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Abstract

The removal of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children from their families
gained national attention in Australia following the publication of the Bringing
Them Home Report by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission.
Notably absent from this Report, however, were first hand accounts of the
experiences of Indigenous parents, and in particular mothers, who were frequently
the primary carers or sole parents of removed Indigenous children. Drawing
primarily on interviews held in the Bringing Them Home Oral History Collection of
the National Library of Australia, my research considers the impact of women'’s
status as mothers on their likelihood of reporting their experiences of human
rights violations, through in-depth consideration of the mothers of the Stolen
Generations.

While some of the findings of the BTH Inquiry have been contested, there was
widespread consensus in the community in the wake of the Inquiry that the
removals constituted a violation of the rights of Indigenous children, who had
suffered considerable harms as a result of their removal. However, the issue of
whether the removal of these children was also a violation of the rights of their
parents has not been a major focus. The Inquiry noted the lack of testimony by
Indigenous parents, attributing it to the impact of trauma and the unwillingness of
surviving parents to speak about their experiences due to their overwhelming
sense of guilt and despair; a submission by Link-Up NSW commented on
Aboriginal mothers being “unwilling and unable to speak about the immense pain,
grief and anguish that losing their children had caused them” (HREOC 1997, p.
212).

Viewing motherhood as a key site of the intersection of gender, race and state
policy, my research identifies some of the significant structural disadvantages
facing Aboriginal mothers in the Stolen Generations era, including legal
inequalities in guardianship status and other parental rights, discrimination in
their access to social security benefits, and the impact of state intervention and
surveillance. My research highlights the differing perspectives on the reasons for
the removal of Indigenous children held by Aboriginal mothers, those who were
removed as children, and people involved in the removal process. A number of key
factors emerge from my research that contribute to our understanding of
Aboriginal mothers’ ongoing silence throughout the Inquiry process and beyond,
and that have wider implications for the identification and investigation of
violations of the human rights of mothers.
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Introduction

In preparing this submission we found that Aboriginal women were
unwilling and unable to speak about the immense pain, grief and
anguish that losing their children had caused them. That pain was so
strong that we were unable to find a mother who had healed enough
to be able to speak, and to share her experience with us and with the
Commission...

Submission by Link-Up NSW, Bringing Them Home Inquiry

(HREOC 1997, p. 212)

There is something terribly primal about these first-hand accounts
[of child removal], the pain is searing, it screams from the pages, the
hurt, the humiliation, the degradation and the sheer brutality of the
act of physically separating a mother from her children is a deep
assault on our senses and on our most elemental humanity.

Kevin Rudd, Apology to Australia’s Indigenous Peoples

(Rudd 2008)

If a community values its children it must cherish their parents.
John Bowlby, Maternal Care and Mental Health
(Bowlby 1952, p. 84)

[ssues relating to motherhood and human rights have featured prominently in the
public domain in Australia throughout the time [ have spent researching and
writing this dissertation. Items making headlines have included Prime Minister
Julia Gillard’s national apology to those who experienced forced adoptions, which
acknowledged that birth mothers had been denied their “fundamental rights and
responsibilities to love and care” for their children (Gillard 2013). During 2014,
mothers held in immigration detention on Christmas Island were reportedly

threatening themselves with self-harm due to their severe depression caused by



poor conditions and the lack of adequate facilities for their children (AHRC 2014;
Refugee Action Coalition Sydney 2014; Triggs 2014), with one politician claiming
“Mothers [are] contemplating harming themselves, sacrificing their own lives in
desperation of giving their children a future” (Hanson-Young, quoted in Barlow
2014). The Australian Human Rights Commission released its Forgotten Children
Report in early 2015 to a storm of controversy; findings included the detrimental
impact of immigration detention on mother-child bonding, and the effect of

parental stress on the wellbeing of young children (AHRC November 2014, p. 102).

Meanwhile, the Grandmothers Against Removals group was formed in Gunnedah
in 2014 to address the “national scandal” of highly increased levels of Indigenous
child removals (Behrendt 2014), and a new group, the National Aboriginal
Strategic Alliance to Bring the Children Home, emerged with the stated aim “to call
for a national people’s movement that can build the grass-roots pressure to stop
the ongoing Stolen Generations and fight the systemic disadvantage facing our
people” (NASA 2014). In 2015, a young Somalian asylum seeker featured
prominently in the news when she was flown to Sydney to have an abortion after
allegedly being raped in immigration detention in Nauru; conflicting reports
emerged about whether or not she was given appropriate time to make a decision
about terminating her pregnancy before she was returned - still pregnant - to
Nauru, where abortion is illegal (Norman & Anderson 2015). Immigration Minister
Peter Dutton accused a group of pregnant refugees on Nauru of “running a racket”
to play on public sympathy for their plight to be granted asylum in Australia
(Norman and Anderson 2015). This issue re-emerged in February 2016, when the
police opened an investigation into allegations that the mother of a baby injured
while in immigration detention in Nauru had deliberately harmed the baby to gain
“back door” entry into Australia when the family was transferred to the Australian
mainland for the baby to receive medical treatment. The child protection
notification file was closed without charges being laid, and the alleged conduct of
the baby’s mother, depicted as either villainously harming her helpless one-year-
old for selfish ends, or heroically caring for her child in the challenging
environment of immigration detention, became the focus of further political point-

scoring (Davidson & Doherty 2016).



It is within this context of ongoing debates about motherhood and the rights and
responsibilities of mothers to care for their children that I have undertaken my
research, which explores issues of motherhood in relation to the history of the

Stolen Generations in Australia.

Ideas about motherhood are central to my thesis. There is a biological component
to motherhood - although not all people who define themselves as mothers give
birth, and not all women who give birth get to mother. However central to my
thesis is my belief that ideas about and perceptions of motherhood are socially
constructed - that is, they are not biologically determined and immutable but
evolve and change over time and, importantly, reflect the realities of power. What
does it mean to be a “good” mother; whose motherhood is supported and valued
and whose is restricted; who is judged to have the capacity to mother? - all of
these issues are explored through my research focusing on the case of the mothers
of the Stolen Generations. My thesis also explores how ideas about motherhood
have been articulated in human rights legislation and represented in human rights
inquiries, impacting on the ways mothers participate in human rights processes;
the type of testimony from mothers that is enabled and disabled; when they can
speak and when they might be silenced, chose to remain silent, or be unable to be

heard.

The ideal of the all-sacrificing mother who places her child’s needs before her own
has endured over the centuries despite massive changes to women'’s legal,
political, economic and social status over the same period. Indeed, some theorists
would argue that with the emergence of the concept of the “nurturing mother”
from the 1950s, the standards by which women’s mothering work is judged are far
higher than they have ever been and the “work” of mothering is obscured
(Walkerdine & Lucey 1989, pp. 64-65) . Mothers who are seen to fail to subsume
their own needs or to fail in their responsibilities of care for their children are
subject to harsh judgement by society. At the same time, the role of the state in

policing the family, and the role of race, class and other social differences in



society’s judgements about motherhood, are rarely acknowledged or challenged in

community debates about motherhood.

The picture emerging from my research on the experiences of mothers of the
Stolen Generations is that of Aboriginal! mothers making complex and difficult
choices which were context-specific, and which were often based on what they saw
as being in the best interests of those for whom they had a relationship of care,
within the severely constrained options available to them. My research does not
aim to heroicise these mothers, but focuses rather on understanding how social
expectations about motherhood shape the choices mothers make, and their
capacity to speak about their experiences, particularly in the context of human

rights inquiries.

What does it mean to be a mother?

“Mother” is of course both a noun and a verb; as a noun, “mother” is defined as “a
woman in relation to a child or children to whom she has given birth”; whereas “to
mother” as a verb has a much broader meaning, encompassing both “to give birth
to” as well as the act of bringing up a child with care and affection, a relationship
that is not necessarily linked to the biological act of giving birth. “Mothering” is
also defined as “looking after someone kindly and protectively, sometimes

excessively so”.2

One can give birth to but not “mother” a child or children, in the sense of providing
care and nurturing; one can “mother” or be “mothering” without the biological act
of giving birth. Not all mothers are “mothering”; as one of my research participant
observes, “Because a woman'’s a mother it doesn’t mean to say she’s full of
maternal love. Some women just don’t seem to have much” (Female, SA, NLA TRC

5000/222, p. 32).

1 For an explanation of my use of the terms “Aboriginal” and “Indigenous” please refer to the
Terminology section of the Methodology Chapter.

2 These results come up in a pop-up definition box on Google if you search the term “what is a
mother?”



The difficulties of rebuilding broken relationships experienced by people
separated from their biological families highlights that motherhood is not a
biological given but is a relationship based on lived experiences of care; as a
number of my research participants experience, being reunited with your mother
does not automatically lead to having a close and loving relationship with her.
However, white foster and adoptive mothers of Indigenous children, who took on
the role of “mothering” removed children, are frequently described by my research
participants as very problematic figures in their lives - unable to bond with the
children under their care, jealous and threatened by the child’s eventual search for

their birth family and cultural identity.

Why mothers?

The focus of my research is on Aboriginal mothers and not on Aboriginal parents,
for a range of reasons. In the Stolen Generations era, Aboriginal women were
frequently heads of household and the sole parents of children, due to a range of
reasons including the absence of their partners because of the nature of their
itinerant labour patterns, unemployment, imprisonment or the impact of social
security regulations (Pettman1992, pp. 65-66); or because in the case of white
partners of Aboriginal women, many did not live with the family. For children
living in two-parent families, the absence of the father was often seen as an
opportunity or a trigger for state intervention; a number of my research
participants identify removals happening when the father was away from home.
However, in the majority of the families described in the transcripts I analysed for
my research (54%), the father did not live with the family and at the time the child

removal took place the mother was a single parent.

