POLITICS, POWER &
RESISTANCE

WEEK 5: INDIGENOUS RESISTANCE
PROFESSOR ALANA LENTIN, CULTURE & SOCIETY, WESTERN SYDNEY UNIVERSITY

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF
COUNTRY

I would like to acknowledge that I am joining you from the unneeded lands of the Gadigal-Wangal peoples and to pay my respects to their elders, past and present.
The subject of today’s class connects to our learning in Week 3 that decolonisation, far from being a metaphor, is an ongoing struggle, one that we are led in by
Indigenous peoples on whose lands we are living. The lessons we can learn from the 50 year history of the Aboriginal Black Power movement help us to understand both
what is still ahead in terms of resisting colonial power, but also inspire us as to what is possible.

OVERVIEW
‣Indigenous resistance in the PPR
context
‣Brief history of Indigenous resistance
‣Aboriginal Black Power

International
in luences

Local principles:
self-determination,
economic independence,
land rights

‣The Tent Embassy
‣Ongoing struggle…
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Richard Bell and Emory Douglas, 2014
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BONUS FOR KNOWING WHAT THE PICTURE ON THE SLIDE IS ABOUT

Richard Bell and Emory Douglas, Foley Vs The Springboks (Green), 2014

Protests against the 1971 South African ‘Springboks’ Rugby team

This powerful work from 2014 is a collaboration between the American graphic designer Emory Douglas, the Revolutionary Artist and Minister of Culture for the Black
Panther Party, and the Australian artist Richard Bell, co-founder of the Brisbane-based aboriginal art collective, proppaNOW. It depicts the Australian activist Gary Foley,
protesting during the 1971 South African Springbok rugby tour—a time when “anti-apartheid supporters from around Australia protested against South Africa’s racist
politics and their human rights record” (UQ Art Museum).
Foley: “In much the same way that the global discussion about racism going on today was set o by events in America, the touchstone in the ’70s was the white racist
regime in South Africa.” “It was the big global issue to do with racism at the time and an international anti-apartheid campaign had been growing since the Sharpevillle
massacre in 1960.
“The issue came to a head in Australia because the then Liberal government decided that the Springboks would be allowed to play in Australia. This was despite sporting
ties with South Africa having been cut by many other countries and a signi cant part of the British Commonwealth at the time. Australia was determinedly resistant to the
campaign to boycott South Africa.”
Trade unions and other members of the public got involved. The boycott campaign was particularly strong in Australia.
References:
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Gary Foley re ects on the 1971 Springbok tour protests | Red Flag. (53571–07-28). Red Flag. https://red ag.org.au/article/gary-foley-re ects-1971-springbok-tourprotests

INDIGENOUS RESISTANCE IN THE
PPR CONTEXT

WEEK 1

WEEK 2

WEEK 3

WEEK 4

How does today’s topic t in to what we have been doing so far?
The purpose of perspective weeks (like this week and last week on Global health Inequities) is to bridge theory/history and practice. Taking a look at Indigenous
resistance helps us make sense of what have been learning so far, as well as protecting forward to other weeks in the semester.
In Week 1, we looked at the Black Panther Party for Self-Defence and its theorisation of politics and ‘war without bloodshed’, As we shall see urban Aboriginal
movements in the 1960s-70s were deeply inspired by the BPP. Some of the similarities as well as the points of di erence will be explored.
In Week 2, the workings of the capitalist system were highlighted. The lecture ended with the example of the Pilbara Aboriginal Pastoral Workers’ Strike of 1946. This is
an important example of Indigenous Resistance. It also connects to the aims of the Black power movement to see the economic exploitation of Black people as central
to ongoing discrimination.
In Week 3, we looked at coloniality. The lands known as Australia are still colonised, so the struggles of Indigenous people are also struggles for decolonisation. That is
why in addition to protesting police brutality and exploitation, sovereignty and land rights are key to the Aboriginal struggle.
In Week 4, we looked at Global Health Inequities. I mentioned the Race in Society web series in which Chris Lemoh participated. The series highlighted the work of the
Aboriginal Community Controlled health Organisations. These organisations grew out of the Black power movements of the 1970s that, inspired by the BPP in the US,
developed health clinics for Aboriginal people in the capital cities.
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So, this is a practical example of how one of the principles of Black power politics in Australia - self-determination - had a positive impact on one crucial area - health.

Indigenous people are still faced with systemic discrimination in healthcare and the community controlled organisations work to protect the health of Aboriginal
communities.

A GUIDE TO WRITING AND SPEAKING ABOUT
INDIGENOUS PEOPLE IN AUSTRALIA
‘WHEN WRITING ABOUT
INDIGENOUS AND/OR ABORIGINAL,
AND TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER
PEOPLE, YOU NEED TO CAPITALISE
AS YOU WOULD WHEN WRITING
‘AUSTRALIA’, ‘JAPAN’, AND ‘UNITED
KINGDOM’. SIMILARLY, YOU SHOULD
CAPITALISE NATION GROUP NAMES
(E.G. DHARUG) AS THESE ARE
PROPER NOUNS. ‘

ROBERTS ET AL.

