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Australian History and the Voice

Samrakshana
Please note, confronting themes are discussed.

Before delving into the details, this essay acknowledges that the land being
referred to as Australia, is Aboriginal land — and as the truth stands,
sovereignty was never ceded.

For all the atrocious acts carried out on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people for centuries, it would only be respectful to acknowledge that this land is
rightfully theirs.

Australia was declared Terra Nullius, or empty land, by James Cook upon
initial discovery in 1770 until 1992. This meant that the British legally declared
the land as being unoccupied waste land, using this as a justification to take
over Australia as it was then. They brought themselves and their own laws to
colonise this country.

This was for two major reasons which would reap benefits for them, and
traditionally be at the expense of others. The first reason was to expand their
real-estate portfolio, and the second, to rehome their felons as they had run out
of space in their own homeland.

On 26 January 1788, the First Fleet arrived in Australia and the British
established their claim by raising the British flag on Australian soil. This was
the first mark of the invasion.

For this reason, the occasion celebrated as Australia Day is a horrific event for
the Aborigines, hence referred to as Invasion Day.

In adherence to their terra nullius narrative, the British did as they wished in
order to maintain their power over the land and the existing population in
Australia.

To understand the complexities around the livelihood of Aborigines in
Australia even today, it is important to know about the truth of their history —
Australian history, our history.

It is important to understand that they were fundamentally stripped of
everything they had and knew, including their environment and their dignity.
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Where does one begin to describe the brutalities executed by the British on
Aboriginal peoples?

The colonisers not only took over the land and resources without the consent of
the native inhabitants, but also violated them in unspeakable ways.

Australia’s First Nations peoples were deemed as being racially incurable by
the British, and seen as savages who ought to be civilised in alignment with
Western principles of civilisation through their assimilation policies.

The invasion laws by which the British operated, enabled them to deprive
Aborigines of their homes and natural living environments, and build their own
dwellings. The laws also allowed them to shoot and kill the locals, as a sport.
Aboriginal women were sexually abused and raped. Children were forcefully
taken from their families and sent to white families as slaves.

All the dispossession, massacre, abuse and sexual violence undoubtedly left the
remaining Aboriginal peoples in despair, and feeling stripped of their identity
to say the least. Their connection to their people, their culture and land was
severed.

The British did their best to obliterate the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
races.

It was not until 1967, that the Constitution recognised First Nations people to
be a part of the Australian population.

As a result of all this, the impacts on the physical, mental and spiritual health
of Australian First Nations peoples are indescribable. The many forms of
trauma they faced then, they continue to grapple with, and are passed down
from one generation to the next, haunting them to this day.

This explanation does not by any means cover the magnitude of effects of
colonisation on the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. It merely
scratches the surfaces, but does attempt to paint a picture of the revolting
realities of Australian history.

Healing and recovering from everything the British did to the people, simply
cannot occur without sincerity in apology, acknowledgement and reform. An
apology must be heartfelt, acknowledgement must come with acceptance of
wrongdoing, and reform must address the return of power over their own lives
to the Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders.
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An official apology was made to the First Nations people by Kevin Rudd in
2008 who was serving as Prime Minister at the time, as an attempt to
reconcile. This was seen to be a preliminary step towards righting the wrongs of
predecessors.

Without actions to follow-through however, an apology will not suffice in any
case. Those actions can only be achieved through awareness and recognition by
every individual who is currently involved in the making of law.

The Uluru Statement from the Heart was a development which came to
existence through an iterative process involving hundreds of Indigenous
Australians in 2017. This Statement is a display of consensus among the First
Nations people in how they wish to see recognition of their past, present, and
future in the Australian constitution. There are three components to the
Statement: Voice, Treaty or Makarrata and Truth. These components have
been designed as enablers of justice and self-determination for Indigenous
Australians, in this sequence.

The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Voice (the Voice) is a proposed
advisory body which would independently provide input to the Government
and Parliament.

A Treaty would follow, and bring the Indigenous and non-Indigenous people
together in agreement, to provide authority and legal instruments for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to influence decision-making.

Truth-telling of the dark history will then be considered for what it really was.

The Voice as a committee, is a tool which can be used to politically empower
the literal voices of those who identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islanders.
A means to demonstrate and prove that the only right way to go about decision-
making, was to always involve the people in their own decisions. The people of
this nation who have been subject to irreparable injustices for so long, by the
very people who have control over them till date.

Listed below are the design principles of the Voice:
e The Voice will give independent advice to the Parliament and Government

e The Voice will be chosen by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
based on the wishes of local communities
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e The Voice will be representative of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities, gender balanced and include youth

e The Voice will be empowering, community-led, inclusive, respectful and
culturally informed

e The Voice will be accountable and transparent

e The Voice will work alongside existing organisations and traditional
structures.

e The Voice will not have a program delivery function
e The Voice will not have a veto power.

