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ADDRESS BY HON. DON DUNSTAN, Q..C. , M.P., RETREAT HOUSE. 
BELAIR, 27$E FEBRUARY. ^ 7 0 . 

"RACISM - AS IT AFFECTS THE AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINE AND 
THE CHURCH17" 

MR. CHAIRMAN, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN : 

I was privileged to go last year with Kath Walker 
as an Australian delegate to the World Council of Churches 
consultation on Racism in London. The UPSALA conference 
had called for a consultation on Racism to work out a specific 
programme for the Churches in this area. We were called 
together in London from 30 different countries to advise on 
various aspects of the problem of Racism. I was asked to 
talk about the Land Rights for indigenous people. We prepared 
a number of more detailed studies of various areas which had 
been assigned to us originally by the World Council of Churches 
and involved with this programme. The whole conference, 
however, took a turn which was not, I think, probably intended 
originally but which was valuable and constructive and quite 
vital to the Churches' understanding of the problem of racism. 
After those people who had come there and who were not pinko 
white had listened to some of the remarks of people who had 
prepared various papers, there was an explosion at the conference. 
They said : "Look we have not come here to listen to the sort of 
thing we have heard time in and time out in the Church that you 
believe that there is a problem of racism and so you are going 
to analyse it, talk about it, and in the meantime the Church is 
going to remain part of the whole structure of racism in the 
communities which concern it." They then said that the Church 
had quite obviously benefited from racialist policies in many 
parts of the world and continued to do so, and that unless the 
Church as an organisation took part in the necessary revolution 
against racist policie s, then as far as they were concerned, 
the Church was part of the enemy and they made no bones about 
this. Indeed the whole conference turned upon this particular 
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matter and the report which was made unanimously by the 

conference to the World Council of Churches was that it was 

absolutely vital for the Church as an organisation to take 

action against racism - political action, economic action, 

and, if necessary, revolutionary action. But unless the 

Church identified itself with this activity, then the Church 

would stand condemned to the majority who were being adversely 

affected by the whole conference to the World Council of 

Churches. The view of the conference was concurred in by a 

very great number of leading churchmen who had come to the 

conference. 

We are faced with the fact that in other parts of the 
world, in the countries where the most bitter racial feeling 
is hate, Australia is locked with South Africa as a racist 
country. Our immigration policy in this country puts us in 
the view of people elsewhere as being a country which is racist, 
which discriminates against people on the grounds of their race, 
country of origin, or color of skin, and, in consequence, they 
see us as no different essentially from South Africa. 

It is very difficult in this country to appreciate 

the depth of rage and frustration brought about by racial 

policies in other countries of the world. It was borne in 

on me while I was in the United States that part of my work was 

to look at the problems of racial minorities. I didn't only 

get wild outbursts from negroes, but Mexicans, Japanese, Indians 

and the Puerto Ricans. The depth of bitterness of feeling 

has to be experienced to be understood. Now I believe that 

these countries have got an essential role to play in avoiding 

racialism. I believe that there are two areas particularly in 

which we must act. The first of these is the problem of our 

own indigenous people, and the second of these is our immigration 

policy. Unless we change in both and change significantly, 
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3. 
then we will be part of the enemy in various parts of the 

world and I do not believe that this will lessen, I believe 

it will grow. 

Now, turning to the problem of the aborigine in the 

community, I don't think that there is any means of understand-

ing the nature of the problem and the policies to be adopted in 

respect of it without recounting the history of our aboriginal 

people and our attitude towards them. 

Within the European community of Australia, there 
are two features apparent in the attitudes of the majority of 
the people. The first of these is the common fear of what is 
different. It is very difficult for the average person in the 
community to appreciate, agree with, accept, something different 
from what he knows. It is true that we have been able to 
assimilate in the community first of all migration of European 
peoples who are different from those who were here before, and 
this has gone reasonably smoothly. But there are some tensions 
and differences which arise. They tend to intensify when the 
differences are discernible to the eye, and that strange fear 
of what is different tends to be a feature of the attitudes of 
the majority of the community. 