[ acknowledge that the exclusion of Aboriginal fathers from my research runs the
risk of further marginalising an already highly marginalised group. My purpose in
focusing on the experiences of Aboriginal mothers is not to denigrate or deny the
very real love and care provided by many Aboriginal fathers, or to dismiss the need
for further research into the role of both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal fathers of
Stolen Generations children; however this is not the focus of my research. An

overwhelming number of my Indigenous research participants (in fact all except



two), had an Aboriginal mother; a significant number (36%) had a white or non-
Indigenous father, and 8% of research participants either did not know or did not
identify who their father was. These data reflect the social values of the time;
relationships across racial lines were socially taboo (and subject at times to legal
sanction under Aboriginal Protection legislation), however relationships did take
place between white men and Indigenous women, whereas relationships between

Indigenous men and white women were rare.

Motherhood and human rights

My research focuses on identifying the reasons for the enduring silence by the
mothers of the Stolen Generations; on considering what might be the
consequences of their silence within a human rights framework that requires
victims to testify in order to receive recognition and reparation; and in reflecting
on the successes and limitations of human rights processes in ensuring that
mothers can speak about human rights violations they have experienced. My
research raises broad questions about the participation of mothers in human
rights processes more generally, and explores whether there are specific
constraints on mothers speaking about human rights violations. Testifying about
injury or violation tends to be viewed by many within the human rights
community as cathartic and healing, and is an essential part of any human rights
investigation - but is “speaking out” always desirable and positive, or are there
circumstances in which silence is the best or only option, particularly for mothers,

who have a lot at stake in “speaking out”?

My research is the first academic study to focus in detail on the experiences of the
mothers of the Stolen Generations. [ explore parallels and differences in the
experiences of these women with other cases involving the removal of children
from their mothers’ care. I believe that the case of the mothers of the Stolen
Generations highlights how women’s experiences of human rights violations -
particularly the experiences of mothers - can be silenced, even within human

rights-based inquiries and processes.



My research investigates the reasons for the lack of participation of Aboriginal
mothers in the Bringing Them Home (BTH) Inquiry, and the reasons for their
enduring silence about their experiences of child removal - whether due to their
structural exclusion from the Inquiry process, the difficulty of finding a position
from which they were willing and able to speak, as a form of resistance to yet
another intrusion by white authorities into their lives, or because some stories are

too painful to be spoken.

[ believe that my research contributes to our knowledge and understanding of the
Stolen Generations era. Accounts from the mothers of removed children go to the
very heart of key issues in the contested “history” of the Stolen Generations: to
what extent did parents “consent” to the removal of their children, what were the
circumstances in which children were removed, what “choices” were indeed open
to Aboriginal mothers who were in many cases young single parents living in
poverty, required to work to support themselves, and denied the social security

support and legal protections provided to non-Indigenous parents?

My research is based on my analysis of 134 oral history interviews, 130 of which
were drawn from the National Library of Australia’s Bringing Them Home Oral
History Collection, and four of which I undertook myself. I have also drawn on the
autobiographical writings of Aboriginal women, with particular reference to
accounts written by mothers and/or involving experiences of child removal. In
addition, I have considered accounts of child removal and mothers’ experiences
from other sources, including the Bringing Them Home (BTH) Report (HREOC
1997) and related anthologies, and oral history collections that contain accounts of

child removal.

My aim is not to idealise or romanticise Aboriginal mothers, and [ am not arguing
that all child removals in the Stolen Generations era would have been completely
unwarranted on child welfare grounds. However, my research highlights that
perceptions of Aboriginal women as “bad” or neglectful mothers were central to
the justification of child removal policies, and even today such perceptions remain

the foundation of the argument that children were removed “for their own good”.



Although drawn from qualitative data about the experiences of individual
Indigenous and non-Indigenous research participants, my research also seeks to
identify the structural reasons why Aboriginal mothers were disadvantaged vis-a-
vis white mothers, and to explore how ongoing negative perceptions of Aboriginal
mothers have shaped Australian child welfare policy and practices, arguably

continuing to this day.

Background to the Stolen Generations

Central to my thesis is my argument that practices of Aboriginal child removal and
the experiences and choices of Aboriginal mothers during the Stolen Generations
era are far more complex than the types of situations the term “Stolen
Generations” is typically seen to encompass. [ have defined the era of the Stolen
Generations as beginning with the passage of state-based Aboriginal “Protection”
legislation in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which provided the
legal basis for limiting Aboriginal parental rights and put in place discriminatory
processes for the removal of Aboriginal children; and ending with the repeal of the

remaining aspects of this legislation in 1969 (AHRC undated (a)).

From the accounts of my research participants, it is clear that the archetypal Stolen
Generations experience is seen by many to involve Aboriginal children being
“snatched”, literally from their mothers’ arms. [ would argue that there was a
much wider range of child removal policies and practices than this archetype
suggests, including structural barriers such as inequities in Aboriginal mothers’
status as the legal guardians of their children, the lack of access to social security
benefits readily available to most other Australian mothers, the requirement for
Aboriginal mothers to return to work irrespective of their carers’ responsibilities,
and heightened state surveillance of and intervention in Indigenous families.
When we consider this much broader conceptualisation of Aboriginal child
removal practices, the distinction between “forcible” and so-called “consensual”
removals becomes murky, as it is difficult to meaningfully define consent in the

situations that many Aboriginal mothers found themselves in.



It is important to remember that child removal policies and practices differed from
state-to-state; there was not a uniform Australia-wide approach to this issue. Prior
to federation each of the colonies was effectively a separate state body, and
subsequent to federation the federal government was explicitly precluded from
legislating for Indigenous Australians by Section 51 (xxvi) of the Constitution3
(Markus 1995, p. 239), so it is quite difficult to construct a coherent picture of the
different policies and practices being implemented in each state and territory, and
it would be difficult to argue that there was a truly “national” approach to
Indigenous issues prior to 1967. There were significant differences in the
approach to child removal in different states and at different times; several
different phases in child removal policy have been identified, including the colonial
era, the era of “protection” and segregation, the era of “merging” and “absorption”,
and the era of assimilation (HREOC 1997, pp. 27-33). Tasmania “did not
acknowledge that it still had an Aboriginal population” after its efforts to massacre
Tasmanian Aborigines in the nineteenth century (Brock 1995, p. 136; see also
HREOC 1997, p. 29), and therefore did not develop separate laws and policies
targeting Aboriginal children. In Victoria, Aboriginal children were removed to
“mainstream” child welfare institutions (although without the need for a court
process), and a separate Aboriginal “welfare” administration did not develop
(Swain 2014, p. 17). From the early twentieth century in NSW, many Aboriginal
children were institutionalised in “training institutions” developed specifically to
accommodate Aboriginal children. In South Australia as in a number of other
states with large Aboriginal populations, a state “Protector” was appointed as the
legal guardian of all Aboriginal children and had sole decision-making power to
remove children for training or to determine if they were “neglected” (Swain 2014,
p- 19). In Queensland, segregation on missions rather than assimilation remained
a strong focus. The Northern Territory and West Australia were home to by far the
largest numbers of “full-blood” Aborigines living a “traditional” lifestyle, and these
states were the major proponents of schemes designed to “breed out the colour” of

their Aboriginal populations (Manne 2004, pp. 227-228). The eastern states

3 I was curious to know why people of “the aboriginal race” had been excluded from the “race
power” of the Commonwealth by the founders of Australia, but apparently there was no discussion
of the implications of the exclusion of Aboriginal people from the scope of Section 51 (xxvi) at the
time the Constitution was drafted (Commonwealth of Australia 2012 (b)).



dismantled their “protectionist” legislation much earlier than did Western
Australia, the Northern Territory, South Australia and Queensland, which
continued to operate a separate legislative and administrative regime for
Indigenous peoples into the 1950s and 1960s (HREOC 1997, p. 250). However,
while state policies and practices differed, it is possible to identify that “similar
attitudes influenced legislators throughout Australia to pass laws marginalising

Aboriginal people” (Brock 1995, p. 136).

It has been argued that the removal of Aboriginal children was not racially-based,
and that all Australian children (and indeed child migrants) during the
concomitant time periods underwent similar experiences. Similarly it is argued
that there are parallels between the experience of Aboriginal mothers and, for
instance, young white mothers forced to relinquish their children for adoption.
However, one key difference between the experiences of Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal mothers and children is race. There has been extensive debate within
the community on the genocide findings of the BTH Inquiry, its most controversial
and disputed finding, and ongoing attacks by the Right on claims that children
were removed solely on the basis of their Aboriginality (see, for example, Bolt
2014). The findings of my research support the contention that ideas about race
were central to Aboriginal child removal, and that race was the aspect that
substantively distinguished the removal of Aboriginal children from that of other
non-Aboriginal children. However, the evidence from my research participants
suggests that it was the children’s status of being “part-white” that often led to
their increased likelihood of removal. It is important to emphasise that this is no
less a racially-motivated basis for removal, based on the white community’s
abhorrence that “near-white” children might grow up in the poverty and “abject
squalor” that “full-blood” Aboriginal people were living in on a daily basis. There
are several accounts by my research participants relating the experiences of
Aboriginal families from whom “half-caste” children were removed, but “full-
blood” children were not, indicating that child removals cannot have been based
solely on concerns about child neglect or abuse or perceptions of poor parenting: if

this were the case, why were some children left behind?
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Structure of this thesis

In Chapter 1 I explore the concept of motherhood in the academic literature, with a
particular focus on feminist critiques of motherhood, motherhood and human
rights, and motherhood as a key site of the intersection of race and gender.
Chapter 2 outlines the methodological approaches I have taken in my research, and
provides a detailed overview of the research data on which my study is based. In
Chapter 3 I identify the key systemic and structural issues impacting on Aboriginal
mothers, including discriminatory legislation, inequitable access to social security
benefits, the impact of work requirements on Aboriginal mothers’ carer
responsibilities, and heightened surveillance of and intervention in Indigenous
families. Chapter 4 contrasts perceptions of Indigenous and white research
participants about the factors contributing to the removal of Indigenous children
in the Stolen Generations era, and highlights how negative perceptions of
Aboriginal mothers were used in the past and continue to be used today to justify
these removals. In Chapter 5 I focus on the factors contributing to the ongoing
silence of Aboriginal mothers about their experiences in the Stolen Generations
era. Going beyond this silence, in Chapter 6 I discuss my research findings about
the experiences of some Aboriginal mothers of Stolen Generations children; I
emphasise their agency and their attempts, not always successful, to negotiate the
best possible outcomes for their children, in circumstances where their options

were severely constrained.

