BEYOND COLONIAL BORDERS

SECTION 3


Aim: To consider the creation of colonial borders from the perspective of indigenous peoples. 

Curriculum Links: History, English, Drama, Geography, Art. 

Materials:  Printouts of the Spanish ‘Requirement’ and the Burnum Burnum Declaration. Writing materials. Space for drama activities. 

Time: 90 minutes + 

 

Introduction:

What does ‘Terra Nullis’ mean?

‘Terra Nullis’ is a Latin for "nobody's land". It was a legal principal colonialist sometimes used to justify their take-over of territory by claiming that it was ‘empty’ before their arrival.  Today it refers to the conquest of Australia and the attempted genocide, dispossession and oppression of the indigenous population that followed.

Q. What year do you think Terra Nullis was overturned in the Australian courts? 

After a lengthy campaign, the Australian High Court overturned terra nullius in June 1992. After 204 years there was recognition that Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders were here when the British invaded. In legal terms this meant recognising “native title” to land.  However, this system is also being resisted because it places white land interests land over those of traditional owners.

Learn More:
What does terra nullius mean and how has this affected indigenous peoples? – Colors-NewYork.com


THE BURNUM BURNUM DECLARATION 

Work in small groups. Distribute copies of the Declaration. 

Ask the groups to nominate some readers, and a note taker.

· Have you heard anything about this document before?  
· What are your responses to the text?  
· Begin by sharing a word each to capture the tone and character of the document.



[image: #Burnamburnam from Kulture Consulting Pty Ltd]



On the 26th of January 1988 Aboriginal elder, leader and activist Burnum Burnum disembarked from his boat and planted the Aboriginal flag at the white cliffs of Dover.  He made this declaration on the day marking the 200th anniversary of the arrival of the First Fleet, and the British invasion of Southland.
BURNUM BURNUM DECLARATION
I, Burnum Burnum, being an aristocratic nobleman of ancient Australia, do hereby take possession of England on behalf of the Aboriginal Crown.
In doing so we wish no harm to you natives but assure you that we are here to bring you good manners, refinement and an opportunity to make a Koompartoo – a fresh start.
Henceforth, my face shall appear on your coins and stamps to signify our sovereignty over this domain.
At the end of two hundred years, we Will make a Treaty to validate occupation by peaceful means and not by conquest.
For the more advanced, we bring the complex language of the Pitjantjatjara, we will teach you how to have a spiritual relationship with the Earth and show you how to get food from the bush.
We do not intend to souvenir, pickle and preserve the heads of 2000 of your people, nor to publicly display the skeletal remains of your Royal Highness, as was done to our Queen Truganinni for eighty years.
Neither do we intend to poison your water holes, lace your bread with strychnine or introduce you to highly toxic drugs.
We acknowledge the need to preserve the Caucasian race as of interest to antiquity, although we may be inclined to conduct experiments by measuring the size of your skulls for levels of intelligence.
We pledge not to sterilize your young women.
We solemnly promise not to make a quarry of England and export your valuable minerals back to the old country Australia, but to encourage Earth Repair Action to unite people, communities and religions in a common, productive, peaceful purpose.
Finally, we give an absolute undertaking that you shall not be placed into the mentality of government handouts for the next five generations, but you will enjoy the full benefits of Aboriginal equality.








DISCUSSION:


· Do you see this as a genuine attempt to colonise Britain, or a creative political act?  Summarise the impact of the Declaration on you.  Does it change your perspective? 

· What kind of colonial experiences do you think the Aboriginal people endured, according to the Burnum Burnum declaration.

· Decades later, controversy remains about celebrating ‘Australia Day’ on the 26th of January.  Write a personal response, outlining your own feelings about this choice of day for a national holiday.  

· Consider the issue from a range of perspectives, hold a debate, or consider solutions to this controversy. 


	

EXTENSION ACTIVITY / ART: 

Create a flag that might reflect indigenous rights, culture and values, as well as the wider community. 




EXTENSION ACTIVITIES: HISTORY of the STOLEN GENERATIONS 

Burnum Burnum was born in 1936.  He was removed from his parents at the age of 3 months, and become one of the ‘stolen generations’, an assimilation policy of separating Aboriginal children from their parents in an effort to assimilate them into ‘White/Western culture’, and to provide domestic workers and servants for White families. 
The young Burnum was called Harry and raised as an orphan in a succession of children’s homes and was taught that “white was good and black bad”.  As an adult he searched for his indigenous roots and identity, reclaiming the name of this great grandfather, Burnum, and became a dedicated and legendary activist and leader in the struggle for Aboriginal rights. 