I find it extraordinary that in South Australia where 
we go from time to time to a ceremony in the Adelaide Town Hall 
to honour the memory of Col. Light, - we all gather there, 
drink a toast and say what a marvellous heritage he gave to 
South Australia - one of the founding fathers. What is never 
mentioned, of course, is the fact that Col. Light was part Malay. 
That is something which is always carefully glossed over. 
Naturally. I find it extraordinary that this is something which 
gives me reason to wonder - and my poor old father would have 
been somewhat upset that my political opponents, because they 
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thought it was discreditable in some way, went from door to 

door canvassing, saying : "You know he is not an Australian. 

He is in fact a Melanesian half caste." Well now, it so 

happens I am not. If I were, what's the odds? The strange 

thing is that I still constantly get little letters from 

people saying "We heard it said, now is it really true?". 

See, there is this strange fear of something which appears to 

the average citizen a little bizarre. The other thing is that 

in our community, the majority of citizens assume that their 

own motives are impeccably right. Their own motives of 

acquisitiveness, of hard work to obtain material gains. In 

fact, we are imbued with the protestant ethic in South 

Australia, and we are led to believe that there are great 

rewards and essential rewards in the hereafter from working 

hard, being thrifty, and acquiring this world's goods and the 

assumption is that if people don't do this, that they are lazy, 

shiftless or socially unstable, and this from the outset of 

South Australia's founding was the basis upon which people 

judged the aborigine population. 

I won't go through the whole history of the things 
that were said by our founders about the aborigines. I will 
simply, after I recount what attitude they took, sum up what 
the official history, the Centenary History of South Australia, 
published under the auspices of the South Australian Government 
in 1936. But before I get to that, when the Province was 
founded, the South Australian company was directed to provide 
protection for the aboriginal people and to ensure that their 
land rights were not imposed on - they were to be guaranteed 
land rights. Indeed there were quite lengthy debates about 
lands and handing back of portions of developed lands to the 
aboriginal people for their benefit. That never occurred. 
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The directions of the letters patent that the aborigines' 

lands were not to be taken from them without due care and 

compensation and without their consent was completely disre-

garded because when the South Australian Company set up here 

it was found that the aborigines did not have the same 

attitude as Europeans to lands and therefore were taken not to 

assert any right or title to it, and indeed that particular 

attitude remained the attitude - the official attitude - of 

the Chairman of the Aborigines Protection Board until 1962, 

Professor Cleland was heard to say on many occasions that the 

aborigines should have no land rights to lands in the same form 

that land use was knowiyto European peoples, and he argued as a 

matter of fact publicly against the Aboriginal Lands Trust Bill 

and gave evidence against it before the Legislative Council, 

having been Chairman of the Aborigines Protection Board for a 

long time in South Australia. 

What then was the attitude of people to the aborigines 
They were shiftless, primitive, lazy, indolent. They were 
people whose culture was so barbarous that they had to be 
brought into the proper way of life as it was seen by the 
European settlers. Property which was considered to be 
inappropriate to civilised Europeans was to be disposed of and 
they were to be educated to christian ways and to act according 
to the motives of the community. 

The strangest things were said by people in authority. 
The Chief Justice in New South Wales advocated that what should 
be done was that the Chief of any aboriginal community should 
have a house built and when he had been provided with a house 
he could, of course, have the natives of the rest of the 
community living in that house and he should toil to improve 
his lot, and his example would then be followed by the rest of 
the tribe. Well this was so extraordinary when there were no 
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Chiefs. The aboriginal community was not set up on that 

basis at all. Nor, of course, did the motives of the 

aboriginal community change by the destruction of the environ-

ment which they had known over 18,000 years. What was the 

basis of the aboriginal community? It was extraordinarily 

highly developed} much more highly developed as a society than 

our own. The aborigines lived on land where there was nothing 

to provide the basis of agriculture. There was no fauna. 

