
 1 

AN AUSTRALIAN HISTORY FOR US ALL 

 

Chancellor’s Club Dinner University of Western Sydney 

 

Noel Pearson 

20 November 1996 

 

Chancellor, distinguished guests. It is my honour to have been invited to speak this evening on 

some questions about Australian history that are presently at fundamental issue in this country. 

I had the great privilege to have been taught history at the University of Sydney by Professor 

Schreuder, who was for me inspirational and I hope that the University of Western Sydney has 

shared that pleasure. I was therefore delighted to accept his invitation, but alas I cannot promise 

my teacher's rigour. I come only with some observations about how our popular understanding 

of the colonial past is central to the moral and political turbulence we are still grappling with 

as Australians. 

 

I fear however that I am in danger of indulging in agonising navel-gazing about who we are 

and conducting what Prime Minister John Howard calls the perpetual seminar for elite opinion 

about our national identity. I will nevertheless persevere. 

 

It is very clear that guilt about Australia's colonial history is what the Americans would call a 

hot button issue in the Australian community. It has been a hot button for some time now. You 

would not need to be a political genius to bet that the guilt issue is one of the keenest buttons 

that the Federal Member for Oxley and her followers in our national government have pressed, 

and with great electoral resonance. 

 

The polls will tell you this: most ordinary Australians are offended by any suggestion that they 

should feel guilty about any aspects of the country's past. They vehemently reject any 

responsibility for it. Many will reject any notion that some of the legacies of the past live in the 

present and need to be dealt with. They will say that Aborigines must stop being victims and 

‘should get over it, it's all in the past, we had nothing to do with it, we are not guilty, help 

yourselves’. Others still will say ‘it's all in the past, we had nothing to do with it, we are not 

guilty but we are willing to help alleviate your present condition.’ 

 

In his Sir Robert Menzies Lecture this week, Prime Minister John Howard supported these 

views, views that are held overwhelmingly by the majority of ordinary Australians. He 

characterises the recent historiography of colonial relations and the discussion of Australian 

history during the Labor ascendancy as having been altogether too pessimistic. Following 

Professor Geoffrey Blainey's description of the ‘black armband view of history’ John Howard 

implies that a history has been cultivated by the politically-correct classes which urges guilt 

and shame upon Australians about the national past. 

 

Earlier the Prime Minister said on the John Laws radio program in Sydney: 

 

‘I sympathise fundamentally with Australians who are insulted when they are told that we have 

a racist, bigoted past. Australians are told that quite regularly. Our children are taught 

that…some of the school curricula go close to teaching children that we have a racist, bigoted 

past. Of course we treated Aboriginals very, very badly in the past — very, very badly — but 
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to tell children whose parents were no part of that maltreatment, to tell children who themselves 

have been no part of it, that we're all part of a sort of racist, bigoted history is something that 

Australians reject.’ 

 

There is no doubt in my mind that the Prime Minister's characterisation of the historiography 

that has developed over the past twenty-five years, and the particularly lively discourse in the 

wake of the High Court's decision in the Mabo Case, which judgment canvassed the legal and 

moral implications of this history, is a characterisation that resonates with the instincts and 

feelings of ordinary Australians. 

 

It is now well understood that up until the 1960s there was, in the writing and indeed teaching 

of Australian history, the historiographical equivalent of terra nullius: a history that denied or 

ignored the true facts of the colonial frontier. This was what the late Professor Bill Stanner 

called the Great Australian Silence. In what I consider to be a truly masterpiece lecture series 

for the Boyer in 1968, Professor Stanner said: 

 

‘… inattention on such a scale cannot possibly be explained by absent-mindedness. It is a 

structural matter, a view from a window which has been carefully placed to exclude a whole 

quadrant of the landscape. What may well have begun as a simple forgetting of other possible 

views turned under habit and over time into something like a cult of forgetfulness practiced on 

a national scale … the Great Australian Silence reigns; the story of the things we were 

unconsciously resolved not to discuss with them or treat with them about.’  

 

The popular, Anglo-Celtic story of Australia's past was seriously distorted by 

significant omissions and by some straight out fictions, such as the fiction of ‘peaceful 

settlement.’ The certitude with which history and the humanities generally proclaimed the myth 

of terra nullius meant that the legal invisibility of Aboriginal people and a steadfast belief in 

our inhumanity was embedded into popular belief. 