Before we go on… Mention the guide as a general rule and in preparing assessments.
References:
Roberts, Z. (2021). A guide to writing and speaking about Indigenous People in Australia. Macquarie University. https://researchers.mq.edu.au/en/publications/a-guideto-writing-and-speaking-about-indigenous-people-in-austra

I. BRIEF HISTORY OF
INDIGENOUS RESISTANCE

We are mainly going to be focusing on the development of the Black Power movement in Australian in the late 196os and 1970s, but it’s important to see what led to it.
Aboriginal people have resisted British Invasion and colonisation since 1788. (See here for more details on the Frontier Wars: https://www.sbs.com.au/nitv/explainer/
what-were-frontier-wars)
But, there are several key moments that lead up to this period which are important to note.
A key facet of the Black Power movement it Australia was its international in uence, especially the in uence of the Black movement in the United States. So, here I want
to highlight some key moments of struggle that are inspired by or connected to other liberation struggles elsewhere.
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Much like the protests against the Springboks tour, Aboriginal activists not only connected to the racism faced by other oppressed peoples, such as Black people in
South Africa living underApartheid, but they could also use events elsewhere to draw attention to their own plight. We could make a similar observation about the global
Black Lives Matter movement. After the murders of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, Aboriginal activists called BLM marches in winter 2020 to draw attention to Black
deaths in custody and racist policing in Australia.

THE PROGRESSIVE
ASSOCIATIONS
BETWEEN 1903 AND 1937, 3 IMPORTANT ABORIGINAL ASSOCIATIONS
WERE SET UP

References:
Trometter, A. L. (2021). Aboriginal Black Power and the Rise of the Australian Black Panther Party, 1967–1972 (Palgrave Studies in the History of Social Movements) (1st
ed. 2021 ed.). Palgrave Macmillan.

1903
INTERNATIONAL CHAPTER OF THE COLOURED PROGRESSIVE ASSOCIATION

‘FOREIGN SAILORS DOCKED FOR EXTENDED
PERIODS SHARED MESSAGES OF AFRICAN
PROGRESS FROM ALL CORNERS OF THE
GLOBE. ABORIGINAL DOCKWORKERS SOON
REALISED THEY WERE NOT ALONE IN THEIR
STRUGGLES FRO JUSTICE, AS THIS MARITIME
TRANSFER OF WORKERS ALLOWED
PROGRESSIVE IDEAS TO PASS FREELY FROM
ONE END OF THE PACIFIC TO THE OTHER.’
TROMETTER 2021: 231

Aboriginal people who worked in Sydney’s wharfs in the early 20th century were extremely mistreated. But during their work they had the opportunity to meet foreign
sailors docked at at Sydney harbour.
In 1903, an international chapter of the Coloured Progressive Association was started, and Aboriginal workers could discuss with African American and Caribbean
workers stationed there. A big in uence was the Jamaican born Marcus Garvey, the so-called ‘father of Black nationalism’.
References:
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Trometter, A. L. (2021). Aboriginal Black Power and the Rise of the Australian Black Panther Party, 1967–1972 (Palgrave Studies in the History of Social Movements) (1st
ed. 2021 ed.). Palgrave Macmillan.

1924
THE AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL PROGRESSIVE ASSOCIATION

‘BROTHERS AND SISTERS WE HAVE MUCH
BUSINESS TO TRANSACT SO LET’S GET RIGHT
DOWN TO IT … WE AIM AT THE SPIRITUAL,
POLITICAL, INDUSTRIAL AND SOCIAL. WE
WANT TO WORK OUT OUR OWN DESTINY. OUR
PEOPLE HAVE NOT HAD THE COURAGE TO
STAND TOGETHER IN THE PAST, BUT NOW WE
ARE UNITED, AND ARE DETERMINED TO WORK
FOR THE PRESERVATION FOR ALL OF THOSE
INTERESTS, WHICH ARE NEAR AND DEAR TO
US.’
FRED MAYNARD, 1925

Set up in 1924 in Sydney by Sydney wharf labourer and active member of the Waterside Workers Federation of Australia, Fred Maynard. The association grew to have 13
branches across NSW.
Alyssa Trometter remarks that, as well as Marcus Garvey, the group were inspired by the works of Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois, all
important African American leaders and intellectuals.
The AAPA was the rst association to argue against the need for white ‘protectors’ of Aboriginal people, but the Aboriginal Protection Board dismantled it in 1927.
References:
Trometter, A. L. (2021). Aboriginal Black Power and the Rise of the Australian Black Panther Party, 1967–1972 (Palgrave Studies in the History of Social Movements) (1st
ed. 2021 ed.). Palgrave Macmillan.
National Museum of Australia. (2021). Formation of the AAPA. https://www.nma.gov.au/de ning-moments/resources/formation-of-the-aapa
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Heather Goodall and John Maynard, 'Maynard, Charles Frederick (Fred) (1879–1946)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian
National University, https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/maynard-charles-frederick-fred-11095/text39045, published online 2021, accessed online 31 March 2022.