They could be neither agriculturalists or pastoralists. They 

had to be nomadic. It was an essential feature of their 

society that they would spend little time upon acquiring 

material things or building great buildings, as they had to be 

on the move. It was important for them that the least possible 

time and trouble be expended on providing shelter. What did 

become enormously important to them was the central spiritual 

life of the tribe. And then the ceremonial, the dance, the 

enormous heritage of literature passed down by word of mouth 

from generation to generation, and the extremely complicated, 

but extremely adequate to the conditions under which they lived, 

relations between people in their society. It was not a 

military society, it was a society which cared for every single 

member of their population, and indeed today you will still 

find people who are in the tribal areas of South Australia and 

say this sort of thing to you. 

Recently on the North West Reserve, a member of the 
Amata Group, recalling the history of the area said that in 
fact this had not been their historic area of living, but they 
had only a few generations ago, wished the people out of the 
Amata area who were living there, down to Everard. Now, the 
aboriginal people, having so deeply entrenched in them, motives 
which are in no way attuned to an acquisitive society, do not 
change to become an acquisitive people by a change in their 
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surroundings or the attitudes of people around them. This 

cultural change, which is assumed by most Australians, simply 

does not occur. It was assumed for a very long time, that 

all you have to do is to take an aborigine, put him in an 

European environment and he would have the motives to hard work 

and materialism which was to be shown in the rest of society. 

That didn't happen. Therefore the Europeans came to consider 

aborigines lazy, thriftless, and unable to live in normal 

European society. Therefore they had to do something as to 

protection to provide that they could be looked after and that 

they could be protected from exploitation by those people who 

would seek to do this in the European community. So a certain 

number of settlements were provided and right through Australia 

there was protection legislation. The aborigine was subject 

to laws no other person in the community was to be subject to. 

Until in 1962, in South Australia, no aborigine was guardian of 

his own child. The Protector of Aborigines was the guardian 

of aboriginal children and could and did remove aboriginal 

children from their parents and place them in places where their 

parents could not find them without any court processes what-

ever. It was the case that an aborigine could be commanded 

on the mere direction of the Protector to go to an aboriginal 

Reserve and to stay there and he committed an offence if he left. 

It was possible for aborigines simply to be ordered out of towns 

on no other grounds than that they were aborigines. It was 

for many years in South Australia an offence for any member of 

the European community to consort with an aborigine if he did 

not have a permit from the Board to be exempt from the provisions 

of the Aborigines Act, and permits were not easy to get. I 

appeared on one appeal from the refusal of the Board to grant a 

permit. An aborigine who was a tractor driver in the Engin-

eering and Water Supply from the camp at Keith had asked for a 

removal of protection and that he should have a permit to be 

exempt from the provisions of the Aborigines Protection Act. 
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He had not had any help from the Department for 17 years. 
He owned his own motor car. He got a good wage from the 
Department. He was completely able to look after himself. 
The Aborigines Protection Board refused him exemption from the 
Act. He then came to me and asked me if I would appeal for 
him. I said yes I would. The Act had been passed actually 
in 1939» the Act under which the appeal was to be made, so I 
looked at the regulations in the volumes of the appeal and 
found there were not any. That was in 1961. I rang the 
Board and said "Where is the set of regulations providing for 
these appeals. It is in the Act that a man has the right of 
appeal". They said, "oh well, actually we haven't got round 
to mentioning it yet." So I constructed a document and put it 
into the local court and said "This is an appeal. You had 
better hear it", and the appeal was heard. The man was com-
pletely able to help himself as was shown, but the magistrate 
refused him exemption, not on the ground that he was unable to 
live without protection but he feared that if he were exempted 
he might be able to get drink and he might give it to those who 
were not exempt. Well this legislation in South Australia 
of course was not the worst in Australia. The worst was in 
Queensland, and some features of this still remain. In 
Queensland, the aborigines were educated for the most part in 
separate schools. The Native Affairs Department schools 
were staffed by untrained teachers, some of whom had not reached 
Grade 3 in standard. It was in fact worse than a ban on 
education. In Queensland, no aborigine could marry without 
the permission of the local Protector, and on Reserves not only 
could they be compelled to stay there, but their mail was subject 
to censorship. They were not allowed to take the whole of 
their monies, but even today Trust Accounts are run in Queensland 
and special aboriginal wages are provided under regulation in 
certain parts of the State. Now this sort of protection 
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9. 
legislation of course produced very bitter reactions from the 

aborigines over the period that it existed. It has nearly 

all been swept away but there are still vestiges of it in 

Queensland. 