 

On the writing of colonial history in North America, Robert Hughes pertinently advises: 

 

‘The reading of history is never static. Revise we historians must. There is no such thing as the 

last word. And who could doubt that there is still much to revise in the story of the European 

conquest of North and South America that we inherited? Its scheme was imperial: the epic 

advance of Civilisation against Barbarism: the conquistador brings the Cross and the Sword, 

the red man shrinks back before the cavalry and the railroad. Manifest Destiny. The white 

American myth of the nineteenth century. The notion that all historians propagated this 

triumphalist myth uncritically is quite false: you have only to read Parkman or Prescott to 

realise that. But after the myth sank from the histories deep into popular culture, it became a 

potent justification for the plunder, murder and enslavement of peoples and the wreckage of 

nature.’ 

 

However, there is now accumulated a new Australian history, to which Professor Blainey has 

also contributed, which tells the story of the other side of the frontier. The contributions of 

Professor Henry Reynolds and his colleagues at James Cook University which has been a 

powerhouse of Australian frontier history, along with the oral histories of Aboriginal people, 

have illuminated aspects of the Australian past that had previously been buried. The national 

narrative now recognises and incorporates Aboriginal achievement, death and sacrifice. 
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It is this narrative that was substantially adopted by the judges of the High Court of Australia 

in their historical survey in the Mabo Case. The judges did not just dwell on the legal 

implications of the recognition of native title by the common law of Australia, they canvassed 

the historical consequences of this conclusion and its moral implications. There are at least two 

explicit moral implications put forward by the judges. 

 

Firstly, Justices Deane and Gaudron said that the failure of the law to recognise the rights of 

indigenous peoples to their traditional homelands which led to their death and dispersal left the 

country with ‘a legacy of unutterable shame.’ 

 

Secondly, Justice Brennan (as he then was) said that the dispossession of the Aboriginal 

inhabitants ‘underwrote the development of the nation.’ 

 

These are two brief but critical observations made by our nation's highest court, when 

confronted with questions about the country's colonial past and the belated accommodation of 

indigenous people in the present. These are the key instances when the Court ventured beyond 

its role in declaring our common law, and suggested some moral leadership. 

 

It is very clear from what the Prime Minister and his Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Senator 

John Herron, have said about these matters, that they do not deny the depredations against 

Aboriginal people that are illuminated by the new Australian history. John Howard said: 

‘Injustices were done in Australia and no one should obscure or minimise them.’ 

 

Clearly then the debate today is not so much about the facts of the past. There is generally 

common ground about them. The debate is about how Australians should respond to the past. 

The Prime Minister puts his view very clearly, he said: 

 

‘… in understanding these realities our priority should not be to apportion blame and guilt for 

historic wrongs but to commit to a practical program of action that will remove the enduring 

legacies of disadvantage.’ 

 

Senator Herron said in his Enid Lyons Memorial Lecture recently: 

 

‘I also believe that a clear distinction must be made between the importance of acknowledging 

the injustices of the past and the need to secure an admission of guilt for those injustices. I do 

not believe that most Australians feel individual guilt about these injustices, for the simple fact 

that they took no direct part in them...Certainly, as a nation, we have a responsibility to be frank 

and forthright about those aspects of our history that are not always palatable, and importantly 

to learn from the mistakes that have been made. However true reconciliation between 

indigenous and non-indigenous Australians is not about assigning guilt for the actions of our 

forbears. Rather it is about achieving an appropriate balance between acknowledging and 

respecting the lingering pain from past injustices and acting decisively to ensure full equality 

of opportunity in the future.’ 

 

At the height of the native title debate in 1993, in a speech to the Endeavour Foundation, the 

then Leader of the Federal Opposition, Dr John Hewson, applied his own faculties to these 



 4 

questions and remarked that: ‘A divisive debate over issues long gone should never be preferred 

to a unifying search for common ground.’ 

 

In my Hancock Memorial Lecture I argued that it should not be necessary for the truth to be 

distorted in order for white Australians to be able to live with themselves. Dr Hewson's 

suggestion was that the truth about the past should suffer in the name of a united Australia. The 

situation is entirely the reverse. It seems to me that the psychological unity of this country 

depends upon our taking responsibility for the future by dealing with the past. Anything less is 

simply evasion of reality. 