While some may argue that the removal of Indigenous children was based on what
was perceived to be in the best interests of the child, it is never possible to argue
that such removals were in the best interests of their parents, whose subsequent
lives often bear stark witness to the trail of destruction and trauma wreaked by the

loss of their children.

Issues of motherhood are at the very heart of Stolen Generations policies and
practices. Concerns about the prospective motherhood of Aboriginal girls and
racially-based fears about miscegenation were integral to child removals in many
states (Goodall 1990, Manne 2004). Characterisations of Aboriginal women as

“negligent and corrupting mothers” were used to justify the removals (Goodall
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1995, p. 98). Returning to “Mother” was the embodiment of coming home for
many Indigenous people who were removed as children; “A number of witnesses
told the Inquiry of their feeling of being ‘at home at last’ when they finally met
their birth parent, usually their mother” (HREOC 1997, p. 235). As [ will argue
throughout this thesis, the untold suffering of the mothers of the Stolen
Generations is crucial to our understanding of this era of Australia’s history, and its

ongoing impacts on Indigenous families today.
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Chapter 1: ‘Contested terrain’: Motherhood in the academic

literature

Motherhood has long been the focus of theorists from an array of disciplines.
Maternity has been described as “contested terrain”, a battleground on which
many ideological and political battles have been waged (Greenfield 1999, p. 8) -
with much at stake for the winners and losers. In this chapter [ will provide an
overview of some key debates in the academic literature in relation to
motherhood, addressing ideas about motherhood as it has been conceptualised in
relation to feminism, race, human rights, and silence. These are the key academic

debates which my research is located within and contributes to.

Central to my thesis is the understanding that motherhood is not a natural state
but rather is a social construction, something that is specific to time, place and
cultural context, and that reflects the realities of power. Ideas about motherhood
and what makes a “good” mother have changed over time. Historians have
identified that the ideal of the “tender” mother first emerged in the eighteenth
century, when women’s social purpose was for the first time “defined in terms of
the bearing, nurturing, and educating of children” (Greenfield 1999, p. 1). From
the late eighteenth century motherhood first became the focus of state regulation,
as maternity began to be associated with “problems of infanticide, population
control, poverty, and colonial, national and racial instability” (Greenfield 1999, pp.
vii-viii); this was the beginning of “the damaging ways” in which the institution of
motherhood was to be used and regulated by the state (Greenfield 1999, p. 3). The
idea of the full-time mother, whose role was focused almost exclusively on
nurturing and maximising the potential of her children, is an even more recent
twentieth century construct (Lewis 1980, p. 225); and as | have highlighted in a
number of contemporary examples in the Introduction, ideas about motherhood

and what makes a “good” mother remain contested terrain to this day.

Motherhood and feminism

Despite the experience of motherhood being a major and life-changing feature of

many women'’s lives, feminism has often had an uneasy relationship with
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motherhood. Women's reproductive and child-rearing roles have been an ongoing
source of controversy and debate within the feminist movement, with some
feminist theorists viewing women's biological capacity to bear children as integral
to women'’s identity, while others have seen women’s mothering roles - in
particular their primary responsibilities for the care of children - as major
contributors to women’s subordination. Women whose identity is centred around
their mothering role have often felt defensive about feminist views of mothering,
but as one of my research participants who works as an advocate for birth mothers
commented “...there’s nothing unfeminist about protecting the rights to your
womb and your children” (Female, NSW, UTS Transcript RP4, p. 32). While I do
not have space here to provide a detailed overview of all the debates within
feminism about motherhood over several centuries and several waves of feminist
thought and activism, in this section I have focused on some of the key theorists

and concepts of motherhood that are most relevant to my thesis.

Colonising motherhood: the impact of white maternalism

Early feminists used “maternalism” as a justification for women’s political
participation, arguing that women'’s role as mothers made them uniquely qualified
to contribute to public life. Women'’s status as mothers was for these “first wave”
feminists an important part of the justification for women’s claims to citizenship;

but not all motherhood was equally valued.

In the Australian context, historians have documented efforts by white feminists
throughout the first half of the twentieth century in relation to the “uplift” of
Aboriginal families. The problematic and “maternalistic” nature of many of these
interventions is apparent, such as the lack of recognition of Aboriginal people’s
right to self-determination, and the infantilisation of Aboriginal people, who were
seen by white feminists as inarticulate and incapable of speaking for themselves,
and thus in need of white women to champion their cause. In relation to
Aboriginal motherhood and child removal policies, some historians have argued
that there was a dialectic relationship between white women maternalists’ claims
to moral authority and citizenship rights during this era, and their role in the

oppression of Aboriginal women. Jacobs highlights “the paradox of white women
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upholding motherhood as a sacred institution while simultaneously supporting the
sundering of these bonds between indigenous women and their children” (Jacobs
2009, pp. xxix-xxx). She argues that these white women activists, along with
anthropologists and missionaries, were “most responsible” for pathologising
Indigenous women (Jacobs 2009, p. 107), and were actively involved in supporting
and promoting the removal and institutionalisation of Indigenous children (Jacobs

2009, p. 131).

In contrast, other historians have written about the efforts of some white women
activists, such as Mary Bennett and Bessie Rischsbieth, who argued passionately in
the 1920s and 1930s against Aboriginal child removal (Paisley 1995 and 1999).
Lake has highlighted the contribution of white women’s groups to the 1934 Royal
Commission to Investigate, Report and Advise upon matters in relation to the
Condition and Treatment of Aborigines (the Moseley Report), arguing that most
submissions made by women'’s groups recognised “the injustice and pain inflicted
on Aboriginal communities by policies of child removal” (Lake 1999, p. 126). Lake
has also drawn attention to the recommendations within the Australian Women's
Charter 1946-1949, calling for the equalisation of Aboriginal parental rights with
those of non-Aboriginal parents (Lake 1999, pp. 195-196). Paisley notes that
white Australian women were also subject to racially based population policies; in
their case they were castigated for their selfishness in causing the declining white
birth rate, and in their role as “mothers of the race” they were encouraged to
reproduce to fulfil their national and imperial responsibilities (Paisley 1995, pp.

252-253).

A number of feminist scholars have emphasised the relationship between race,
motherhood and imperialism, highlighting the failure of early white feminists to
question the imperial agenda (Mills 1994, pp. 46-47), or to challenge the
distinctions being made between “primitive” and “civilised” womanhood (Holland
1995, p. 56). Even outspoken critics of Aboriginal child removal such as Bennett
were ultimately proponents of a more “humane” approach to assimilation rather
than critics of imperialism per se, and despite the prominence of Aboriginal

women on Aboriginal-led campaigns for rights and justice from the 1920s (Goodall
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1995, p. 75), white feminist groups did not directly support the work of these
Aboriginal women activists (Paisley 1995, p. 268), preferring instead to speak “on
behalf” of Aboriginal women. Feminist theorists have tended to dismiss campaigns
based on women'’s role as mothers as innately conservative and limited, and for
Jacobs, the failure of white women activists to have real empathy with the plight of

Indigenous mothers is indicative of the limitations of maternalism:

Maternalism - a political movement founded on the sanctity of motherhood
- became a central mode in which white middle class women became

ensnared in the colonial enterprise. (Jacobs 2009, p. 424)

Motherhood as oppression

The politics of maternalism were strongly rejected by “second wave” feminist
theorists from the 1970s, who rejected biological determinism, theorised about the
separation of “sex” and “gender”, viewed gender as a social construction and
therefore something that could be changed, and campaigned to broaden out the
roles that women could play in society, a campaign that often included the explicit
rejection of motherhood as the ultimate fulfilment of women’s lives. Rather than
basing their claims for equality on women’s “special status” as mothers, some
second wave feminist theorists positioned motherhood as a site of women’s
oppression, arguing that “The heart of women'’s oppression is in her childbearing
and child-rearing roles” (Firestone 1971, p. 81), and that “motherhood as an
institution has ghettoized and degraded female potentialities” (Rich 1977, p. 13).
Eisenstein postulates that political struggles over the right to abortion may have
contributed to the early second wave feminist hostility towards motherhood, as at
this point in time “the right not to become a mother was central to feminist
analysis” (Eisenstein 1984, p. 70). Other theorists have suggested that these
second wave feminist analyses were “daughter-centric” (O’Reilly 2004, p. x),
perhaps reflecting these feminist authors’ own oppressive experiences of being
mothered, or as Rich conceptualised the issue, the deprivation daughters
experienced of their mother’s love and acceptance due to the limits imposed on

motherhood by patriarchy (Eisenstein 1984, p. 83).
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Nancy Chodorow’s classic feminist text, The Reproduction of Mothering (Chodorow
1978), called into question women'’s roles which had previously been seen as
“natural”: she questioned “Why women have primary responsibilities for child
care; why women want to mother and get satisfaction from it; how women’s
mothering reproduces itself” (Chodorow 1978, p. 7). Chodorow emphasised the
social and psychological meanings of women’s physiological experiences such as
pregnancy, menstruation, parturition, menopause, and lactation; she argued that
these experiences were not just based in women’s biological differences, and that
it was limiting to define women by these biological functions, as not all women -
whether involuntarily or by choice - share these experiences (Chodorow 1978, p.
6). Chodorow argued that women’s child bearing and child rearing roles had been
conflated, and that there was no biological basis for the social reality that, typically,

women “mother” (Chodorow 1978, p. 30).