1937
THE ABORIGINES PROGRESSIVE ASSOCIATION
WE, REPRESENTING THE ABORIGINES OF
AUSTRALIA, ASSEMBLED IN CONFERENCE AT
THE AUSTRALIAN HALL, SYDNEY, ON THE 26TH
DAY OF JANUARY, 1938, THIS BEING THE
150TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE WHITE MAN'S
SEIZURE OF OUR COUNTRY, HEREBY MAKE
PROTEST AGAINST THE CALLOUS TREATMENT
OF OUR PEOPLE BY THE WHITE MEN DURING
THE PAST 150 YEARS, AND WE APPEAL TO THE
AUSTRALIAN NATION OF TODAY TO MAKE NEW
LAWS FOR THE EDUCATION AND CARE OF
ABORIGINES, WE ASK FOR A NEW POLICY
WHICH WILL RAISE OUR PEOPLE TO FULL
CITIZEN STATUS AND EQUALITY WITHIN THE
COMMUNITY.’

The Aborigines Progressive Association was launched in 1937, under the speci c banner of self-determination.
It demanded citizenship rights for Aboriginal people who were denied them until the referendum of 1967.
It held a National Day of Mourning on the 150th anniversary of invasion, on 26 January 1938.
The association demanded a take-over by Aboriginal people of their own a airs, but it would take another 20-30 years for their demands to gather support among the
general population.
References:
Trometter, A. L. (2021). Aboriginal Black Power and the Rise of the Australian Black Panther Party, 1967–1972 (Palgrave Studies in the History of Social Movements) (1st
ed. 2021 ed.). Palgrave Macmillan.
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The 1938 Day of Mourning. (2021). AIATSIS. https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/day-of-mourning
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26 JANUARY IS REFERRED TO AS…

1938
WILLIAM COOPER DELEGATION AGAINST THE HOLOCAUST

'MANY MEMBERS OF THE JEWISH COMMUNITIES IN SYDNEY AND MELBOURNE WERE TO
BECOME PROMINENT IN THE CAMPAIGNS FOR ABORIGINAL RIGHTS FROM THE 1940S TO THE
1970S. IN A WAY THESE PEOPLE WERE PERHAPS UNCONSCIOUSLY REPAYING THE GESTURE OF
SOLIDARITY AND EMPATHY EXTENDED YEARS BEFORE BY WILLIAM COOPER AND HIS
INTREPID BAND OF KOORI RESISTANCE ACTIVISTS.’

GARY FOLEY (1997)

In terms of the internationalism of the Aboriginal struggle, in addition to the early in uence of African Americans and Caribbean people, the impact of William Cooper’s
protest to the German Consulate in Melbourne in 1938 is important.
Cooper represented the Australian Aborigines League. He led a delegation to the consulate to condemn the persecution of Jews after Kristallnacht, when Jewish shops
and synagogues were vandalised and Jews rounded up in December 1938. The demonstration is generally considered the world's rst protest against the Nazi’s
persecution of the Jews.
The Koori historian, Gary Foley, remarks that Cooper and the League were trying to draw parallels between the treatment of Jews and that of Aboriginal people, who
were also thought of as ‘sub-human’ in the same way that the Nazis spoke about Jews.
Foley’s essay on the subject makes many interesting comparisons between the genocide of the Jews of Europe and that of Aboriginal people. The crucial di erence,
however, is that while the former is recognised as genocide, the latter is still contested too this day, despite the uncovering of more and more sites of massacres of
Aboriginal peoples (as the Unsettled exhibition shows).
Despite this, Foley concludes,
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‘Many members of the Jewish communities in Sydney and Melbourne were to become prominent in the campaigns for Aboriginal rights from the 1940s to the 1970s. In a
way these people were perhaps unconsciously repaying the gesture of solidarity and empathy extended years before by William Cooper and his intrepid band of Koori
resistance activists.’

William Cooper’s action precedes the 1951 We Charge Genocide petition brought by African American communists that stated that the ‘oppressed Negro citizens of the
United States, segregated, discriminated against and long the target of violence, su er from genocide as the result of the consistent, conscious, uni ed policies of every
branch of government.’
References:
G. Foley (1997) ‘Australia and the Holocaust: A Koori Perspective’. http://www.kooriweb.org/foley/essays/pdf_essays/australia%20and%20the%20holocaust.pdf
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We Charge Genocide (1951). Black Past. https://www.blackpast.org/global-african-history/primary-documents-global-african-history/we-charge-genocide-historicpetition-united-nations-relief-crime-united-states-government-against/

1965
THE FREEDOM RIDES

‘WHEN WE GOT DOWN TO THE POOL I SAID, ‘I WANT A TICKET FOR MYSELF AND THESE TEN ABORIGINAL KIDS BEHIND ME. HERE’S
THE MONEY.’ ‘SORRY, DARKIES NOT ALLOWED IN,’ REPLIED THE BATHS MANAGER. THE MANAGER WAS A REAL TOUGH LOOKING
BLOKE TOO. HE FRIGHTENED ME. WE DECIDED TO BLOCK UP THE GATE: ‘NOBODY GETS THROUGH UNLESS WE GET THROUGH WITH
ALL THE ABORIGINAL KIDS!’ AND THE CROWD CAME, HUNDREDS OF THEM. THEY WERE PRESSING ABOUT TWENTY DEEP AROUND
THE GATE.'

