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Worksheet 6.1 – Historical Empathy and Moral Judgement

Dispossession
Many of you would have read the book by John Marsden called Tomorrow When the War Began. In this book and its sequels, an imaginary nation to the north of Australia invades and takes over much of Australia. The ‘existing’ Australians find themselves removed from their farms and property. A wave of people from the invading nation take over the land and property that Australians had originally farmed and owned. The Australians are dispossessed and forced into camps and towns. They have no legal recourse or ability to fight this take-over, except through resistance.

Similarly, Aboriginal Australians must have felt dispossessed as Europeans moved into and settled Australia. The English position that Australia was terra nullius, land that belonged to nobody, meant that the Aborigines similarly had no recourse to legal challenges or rights to oppose this takeover. Like the characters in Marsden’s book, the Aborigines must have seen land and territory that they viewed as theirs closed to them. They only recourse also was to resist.

Over the years, moves to establish Aboriginal land rights have been fought for and in some ways gained. But this has only been in small areas and under strict guidelines. There are limits to what land can be claimed and the reasons why it can be claimed.

In his book The Other Side of The Frontier, Henry Reynolds said that ‘if blacks often did not react to the initial invasion of their country it was because they were not aware that it had taken place. They certainly did not believe that their land had suddenly ceased to belong to them and they to their land.’
1
Do you think that the experiences of the Australians in the novel Tomorrow when The War Began is similar to those of Australian Aborigines when the Europeans settled here? Give reasons for your opinion.
2
What does the quotation by Reynolds above suggest about his beliefs about the Aboriginal relationship with the land?

3
From your reading in Chapter 6, what sort of resistance were the various Aboriginal groups able to offer to the Europeans? To what extent were they successful? Provide reasons to support your answer.
4
In Marsden’s sequels to Tomorrow When the War Began, peace comes. But many of the introduced settlers, because of the work they have put into the land and the long time they have lived there, retain the properties they acquired from the original inhabitants of Australia. In what ways is this scenario similar to that faced by Australian Aborigines now seek land rights for territory that has been held by families under leaseholds for decades? Explain your answer.

5
From your reading of the chapter and from the scenario suggested in this exercise what are the key difficulties faced when both settlers and Indigenous groups claim land? Are there ways in which these can be overcome so that the claims of all parties can be addressed? 

6
Explain how you believe the issue of Aboriginal Land Rights should be handled today. Present reasons to support your opinions.
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