While Marxist and socialist feminist analysis focused on women’s unpaid domestic
labour, including their child rearing work, as a source of women'’s oppression,
liberal feminists sought to provide conditions of employment to facilitate women’s
labour force participation, leaving unaddressed fundamental aspects of gender
inequity caused by women'’s carer responsibilities. In reaction to the
categorisation of women'’s differences as the source of their oppression, radical
feminists adopted women-centred approaches, arguing that women were
“different but equal”, and that “traditionally” female concerns such as nurturance

could be liberating rather than oppressive (Eisenstein 1984, p. xi).

‘Maternal thinking’?

Sara Ruddick’s 1989 work Maternal Thinking represents in some ways a return to
the origins of feminist theory, through her placement of women'’s experiences of
mothering at the centre of her theorising. Ruddick defined "maternal thinking" as
"the thinking to which mothering gives rise" (Ruddick 1989, p. 10); she wanted to
displace what she described as the male values of reason that have formed the
basis of Western philosophy - objectivity, self-control, detachment - with
alternative ideals derived from women’s work, values and experiences, “ideals

more appropriate to responsibility and love” (Ruddick 1989, p. 9). Ruddick, like

17



earlier feminist theorists such as Rich, distinguished between the experience of
mothering and “the oppressive, confining, isolating institutions of motherhood that
spoil the experience for so many women” (Ruddick 1989, p. 39). Ruddick argued
that her focus on women's practice of mothering was due to its centrality to many
women's lives, and its impact on the lives of most women, who have been

mothered even if they are not themselves mothers.

Making a distinction between “birthing labour and mothering”, for Ruddick “all
mothers are ‘adoptive’”, in the sense that they have to actively choose to care for a

particular child or children (Ruddick 1989, p. 51):

Although birthing labour is an undeniably female activity, it is possible to
minimize its importance to mothering as a whole. Adoptive or stepmothers
are no less qualified maternal workers because they have not given birth.
Nor is giving birth sufficient grounds for undertaking maternal work or
doing it effectively. Pregnancy, birth, and lactation are different in kind
from other maternal work and, measured by the life of one child, are brief

episodes in years of mothering. (Ruddick 1989, p. 48)

Mothering is here defined as something that all women can undertake, which is not
necessarily bound to the biological act of birth. While I appreciate the argument
that leads Ruddick to disassociate the act of giving birth from the act of mothering,
[ am concerned about the implications of this theoretical de-coupling for mothers
who experience the loss of their children, whether through welfare processes,
fostering or adoption, or even the death of a child, who cannot by this reasoning
claim the status of “mothers”. Ruddick carefully distinguishes between such
women, “birthgivers”, and those who undertake mothering, although she does call
for recognition of the autonomy of birthgivers to make the adoption arrangements
that suit them, and for respect to be given to their intentions and aspirations for

their children (Ruddick 1989, p. 51).

One valuable aspect of Ruddick’s approach was her emphasis on the role of power

in motherhood; while mothers are typically seen as having failed whenever
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something goes wrong with a child, for Ruddick a mother’s “ability to determine
her own and her children’s lives depends on economic and social policies over
which she has minimal control” (Ruddick 1989, p. 35). She also highlighted the
“cruel and bitter work” of mothering in an environment where children suffer the
affects of preventable social ills that are beyond the scope of an individual mother

to address (Ruddick 1989, p. 29).

In contrast to motherhood, Ruddick saw fatherhood as a position of power and
authority, one that is bestowed by society rather than earned through caring work
or determined by children’s needs. Ruddick offered the valuable insight that not
all men can be Fathers in the sense that society defines this role, as they do not all
have access to the required power or resources associated with being a Father
(Ruddick 1989, pp. 42-43). This insight could certainly be applied to many
Aboriginal fathers in the Stolen Generations era, who were denied the economic
opportunities to support their family and stripped of legal recognition of their

guardianship status in relation to their children.

Unlike the early maternalist feminists, Ruddick did not argue that mothers have a
special status or moral authority in society; “Mothers are not any more or less
wonderful than other people - they are not especially sensible or foolish, noble or
ignoble, courageous or cowardly” (Ruddick 1989, p. 25). Acknowledging that
mothers have been complicit in racism, war and violence, Ruddick called instead
for a transformative feminist maternal peace politics (Ruddick 1989, p. 251) - the
part of Maternal Thinking that I find most problematic as it seems to return to an
essentialised view of mothers as inherently nurturing and caring. Her work has
subsequently been criticised for its ethnocentric “universalizing” of women’s
experiences of motherhood without any explicit analysis of the impact of class,

race, disability and other social differences on mothering (Baraitser 2011, p. 62).

Motherhood and race

In contrast to Ruddick’s vision of motherhood as a universalizing experience for
women, motherhood is undoubtedly a powerful site demonstrating the

intersection of race and gender. Berg notes that “motherhood remains one key
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arena in which national racial anxieties are worked out” (Berg 2002, p. 143).
Roberts comments that “ideal motherhood is white”, and highlights the
intersection of race and gender in the creation of maternal standards which find
black mothers wanting (Roberts 1995, p. 232); and theorists have pointed to the
inter-relationship in Australia between the denigration of black motherhood and
the promotion of white motherhood, or what Paisley describes as the difference in
status between being “race mothers” and “mothers of the race” (Paisley 1995, p.
269). In this section I explore critiques of feminism by black women, theories of
intersectionality, and conceptualisations of motherhood as a culturally affirming

and liberating site for black women.

Critiques of ‘white’ feminism

Many black feminists have been highly critical of feminism, arguing that white
feminist “liberation” evolved from white values and agendas that were not
meaningful to black women, and that the professional success of white women in
the workplace was often founded on their exploitation of the labour of black
women (Roberts 1995, pp. 235-236). In common with other black women,
Indigenous women in Australia have tended to prioritise racial discrimination as
their primary form of oppression (Larbalestier 1991, p. 76). Aboriginal activist
Jackie Huggins has critiqued “the white women’s movement”, arguing that racism
rather than gender remains the more relevant lens of discrimination for Aboriginal
women, and describing feminist calls for gender solidarity across racial lines as
similar to “the attempts made over decades by welfare administrations to separate
Aboriginal women and use them against their communities” (Huggins 1994, pp.

70-71).

Moreton-Robinson highlights biological essentialism and the conflation of race and
culture in white interpretations of Aboriginal women, in particular the binary
between "traditional” and "contemporary" which she argues is based on biological
grounds, such as "full-blood" and "half-caste". Moreton-Robinson also criticises
white feminists for imposing their own agenda and concerns upon Aboriginal
women; "The literature is written about them, not by them, for them or with them"

(Moreton-Robinson 1998, p. 278).
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It is important to acknowledge that many white feminists have over-emphasised
the commonalities of women’s shared experiences. As Curthoys has aptly noted,
“white Australian feminists, like white feminists elsewhere, have extreme difficulty
in placing themselves on the side of the oppressors rather than the oppressed”

(Curthoys 1993, p. 173).

Theories of intersectionality

Black and postcolonial critiques of feminism have emphasised the need to be
aware of the intersection of gender with other characteristics, such as race, class,
sexuality, etc. (see, for example, Collins 2000; Crenshaw 1989; Crooms 1996;
Haggis 1990; Harris 1989; Mohanty 1988; Roberts 1995). Crenshaw identified in
the late 1980s how the experiences of black women were marginalised by existing
antidiscrimination frameworks, which focused on race or gender but never on
both (Crenshaw 1989, pp. 149-150). She argued that black women were
subordinated by the dominant voices of white women within efforts to address
sexism, and by those of black men within efforts to address racism; race and
gender discourses were oppositionalized, and black women'’s experiences
marginalized (Crenshaw 1993, pp. 112-113). It was only through examining the
interaction or intersection of race and gender, Crenshaw argued, that meaningful

insight would be gained into the lives of black women (Crenshaw 1989, p. 140).

Anthropologist Henrietta Moore has also written about the importance of
consideration of the “complex and historically specific” impacts of factors such as
race, ethnicity, class, religion, sexuality and social orientation on gender (Moore
1988, p. 190). Moore emphasises that the concept of intersectionality is not
additive, where different factors of analysis are added to a gender analysis; rather,
intersections of gender, race or other characteristics are transformative (Moore
1988, p. 190), and these forms of difference are constructed and mediated in

relation to each other:
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To be a black woman means to be a woman and be black, but the experience
of these forms of difference is simultaneous, and not sequential or

consequential. (Moore 1988, p. 196)

Not all differences are equally significant in any given historical context, and
Moore argues that careful analysis is required to determine which forms of
difference should be the main focus of a theoretical framework, as well as what
their significance might be within the context under consideration (Moore 1988,
pp. 196-197). Itis important to recognise that by prioritising the significance of
the intersection of race and gender in the lives of Aboriginal mothers in the Stolen
Generations era, my research will necessarily be highlighting the differences
between the experiences of these mothers and those of other poor and socially
marginalised non-Indigenous mothers, and occlude potential commonalities in
their experiences of child removal or the challenges of mothering in this era. It will
also necessarily highlight the differences between the experiences of Aboriginal
mothers and those of Aboriginal fathers, rather than focus on the common
elements of their experiences. However, as I will highlight in the findings from my
research in subsequent chapters, there are undoubtedly aspects of the experiences
of Aboriginal mothers that can only be understood through analysis of both race

and gender.