CHARLES PERKINS

The Freedom rides took place in February 1965 when a group of students from Sydney travelled around NSW country towns protesting racial discrimination. They were
led by Charles Perkins, Aboriginal student leader. The rides were inspired by similar ones that took place in the US Deep South in 1961 during the civil rights movement.
The participants included many white students who were inspired by events overseas, not only in the US, but also in the wider context of decolonisation and radicalism.
The students were met with violence from white people on many occasions. But, as the historian Ann Curthoys who participated in the rides wrote. It also led to a period
of soul-searching and played an important role in the referendum of 1967 when 90% of the population eventually voted for Aboriginal people to be recognised as full
citizens.

References:
Students lead “Freedom Ride” through NSW towns. (2021). Deadly Story. https://www.deadlystory.com/page/culture/history/
Students_lead_%E2%80%98Freedom_Rides%E2%80%99_through_segregated_NSW_towns
Curthoys, A. (2013) ’The Freedom Rides and the Tent Embassy’, in Foley, G, Schaap, A & Howell, E 2013, The Aboriginal Tent Embassy. Sovereignty, Black Power, Land
Rights and the State. Hoboken: Taylor and Francis.

Charlie Perkins

In this short video, Perkins explains the rationale for the Freedom Rides.
Charles Perkins: https://youtu.be/0Biy1fJXTGQ

It also led to a period of soul-searching.
As Alyssa Trometter remarks, by the mid-1960s, events like the Freedom rides and the participation of white students, were forcing white Australians to admit that racism
existed in Australian society. There was also international pressure on the Australian government about how Indigenous people were treated.
All this played an important role in the referendum of 1967 when 90% of the population eventually voted for Aboriginal people to be recognised as full citizens.
In practice that meant removing two sections from the Constitution that pertained to laws that could be made on behalf of Aboriginal people and their not being counted
among the population. Pressure to remove these sections was brought to bear by the Federal Council for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders.
References:
1965 Freedom Ride. (2021). AIATSIS. https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/1965-freedom-ride
Trometter, A. L. (2021). Aboriginal Black Power and the Rise of the Australian Black Panther Party, 1967–1972 (Palgrave Studies in the History of Social Movements) (1st
ed. 2021 ed.). Palgrave Macmillan.
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THE 1967 REFERENDUM LED TO ABORIGINAL PEOPLE BEING COUNTED IN THE POPULATION T/F

II ABORIGINAL BLACK
POWER

Despite the overwhelming support for the changes to the constitution in 1967, racism remained rife among majority white Australian society.
As historian Peter Read put it, Aboriginal people were ‘short-changed after a period of hope.’ They still couldn’t ‘try on clothes, sit down for a meal, get a haircut, go to
secondary school, run for o ce, join a club, drink in the lounge bar, or work in a shop.’
As historian Kathy Lothian notes, the changes in the law were no guarantee that Aboriginal people’s lives would be improved. They were still demanding equal treatment
in health and education, an end to discrimination and police violence, as they had been since the 19th century.
This was the backdrop to the emergence of the Aboriginal Black power movement in the late 1960s.
References:
Read, Peter. Charles Perkins : a Biography. Ringwood, Vic: Viking, 1990.
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Trometter, A. L. (2021). Aboriginal Black Power and the Rise of the Australian Black Panther Party, 1967–1972 (Palgrave Studies in the History of Social Movements) (1st
ed. 2021 ed.). Palgrave Macmillan.

The 2017 Black Power exhibition at the Schomburg Center in Harlem, NYC, included a section on the international spread of the Black Power movement. The picture
here includes Aboriginal activists Gary Foley, Billy Craigie and Denis Walker who were foundational to the movement here.
In what follows, we are rst going to look at the international in uences on the Black power activists in Australia.
Then we will brie y touch on the 3 main urban centres where the movement had a presence: Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane.
Lastly, we will see what was particular to the demands of Black Power activists in Australia.
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This sets up the backdrop for the establishment of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy in 1972.

