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¢Assimilation’ Something

" Of A Dirty Word

By A STAFF C ORRESPONDENT

official policy of the Commonw
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them as well. The aim, as it
was in the ruthless days of
exploitation, is that evenlual-
ly the aborigines as a race
will disappear,

Quite apart from whether
this is desirable, the gquestion
arises: is it practical? Cun
100,000 aborigines. rapidly
increasing in numbers and
most of them living lives
separaied by a wost gulf fram
the white Australian way of
life, ever be absorbed nlo
the community? :

GROWING BODY

There is a growing body
of experl opinion which
answers, quite simply and
brumily, “no.”" In the aca-

i the Prof f

as the e550T O
mpnhgr at Sydoey Uni-
versity, Professor W. R.
Geddes, an expert on Maoris
and the similar problem they
% present in New . who
' believes that if Australians
really do want to assimilale
the aborigines they are going
the wrong away about it eny-
how.

On the administrative and
educatiopal side there are
such people s Mr Churles
Rowley, former principal of
the School of Pacific Admini-
siration and now engaged in

jal three-year study
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independently of governments, “assimilation

Governments towards the aborigines is still assimilation.

in the official facade of late, and among those who work for aborigines
** is something of a dirty word.

who are both outspokenly
critical of the present policy.
And the man _ahﬂ-rlgmnl
progress  organisations and
co-operalive movemenis are
united in their opposilion to
nssimilation. ;

This is not always obvious
to the general public, which
for wyears has been led to
believe that once the abori-
gines have been assimilated
out of existence everything
will be rasy. Even the newly
formed  Foundation  for
Aboriginal Affairs, a welfare
organisation which recently
held an appeal in Sydney to
help aborigines, ftalked of
“aeimilation™ in its publicity.

The wariness is under-
standable:  assimilation 15
such a tremendous advance
on the old doctring of “pro-
tection™ that ils cnbws jare
loth to sttack it too vehe-
mently.  Australian aborigl-
na] policy switched 1o
nssimilation about the start
of the second world war,
largely due to the pioncer
work of soch mep as Profes-
sor A. P. Elkin.

It bad lo overcome biller
opposition ‘at first from a
community which had largely
hidden aborigines out of
sight on reserves {until 1939
in NSW, anyone of appar-
ently aboriginal blood could
be forced to live on a reserve
under strict white  control,
and black children were not
allowed to attend while
schools), but over the years

ealth Government and of all the State

But splits have

it has won a certuin mecasure
of ncceptance. The varions
State depariments have, in
theory at least, tried to pre-
pare aborigines for assimila-
tion and a few have passed
into the white community.

But in general the policy
has worked no better than it
did in the Uniled OSlales,
which abandoned the attempt
to assimilate its Indian popu-
lation in 1939, and in New
Zealand, which abandoned it
as its Maori policy even
carlier, (America abandoned
assimilation as a failure in
the very vear that Australia
took it up.)

*Aborigines arc a  proud

ose  thelr identity, become
just like us,” Mr Duncan said
last week. A teucher for
many yeurs in country abori-
ginal schools such as Hill-
ston, he has spent his life
working among aborigines in
all parts of the country.
“Were kidding oursclves if
we think we can change
them, make them adopt our
ways. For instance, abori-
pnex  have a very slrOng

community  fecling;  they
share evervthing, =o that if
any member nf the group

carns money it immediately
disappears into everybody
else’s pockets.

“The
dividualism of white people,

and they don't understand the

importance we place on pos-
sessions. You go inlo an ubo-
riginal’s home oulside of Wal-
gelt, =ay, and you mighl sce
just 'a bed, a table, a fow
chairs. The people in the
fown may 3say il's because
they're  irresponsible  wiath
money, but really it's because
possessions aren’l stalus sym-
bols [o'them. ... .