Motherhood as resistance

Not surprisingly, the impact of race and racism on mothering is a key focus of black
feminist writing on motherhood. Rather than being seen as a site of oppression,
black women have defined motherhood and women’s maternal identity as sites of

power, agency and authority for black women (O’Reilly 2004, p. 19).

In her essay “Homeplace: a site of resistance”, bell hooks describes the importance
of black women's role in home making as a strategy of resistance in an

environment of extreme racism:

Black women resisted by making homes where all black people could strive

to be subjects, not objects, where we could be affirmed in our minds and
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hearts despite poverty, hardship, and deprivation, where we could restore
to ourselves the dignity denied us on the outside in the public world.”

(hooks 1990, p. 42)

hooks argues that insufficient acknowledgement has been given to the work
undertaken by black mothers to create “homeplaces” that could operate as sites of
resistance and liberation struggle (hooks 1990, p. 43). hooks addresses the issue
of black women whose time and nurturing energy was spent in caring for white
children, time which they longed to spend with their own children (hooks 1990, p.
43). This issue has also emerged in my research, with Aboriginal mothers
graphically describing the physical and emotional impact of being separated from

their children to work as domestic servants caring for white children:

And in the end they ended up sending me out to work, and I had to, | had to
then find somebody else to look after [my son] - I was still breastfeeding.
And I said to, I said “Oh, I can’t”. They wouldn’t let you take him with you....
So they sent me out to [station name], out 200 km from the nearest town. I
fretted, [ was having trouble with the breast milk...And, [ was, it was
heartbreaking, because [ was Nanny to twins and four kids...(Female, QLD,

UTS Transcript RP1, p. 21)

hooks emphasises the love and commitment of black mothers who were unable to
care for their children due to the demands of work or the brutal realities of a racist
system in which their motherhood and the very humanity of themselves and their
children were devalued. She relates a story taken from a slave narrative written in
1845 about a black mother who travelled 12 miles at the end of each day’s labour
just to hold her sleeping child in her arms, and is critical of the black male narrator
of the story who says “he never knew a mother’s care” for failing to recognise the
sense of personal value that his mother’s act of love and resistance instilled in him
(hooks 1990, p. 44). An act of love in an environment in which one’s humanity is
denied is indeed an act of political resistance, particularly within a racist system
which demonised black mothers and characterised them as incapable of the same

depth of feeling for their children that white mothers had. hooks’ powerful image

23



of the enduring dedication and love of the absent black mother resonates strongly
with the experiences of the mothers of the Stolen Generations, who while they may
have been denied the opportunity to “mother” their children, never forgot them
and never ceased hoping to one day be reunited with them. One research
participant poignantly describes her mother’s one wish to see her youngest

daughter one more time:

That’s my poor old mum whose wish is just to see her, just once, just once.
She said, ‘All  want to do is just to have a look at my daughter, just say now
she’s getting on, that’s my daughter. She was a baby when she left, now
she’s a woman herself and a grandmother.’ She wants to see her one more

time. (Female, WA, NLA TRC 5000/278, p. 28)

Collins has described how images of black women as “the mammy, the matriarch,
and the welfare mother” have been used to control black mothers and to justify
oppressive white policies and practices (Collins 2000, p. 176). Roberts adds the
image of the Jezebel to this list, “a woman governed by her sexual desires”
(Roberts 1995, p. 230). In a similar vein to hooks, Roberts highlights the role that
black mothers must play in safeguarding their children in the face of a

dehumanising racist society (Roberts 1995, p. 225).

Andrea O’Reilly has written about the conceptualisations of black motherhood that
emerge from the writings of Toni Morrison, and how Morrison’s construction of
black motherhood differs from dominant discourses of motherhood (O’Reilly
2004). For Morrison, black motherhood is “a political enterprise with social
consequences”, and incorporates multiple dimensions including “motherwork,
motherlove, and the motherline” (O’Reilly 2004: x). “Motherwork” relates to the
practices of black mothers in raising their children with the strong sense of

identity required to survive and resist in a racist and sexist world:

...motherwork, through the tasks of preservation, nurturance, cultural
bearing, and healing, is what makes survival and resistance possible for

African American people (O’Reilly 2004, p. 29).
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This type of mothering, labelled “Motherhood as preservation”, is a strong feature
of black motherhood, but one that is undervalued and unrecognised by the
dominant discourse of motherhood, which places value instead on the role of
mothers as nurturers (O’Reilly 2004, p. 32), or what Walkerdine & Lucey (whose
analysis focuses on the impact of class on mothering practices) term “sensitive
mothering” (Walkerdine & Lucey 1989, p. 60). Poor black mothers, O’Reilly
argues, are primarily focused on the physical survival of their children; their
priorities as mothers often revolve around securing food and shelter, and building
safe neighbourhoods, both for their own children and other children in the
community (O’Reilly 2004, p. 32). Motherhood as preservation is thus in stark
contrast to the style of nurturing mothering that is seen by the dominant white
society to constitute “good” mothering. The “motherline” refers to black mothers’
role as the bearers and transmitters of black culture and traditions (O’Reilly 2004,
p. 4). “Motherlove” relates to the importance of a deep cultural connection to black
identity and selfhood; black mothers must have these deep connections “to love
themselves as black people and to teach the same to their children so that they can

develop a strong and proud black identity” (O’Reilly 2004, p. 33).

O’Reilly identifies roles such as “othermothers” and “community mothers” as also
being important in black communities; “othermothers” care for particular children
but are not their birth mothers, while “community mothers” focus on the wellbeing
of the community rather than that of specific children (O’Reilly 2004, p. 5). Stack’s
groundbreaking study of black families in the US highlighted the role of “child-
keeping” in black communities, the web of extended family and community
relationships involved in caring for children. Highlighting the ways in which
culturally-based judgements about what is “normal” influence perceptions of black
families, Stack’s study emphasised how “These predictable, stable child-keeping
patterns provide a commanding contrast to the characterization of black family life
as ‘broken’ and ‘disorganized’ (Stack 1974, p. 73). In the Australian context, Eades
has highlighted how the movement of children between different carers is seen as
responsible child-rearing by Aboriginal families, allowing the child to develop

relationships with extended family members. However, it is interpreted as
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“deficient parenting” by non-Indigenous professionals and welfare workers, and as
“denying children ‘security’ and ‘stability’, which are typically defined in middle-
class Anglo terms” (Eades 2008, p. 12).

‘Keepers of the family’: motherhood in Aboriginal women’s autobiographical
narratives

While there is not an extensive amount of theoretical literature written by
Aboriginal people about motherhood, Atkinson has described the importance of
women'’s status as mothers or potential mothers in Aboriginal culture (Atkinson
2002, p. 3). Drawing on Aboriginal women's autobiographical writings, Moreton-

Robinson has emphasised the importance of relational ties to Aboriginal women:

The most important relationships for Aboriginal women in their narratives
are with either their surrogate or extended families. Aboriginal mothers
and grandmothers demonstrate a spirit of generosity to their families and
communities and, for children who have no experience of their families in
the mission dormitories, it is the older children from whom they learn
about the ethics of relationality. Aboriginal women's relationality is based
on giving priority to personal relations based on principles of generosity,
empathy and care which connote ideals of respect, consideration,
understanding, politeness and nurturing. All of these women sought to
impart such ethics to their own children and grandchildren later in life.

(Moreton-Robinson 1998, p. 279)

Interestingly, white feminists such as Carol Gilligan have also long argued that
[white] women's identity is defined in a context of relationship and judged by a
standard of responsibility and care (Gilligan 1982). However, for Moreton-
Robinson these relationships for Aboriginal women are deeper and provide a link

to their identity, country, spirituality, and cultural knowledge:

The narratives of Aboriginal women reveal that they are embodied, and
embedded in a network of social relationships in Aboriginal domains. The

body for Aboriginal women is the link to people, country, spirits, herstory
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and the future and is a positive site of value and affirmation as well as a site
of resistance. As keepers of the family, Aboriginal women are the bearers of

subjugated knowledge. (Moreton-Robinson 1998, p. 285)

White historian Margaret Somerville, who collaborated with Aboriginal elder Patsy
Cohen to write a unique history of the Ingelba region in Northern NSW based on
the community’s memories of five Aboriginal “matriarchs”, describes the

importance of kinship knowledge in Aboriginal communities:

Aboriginal people here have related to their past through their collective
kin....The network of individual and collective kin is maintained by the
women in their kin work....kin networks provided a mechanism for relating
people to the landscape and drawing new people into a sense of identity in
place. Knowledge about kin and the everyday social knowledge associated
with the construction of these kin networks made the cultural work of the

day possible. (Cohen & Somerville 1990, p. 52)

Somerville describes her inability to participate in the early stages of the Ingelba
project as she did not have the necessary knowledge and understanding of the
complex social relations of the community, maintained by Aboriginal women
through their “kin talk”, an oral knowledge-base essential to the effective
functioning of kin networks (Cohen & Somerville 1990, p. 141). Of course, one of
the effects of Aboriginal child removal was to disrupt the transmission of this
knowledge base, with significant implications for the removed child’s identity,
relationship to country and cultural understanding, an issue addressed by a

number of my research participants.