Just as during the early 20th c, Aboriginal people were reading the literature on Black liberation and anticolonialism emerging from the US and elsewhere.
Books such as Ture and Hamilton’s Black Power (discussed in Week 1), Black Panther Eldridge Cleaver’s Soul on Ice, and above all, the Autobiography of Malcolm X had
a great in uence on Aboriginal people who were beginning to mobilise against police violence, degradation and poverty.
Trometter recounts that the Brisbane BPP (the only Panther Party in Australia) was massively in uenced by such texts. They held Black panther rap sessions, also known
as Black studies programmes. This points to the importance of study and political education for resistance movements. In fact, it is said that members had to read for 2
hours a day!
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It is interesting, though, that this was not a 2-way street. African Americans at this time did not know about Aboriginal people and their struggles. The existence of a
Black power movement in Australia did not get very much international recognition at the time. The delegates to a 1970 Congress of African Peoples in the US was
experienced as a disappointment by Aboriginal Black power leader Bruce McGuiness, who said there was no awareness from activists in the US about the problems
facing Aboriginal people.

?

WHO HAS READ ANY OF THESE BOOKS? WATCHED THE MALCOLM X MOVIE?

‘AS A YOUNG BLACK KOORI KID IN A TOUGH GHETTO
LIKE REDFERN AT THE TIME, THE WORDS OF MALCOLM
X MADE A LOT OF SENSE TO ME. IN FACT, I WAS ABLE
TO RELATE TO ALMOST EVERYTHING HE WAS SAYING.’
GARY FOLEY (CITED IN TROMETTER 2021: 240)

In Sydney, Gary Foley, who as we shall later see was one of the main instigators of the Tent Embassy, recalls the impact of Malcolm X.
References:
Trometter, A. L. (2015). Malcolm X and the Aboriginal Black Power Movement in Australia, 1967–1972. The Journal of African American History, 100(2), 226–249. https://
doi.org/10.5323/jafriamerhist.100.2.0226

Fitzroy

Redfern

Sth Brisbane

Like in the US, the Black Power movement in Australia was essentially an urban movement.
Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne - speci cally the suburbs of Redfern, Fitzroy and South Brisbane - became hubs for many Aboriginal people who moved from rural
areas where, despite the referendum, racism was still rife.
For example, Gary Foley relates how the referendum led to the NSW government, as he puts it, ‘getting in a hu ’ and pulling out of providing basic government services.
There was also no work due to a recession. This led to a mass exodus to the cities. By 1969, there were 35,000 Aboriginal people in Redfern. A similar process happened
in Brisbane.
Trometter writes that the Black Power movement was essentially di erent in Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne.
There was no Australian movement as such, and the Australian Black Panther Party was only Brisbane-based.
In Melbourne, leader Bruce McGuiness, emphasised the willingness of Aboriginal activists to work with white supporters while at the same time asserting the slogans of
‘Koori Power’ and ‘Aboriginal autonomy’.
In Brisbane, the unemployment that accompanied the in ux Aboriginal workers to the city after 1967, led to poverty and housing problems. The South Side became
known as the ‘Aboriginal Harlem’.
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Denis Walker and Sam Watson were the instigators of the Australian Black Panther Party in 1969 which was greatly in uenced by the US BPP.

The Australian BPP, similarly to the US party demanded ‘land, bread, housing, education, clothing, justice and peace’ and an ‘immediate end to police brutality.’
But, as Kathy Lothian remarks, it was not that the Aboriginal activists were importing a US politics, but that they were making very basic demands. The issues of Black
people in the US and Australia were strikingly similar.
In Sydney, the development of Black power was a response to police brutality by young Aboriginal people living in Redfern.
Let’s have a closer look at this.
References:
Lothian, K. (2005). Seizing the Time. Journal of Black Studies, 35(4), 179–200. https://doi.org/10.1177/0021934704266513
Trometter, A. L. (2015). Malcolm X and the Aboriginal Black Power Movement in Australia, 1967–1972. The Journal of African American History, 100(2), 226–249. https://
doi.org/10.5323/jafriamerhist.100.2.0226
Sian Date (2020) Black Power in White Australia. (2020). Jacobin. https://www.jacobinmag.com/2020/01/black-power-white-australia-aboriginal-movement-gary-foley

Today people know Redfern as a gentri ed area of inner Sydney where even this historical patch of land, known as The Block is being replaced by ashy new
apartments.
In the 1960s the area became a refuge for Aboriginal people from di erent areas of NSW and Australia. Central to the formation of what became the Black Power
movement in Redfern were Gary Foley, Paul Coe and Gary Williams among others.
One of the main issues confronting them - which continues to be a major issue as we will see in Week 11 when we look at state punishment - was police violence.
There was intimidation, harassment and high-level surveillance.
Police would wait outside bars like The Empress Hotel. As Foley said, ‘You couldn’t walk from the Empress Hotel up past Redfern Station without getting ambushed by
mad coppers.’
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Foley, Coe and others decided to monitor the police by writing down everything they saw police doing and taking their numbers and noting down who they were
arresting, amassing a vast amount of data. They called their work ‘pig patrols’.