 

I said that there was every indication that Australia is mature enough to deal with these 

questions: how do we explain the past to our children? How do we locate ourselves as 

Australians in relation to the diverse traditions and experiences that comprise our combined 

heritage? 

 

How do we as Indigenous people respond to the legacy of colonialism and that brutal, troubled, 

culture by which we were dispossessed? Do we reject it outright, and furthermore, do we 

require Anglo-Celtic Australians to spurn their origins in the name of penance and of solidarity 

with us? 

 

I argued that such a response to our history is quite inappropriate, now when at last we may be 

approaching a state of 'live and let live’ in this country. It is at odds with the quest to discover 

‘what unites us’ as well as ‘what separates us.’ There is an extent to which I agree with Robert 

Hughes when he observed: 

 

‘The need for absolute goodies and absolute baddies runs deep in us, but it drags history into 

propaganda and denies the humanity of the dead: their sins, their virtues, their efforts, their 

failures. To preserve complexity and not flatten it under the weight of anachronistic moralising, 

is part of the historian’s task …’' 

 

I argued that we need to appreciate the complexity of the past and not reduce history to a 

shallow field of point scoring. I believe that there is much that is worth preserving in the cultural 

heritage of our dispossessors, much that I for one would be loath to repudiate and much that 

has also become ours, not necessarily by imposition but by appropriation. 

 

I said that contrary to the propaganda of colonialism, which justifies our dispossession through 

neo-Darwinian arguments that Aboriginal cultures were doomed to extinction due to our innate 

inability to 'progress', our cultures are resilient and adaptable. We have taken from you and we 

should not belittle ourselves by contending that we have had no choice in the matter. The 

reverse is also of course true. You have taken from us not just our land and not just all of the 

icons of indigenous Australia, but some of our ways of approaching things have become an 

inescapable part of Australia's national mythology. This cultural interface has not been entirely 

woeful. 

 

But has the so-called black armband view of history been about apportioning guilt? 

 

In his speech at Redfern Park in December 1992, the then Prime Minister Paul Keating said 

this about guilt: 
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‘Down the years, there has been no shortage of guilt, but it has not produced the responses we 

need. Guilt is not a very constructive emotion. I think what we need to do is open our hearts a 

bit. All of us.’ 

 

In his recent address to the Asia Australia Institute at the University of New South Wales, the 

former Prime Minister reiterated his view when he said: 

 

‘...the process of reconciliation had to start with an act of recognition. Recognition that it was 

we non-Aboriginal Australians who did the dispossessing; and yet we had always failed to ask 

ourselves how we would feel if it had been done to us. When I said these things, it was not my 

intention to impress guilt upon present generations of Australians for the actions of the past, 

but rather to acknowledge that we now share a responsibility to put an end to the suffering. I 

said explicitly that guilt is generally not a useful emotion and, in any case, the recommended 

treatment is confronting the past, not evading it.’ 

 

So if both sides of this apparent debate deny that the allocation of guilt is necessary for the 

country to deal with the colonial past, then why has it been alleged that Australians have been 

urged by the black armbands, through a delirium of political correctness, to feel guilty about 

the past? 

 

The distinction made by John Herron between acknowledgment of the past and guilt about the 

past is indistinct from the statements by the former Prime Minister that it was not about guilt 

but about opening our hearts a bit. 

 

The denial of the place of guilt will be at odds with many indigenous Australians, for whom 

injustice is not in the remote past but within their living memories. Those who feel keenly the 

legacy of that past in the present, in the form of loved ones who now suffer the terrible 

psychological consequences of being removed from their families and being institutionalised, 

will not readily say that guilt is an altogether irrelevant emotion. 

 

However, as Social Justice Commissioner, Michael Dodson, recently observed, it has not been 

Aboriginal people talking about guilt in coming to terms with our history, it has been the Prime 

Minister and Senator Herron who have been most anxious to exorcise the spectre of guilt. 

 

As to the question of guilt, I am myself equivocal. I know very clearly that as individuals, 

ordinary Australians cannot be expected to feel guilty about the past. Ordinary Australians 

might fairly be held to account for what happens in their own lifetimes and perhaps, what they 

leave for the future. It is indeed a useless objective in the teaching and writing of history to hold 

individuals to account for the past. 