By providing a settled existence for aborigines in 

numbers of areas of Australia, a significant change in the 

tribal existence of aborigines necessarily occurred. One 

expected as little trouble as possible in getting shelter; when 

it was possible to get rations from a settled spot they tended 

to stay there and get them. This required of them, of course, 

that they had a fairly settled existence as compared with a 

nomadic one before, and the result was an immediate breakdown 

in hygiene. Aboriginal people, 'though nomadic, are very 

clean, but the whole of their history had not been attuned to 

living a settled existence. The necessary normal training in 

hygiene which would occur in a settled community was not given 

to them. In consequence, the standard of health in the 

aboriginal community necessarily immediately declined and 

because aborigines were not prepared to work in the way that 

people in a European community thought was the proper way to go, 

aborigines were then given rations and handouts and over 100 

years we trained a large number of aborigines to become detri-

balised, and having destroyed their culture they had not accepted 

the norms of our way of life and they were trained in many cases 

to be effective parasites upon the community. They were 

directed to be paupers. They were trained to be paupers. 

Now this has created an extraordinary situation for us. It is 

only really in the last ten years that there has begun the 

glimmerings of understanding by the general population in 

Australia of what is the value of the' aboriginal culture and 

what it is that we have done in destroying it. This is the 

summary I wanted to give you, the attitude which existed during 
most of the history of Australia towards the aborigines, this 
is the official history of South Australia - The Centenary History 
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published under the auspices of the South Australian State 

Government in 1936, and the Aborigine chapter ends this way:-

"Taking them altogether they are a lovable race, 

good, human and kind. But they are incapable of 

mixing successfully with European population and so 

require guidance and care like grown up children." 

Now that was published in 1936 in South Australia and is the 
official statement of this community without demur. 

What has been brought home at last to the Australian 
people is that the aboriginal people have their own tribal 
culture and that we have no right to arrogate to ourselves 
the decision as to what should be the future of that culture. 
So therefore the programme of assimilation of Australian 
Governments, of taking the,."aborigine into the European 
community so that he in fact became a European with a dark 
skin, that was the official programme of all Australian 
Governments until 1965 and that in itself was a racist 
attitude. They simply said : "We will ii^fact take them 
over. They will have exactly the same motives, hopes, 
aspirations and outlooks as ourselves. There will be no 
discernible difference except the color of skin." I 
believe that that policy was entirely wrong. What we have 
to do is to leave to aboriginal people in Australia the choice 
as to what their own future is and to give them the greatest 
possible area of choice. This is generally what is taken 
as the difference in policies between assimilation and 
integration policies. There is no reason why aboriginal 
people cannot live in this community but with their separate 
and identifiable heritage. 
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Now how are we to do this? 

It means that we must not, as has been the policy 

of most Governments previously, use economic pressure to 

force aborigines out of reserve situations into the general 

community. That was the policy in South Australia until 

1965 and remains the policy in some other areas in Australia 

now. 

We ought to say to aborigine people that they should 

have land rights as indigenous people; that they have a right 

to remain in reserve situations and in tribal situations on 

those reserves as they choose? that they may choose to be 

on reserves in detribalised situations as a group if they 

wish and work on the reserve or go off the reserve to work; 

that they should be able to live in groups in country towns 

or in the cities if they choose, that they should become 

members of what is largely a European community with no 

discernible difference if that is what they choose, but the 

choice is for them, and what we have to do is provide the 

conditions in which they have the means of making a choice 

for themselves without our telling them what they must do, 

but that means, of course, that even in the closed reserve 

areas there are going to be, necessarily, cultural changes 

for them. The North West Reserve is a closed reserve. 