Working together with Professor of Law at UNSW, Hal Wooten, the activists used the data they collected to reveal the need for an Aboriginal Legal service to defend
Black people unfairly targeted by the police.
Many white barristers o ered their services and volunteers set up an ‘observer service’ to watch police activity in Redfern.
The rst Aboriginal Legal Service spearheaded similar initiatives in the other capital cities and by 1974, there was an Aboriginal Legal Service in every state and territory.
These services have seen their funding cut in recent years.
References:
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White Police and Black Power | Part 5. (2020). Aboriginal Legal Service (NSW/ACT) Limited. https://www.alsnswact.org.au/white_police_black_power_5

The Aboriginal Medical Service was launched in 1971 Gordon Briscoe, then a eld o cer for the Aboriginal Legal Service, and Shirley Smith, after they had visited a client
who was very ill in Chippendale in 1971.
Johanna Perheentupa writes in her book, ‘Aboriginal Activism in The 1970s’, that Gary Foley recounted that the man had refused to go to hospital, because he would
have been treated ‘like scum’ by the white medical sta .
The AMS identi ed what is now widely accepted - that many of the health problems faced by Aboriginal people are the result of ongoing colonisation and racism both in
terms of their physical and mental health - the result of generations of deprivation and trauma - and the treatment they faced in the mainstream medical system.
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Perheentupa, Johanna. Redfern : Aboriginal Activism in The 1970s, Aboriginal Studies Press, 2020. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/
uwsau/detail.action?docID=6320013.
Created from uwsau on 2022-04-01 04:40:49.

The AMS was inspired by the healthcare initiatives set up by the BPP in the US.

They also targeted malnutrition among Aboriginal children inspired by the Panther Free Breakfast clubs.
Aboriginal Black Power activists maintain the fact that the establishment of the medical and legal services in the early 1970s were central to the ‘birth of the modern day
Aboriginal movement’.

NATIONAL BLACK
THEATRE
‘TODAY MARKS THE NATAL CRY OF A
YOUNG MEMBER OF AN OLD
MOVEMENT. THAT MEMBER IS THE
URBAN THEATRE; THE MOVEMENT THE
BLACK STRUGGLE. THE VOICE IS NOT
AS YET VERY LOUD, BUT IT IS,
NONETHELESS, STRONG. IT IS THE
RELEASE OF A TWO HUNDRED YEARS
OF SUPPRESSED SCREAM. ‘

BOB MAZA, MEREKI, NOVEMBER 1974

Culture was also important to the movement. The National Black Theatre was spearheaded by actor and activist Bob Maza, who was inspired in part by a visit to the
National Black Theatre in Harlem. NBT was embedded in this political and creative context of the Aboriginal Black power movement in Redfern.
Political struggle was at the heart of performance as can be seen in this clip from their play, Basically Black which was later remade for TV.
https://youtu.be/HIc2WZqIFe8
References:
Perheentupa, Johanna. Redfern : Aboriginal Activism in The 1970s, Aboriginal Studies Press, 2020.
Basically Black: The legacy of the National Black Theatre. (2016, June 10). NITV. https://www.sbs.com.au/nitv/express-yourself/article/2016/06/10/basically-black-legacynational-black-theatre

ABORIGINAL BLACK POWER

SELF-DETERMINATION

ECONOMIC
INDEPENDENCE

LAND RIGHTS

Although there were many ways in which the Aboriginal Black Power movements gained inspiration from the US BPP, they had speci c principles which grew out of the
ongoing resistance of Indigenous peoples since 1788.
The 3 core principles were self-determination, economic independence, and land rights.
The Aboriginal medical and legal services were steps along the way to the achievement of these principles.
Let’s zone in on self-determination and urban land rights as enacted by the Black power movement.
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WHATWERE THE 3 PRINCIPLES OF ABORIGINAL BLACK POWER?

SELF-DETERMINATION
THE LEGAL SERVICE WAS ‘AN INTERIM STEP TOWARDS A
BLACK NATION. I BELIEVE AND ALWAYS HAVE BELIEVED THAT
THE ABORIGINAL PEOPLE HAVE NEVER EVER RELINQUISHED
THEIR SOVEREIGNTY OR THEIR RIGHTS TO THE LAND THAT
WE NOW KNOW AS AUSTRALIA, THAT WE HAVE ALWAYS
BEEN AND STILL RE, A NATION WITHIN A NATION - THAT WE
ARE A SOVEREIGN PEOPLE.’
PAUL COE, CITED IN LOTHIAN (2015): 187

According to the activist, Roberta Sykes, having control over legal representation and healthcare were steps towards self-determination, meaning being able to have
control over ones’ own a airs as a people.
The Redfern activist, Paul Coe stressed the role of the legal service in this quote.
When Aboriginal people talk about their sovereignty having never been ceded, this is what is meant. The illegal nature of the invasion and settlement of the lands known
today as Australia were never consented to by the original owners of the land. No treaties have ever been signed with them and so, as far as Aboriginal people steeped in
Black power politics are concerned, the Australian state has no legitimacy to govern. However, given the reality of ongoing white settlement, the only approach for
Aboriginal peoples is to work towards governing their own a airs as much as possible. This continues to be a struggle today.
References:
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Lothian, K. (2005). Seizing the Time. Journal of Black Studies, 35(4), 179–200. https://doi.org/10.1177/0021934704266513

LAND RIGHTS

Another of the key principles was land rights. And it was this that precipitated the Aboriginal Tent Embassy in 1972 which we will turn to shortly.
A major struggle for Aboriginal people seems a basic one - to gain access to their own lands, a struggle which is ongoing.

