PAGE  
1

REFERENDUM –FRIDAY 25TH APRIL.

· SA MUSEM – ADELAIDE.
I’ll begin by acknowledging the ancestral spirits of the Kaurna nation on whose traditional land we meet.

I’d also like to thank Reconciliation South Australia for the honour of being here tonight.  The theme: “Their Spirit Still Shines” appealed to me for I am interested not only in the letter of the law of both the Referendum and Reconciliation which is mostly contained in all the policies and pamphlets   but more so the spirit which is inherently within ourselves.
And, if I have learned anything over the past forty years from the arenas of the Referendum and Reconciliation, both of which speak to race relations in this country,  it is that the spirit is just as important as the structure.  (Indeed, probably even more so).  
Indeed, for me, the spirit beckons us to ponder on ourselves as players in the process of the healing of race relations in this rich but racialised land we all share.  

I use the word “racialised” because I have no doubt that the Referendum arose as a result of an underlying and un-interrogated racism.  A racism which I call “the gangrene of the soul” of this nation.  In which we are all implicated. And by which we are all diminished. 
And I think that in terms of race relations between Aboriginal and other Australians, the factors of implication and diminishment are the missing ingredients whether one is talking about the Referendum or Reconciliation.  

 Now, some of the great spiritual visionaries of the world such as Mahatma Gandhi profoundly understood diminishment for as he said: “when one is diminished we are all diminished
But the best way for me to explain the essence of diminishment is to say to you “that what has diminished me as an Aboriginal person as also diminished you as a non-Aboriginal person”. .  (Hence, to harken back to Gandhi’s words: “ when one is diminished, we are all diminished”).
Diminishment and implication implies to me that there are no innocent bystanders.  But neither should there be any terrified ones. As such, we are all called to consider Gandhi’s words of  “let it begin with me” and “be the change you want to see” which, in turn, honour interiority as opposed to merely exteriority.   
In honouring interiority, I am hopeful  that if we can understand the inherent issues of implication and diminishment, spiritually, rather than merely intellectually, that is not just from the head but from the heart, we are well on the way to moving away from disconnectedness to connectedness.   A disconnectedness which has feasted upon denial, shame, guilt and fear. Especially when racism reigns supreme and has not really receded in regularity for most Aboriginal people.

I speak this way not because I see myself or other Aboriginal people as victims: that kind of terminology is that of the dominant for those who have the power, have the power of definition.  I speak like this not in order to make people feel guilty.  No I speak this way because the issues need to be identified, acknowledged and accepted and then acted upon.  In other words, they need to be brought to the light in order to be healed.

But, too often Aboriginal people are expected not only to identify the issues but also supply answers to problems which they initially never created.  It’s invariably a one way process and keeps the focus on only one half  of “the problem”  i.e. the blackfellas, whilst the other part of the problem , 
i e.. whitefellas (and I use the term both descriptively and endearingly) are left off the hook.  Neither feeling implicated nor diminished.  Feeling guilty, yes.  Feeling fearful, yes.  Feeling hopeless, yes.   All of which are futile feelings.  All of which prevent us from acting on self in the process of “Physician, Heal Thyself” .  

And for the latter process of Physician, Heal Thyself, to take place, depth as opposed to denial is needed -  for if you wish to understand the place race plays - be it in  the Referendum or Reconciliation - then one needs to dive to the depth of truth rather than remain the surface of error for as Wolfgang Goethe, stated some three hundred years ago:  “Error lies on the surface and is easily overcome.   “But truth lies in the depth and the search for it is not given to anyone.”
And, with due respect to Reconciliation, I think that is where it has stalled for it has concentrated on error rather than truth.  That is, the error has been essentially concentrating on that which is outside of ourselves.  “The other”, “the problem”, which, in turn, keeps it all safe and keeps us all from being implicated.

And that is not to diminish nor denigrate all the great and good work done by both black and white in order to seek both resolution and reconciliation.
But there is depth to be descended to and truth to be tackled.  Which is why the universality of Goethe’s words vis a vis truth and depth - versus surface and error -  speak to my heart with hope for I believe they are the spiritual ingredients of great journeys be they for a country or for an individual. 
To go beyond error to truth, from surface to depth, vis a vis Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal relationships, sounds, for me, like the great journey for this great country of ours.  Yet to be undertaken!!  Yet to be understood!! And whilst I am excited and passionate about such a journey for my country, I am aware of the work that is required in the interrogation of attitudes which requires honesty, open-mindedness and willingness.
For legislation, be it in reform through the Referendum or Reconciliation, does not change attitudes given that attitudes reside deep within us all.
Which is why, some wise sage once said: “we don’t have attitudes, they have us”!!   Which, I guess, is why they are so elusive in identifying them let alone owning them. 