In her study of Aboriginal women'’s autobiographical writing, Brewster has
identified “survival skills...constituted by bush knowledge, both traditional and
post-invasion, and homemaking and cooking skills” as a key aspect of women’s
knowledge highlighted in their autobiographical narratives (Brewster 1996, p. 36).
Other key features emerging from Aboriginal women’s autobiographical writing

highlighted by Brewster include the importance of the extended family network in
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sustaining Aboriginal families (Brewster 1996, p. 32); the role of the Aboriginal
family in resisting “the pressure to conform to a white culture” and in providing “a
site of power and consolidation for Aboriginal women” (Brewster 1996, p. 30); the
description of “strategies of resistance” (Brewster 1996, p. 50); the role of
Aboriginal women as custodians of their family history (Brewster 1996, p. 53); as
well as the political critique of the injustices Aboriginal people have faced and

continue to face in Australia (Brewster 1996, p. 56).

Focusing specifically on the issue of motherhood in Aboriginal women’s
autobiographical writings, there are a number of accounts by Aboriginal women
about their experiences as mothers or of being mothered that | have analysed,
including Barnes 2000; Clements 1930; Crawford 1993; Edmund 1992; Hegarty
1999 and 2003; Huggins & Huggins 1996; Kartinyeri 2000; Kennedy 1985;
Langford 1988; McDonald 1996 and 2007; Mok 2005; Morgan 1987; MumShirl
1981; Nannup, Marsh & Kinnane 1992; Pilkington 1996 and 2002; Roughsey 1984;
Simon 1978; Terszak 2008; Tucker 1977; Vicenti & Dickman 2008; Walker 1989;
Ward 1987 and 1991; West 1987; and Woodrow 1990. In these Aboriginal
women'’s autobiographical accounts, motherhood is constructed as a constant
struggle against poverty and the impact of racism. Aboriginal motherhood in these
stories is socially inclusive - no one gets turned away, resources are shared.
Aboriginal mothers have intimate knowledge of tragedy and their autobiographies
often include accounts of the death of their children. Single motherhood is a key
theme - partners are frequently absent through work, early death, or desertion.
Aboriginal mothers describe themselves as imperfect, sometimes putting their
own needs or the needs of their community ahead of their own children, but
honest in recognising this. Resilience is another key theme, as is the strength
drawn from their cultural identity. Their own mother is often a pivotal figure in
these writings, even in her absence (see for example Crawford 1993, Langford
1988). While these autobiographical narratives paint a powerful picture of the
resilience of Aboriginal mothers and operate as an important counter-narrative to
white categorisations of Aboriginal motherhood as neglectful and uncaring, it is

possible that the portrait of the indomitable Aboriginal mother they portray is
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itself a burden to struggling Aboriginal mothers, who may see themselves as failing

to live up to this ideal.

Obviously, another key source of Aboriginal perspectives on motherhood is the
oral history interviews which form the basis of my research. A key feature of these
interviews is that the relationship between mother and child has been interrupted
by child removal; in many cases my research participants described the ongoing
and difficult process of attempting to rebuild mother-child relationships that most
of us take for granted. While some Aboriginal research participants express a
degree of latent hostility towards their mothers, reflecting Sanger’s view that the
injury a child experiences in a mother’s absence is real and is perceived by the
child as abandonment rather than separation (Sanger 1995, p. 42), a number of
research participants speak with great compassion and love about their mothers,
intimately recognising the many challenges and difficulties their mothers faced in
trying to hold their families together. As Atkinson reminds us, “the researched”
will always know more “about their own experiences of their own lives” than any

researcher can ever hope to (Atkinson 2002, p. 14).

‘Shattered Bonds’: black motherhood and contemporary child removals

In the Australian context, Carrington has highlighted the systemic racism inherent
in policing and welfare approaches to Indigenous families (Carrington 1990).
Carrington argues that issues such as racism and poverty are invisible in such
processes, and the victims are blamed for their own deprivation. Since the end of
the Stolen Generations era there has been a multiplication of bureaucracies
concerned with intervening in the lives of Indigenous families (Carrington 1990, p.
12). There has been continuity in child removal practices despite attempted
reforms such as the introduction of the Aboriginal Child Placement Principle, and
state interventions in Indigenous families can be justified as legitimate and
benevolent because they are “concerned with the welfare and preservation of

children” (Carrington 1990, p. 14).

The data in relation to Indigenous children in the child welfare system in Australia

are stark. Noting that rates of child protection substantiations for Aboriginal and
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Torres Strait Islander children are six times higher than the rates for other
Australian children, and that the rate of Indigenous children in out-of-home care is

nine times higher than for other children, Briskman argues that

The current over-representation is, in large part, the result of a lack of
understanding by the dominant society of Aboriginal cultural values, and
the absence of policies that entrust Aboriginal people in their child-rearing
and decision-making. It results in denial of their human rights in child
rearing and respect for their traditions. The result of rigid control and lack
of understanding by governments combines with factors that have dogged
Indigenous children and families ranging from poverty, abuse and family
violence. Yet, the manner in which welfare intervention operates today still
arguably has a 'race’ focus, underpinned by assimilationist ideologies. A
continuing ignorant and discriminatory approach to welfare intervention in
Indigenous families prevails, one which fails to embrace cultural difference

and which perceives of Indigenous peoples as the 'other.' (Briskman 2003,

p.8)

The situation continues to worsen, with a recent Productivity Commission Closing
the Gap Annual Report citing a 436% increase in care and protection orders issued
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children between 2004-2013 (quoted in
Behrendt 2014). Describing the idealised image of the “good mother” in Australia,
Cripps has argued that "There is no room within this stereotype to accommodate
experiences of racism, colonialism, classism, nor violence that may mediate
individual actions and responsibilities of women as they navigate their
'motherhood" (Cripps 2012, p. 27). Cripps highlights the correlation between
domestic violence and the substantiation of child abuse allegations in Indigenous
families; she also highlights the growing conceptualisation of poverty and social
isolation as “risk factors” for child protection agencies, rather than them being
understood as systemic factors underpinning child neglect (Cripps 2012, p. 30).
Swain & Hillel’s history of the “child rescue” movement emphasises the impact of
its legacy on contemporary child welfare, arguing that the image of the vulnerable

child at risk “has been carefully constructed upon a denial or victimisation of the
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family and kin who, properly supported, are most likely to ensure its safety”

(Swain & Hillel 2010, p. 175).

In the following section I will explore how motherhood has been conceptualised
within the international human rights framework, and the implications of this for

women who experience violations of their right to mother.

Motherhood and human rights

There is an extensive body of theoretical literature on issues pertaining to gender
and human rights. In particular, feminists have critiqued the human rights
framework for its failure to incorporate gender issues, and human rights processes
for their failures in identifying and addressing violations of the rights of women.
There is, however, much less analysis of the issue of motherhood and human
rights. Some of the issues that I explore in this section include whether women'’s
status as mothers or potential mothers exposes them to specific vulnerabilities and
risks of human rights violations, and how motherhood is recognised and protected

within the international human rights framework.

Is the right to mother recognised in international human rights law?

[s it meaningful to talk about a “right to mother”, as then Prime Minister Julia
Gillard did in her National Apology for Forced Adoptions (Gillard, 2013)? What
protections for motherhood exist in the international human rights framework?
Was Aboriginal women'’s “right to mother” breached by Australian practices during

the Stolen Generations era?

Feminist historian Marilyn Lake has written about the role of prominent
Australian feminist Jessie Street in the drafting of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights. Street and other feminists lobbied for “the rights of motherhood” to
be included in the Declaration; a compromise was reached in drafting Article 25,
which stipulated that “motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and
assistance”. Lake notes that despite the best efforts of feminists, “Mothers were
considered not as political subjects with rights, but as a group akin to children, in

need of social care” (Lake 1999, p. 205).
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How are rights relating to motherhood currently articulated in the current
international human rights framework? [ analysed the UN human rights
framework to identify what protections and safeguards currently exist to protect
the right to parent or the right to mother, and how these have emerged and
changed over time (see Appendix 1 for an overview of clauses relating to
motherhood in the current UN framework). In undertaking this analysis I
conceptualised the right to mother as encompassing a wide variety of social

aspects associated with mothering, not limited to the biological act of giving birth.

While there are many references within UN human rights conventions to the
family as the “natural and fundamental group unit of society” (Universal
Declaration of Human Rights 1948, Article 16 (3); International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights 1966, Article 23 (1)), it is difficult to extrapolate from
international human rights conventions the existence of a right to mother. Article

5 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child articulates the right to parent:

States Parties shall respect the responsibilities, rights and duties of parents
or, where applicable, the members of the extended family or community as
provided for by local custom, legal guardians or other persons legally
responsible for the child, to provide, in a manner consistent with the
evolving capacities of the child, appropriate direction and guidance in the
exercise by the child of the rights recognized in the present Convention.

(Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989, Article 5)

Unlike many other rights holders, there is a strong emphasis within the UN
conventions on the “responsibilities” and “duties” of parents, and understandably
parental rights as articulated within this framework are often framed or curtailed
by a judgement about what might be in the “best interests” of the child. This is a
fundamental principle in children’s rights but one that has been questioned by
some theorists, who have emphasised the history of the use of concepts such as
“best interests” to regulate and control Indigenous peoples (Cripps 2012, p. 26),
with a key issue being who gets to determine what is in your best interests. The

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples recognises
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the right of indigenous families and communities to retain shared
responsibility for the upbringing, training, education and well-being of their
children, consistent with the rights of the child.

(Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 2007, Preamble)

Perhaps in recognition of the role of extended family and kin networks in child-
rearing in Indigenous communities, this right is framed in terms of the right of

“families and communities” rather than parents.

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW) highlights that maternity is a “social function”, and emphasises “the
common responsibility of men and women in the upbringing and development of
their children” (CEDAW 1979, Article 5 (b)). Despite this, there is an exclusive
focus within the Convention on maternity, and no consideration of the equivalent
conditions for fathers that might facilitate their more active involvement as
primary carers for children, such as paternity leave provisions. Despite CEDAW'’s
construction of motherhood as a “social function”, the protections it affords
relating to motherhood are principally focused on pregnancy, birth, maternal and

post-natal health, the biological rather than social aspects of motherhood.