I mentioned the Block in Redfern earlier. A major struggle by Aboriginal activists in the 1970s was waged around access to urban land. The Aboriginal Housing Company
was set up in Redfern in November 1972 to build houses for Aboriginal people after a long struggle to defend Aboriginal squatters from dispossession by police and
landlords.
A series of events, including ongoing pressure to move Aboriginal people out of the area and out to suburbs like Mt Druitt, a heavy police presence and the lack of drug
services led to the demise of The Block in the 1990s and a demolition of the houses. This is why we know the Block as an empty patch of land.
In 2014-15 there was another struggle to save the Block - a Tent Embassy was set up for over a year - this time against the development of the Pemulwuy project, a new
development which is said to include some social housing for 62 Aboriginal families. The protestors lost their ght and the development is currently being built. The
project is still under the auspices of the Aboriginal Housing Company but many of their original members feel betrayed by the current leadership who they feel have sold
them out.
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One of the leaders of the Tent Embassy, longstanding activist Jenny Munro, spoke about this outcome in this video: https://youtu.be/dR-i0t_FLvI?t=29

III THE ABORIGINAL TENT
EMBASSY

All of this was either the backdrop or happened in parallel to or in the ears just after the establishment of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy on 26 January 1972.

As Brownyn Carlson and Lydia Coe write, ‘The Tent Embassy began when Michael Anderson, Billy Craigie, Bertie Williams and Tony Coorey left Redfern and drove to
Ngunnawal Country (Canberra), where they planted a beach umbrella opposite the Old Parliament House.
They erected a sign that said “Aboriginal Embassy”. They were able to do because they accidentally discovered that there was no law in Canberra against camping on
the lawns of Parliament.
The term “embassy” was used to bring attention to the fact Aboriginal people had never ceded sovereignty nor engaged in any treaty process with the Crown. As a
collective, Aboriginal people were the only cultural group not represented with an embassy.’
Gary Foley remarks that the Embassy received a lot of support from many among the Australian public because it appealed to the ‘larrikin sense of humour’.
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The principle issue that the Embassy was protesting and continues to protest in its 50th anniversary year, is land rights.
The Tent embassy was a direct response to Prime Minister Billy McMahon’s statement on land rights on Australia Day 1972 which, as we have seen, had been marked as
a Day of Mourning by Aboriginal people since 1938.
On this day McMahon rejected land rights which was seen as a deliberate provocation by Aboriginal activists.
Foley points out that it was actually the success that people had been having in land rights campaigns at the time that triggered McMahon’s statement. This back red for
McMahon because, public support for land rights played a role in his losing the election to Labor under Gough Whitlam.
Whitlam supported the Aboriginal Tent Embassy’s land rights claims and pledged to change the ALP’s policy and end the era of assimilation of Aboriginal people which
both political parties supported.
Foley: the direct trigger for McMahon’s statement were:
1. A Northern territory land rights case (Milirrpum vs. Nabalco Pty ltd) which denied rights to the Yolngu people who were trying to stop a mining co. on their lands, a
decision many Australians saw as unjust.
2. The broad success of the land rights campaigns by Aboriginal Black Power movements.
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By making a statement on Invasion Day, McMahon wilfully incited the Aboriginal activists. In his statement he supported the aim of assimilating Aboriginal people into
mainstream Australian society and denied their right to be treated as separate peoples with their own rights to land and control over their own a airs.
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Gary Foley’s chapter details the elements of the statement. Su ce it to say, that many of its points are still the general policy today. Aboriginal people in general still do
not have self-determination and land rights are trampled on.

The only full-length documentary on the Tent Embassy was made by Alessandro Cavadini (full lm on Kanopy).
This exchange between Gary Foley and a white women at the Embassy captures the analysis of the Aboriginal Black power activists at the liberal views that sought to tell
Aboriginal people how to run their own a airs, something which continues to this day!
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Ningla a-na: 6.42m -9.57: https://innerwest.kanopy.com/playlist/12181621

5-POINT PLAN
FOR LAND RIGHTS
1. Control of the Northern Territory;
Aboriginal parliament with title and
mining rights to all land within the
Territory.
2. Legal title and mining rights to all
other reserve lands and settlements.
3. Preservation of all sacred sites in
Australia.
4. Legal title and mining rights to areas
in and around all Australian capital
cities.
5. Compensation monies for lands not
returnable as a down- payment of
$6m and an annual percentage of
GNP.

On 5 February the embassy drew up a 5-point plan for land rights which included these points.
As Foley said the plan was concrete: ‘we were talking about legal ownserhip of land, not some obscure, legal “interest” in land such as with native title.’
Having legal ownership over the land could mean an end to poverty of Aboriginal communities whose lands had been taken over by mining companies and all the wealth
from the land going to the companies with the communities getting nothing.
The plan was not to displace Australians from the land but to make politicians responsible for the ongoing injustice and to make the policy changes introduced by the
1967 referendum concrete.

