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Worksheet 5.2 — Causes and Consequences

The Indigenous Land and Civil Rights Movement in Australia
The Day of Mourning in 1938 raised the prospect of increased activity by the Aboriginal community. But such activity was not prominent in the public eye until the Freedom Rides in the 1960s and the changes offered by the successful referendum in 1967. The Civil Rights movement in the United States triggered a re-emergence of Aboriginal Rights within Australian society.
The ‘Freedom Rides’ raised awareness of inequality between Aborigines and non-Aborigines Australia. They also highlighted concerns about the lower life expectancy, the poor public health and the low education standards of Aborigines. Also noted was the difficulty created by having the individual states rather than a Federal body having power over these areas.

The success of the referendum counting Aborigines in the census, and giving the Federal government legislative power in the area of Aboriginal affairs, opened the opportunity for change across the whole nation. Such change was slow but Acts such as the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (1976) provided the legal framework and opportunity for further development.
The sense of identity established by the adoption of a flag and the establishment of the tent embassy in Canberra raised public awareness of ‘wrongs and grievances’. Also,  less conservative Justices were appointed to the High Court under the Whitlam government; this ensured that the High Court would view Aboriginal matters from a social justice perspective.

Progress, however, was slow. Land decisions such as Mabo and Wik, which seemed to open great opportunity for successful legal re-acquisition of land, were countered by reactions under more conservative governments. Aboriginal communities, particularly in areas such as the Northern Territory and Queensland, still suffered from health problems and inadequate educational provisions. Governmental attempts to overcome difficulties have been through interventions rather than through cooperation resulting in limited success. 

Social welfare offered to aid Aboriginal groups has in some cases caused greater disadvantage. Limited employment opportunities have seen such aid used to prop up communities troubled by abuse of alcohol  rather than used to help them develop and grow.
1
Why do you believe Aboriginal Civil Rights developed little between 1938 and the 1960s?

2
What were the Freedom Rights and how did they raise awareness of the problems of Aborigines in rural New South Wales?

3
Why did the Federal government not become more involved in the rights of the Aboriginal people before 1967?

4
In what ways do you think the symbolism of the Aboriginal flag and of the tent embassy were important in keeping Aboriginal issues in the public eye?

5
Why was it seen as important that Cathy Freeman carried both the Australian flag and the Aboriginal flag after her success in the 1994 Commonwealth Games?
6
In the space below, create a timeline of the Aboriginal Civil and Land Rights Movement starting from 1938 and moving to the present day.
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