But I believe that attitudes informed by ignorance are truly part of that “gangrene of the soul”, I mentioned, before which diminishes us all not only in relation to racism but also the lack of knowledge of history. For few people – even today - know that Aborigines were not counted in the census of this country before the referendum changed it

For history has subtlely but invariably moulded, wounded and informed us all.  And, as the late Aboriginal leader and statesman, Charles Perkins remarked: “whilst we don’t live in the past, the past lives in us”.
As a young woman in 1967 studying for mainstream matriculation in order to enter University, I heaved a sigh of relief and thought to myself: “hooray. We can now be counted as human” and no longer be perceived as as part and parcel of the fauna of the country.

Thus I saw the the Referendum as an historical landmark, for Australia, in terms of its maturity and identity whereby we proceed with  the process of owning our history neither dwelling in it nor denying of it for as the old  Russian proverb states : “dwell in the past and you lose one eye.  Forget the past and you lose both”.
And in neither dwelling nor denying, we could then  address the historical legacies with honesty. An honesty which is liberating rather than enervating.
And as with honesty, no healing process – especially the healing of race relations – should be without the tool of humour. 
Humour comes from the latin “umere” to moisten which, for me, is a wonderful image.  Being moistened and loosened up by laughter and humour.  I believe it was and still is part of the spiritual survival kit of  Aboriginal people.  I need a daily dose of humour to stop taking myself too seriously.  I think that humour is a first cousin of humility as it pricks pomposity and brings perspective.  Humour can send a deadly serious message which implicates us all and yet, at the same time, allows us to laugh at our limitations.
Edward De Bono says it’s the most under-utilised faculty in western, academic education.  I agree with him.
And, of course, we must never be without another word beginning with H and that is,  Hope.  For as St. Augustine, said: “Hope has two daughters: Anger and Courage.  Anger at what is wrong.  And courage to change it”.

I love those two daughters of Hope.  They give me inspiration and courage in order to do what Kerrie Tim, an Aboriginal woman from Queensland aspires to: and that is “to help grow up my country”.
For like Kerrie, I too want a wise country as opposed to a ‘clever” one.  It’s easy to be clever.  Cleverness clings to the surface.  But wisdom dwells in the depth of our being, I believe.
Wisdom, Hope and Courage.  I need them all in order for me to : “help grow up my country along with fellow travelers.   Fellow travellers who have the courage to look within as well as within.   Fellow travellers who are prepared to take that road less travelled and look at how they too are implicated and diminished by racism, the gangrene of the soul of this nation. 

Fellow travellers who have the ability to laugh at themselves and who come armed not only with a glimmer of hope but also an ounce of courage and a pinch of indignation. 

Why Indignation one may well ask?  Well, George Sand, the writer, once said: “that indignation at the world’s woes, is the most passionate form of love”.

Why courage?  Well, as someone once said: “courage is fear that has said it prayers!!!!

Furthermore, I need fellow travellers who are prepared to embrace the unpalatable as well as the palatable questions of history entailed in the arenas of Reconciliation and the Referendum.  People who are prepared to learn from the lessons of history and not resile from nor deny them.   

People prepared to understand profoundly that what has diminished me as an Aboriginal Australian has also diminished them as a non-Aboriginal Australian.  For therein lies the connectedness of the commonality of our human condition.
Which is why I am interested not just in “the Aboriginal condition” but “the human condition” so to speak.  Which is why I have spoken the way I have tonight.

I try to avoid focusing specifically on the problematic which is invariably about Aborigines when it comes to the Referendum or Reconciliation. Rather I choose to bring a wider perspective which implicates us all as players in the process of our country’s identity and maturity. 
For as Nelson Mandela said on his visit to Australia that “one of the most difficult things to do is not so much to change society but to change ourselves”.
Such change requires an intense and ongoing interrogation of self rather than endless researching of others.  
And, speaking of researching others, if it is one thing Aborigines are acutely aware of, it  is how we have been the recipients of endless research and labeling and this too can be illustrated by humour:

“There’s this old Indigenous guy of about seventy, sitting on a slag heap and reflecting on his life.  He says: ‘well, first of all, they called me uncivilised, then a savage, then a pagan, then a heathen, then I was called handicapped, hopeless, then I was called disadvantaged, deprived, deficient, derelict, then I was called marginalised, then a victim, blah, blah, blah.’ 

As he recalls further labels, he suddenly stops and says: ‘you know what, my position in life hasn’t changed, but I’ve sure got one hell of a vocabulary”.

But as Kirkegaard, the Danish philosopher, said: “when you label me you limit me”.
So on that simulataneously serious and humourous joke about  labelling and language, I will close and wish you well in your ongoing search for that truth which resides in the depth of us all.
Thank you!
Lillian Holt May 2007
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