 

However, as a nation, the Australian community has a collective consciousness and conscience 

that encompasses a responsibility for the present and future, and the past. Our collective 

consciousness includes the past. For how can we as a contemporary community in 1996 share 

and celebrate in the achievements of the past, indeed feel responsibility for and express pride 

in aspects of our past, and not feel responsibility for and express shame in relation to other 

aspects of the past? To say that ordinary Australians who are part of the national community 

today do not have any connection with the shameful aspects of our past, is at odds with our 
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exhortations that they have strong connections to the prideful bits. After all the heroic deeds at 

Gallipoli and Kokoda are said to be ours as well. Lest we forget. 

 

My feeling is that guilt need not be an ingredient in our national (re)consideration of our history. 

For those Australians who are not still afflicted with the obscurantist tendencies of the past, 

who are untroubled about recognising the truths of the past, and are prepared to acknowledge 

the legacies of that past, guilt is not a feature apparent in their psychology. In my experience, 

it is for those Australians who resist the truths of history and who yearn for a return to the Great 

Australian Silence, and who deny some responsibility to deal with the legacy of the past in the 

present, that guilt seems to be an ingredient. The more vehement the denials the more they 

betray an anxiety to exorcise guilt. 

 

But if present generations of Australians cannot be held to account for the past, they are surely 

responsible for the infidelities of the present.  

 

At the present moment the Yorta Yorta people of the Murray River region around Barmah and 

Shepparton are prosecuting a native title claim in the Federal Court of Australia, in relation to 

their remnant traditional homelands. William Cooper, an ancestor of the present Yorta Yorta 

claimants wrote in 1938 to the then Prime Minister, Mr Lyons. He said: 

 

‘I have addressed numerous letters to the editor of the various newspapers and find my pleas 

for better conditions are, in nine cases out of ten, “pigeon holed”. 

 

‘In spite of this fact we live in the hope that some day the newspapers will begin to publish the 

truth concerning Aboriginal affairs so that the public, being informed, will see that the great 

evils from which we are suffering are remedied… 

 

‘We Aborigines are a ‘protected’ people. I understand that the correct meaning of the word 

‘protector’ is ‘one who protects from injury; one who protects from oppression; a guardian; a 

regent; one who rules for a sovereign’. 

 

‘It would please us greatly to have a protector over our people who would live up to that 

standard, but how do our protectorates work? … Take for instance the policeman who was 

appointed as a protector of the Aborigines in Central Australia. He went out one day to arrest a 

native who was reputed to have killed a white man. 

 

‘He stated in his evidence that he shot 17 natives and later shot another 14 and a so-called 

‘Justice of the Peace’ officially, without trial, justified the constable for shooting these 31 

people. Now … do you think this Justice of the Peace could justify the Constable before God ? 

 

‘Do you think that he could justify his own judgment before the king?...The whole thing is 

contrary to British Justice and cannot be justified even before a much lower tribunal, the white 

people (if they knew the facts) and of these you are one!  

 

‘History records that in the year 1771 white men first landed on the shores of what is now called 

Botany Bay. They claimed that they had “found” a “new” country — Australia. This country 

was not new, it was already in possession of, and inhabited by, millions of blacks who, while 
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unarmed excepting spears and boomerangs, nevertheless owned the country as their God-given 

heritage. 

 

‘From the standpoint of an educated black who can read the Bible upon which British 

constitution and custom is founded, I marvel at the fact that while the text book of present 

civilisation, the Bible, states that God gave the Earth to man, the “Christian” interferes with 

God's arrangement and stops not even at murder to take that which does not belong to them but 

belongs to others by right of prior possession and by right of gift from God... 

 

‘The time is long overdue when the Aborigines should be considered as much and as fully under 

the protection of the law as any other citizen of the Empire… 

 

‘This more particularly  in view of the fact that history records that in the commission originally 

given to those who came from overseas the strict injunction was given that the Aborigines and 

their descendants had to be adequately cared for… 

 

‘The taking of rightful belongings has not yet ceased… 

 

‘Will you, by your apathy, tacitly admit that you don't care and thus assume the guilt of your 

fathers?’ 

 

When on 3 June 1992 the High Court of Australia suggested that Mabo might be the foundation 

of a lasting compromise between the old and new of this continent, I was seized with a 

conviction in its correctness. But my concern has not just been with the narrow legal meaning 

of Mabo, though it is critical. I am concerned with the spirit of historical reckoning and 

acceptance and compromise and reconciliation which it represents. I have hoped that it might 

be possible for our national leaders to gain an intellectual, if not an emotional or spiritual, 

understanding of its importance. 