With growing awareness of cultural sensitivities and considerations of
inclusivity increasingly improving, there are great chances that the advice
provided by the Voice will be taken into account by lawmakers. This, along with
the public pressures on the government across physical and virtual platforms
are sure to push legislators towards the right decisions.

As such, establishing and driving the Voice would be a step closer to achieving
something of equilibrium in terms of Indigenous representation and
reclamation of power.

Australia has generally been considered as a land of opportunities, advocating
for freedom of choice and abundant in its resources. We are known for
welcoming migrants, and providing assistance to asylum seekers and refugees.
It is also the reason for which many people willingly leave their homeland, to
have a chance at a better future in what is thought to be a more progressive
society.

It would be like preaching to the converted, to remind those who have broken
free from the shackles of oppression and fled the discrimination caused by
racial differences in their so-called homelands, in search of a better, more
stable and just second home.

Our welfare system here is set up in such a way that those who earn more, must
contribute a greater part of their earnings through income tax to larger pool of
resources, which is theoretically distributed to those in more need. Whether or
not there is consensus on this amongst the population, the economic
infrastructure is built to appear as being an equitable one. That is, allocating
resources based on circumstances and ensuring that the underprivileged are
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catered to. These are systemic attempts to show progression towards equality
for the population.

Progression and equality however, are concepts driven by political bias. If
equality really was achieved through the progressive ideals of modern
Australia, there would arguably be very little socioeconomic disparity. This
would lead to similar outcomes for all individuals.

It is questionable how equitable or fair the system really is, in making
opportunities available to those who require it. Perhaps the only people
benefitting are those who already have more than enough to go around.
Discrimination and bias are systemically entrenched, leading to the privileged
growing into excessive consumers, and the disadvantaged left fighting to
survive. The gap between the two ends of the socioeconomic spectrum only
seem to widen further.

It is true that the majority of our Aboriginal people are still sitting at the
bottom end of this spectrum. The Closing the Gap was only established in
2007, after a number of reports were released to show how far behind we had
left our First Nations people. In comparison to the rest of the Australian
population, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are known to have
significantly poor outcomes in the areas including health, education,
employment, justice, housing and more. They experience a lower life
expectancy, lesser school completion rates in turn affecting employment rates,
more deaths in custody, and instability in housing compared to their non-
aboriginal counterparts. All this, due to negligence and the lack of importance
on the lives and livelihoods of indigenous Australians.

It is the Australian Government’s moral responsibility to show attempts in
achieving the goals to close the gaps, and is undoubtedly something which is
owed to the indigenous communities. As an act of comradery and empathy, it
would go without saying that migrants such as ourselves should support
initiatives such as the Voice which will expedite the process of closing the gap
in inequality with the support of public money.

The Voice’s pursuit is to make our First Nations people seen and heard. This
can bring a world of change to the community, as they continue to work
tirelessly in the background to ensure all efforts are made to liberate the
Aboriginal population, whilst not affecting the remaining population.

After all, this can be the only way to even attempt to override the injustices they
were put through by the colonisers (if that is even possible); and the only way
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for the rest of us to offer thanks to them for permitting us to live, breathe, earn
and play on these unceded lands.

Always was, always will be.

Foot Notes:

Aboriginal people, First Nations people, Aborigines — terms are used interchangeably
to refer to this cohort.

Terra Nullius - The Latin term for the doctrine which was used in International Law to
acquire land.

felons : felonies included trivial acts such theft of food and similar supplies by those
experiencing great poverty, as well as more morally questionable and unjust acts.

Self Determination : Self-determination refers to the exercising of one’s own choices to
determine their outcomes. In this context, for Aboriginal and TS Islander communities,
this allows them to determine their social, cultural and economic development and
growth on their own without the Government making a decision for them which is
likely to be inappropriate and even contribute to their detriment. A concept which
perhaps requires an explanation of its own in the essay itself.

References

Uluru statement: https://ulurustatement.org/the-statement/view-the-statement/

Uluru Design Principles: https://ulurustatement.org/education/design-principles/

Closing the Gap : https://www.closingthegap.gov.au/
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Shame, Silence, Grief, Guilt and Self Sacrifice

Madu Balashanmugan

Her hands were moist and warm. Her fingers were clasped around my hand,
holding on with surprising strength. The sky was dark and stormy. Raindrops
rolled down the windows, temporarily blurring sections of the outside world.
The air tasted metallic, tinged bitter with the smell of drugs and disinfectant.
The hospital ward reeked of it. My mother shifted on the bed, her lips moving
silently.