It is not possible to go to the North-West Reserve unless you 

have some very good reason for being there, unless you are an 

aborigine. If you are an aborigine, you may come and go, 

but if you are not an aborigine, then you must account for 

your reason for being on the North-West Reserve. The reason 

here is that there has already been interference with the 

tribal life on the Reserve, and the tribe wants to remain a 

tribal group. Some, however, wish to leave, and they do, 

but already there can be seen in this tribal group a marked 

change in tribal structure. This is because the majority 
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of them, of course, have been in no contact with the 

community around and entirely new motives are occurring. 

The women, many of them, want settled housing. They don't 

always remain in it, but when they get it, more and more want 

it. The men want land-rovers. Walkabout on foot is no 

longer popular, and the benefits of the age of mechanisation 

are coming home to the people very strongly on the North-West 

Reserve and there is no reason why they should not. But 

this means, of course, that they are seeking economic 

employment in a way which did not occur previously. New 

attitudes are occurring amongst younger people in the tribe, 

who will, of course, prove education opportunities and 

acquire a wider knowledge of the world around them than 

existed previously in the tribe, and as always in this 

situation there develops a significant opposition to the 

somewhat brutal practices of initiation. A great deal 

of tribal culture turns around this whole issue of initiation 

and when it is avoided and the elders are rejected by younger 

people in the Tribe, then tensions in the Tribe necessarily 

develop. Now there will be very tense and emotional 

situations arising in this period of social change. The 

most we can do is simply to try to ease the processes of 

social changes and allow the aborigines to make the decisions 

for themselves. The worst thing we could do would be to 

go in and set a pattern which we say is the pattern they must 

follow. That certainly will not work, nor should it. 

The second problem we have to face apart from the 

change of tribal people is the problem throughout Australia 

of the detribalised aborigines and mixed blood populations 

which exist for the most part in fringe settlements. There 

is a very considerable population in Queensland and Western 

Australia particularly, and the Northern Territory, in this 

area. There are not a great many in South Australia, but 
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there are still some very distressing areas, particularly 
Oodnadatta. 

Now, the fringe settlement aborigine is imprisoned 
as has been pointed out by Dr. Pittock in his lectures to 
the Society of Friends last year, in the culture of poverty. 
There is a self-perpetuating poverty situation. Motives 
of the European community have not been accepted. The 
average child is from an under-privileged home. Going to 
school, the child gets none of the support in the home that 
is assumed for the rest of the population in the very pattern 
of the education to which he is subject. Therefore, the 
average aboriginal child in these circumstances tends to 
fall eventually about two years on average behind the others 
in class. Being two years behind he is in an under-
privileged education position and in consequence does not get 
the same employment opportunities as exist for the remainder 
of the community, and this then becomes a self-perpetuating 
situation; because of the frustrations, the bitterness, and 
the hopelessness of that situation an aborigine will often 
turn to what other people in the community will call anti-
social behaviour. I remember going last year to Geraldton 
to open a Law Society conference there, and I found that in 
a discussion of the criminal law in that community, the 
lawyers were tut-tutting saying: "Here in Geraldton and in 
many of the towns in this region, we find that aboriginal 
people are not working regularly; there is a high degree of 
alcoholism and when petty crime and alcoholism results, there 
is no social stigma attached to gaol sentences or any of the 
forms of penalty imposed by the courts, and this is an 
impossible situation. We have got to do something about it." 

They didn't know what. The what that has to be done is a 

massive expenditure. We need to spend far more money than 

Dunstan Collection, Special Collections, Flinders University Library.



14. 

we are doing in Australia to get the aborigine population 

bursting the barrier of the cultural poverty. Now we are 

capable of doing this. It is true that the Federal 

Government has at last started giving grants which can 

start the process, but it is not enough yet and where the 

Federal Government finds that aborigine improvement pro-

visions are affecting the larger pastoralists adversely 

then, unfortunately, the policies of the Minister of Aboriginal 

Affairs seem to come off second best. 

Now, I believe, therefore, that the Church has got 
a grave duty in this Federal area. I believe, first of all, 
that simply as a condition of what we do within Australia, 
the Church needs as a body to say something to the Government 
concerning our immigration policies. It is utterly absurd 
that this country should go on refusing to people around us 
who could fit into this community perfectly well, the right 
to come here and live because the color of their skin is much 
darker than our own, while the Minister of Immigration races 
around Turkey looking for white skinned Armenians who could 
give the right reaction to the light meter. 