 

Mabo threw the country into social, political and psychological turmoil. I always said that it 

was the turmoil and confusion the country had to have. 

 

And the challenge for ordinary Australians today is this: that the foundation for compromise — 

that is the acknowledgment under the common law of England that with the sovereign claim 

over the Australian continent on behalf the Crown, came the recognition of the native title of 

the indigenous inhabitants who became subjects of the Crown entitled to the protections of the 

law — this compromise comes from their own legal and institutional heritage. Mabo is not a 

product of indigenous heritage. Rather more it is the product of the country's English heritage: 

it is a product of the genius of the common law of England.  

 

If there is one thing about the colonial heritage of Australia that indigenous Australians might 

celebrate along with John Howard with the greatest enthusiasm and pride, it must surely be the 

fact that upon the shoulders of the English settlers or invaders — call them what you will — 

came the common law of England and with it the civilised institution of native title. What more 

redemptive prospect can be painted about the country's colonial past? It just confounds me that 

this golden example of grace in our national inheritance is not the subject of national 

celebration. After all, indigenous people are entitled to say: ‘it is your law.’ 
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The amendments to the Native Title legislation that are proposed by John Howard’s 

government amount to a derogation and a diminution of the entitlements that indigenous people 

have under the common law, which were negotiated in good faith with the Federal Parliament 

on behalf of the non-indigenous community, in 1993. Make no mistake, if the amendments as 

proposed by the Howard Government succeed, Mabo will be no more. There will only be some 

remnant rights. The spirit of compromise and moral reckoning which Mabo represents will be 

lost to us and to future generations. It is for our national leaders to rupture the spirit and meaning 

of Mabo as a key opportunity in our history, and for ordinary Australians to allow this to happen 

in the coming months; then we will be held to account. Of these obscenities we will indeed be 

guilty. 

 

William Cooper, whose hopes for justice for his Yorta Yorta people are the subject of Federal 

Court proceedings under the Native Title legislation, would remind us: 

 

‘The taking of rightful belongings has not yet ceased …Will you, by your apathy tacitly admit 

that you don't care and thus assume the guilt of your fathers?’ 

 

In conclusion, what substance is there in the new emphasis on our colonial history that Prime 

Minister John Howard and his Minister are urging and in the crusade against the black 

armbands and their alleged obsession with guilt? The answer is: nothing at all. The Prime 

Minister has not been able to grasp what his predecessor was able to: that it is not about guilt, 

it is about opening our hearts a little bit. 

 

And to have an open and generous heart in relation to these things, means that when you 

acknowledge the wrongs of the past, you might try to do so ungrudgingly. An open heart means 

that if a people have suffered wrongs and have wounds that are still keen, then there must be 

some respect for that. It would be inappropriate for us to say to Jewish people today, ‘the 

treatment of your people has been terrible, but perhaps we should not be so consumed by it, 

maybe it is time to now look forward’. These are matters for these people to come to terms 

with. Hectoring by the leading spokesmen for the other side of the colonial grievance, which 

the Prime Minister represents, about how we need to move on, is stupid. It is ungracious and 

insensitive and will advance nothing in the relationship. It diminishes one’s sincerity. 

 

My concern is that our present national leadership is only thinking in terms of broad 

characterisations and slogans. A more rigorous examination of the so-called politically correct, 

black armband, histories would have revealed the fact that no one is urging guilt upon the 

Australian people. 

 

The new approach is significantly anti-intellectual. The new free speech is tabloid free speech, 

where people who should expect to account for what they say, are able to conduct so-called 

debate about issues through tabloid-style slogans that are carefully crafted to activate those hot 

buttons in our community. Black Armbands. Guilt Industry. Political Correctness. Aboriginal 

Industry. These are lines that resonate. They work on the evening news grabs. They work on 

the radio airwaves. So we end up with this brain-damaged dialogue between the politicians and 

the punters passing for free speech and public debate. The politics of mutual assurance. 

 

I am sure that Robert Hughes, whose seminal book Culture of Complaint was touted as the first 

foray against political correctness but is an intelligent and invigorating critique of anti-
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intellectualism, would be ashamed to see what is passing for free speech and history in this 

country today. If John Howard wants to properly comprehend a balanced and perhaps even 

conservative critique on how we might deal with our history, he might care to read Robert 

Hughes rather than the opinion polls. 

 