“They said she needs to stay the night”. My brother was speaking. He was
staring at the bank grey expanse of the wall. He still spoke English like Tamil, I
noted, stressing on the first syllable of every word, like the cocking of a gun
before the shot. It seemed oddly formal, speaking English when we were alone.

“Are you going to be ok by yourself?”
I nodded but didn’t speak. There was nothing much to say.

I was a rescue mission, much like everything else in my mother’s life. She saved
me from the damp, soot blackened walls of the orphanage and the
monstrosities it held within. “Why me?”, I asked her then, “why me and not
one of them?”

“un vizhigal natchathirangaladi”, her lips curved upward. Your eyes are bright
like the stars. There was violence in both of our lives; bloodshed, war crimes,
murder, torture and so much more. We never spoke of it. The memories
stretched out interminably between us, wedged tight like a dark, bottomless
chasm that widened with time. I would wake up sometimes in the middle of the
night, assaulted by memories of broken glass and bloodied hands, to find my
mother seated at her desk, writing in a frenzy. I'd sit by her, listening to the
soothing “thwack, thwack” of her typewriter. Sometimes I'd fall asleep like that,
my face pressed to the blistering cold glass window.

“Excuse me, are you staying with the patient?” Reality broke, and I found
myself scrambling for answers. A white clad nurse was standing over my
mother.

“Yes”, my voice broke from the lack of use. “Yes I am”.

Her fingernails dug into the back of her clipboard as she started writing
something down. Her pen scratched away the surface of the paper, punctuating
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the silence with rhythmic screeches. The silver white glow of moonlight
reflected off the ghostly fish in the tank nearby. Oxygen formed in little
bubbles, spewed forth from the tiny submerged device, and floated upwards,
diffusing silently into the darkness. The wind rattled the windows, urgent and
insistent, like a memory that fought its way back to the surface.

We used to have fish. We had an indoor rock-pool, in the fabled place we once
called home, filled with bright, multi coloured fish that darted back and forth.
There were people, incessant laughter, happiness and doors and windows that
were thrown wide open to let stream in through the apple green walls. It was
like a rollercoaster ride that left you breathless, wanting more. My mother
decided to call me “Madu”. “Madu, like honey”, she told me. “Because your
words are like honey”. She found me, made me, told me who I was. My eyes
were bright. My language was sweet. My temper was too short. All of these
things she told me. Again and again she burnt herself just so that she can warm
me by the embers. Like wounded animals, we curled into each other, serene
with momentary sanity.

All of that came to an end when we lost the war. The shadows darkened, the
voices became whispers, and the air grew still and heavy. I remember drawing
on paper, and then rubbing it out till until it heated under my touch and tore
like tissue. I knew we had to leave.
Her grip on my shoulder was painful when she steered me through the glass
doors of the airport. We were being conducted irreversibly into a brand new
reality. A woman, trapped outside the glass barrier, was teaching her son to
wave goodbye. He waved backwards, then pinched his brows in confusion.
Once again, in my mind, I started picking up pieces of shattered glass, hurting
myself and not fixing the brokenness.

A hand on my shoulder broke through my haze.

“Is that your mother?” a white clad nurse. “She’s awake”. Her voice carried
through the hall, echoing gently.

The dim glow of moonlight touched the bed, sweeping over my mother like the
silvery threads of a cobweb. Her eyes were open. I realised I was moving, an
internal momentum was driving me towards her. I had a fleeting vision of a
little girl by the window. It stalled me for a fraction of a second, and then
abruptly disintegrated into dust, once again leaving me empty, on the brink of
realisation.
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“Amma”, I called, holding her warm, wrinkled brown hands. I studied her face,
searching for something to say. Her lips curved upward slightly. “Enakku
onnum illa”, she croaked out. I am perfectly fine.

“Theriyum”, I whispered. I know.

We told ourselves that every single day. We were perfectly fine. We were
normal. It was normal to wake up moist with sweat, to feel the cold, metallic
sting of a gun against your temple almost every night. It was normal to look at
your hands under the desk in the middle of class to see if the blood stains from
all those years ago were still visible. It was perfectly normal.

She pretended not to notice when I hid from her anything on the news that
might trigger another episode. She hid from me anything khaki coloured with
splotches of brown and green. It was their colour, those who shot men, slit their
throats and let crimson blood leak out from baby pink flesh.

I swallowed, tasting bile. I looked back into the depths of her inky black eyes.
“Take me home”, she was saying. “Take me back home with you”.

I wanted to ask her then if she still grieved for her loss. I wanted to know if she
was still hurting inside, hurting herself, just like me. I needed to ask her why
she fought for me relentlessly, even though we were not bonded by blood. I felt
like screaming, crying, ending our silence once and for all.