COMMUNITY LIFE

What the asborigines in
these reserves and shanly
seftlements, and those 1 Svd-
ney too for that malter, have
dope 15 to build up a strong
community life of their own,
a sort of mixed coliure which
borrows clements such a3
clothes, carz,  fxE, “grog”
the cinemn (and prosttulion)
from while sociely but which
is. firmly based on their' old
communal feelings and ira-
dittonz. (In NSW. alone 14
abonpnal . dialecis  sull  surs
vive, though thero are less
than 200 [ullbloecsds [ell o
the State.)

To miany the while man 18
gtill the enemy, the “gobba,”™
who ook their

r:nplc- They dom't want to ¥
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PROF. GEDDES

makes them wait in the back |
of the shop when they go m- |
to town for provisions, |
Group loyalty is strong, and |
if any aboriginal wanls to as- i
similate he knows he bas to
turn his back completely on |
his own people—and bhas 1o
to move into an alien
socicly where he is made
aware, cvery day, thal he 15 |
not accepled. E

It is against this background
that pressure has mounted
throughout Australia for the
abandonment of assimilation
as official policy in favour of
the policy which has been fol-
lowed with success by the |
United States and New Zea- |
land Governments, ‘rl:-.lr.gr:-;

tion.”
WORD VAGUE

The word is -uu%u: but the |
concept 15 not. asically it |
means recognising that abori-

gines for years to come will
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don't accept the in- form their own distinct social |

ups, and helping them fo |
ive their own lives equal to |
but distinct from the white |
man's. This does not imply |
segregation, but simply the |
existence of two coltures side |
by side.

Some abofigines, of course,
may chooss fo assimilate; it
may even be, as FProlessor
Gieddes belicves, that the best
chance for assimiation will
occur once the aborigincs
have built ap their own insii=
utions and cohesion and feel
secure in their dealings with
the white community. But for
the time being at least the
aborigines, like the Muaorns
and the American Indians,
must be helped lo go their

OWT Way.

What would integration
mean in practice? Inlegralion-
istx  believe the aborigines

shoulkd be encouriged  to de-
velop their own communities |
with their own forms of self-
govermment, 1o sbape their |
own adaplation to the soicly |
aronnd them. They should
be given land which they own, |
s do the Amerrcan Indians
{in the whole of Australia |
there i3 hardly an aboriginal
who actually owns land) |

land awa¥ Thev should be encouraged o
{from them years ago and still develop their holdings, to |
form thelr own oe-operative §
| pmﬂ:lﬁ'b and ﬂﬁmﬂﬂ share the

responsibility for the manage-
ment of their affairs.

CRASH PROGRAM

The aborigines also need a
crash program fto give them
advanced education, training
in skills, and the know-how
to help them become self-
sufficient. ’

Such a policy would require
'a revolution in official think-
ling, but this occorred before
'when assimilation ~ was |
' brought in and there is Ro |
reason why it could not hap- |
pen again. Alrcady there are |
signs that a change is in the |
il air. ,

But the sea<hange can
hardly occur if the ordinary
public is kept in ignorance of
the pnlin:}'hiﬁuts which are
being fought out, because
the :ndmfnltgﬂtinn will de-
pend largely upon the accep-
tance by ordipary Australians
of the fact that the abon
gines will pever be assimi-
lated—that, hke the Grecka
'land the Chinese 10 our
they will form a distinct com-
munity which 15 m!:grllnd
with the rr.-sl.l_uf m::t:aw but
still e fe fmom il

Indﬂpﬁt means that Aus-
tralians, for the first time M
their lives, will have [0 &%=
cept the reality of cultural
pluralism—ibat the old ideal
of a single, white, monolithic
socicty unified in everylhing
from race [0 Bspiralion @5 0o
longer realisable, if it ever
was, and that Australa 15 now
and must always be a mult-
racial. multi-cultural soGety.

(This is ihe second of two
ariicles. The Arst
on December 14.)

An sborigipal family group outside their home in
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a NASW. country town.
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