dance
we are beginning to recogni se how nmuch richer our
national life and identity will be for the
participation of Aboriginals and Torres Strait

| slanders. We are beginning to | earn what the

I ndi genous peopl e have known for many thousands of
years - howto live with our physical environnent.

Ever so gradually we are learning how to see Australia
t hrough Abori gi nal eyes, beginning to recogni se the
wi sdom contained in their epic story.

| think we are beginning to see how nuch we owe the
I ndi genous Australians and how nuch we have | ost by
living so apart.

| said we non-indi genous Australians should try to
| magi ne the Aboriginal view

It can't be too hard. Soneone imagi ned this event
today, and it is now a marvellous reality and a great
reason for hope.

There is one thing today we cannot imagine. W cannot

| magi ne that the descendants of peopl e whose geni us and
resilience maintained a culture here through 50 000
years or nore, through cataclysm c changes to the
climate and environnent, and who then survived two
centuries of dispossession and abuse, will be denied
their place in the nodern Australian nation.

We cannot inmagi ne that.
We cannot inmagine that we wll fail.

And with the spirit that is here today i am confi dent
that we won't.

| am confident that we wll succeed in this decade.

Thank you.