Her eyes, I suddenly realised, were widening with fear. Her hands started
trembling.

“T'll take you home” I said instead, exhaling a breath I didn’t know I was
holding. “I'll take you home with me.” There was a distant ring of a bell. A man
walking down the hallway was gently cradling his phone, speaking soothing
words of comfort.

Voices, more shuffling feet, something heavy fell to the floor with a loud,
metallic “clang”. The sky through the open window was tinged red, I noted. It
was pink, crimson and purple, like an open wound. Dawn was breaking and we
were still shrouded in darkness.

Our peace was temporary, fragile like my mother’s feeble, trembling hands. We
lived in a delicate, crystalline world, held together precariously and capable of
being shattered by a single motion. With time, we would shrink, dissolve into
our bodies and leave without a trace like wisps of smoke. Until then, silence
would keep us safe. Reckless words would cleave through our pretences and
break us apart irreversibly.
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At that moment, realisation slammed into me with the intensity of a duster
bomb, wounding me and multiplying inside me until it filled every crevice of
my mind with aftershocks. I was my mother’s proudest achievement, her only
anchor to sanity. I had survived violence and abuse, guided only by the
firmness of her grasp. And for all of that I was meant to represent, I could
never be enough. My frenzied words and half formed phrases were nothing but
nonsensical musings of a child once struck dumb. I was the coalescence of her
sacrifices; and for all of that, I was inadequate.

K¥*X

Madu Balashanmugan won the prestigious "Young Writers Award" for the
year 2016 presented by the Melbourne Library for this story.
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Bridging Shores
Aisha Rahman

Malar's eyes welled up with tears as she stood at the edge of the Yarra River in
Melbourne. The sun was setting, painting the sky in hues of orange and pink,
but her thoughts travelled back to her hometown of Batticaloa, Sri Lanka. It
had been years since she left her beloved coastal town, seeking a better life in
Australia.

In her thirties, Malar had come a long way from the timid girl she once was.
She had faced numerous challenges as a Tamil migrant in a foreign land but
also found strength within herself that she never knew existed.

Malar's journey to Melbourne had not been an easy one. Leaving behind her
family and friends had been heart-wrenching, but she was determined to create
a life where she could escape the shadows of a long-drawn civil war and find
peace. She had arrived in Australia with hope in her heart and a longing to
embrace the opportunities this new land had to offer.

As the days turned into months, Malar discovered the multicultural beauty of
Melbourne. It was a city that celebrated diversity, and she found comfort in the
presence of other Tamil expatriates who had also made it their home. Malar
quickly adapted to the Australian way of life, immersing herself in the culture
and making friends who soon became her second family.

Her journey to integration wasn't without its share of challenges. The initial
language barrier made it difficult for her to communicate effectively, but she
was determined to learn English, and with perseverance, she became fluent.
This opened up new doors for her professionally and socially, as she found a
job and made even more friends from different walks of life.

As the years passed, Malar's nostalgia for Batticaloa never faded, but she had
grown to appreciate the opportunities Melbourne had offered her. She had
learned to balance the past and the present, cherishing her memories while
embracing her new life.

One evening, while sitting by the Yarra River, Malar received a video call from
her family back in Batticaloa. Their faces lit up the screen as they excitedly
shared the news of a family gathering back home. Malar felt a surge of emotion
as she saw her loved ones come together, but she also realised how grateful she
was for the life she had built in Melbourne.
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With a smile on her face and tears of joy in her eyes, Malar knew she was
blessed to have two homes: one that held her roots and the other that gave her
wings to fly. She vowed to continue honouring her Tamil heritage while
embracing the multicultural spirit of Melbourne.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, Malar whispered a silent thank you to the
universe for guiding her on this journey of self-discovery. With hope in her
heart and memories in her pocket, she walked away from the Yarra River,
ready to face whatever the future held, knowing she was a Tamil migrant who
had found her place in Melbourne.
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Write a very short story about a Tamil migrant named Malar from Batticalo, Sri Lanka, who is
now living in Melbourne. Malar is in her thirties.

GP

Malar's eyes welled up with tears as she stood at the edge of the Yarra River in Melbourne. 0 &

The sun was setting, painting the sky in hues of orange and pink, but her thoughts traveled
back to her hometown of Batticaloa, Sri Lanka. It had been years since she left her beloved
coastal town, seeking a better life in Australia.
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As the sun dipped below the horizon, Malar whispered a silent thank you to the universe for
guiding her on this journey of self-discovery. With hope in her heart and memories in her
pocket, she walked away from the Yarra River, ready to face whatever the future held,

knowing she was a Tamil migrant who had found her place in Melbourne.
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