Much was made of Labor leader Gough Whitlam’s willingness to sit down with the protestors on 8 February 1972, as this photo shows.
Foley remarks that the media-savviness of the Embassy drew a lot of national and international attention and was a reason why Whitlam saw lending his support as smart
in the context of an upping election.
But when Whitlam got into government in December 1972 he reneged on the promises made to the Embassy, and so the protest which has been dismantled by Canberra
police after 6 months, returned and exists to this day (with many ups and downs).

‘WHILST POLITICIANS AND BUREAUCRATS IN CANBERRA
WOULD PREFER THAT PEOPLE FOCUS ON MORE TIMID AND
GENTLE DISTRACTIONS SUCH AS ‘RECONCILIATION’, ERSATZ
LAND RIGHTS IN THE FORM OF NATIVE TITLE, AND A
COMPLETELY MEANINGLESS AND EMPTY PRIME MINISTERIAL
‘APOLOGY’, THE ABORIGINAL EMBASSY REMAINS ON THE
LAWNS OF PARLIAMENT AS A REMINDER OF THE TRUTH.
THAT IT HAS ENDURED FOR FOUR DECADES AS A POTENT
SYMBOL REJECTING THE HYPOCRISY, DECEIT AND DUPLICITY
BY SUCCESSIVE AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENTS IS A
TESTAMENT TO THE REFUSAL OF LARGE NUMBERS OF
ABORIGINAL PEOPLE TO CONCEDE DEFEAT IN A TWO
HUNDRED YEAR STRUGGLE FOR JUSTICE.’
GARY FOLEY (2013): 32

As Foley concludes, the Tent Embassy stands as a reminder of the fact that successive Australian governments have failed to respond to any of the demands of the
Aboriginal movement and that ‘reconciliation’ is an empty word that covers over the ongoing refusal to recognise the rights of Indigenous people on their own lands.
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WHAT DO YOU THINK WAS THE IMPACT OF THE TENT EMBASSY?

IV ONGOING STRUGGLE

As I have made clear, many of the issues raised by the Aboriginal Black Power movement continue to be pressing today. Police brutality and deaths in custody which
motivated the movement in Redfern continue to be at crisis level. We will take up these issues later in the semester.
Today, the questions of Indigenous sovereignty, especially as expressed via the right to land continues to be the focus of mobilisation. There are many debates among
Indigenous peoples about best tactics.
But the international dimension of the struggle continues to be important, especially among other Indigenous peoples from across the world.

fi

fl

fi

So, although there are many aspects we could stress in thinking about the ongoing struggle, let’s look brie y at the ght to have the United Nations Declaration on the
Rights of Indigenous People rati ed in Australia.

PRINCIPLES
‣ Self-determination
‣ Participation in decisionmaking
‣ Respect for and protection
of culture
‣ Equality and nondiscrimination

The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) was adopted by the General Assembly on Thursday, 13 September 2007.
Its 4 principles are Self-determination, Participation in decision-making, Respect for and protection of culture, Equality and non-discrimination. All of these can be said to
align with the principles of the Black Power movement.
However, Australia (along with the US, Canada and NZ) originally refused to vote for the declaration. Australia indicated its support in 2009 but has not o cially rati ed it.
In other words it is not integrated with Australian law. So, the Declaration cannot be used for example in making treaties with Aboriginal peoples. Australia is the only one
of the Anglo settler colonies not to have made treaties (or agreements) with Indigenous peoples.
In September 2017, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples delivered a scathing report on her country visit to Australia. She reported that:
“It is woefully inadequate that, despite having enjoyed over two decades of economic growth, Australia has not been able to improve the social disadvantage of its
indigenous population.”
And that,
“The extraordinarily high rate of incarceration of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, including women and children, is a major human rights concern.”
According to Australians for native title and reconciliation (ANTaR), ‘This points to the absolute failure of the Federal Government to use implement the UN Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous People in Australia.’
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On 29 March Senator Lidia Thorpe of the Greens announced that the motion to establish an inquiry into applying the Declaration in Australia received support in the
Senate.
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While, it is important to question whether documents like the UN declaration can actually do much in practice to change reality for Indigenous peoples (other countries
where the declaration had been rati ed do not necessarily see better outcomes), this political process will reveal the degree to which Australia denies Aboriginal peoples’
right to self-determination.

SUMMARY
‣ Indigenous people have resisted since invasion
‣ Formal Aboriginal associations were active from the early 1900s
‣ The 1967 referendum did not change reality for most Aboriginal people
‣ The Black Power movement was a response to that fact and was set in a
context of international Black radicalism
‣ Many of the Aboriginal community controlled associations are still vital
today
‣ The Aboriginal Tent Embassy was centred on the central question of land
rights, an ongoing struggle!