Similar policies were applied to indigenous families in Canada, where for over 100 years, frequently removed young indigenous children from their families and placed them in residential schools run by the Church and State.

www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/rearvision/canada’s-stolen-generations/6598518


Some similar policies were inflicted on women and girls in Ireland, especially those from working class and Traveller families.  Between the 1920s and 1990s, an estimated 10,000 women and girls were Women and girls were forced to live and work without pay in the ‘Magdalene Laundries’.  Between 1936 and 1970 170,000 children were removed by the ‘cruelty man’ and placed in industrial schools.  

Approximately 35,000 women went through Ireland's nine mother and baby homes between 1904 and 1996.  6,000 babies and children are estimated to have died across the nine Irish homes.

www.bbc.co.uk/news/extra/BoWIe4x0Lj/Ireland_hidden_survivors

 
ACTIVITY: DEFINITIONS AND APPROACHES:

· Can you define ‘assimilation’?
· How does it contrast with notions of ‘integration’? 
· Which approach do you think best supports equality in society, and fosters respect for cultural diversity?  


VIDEO: 
Rabbit Proof Fence (2002)
Rabbit-Proof Fence is a 2002 Australian drama (directed by Phillip Noyce) film based on the true story of 14-year-old Mollie, and her younger sister and cousin.  The girls were removed from their families and the film tells the story the girls’ courageous journey as they walk almost 2,500km through the outback to re-find their family and community, all while being pursued by the authorities. 

Watch the film and ask students to write their responses to the questions in your journal. 

Reflection: 

· How I feel after watching the film.
· 3.Things I learned / new information 
· 2 Insights
· 1 Question – something I want to know more about.
· What are the short and long-term impacts of assimilationist policies?  


The materials below may also be useful to make links with the experiences of people in Ireland, where many migrated to escape the trauma of being separated from their children, or where the State acted to stamp out nomadic culture of the Traveller community and caused generational harm by separating families. 

Philomena (2013)
This film tells the story of Mother and Baby Homes survivor and campaigner Philomena Lee, describing 
The Oscar-winner portrayed Philomena Lee and her 50-year search for her forcibly adopted son, Anthony.
Read this article about the experiences of Catherine Coffee O’Brien:
Women reunite 28 years after fleeing mother and baby home (irishtimes.com)
Additional material and article available at: 
www.paveepoint.ie/solidarity-with-traveller-women-in-mother-and-baby-homes/

Interview with Catherine Coffee O’Brien, Traveller activist and community development worker. The Two Norries (2021)
This interview may be too long for use in class, and does involve some sensitive material, however, it is highly recommended for teachers, and well worth watching and learning about the experiences and analysis of Coffee O’Brien about being removed from her family, and placed in an industrial school, and then in a Mother and Baby home. Teachers may then choose to select clips for discussion with the class. 

#25: Catherine Coffee O' Brien talks about her time in an industrial school & mother & baby home - YouTube



THE REQUIREMENT: 
COLUMBUS:  THE ORIGINAL KING OF SPIN?

Aim: To explore different historical perspectives on a famous migrant. 

Curriculum links: English / Drama / History / Geography 

They say a lie can travel halfway around the world before the truth is out of bed.  This is the story of how lies about people who travelled halfway round the world have displaced the truth, or at least, any other perspective on their exploits.

The idea here is to generate discussion and reflection on the power of perspectives, and how bias can be imbedded in historical narratives.  The intention is to encourage critical thinking about a hugely influential person, and time, in world history - not to tell students what to think by replacing one caricature of Columbus (‘goodie’) with another (‘baddie’).

Whose interests does the former image serve.  Whose perspective is being ignored (or offended) by an uncritically romantic portrait?
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Begin by taking a few minutes to generate words and ideas associated with Columbus
(Typically: ‘Explorer’, ‘brave’, ‘navigator’ ‘discovered America’, ‘hero’)

Where do we get these impressions?
Unpack some of these terms (particularly notions of ‘discovery’.) Whose perspective do they represent?  Are there other perspectives to consider? 



BACKGROUND:

Christopher Columbus arrived on the island of during his first voyage to America in 1492.  The island was inhabited by the Taino, one of the Indigenous Arawak peoples. The Taino were at first tolerant of Columbus and his crew, and helped him to construct Fort Navidad on what is now Môle Saint-Nicolas, Haiti, in December 1492.

In his diaries, Columbus initially describes the Arawak in glowing terms: “They are a people so full of love and without greed. I believe there is no better race or better land in the world.”   They had sophisticated systems of agriculture, made jewelry from the abundant sources of gold on the island, and used no weapons.  His response to this first ‘encounter’ was to return to Europe to equip 17 ships with weapons, soldiers, and armoured attack dog, and to set about enslaving the population in his search for gold (a preoccupation that is mentioned in his diaries dozens of times.)