Article 16 of CEDAW relates to eliminating discrimination against women “in all
matters relating to marriage and family relations.” Clause (d) states that women
should enjoy “The same rights and responsibilities as parents, irrespective of their
marital status, in matters relating to their children; in all cases the interests of the
children shall be paramount.” This clause provides equality in parental rights with
men but does not specify what these rights may entail. Similarly, Clause (f) relates
to women'’s enjoyment of “The same rights and responsibilities with regard to
guardianship, wardship, trusteeship and adoption of children, or similar
institutions where these concepts exist in national legislation; in all cases the
interests of the children shall be paramount”. There are a number of examples
within my research data where Aboriginal mothers’ rights to make decisions

relating to their children were significantly compromised during the Stolen
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Generations era, and the white father was the sole decision-maker about the
education, guardianship or care of children, irrespective of the wishes of the

mother (see for example “Colleen”, p. 22; NLA TRC 5000/220).

The Australian Human Rights Commission 2014 report on children in mandatory
detention provided an overview of some recent determinations of the Committee
on the Rights of the Child about mothers’ right to health and the role of parents
and caregivers (see UN 2013, pp. 6-7). The Committee found that “parenting
under acute material or psychological stress or impaired mental health” is likely to
impact negatively on the wellbeing of young children (AHRC, 2014: 102). Here,
parents’ rights are expressed as being relevant primarily in terms of the extent to
which they are negatively impacting on their children’s enjoyment of their rights,
which appears to be the dominant construction of parental rights within the UN

framework.

What aspects of mothering are not covered by the UN framework? I would argue
that women'’s relationships of care for children are not explicitly covered. For
example, Article 7 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child refers to a child
having “as far as possible, the right to know and be cared for by his or her parents”,
but there is no articulation of an equivalent right for a parent to care for their
children. Article 9 states “that a child shall not be separated from his or her
parents against their will, except when competent authorities subject to judicial
review determine, in accordance with applicable law and procedures, that such
separation is necessary for the best interests of the child.” This protection against
arbitrary removal is the closest the UN framework comes to articulating the right
of a parent - or the right of a mother, overwhelmingly likely to be the primary
carer of dependent children - to care for their children. This right may also be
inferred within clauses protecting against arbitrary and unlawful interference in
family life and within an individual’s right to privacy (International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights 1966, Article 17), but nowhere is it explicitly stated.
Women'’s right to make decisions in relation to potential pregnancy and pregnancy
(which perhaps could be articulated as the right not to mother) is also not

explicitly covered, except by references in CEDAW to women having equal access
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to health services including “those related to family planning” (CEDAW 1979,
Article 12) and women having the same rights as men to determine “the number

and spacing of their children” (CEDAW 1979, Article 16, 1 (e)).

There is a detailed overview of all clauses within the UN human rights framework
that make reference to parental rights outlined in Appendix 1. Of course, with the
exception of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Convention on the
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (hereafter the Genocide
Convention), which Australia became a signatory to in 1948, Australia had not
ratified these international human rights covenants in the Stolen Generations era
(and a number of these did not exist in international law until more recently, see
Appendix 1 for details). Australia did not begin enacting domestic legislation to
give effect to its obligations under these international covenants until the 1970s,
leading to the difficulty experienced by many contemporary Stolen Generation
litigants, who have been unable to demonstrate that their removal was unlawful

under any Australian laws in place at the time (Marchetti & Ransley 2005, p. 538).

Motherhood and human rights violations

Does women'’s status as mothers and/or potential mothers put them at particular
risk of human rights violation? Feminist theorists have long critiqued human
rights mechanisms for their oversights in relation to issues of gender and their
failures in addressing violations of women’s rights. These critiques range from
analysis of the complete lack of recognition of the gendered dimensions of human
rights violations; to assumptions being made about women’s victimhood and the
lack of recognition of women’s agency (Nesiah 2006a, p. 808); concerns about
limited analyses of gender, and where gender is identified as a factor, a primary
focus on sexual violations (Franke 2006, p. 822; Nesiah 2006b, pp. 1-2); the focus
on public sphere violations by state actors (Aolain & Turner 2007, p. 234),
excluding analysis of violations occurring in the so-called “private sphere”; the
primacy of civil and political rights within transitional justice processes and the
exclusion of consideration of violations of economic, social and cultural rights (Bell
& O’'Rourke 2007, p. 34), which are seen to have a differential impact on women;

the structural barriers to women'’s participation in transitional justice
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mechanisms, relating to both the legal standards on which such mechanisms are
based and the processes they deploy (Bell & O’'Rourke 2007, p. 24); and concerns
about the gendered consequences of participation in transitional justice
mechanisms (Aolain & Turner 2007, p. 48; Brounéus 2008; Ross 2003 (b); Rubio-
Marin 2006, p. 21).

Whilst there is a large body of academic literature on women and human rights
inquiries, Australia is not often included in comparative case studies of
international human rights; and when it is the analysis is often limited and does
not reflect a deep understanding of the Australian context (see, for example,
Goodall’s critique of Schaffer & Smith’s Narrated Lives, Goodall 2006). [ would also
note here that many of the feminist analyses of gender and human rights violations
do not specifically examine issues of motherhood and the implications of women’s
potential and actual reproductive and carer roles for their exposure to human
rights violations, possibly because as Walkerdine & Lucey state, “biology returns to
haunt us” (Walkerdine & Lucey 1989, p. 31): it is theoretically challenging to focus
on the social construction of gender roles while also acknowledging the biological

reality of women'’s reproductive capacity.

One case study of motherhood and human rights violations emerging from the
academic literature that [ want to explore is the Madres and Abuelas of Argentina,
and I also want to examine parallels between the mothers of the Stolen
Generations and mothers who experienced forced adoption in Australia. I had
hoped to also explore parallels between Indigenous mothers and child removal in
the Report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada on the
residential school system; however similar to my findings in relation to the BTH
Inquiry (Payne 2010), it has been noted that “women, girls and gender do not
occupy a constitutive component of the TRC’s work” (Reid 2011, p. 114). Like the
BTH Report, They Came for the Children (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of
Canada 2012) is focused primarily on the impact of child removals on the child
victims, and while it does address some aspects of removals in relation to parents,

it makes no reference to specific issues for Indigenous mothers.
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‘Revolutionizing motherhood’?: the Asociacion Madres de la Plaza de Mayo

Many mothers’ groups have formed in the wake of human rights violations,
including the Mothers for Peace in the former Yugoslavia; the Mothers’ Front in Sri
Lanka; the CoMadres in El Salvador; the Tiananmen Mothers in China; as well as
mothers groups in Chile, Nicaragua, Honduras, Guatemala, and many more. In the
case of the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo, an internationally renown mothers’ group
fighting for accountability after the “disappearance” (abduction and murder) of
their children in Argentina, individual mother’s personal experiences of immense
grief and loss were transformed into a positive campaign for justice and human
rights. There has been detailed analysis of the factors that led to the success of the
Madres’ campaigns, and debate about whether their fight for human rights is a
radical restatement of women'’s carer roles or ultimately is constrained by and

reinforces traditional beliefs and stereotypes about women as mothers.

The Madres emerged into the public eye in 1977, when fourteen mothers first
gathered at the Plaza de Mayo, traditionally the centre of Argentine civic life, to
raise public awareness of their plight and to try to pressure the regime into
providing information about the fate of their children (Arditti 1999, p. 35).
Commentators agree that this was a bold and brave move at a time when the
military regime was still at the height of its powers and “disappearances” were
ongoing. One of the early members of the Abuelas (Grandmothers) group has

commented about the importance of taking action to keep despair at bay:

[ think those of us who decided to work with the Grandmothers had an
easier time coping with what had happened than those who stayed at home.
Many people ended in mental hospitals or alcoholic or committed
suicide...Every day I would do at least one thing to find my daughter.
(quoted in Arditti 1999, p. 79)

Arditti emphasises the importance of the Madres’ and Abuelas’ political activism,
arguing that their initial concern for the fate of their individual children eventually
transformed into concern for “all the oppressed and persecuted” (Arditti 1999, p.

80). Fisher has described this transcendence of individual loss into campaigns for
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community justice as the “socialization of motherhood” (Fisher 1989, p. ix);
Guzman Bouvard sees it as a “radicalized, collective version of maternity” (Guzman
Bouvard 1994, p. 2). Arditti argues that unifying around motherhood enabled the
women “to build a bond and shape a movement without men”, and that the Madres
have created a “new form of political participation”, beyond party politics, based
“on the values of love and caring” (Arditti 1999, p. 80). Guzman Bouvard goes

further, arguing that

The Mothers not only transformed political action, but they also
revolutionized the very concept of maternity as passive and in the service of
the state into a public and socialized claim against the state. Their vision of
maternity ultimately served as a springboard for demanding a political
system that would reflect maternal values and assure human rights,
universal participation, and social welfare: they proclaimed themselves

revolutionary Mothers. (Guzman Bouvard 1994, p. 62)

After the fall of the military regime, the Mothers continued to be a thorn in the side
of the new government, refusing national demands for reconciliation, closure and
to “move on”, rejecting reparation payments and mounting an unrelenting
campaign to discover the fate of their children, to end impunity for violence and to

seek justice against the perpetrators:

Their role was not to mourn their children, the Mothers insisted, but to
bring the assassins to justice. That is why in 1984 they adopted the slogan...
BRING THEM BACK ALIVE. (Guzman Bouvard 1994, p. 147)

Some feminist scholars are uncomfortable with the Madres’ utilisation of
traditional conceptions of women'’s roles as mothers and nurturers to legitimize
their public protest (Miller 1991, pp. 11-12), arguing that such approaches lock
women into their reproductive roles (Guzman Bouvard 1994, p. 184). Protests
based on motherhood could also be seen to belong within the Argentine cult of
marianismo, the female counterpoint to machismo, based on honour for the Virgin

Mary and emphasising the moral superiority of women on the basis of their
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humility and self-sacrifice (Guzman Bouvard 1994, p. 184). For Guzman Bouvard,
such criticisms of the Madres for being inherently conservative raise the
fundamental issue of “whether there can be a role for mothers in national politics”
(Guzman Bouvard 1994, p. 257). Fiona Ross has highlighted the trend observed at
the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission for women to testify about
harms committed to others rather than those suffered by themselves (Ross 2003
(a), p- 17); perhaps mothers’ human rights groups are the ultimate expression of
this trend, campaigning for recognition and justice for their children rather than

themselves.