What kind of spectacle do we give not only to the 
people overseas but to our own indigenous people in these 
circumstances? 

The second thing is that we must demand land rights 
for Aboriginal people in Australia. We must see to it that 
they are provided. They are entitled to have them as an 
indigenous people, and, if they choose to live as an 
indigenous people, endeavouring to maintain as much of their 
own culture as can be done with the kind of community that is 
around them, on their own lands, then they should have the 
right to do that and we must demand the kind of expenditure 
that is necessary for them to break the barrier of the culture 
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of poverty. We need to do this as a Church organisation 

because if we simply go along as has happened until recently 

and pass completely pious resolutions on this score, then we 

will promptly stand condemned, and I do not believe that it is 

simply for the Church to say : "Here is the message. Go out 

and do your job-" I believe as an organisation it has to move. 

It needs to bring political and economic pressure - the kind of 

pressure that can be seen in numbers of the Ghetta% areas of the 

United States now being taken specifically by Church organisations. 

Unless we do that, I don't think that we meet the challenge that 

faces us today. I believe that everywhere we also have to 

fight at every stage the hypocrisy of this community on the 

subject of racism. I have been appalled at the things that some 

churchmen said in a West Coast area of South Australia concerning 

policies relating to aborigines.' Some of the things that have 

been said by churchmen concerning the aborigines there, I think 

are an absolute disgrace. I don't suppose it means terribly 

much that I get headlines in the "West Coast Sentinel" saying: 

"Dunstan Booze Policy Stupid" because aborigines were given the 

same rights as everybody else in the community over there. 

That is a political matter and doesn't matter so much, but when 

church leaders come out as they have done on the West Coast and 

completely misrepresent the conditions of aborigines on Koonibba 

Station simply for the purpose of maintaining a protection 

policy by church organisations in that area, I believe it is 

time for us to speak out. I think we have got a great problem 

here and we need to be on the ball as people concerned with the 

Church of the time. Let me give you one last example. 

We passed, when we were in office, the Prohibition of Discrimina-

tion Act which made it a simple offence in South Australia to 

discriminate in public services, in serving in shops or in 

licensed places, in the letting of dwelling houses and boarding 
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houses,accommodation, in employment practices or the like, 

against any person on the ground of his race, color of skin, 

or country of origin. We then found that in a hotel at 

Port Augusta, aborigines were refused service in certain parts 

of the hotel available to the non-aboriginal population and 

were told that they could be served either in the front bar 

or at the back door. When they objected to this, they were 

told :"well, that was the law." They complained to the 

Minister who then said that he considered that there was no 

sufficient prohibition in the Act to cover this situation. 

With very great respect to him, I disagree. I think that 

his opinion on the law was wrong. But no prosecution could be 

brought without his consent. He refused to bring a prosecution 

himself so I said : "allright. Will you consent to my bringing 

a prosecution and let me bear the cost of it?". No he would not. 

He would not allow any prosecution to take place to test the 

existing law. So I brought in an amendment which would 

clearly wipe out the loophole he said he thought existed in the 

law. The amendment passed the Lower House but it met opposi-

tion from the conservative members of the Upper House in South 

Australia who represented the North and West Coast, and the Bill 

was defeated in consequence. Therefore, this particular 

anomaly has, by a combination of administrative view and refusal 

of the Upper House to act, remained in South Australia so that 

discrimination can take place and does take place against 

aborigines in certain areas in South Australia. This is some-

thing upon which we all ought to be outspoken. We all ought to 

make it clear that our community attitude is that we will not 

allow discrimination, that it is wrong, and that we will 

penalise it if it occurs. This means that at every stage when 

something like this occurs, we need to work on the community and 

from the Church. If matters of this kind are left either to the 

small aborigine organisations in South Australia or to those 
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politicians who choose to be gladiated in a particular field, 

then the community will not take terribly much notice. It 

is the concern of the total members of the community to take 

some action here. If they do, then we will get somewhere. 
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