Before Columbus, more than three million people lived on Haiti.  Twenty-five years after he arrived, only twelve thousand remained.  By 1535, fewer than five hundred Arawak survived in Haiti.  By 1555, 63 years after his arrival, it appears that all had been wiped out. 

· Consider how the Taino community might have answered the question of words they would associate with Columbus?
(Possible answers:  invasion, slavery, tyranny, cruelty, oppression, genocide.)
· What feelings and impressions emerge?
· Whose perspective dominates in our telling of this period and these events? And whose perspective is ignored or marginalised? 
· Why do you think the image of Columbus in this part of the world so positive?



WRITING AND VISUAL ART ACTIVITY:

Invite the students to work in small groups to produce the front page of a newspaper, telling the story of the arrival of Columbus and his men, either from the perspective of the European sailors, or the island’s Taino community.  How would the headlines contrast? 


DRAMA ACTIVITY:

Ask the students to form two groups, one of Columbus with his crew and the other a group of Taino people with their chief.  

Provide each group with a document – either the Requirement, or the Taino response. 

Each group reads their document amongst themselves first, and consider how they feel about themselves, and how they feel about the other group.

Reflection:

· Have you heard of this document before?  

· What are your responses to the text?  Begin by sharing a word each to capture your feelings in response to it.  


Next create a freeze-frame to go with the speech. 

When both groups are ready invite each to read their speech aloud and thought track some members of each group. 

· Do the groups have questions for each other?

· Invite the characters to remain in role, and to fast-forward to the present day.  Looking at photographs of monuments to Columbus, and the celebration of Columbus Day. What do the characters-in-role make of these celebrations?  How might the day be re-named and re-oriented to encompass the experience of the Taino and other communities? 

· Can anything be done in the present to make amends for the loss of life and theft of resources inflicted on the Taino and other communities? 



GROUP ONE: THE REQUIREMENT

After ‘discovering’ an island and meeting with a group of ‘Indians’ for the first time, the Spanish read aloud to them - in Spanish.  This came to be called ‘the Requirement’.  This is one version:

“I implore you to recognise the Church as a lady, and in the name of the Pope take the King as Lord of this land and obey his mandated.

If you do not do it, I tell you that with the help of God I will enter powerfully against you all.  I will make war everywhere and every way that I can.  I will subject you to the yoke and obedience of the Church and his Majesty.  I will take your women and children and make them slaves…

The deaths and injuries that you will receive from here on will be your own fault and not that of his Majesty nor of the gentlemen that accompany me.”




GROUP TWO: SPEECH BY THE TAINO CACIQUE/CHIEF:


“Learning the Spaniards were coming, one day [the cacique/chief] gathered all his people together to remind them of the persecutions which the Spanish had inflicted on the people of ‘Hispaniola’:

Do you know why they persecute us?”

They replied: “They do it because they are cruel and bad.”

“I will tell you why they do it,” the cacique stated, “and it is this – because they have a lord whom they love very much, and I will show him to you.”

He held up a small basket made from palms full of gold, and he said, 

“Here is their lord, whom they serve and adore…To have this lord, they make us suffer, for him they persecute us, for him they have killed our parents, brothers, all our people…Let us not hide this lord from the Christians in any place, for even if we should hide it in our intestines, they would get it out of us; therefore let us throw it in this river, under the water and they will not know where it is.”

Whereupon they threw the gold in to the river.”





Debrief and Reflection: 

How do you think the Spanish saw themselves and their actions?

How do they justify themselves?

How might others see them? 

Why do you think the Spanish felt justified in reading The Requirement in Spanish to communities that did not speak their language? 

Can you see any parallels with behaviour in the present? 





EXTENSION ACTIVITY: HAITI LIBERATION AND DEBT TIMELINE
Curriculum links: History and Geography

Research and build a timeline looking at the rebellion by enslaved people in Haiti and the subsequent debt imposed by the French.  This was estimated to have cost the country the equivalent of about $20 billion and in some years accounted for almost 80% of GDP. 

· When was the debt finally repaid?
· How might this have affected Haiti’s capacity to develop, and to deal with the devastation caused by the 2011 earthquake?  




Sources: 
The Requirement:  
Professor James W. Loewen (1992):  The Truth About Columbus.  The New Press: New York


Taino speech:
Professor James W. Loewen (1995): Lies My Teacher Told Me (Chapter 2: The True Importance of Christopher Columbus).  The New Press: New York
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