It is interesting to contrast the outspoken Argentinian Madres with the silence,
invisibility and powerlessness of the mothers of the Stolen Generations, issues that
[ will explore in detail in Chapter 5. Besides the obvious differences of context, I
believe that a significant factor in the impact of the Madres was the revered status
of mothers in Argentine culture; Pieper Mooney comments that “The image of the
sanctity of motherhood continues to shape Latin American realities” (Pieper
Mooney 2009, p. 2). Irrespective of whether the Madres indeed transcended or
merely reinforced its norms, the social status of motherhood in Argentina provided
a platform from which the Madres could speak and be heard. In contrast,
Aboriginal mothers in Australia were demonised and even their capacity to love
and care for their children was questioned. It is therefore not surprising that
disempowered Aboriginal mothers, operating with diminished parental rights
curtailed by Aboriginal Protection legislation (see Chapter 3), not even enjoying
citizenship rights in Australia to participate in the political process, and widely
criticised as neglectful and incapable of any depth of feeling for their children (see

Chapter 4), were silent about their experiences of child removal.

‘Conceived with love’: the right to an identity

The work of the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo, grandmothers of children of the
Disappeared in Argentina, who have fought a lengthy campaign to identify and
locate grandchildren born to their pregnant daughters or daughters-in-law who
were “disappeared”, has many parallels with the Stolen Generations. There have

been a number of documented cases where “disappeared” young women - who
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were known to have been pregnant at the time they were abducted - subsequently
gave birth and were then murdered. In other cases the forensic examination of
human remains identified that a “disappeared” woman had given birth before her
murder; one forensic scientist referred to this as looking for death and finding life,
and commented “We were able to tell her mother that although her daughter is
dead out there somewhere she has a grandchild (quoted in Arditti 1999, p. 75).
The babies’ birth records were falsified and the children were illegally adopted by
the officials of the regime who were the perpetrators of their parents’
disappearance and murder. The Nunca Mas (Never Again) Report of the

Argentinian National Commission on the Disappearance of Persons stated:

The repressors who took the disappeared children from their homes, or
who seized mothers on the point of giving birth, were making decisions
about people's lives in the same cold-blooded way that booty is distributed
in war. Deprived of their identity and taken away from their parents, the
disappeared children constitute, and will continue to constitute, a deep

blemish on our society. (Quoted in Arditti 1999, p. 44)

There are clear parallels between these children and the case of the Stolen
Generations, most obviously in the attempt to remove children from a particular
cultural context and indoctrinate them into a new one. The Abuelas refer to these
stolen grandchildren as "the Living Disappeared" because they have been lost to
their families and raised by different values (Arditti 1999, p. 51). Through their
grief at the abduction and murder of their children and the theft of their
grandchildren, Arditti argues that the Madres and the Abuelas found a new unity
and purpose in working to change Argentine society, and a new courage to speak
out about what had happened to their children and to criticise the regime. Arditti
emphasises the importance of the pragmatic focus of the Abuelas - they wanted
their lost grandchildren to be returned and the perpetrators of their children’s
disappearance and murder and the theft of their grandchildren to be punished
(Arditti 1999, p. 80). One of the outcomes the Abuelas have fought for is the
establishment of a genetic database providing a permanent record of the families

of the Disappeared who are seeking lost grandchildren, in the hope that in the
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future more descendants will be restored to their families (Arditti 1999, p. 72).
Interestingly in terms of parallels to the Stolen Generations, one of the motivating
forces of the Abuelas is their concern that their grandchildren learn that they were

not abandoned by their parents:

We fight so hard because the disappeared children have to know that they
were not thrown away, that their mothers did not abandon them, that they

were conceived with love. That they were wanted. (Arditti 1999, p. 92)

The Abuelas emphasise the intergenerational dimension of the human rights
violations of the Argentine regime - not only have the rights of “the Disappeared”
been violated, but also those of their parents and their children (Arditti 1999, p.
160). Challenging the response that the children of “the Disappeared” were
adopted and raised in loving families, the Abuelas have emphasised the key
difference between adoption and appropriation, highlighting the inability of the
murdered victims to exercise their parental rights (Arditti 1999, p. 139). The
notion of "restitution” is important to the Abuelas - conceptualised not as financial
restitution or even the restitution of the stolen Argentinian children to their birth
families, but as the restitution to the children of their identities and the knowledge
of their family histories (Arditti 1999, p. 103). Even for those children who have
refused to be returned to their birth families, choosing instead to stay with their
adoptive families, the Abuelas believe that the restitution of their identities is
important and may lead them to make different choices at different stages of their
lives (Arditti 1999, p. 134). The Abuelas were instrumental in lobbying at the UN
for the inclusion of Article 8 within the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Arditti
1999, p. 137), which states:

1. States Parties undertake to respect the right of the child to preserve his
or her identity, including nationality, name and family relations as
recognized by law without unlawful interference.

2. Where a child is illegally deprived of some or all of the elements of his or
her identity, States Parties shall provide appropriate assistance and

protection, with a view to re-establishing speedily his or her identity.
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(UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989)

I believe that the right to an identity is relevant to the case of the Stolen
Generations; a number of research participants relate their ongoing difficulties in
tracing their families or finding any information about the rationale for their
removal. In one case, a research participant has been unable to discover if his

mother is alive or dead:

But the thing that I'm looking for is where is my mum buried. If she’s dead,
where is she? If she’s alive, where is she? (Male, Qld, NLA TRC 5000/69:
18)

Another research participant expresses a poignant wish merely to locate his

mother’s remains so that he can erect a memorial:

... ['ve got to be positive to find my mother. You know, where she is and I'm
going to give her a decent, a decent burial. And I'm going to, I'm going to
put a headstone to let everybody know that, that’s my mother laying there.
You know? (“Bruce”, Male, WA, p. 30)

Parallels with forced adoptions

A parallel is often drawn in Australia between Stolen Generation removals and the
forced adoptions experienced by young white mothers in the 1950s and 1960s.
While the experiences of these two groups of Indigenous and non-Indigenous
mothers are sometimes conflated, more detailed consideration highlights key

differences between these two categories of removals.

In contrast with the total removal from family and community experienced by
many Indigenous children, a study of adoption trends in Australia in the late 1960s
highlights that for non-Indigenous children, adoption by a relative constituted
close to half of all adoptions (Winkler and van Keppel 1984, p. 5). Relinquishing
white birth mothers were identified as being most likely to be single, still in their

teen years and their contact with their children did not extend beyond
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pregnancy/birth or the neo-natal period (Winkler and Van Keppel 1984, p. 4);
whereas 40% of my Aboriginal research participants who were removed as
children were aged 5 years or over at the time of their removal, with several even
removed in their teens (see Table 3 and 4, Appendix 2). Only one Aboriginal
research participant indicated that her removal resulted because of the lack of
family support for keeping her (Female, NSW,NLA TRC 5000/214, p. 6), whereas
this was a significant factor behind many of the forced adoptions experienced by
young white mothers at this time (Inglis 1984, p. 190). Most non-Indigenous
children made available for adoption up to the late 1960s were the children of
unmarried mothers (Inglis 1984, p. 4); yet nearly one third of my Aboriginal
research participants who were removed as children came from two-parent
families (see Table 7, Appendix 2). In the case of children removed by welfare
processes in NSW, Parry has highlighted that gender was also a significant factor in
the removal of Aboriginal children; girls were predominantly removed by the
Aboriginal Protection Board, “whereas boys predominated in all forms of care
offered by other state welfare agencies” (Parry 2007, pp. 327-8. See also Goodall
1990).

A common factor in both forced adoptions and Stolen Generation removals was the
lack of social security support for single mothers, resulting in limited options for
supporting a child, particularly in the absence of family support to retain the baby.
In speaking of her experience working at the Kate Cocks Home for unmarried
mothers in South Australia, a white research participant acknowledges the broader
social pressures and lack of financial support that led to many young (white)

mothers making the difficult decision to have their babies adopted:

Alot has been written today about the girls being forced to give up their
children. My experience of that was that if you left the girls to their own
device, they would make up their own mind. It wasn’t the pressures from
within the church but the pressures from within society. They knew that no
matter what they didn’t have the money to bring up the children. There
were no deserted wives’ pensions and the thinking of today was quite

different to what it was then. Some of them would say they wanted to keep
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the children, but in the end most of them would say, ‘I think it’s better to
have them adopted’, and that was the thinking of the day. (“Colleen”,
Female, SA, p. 6)

While single mothers’ pension payments were not introduced in Australia until
1973 (ABS 1988), I outline in further detail the discriminatory provisions
impacting upon Indigenous mothers’ access to the baby bonus, maternity
payments and other family-based social security payments that were available to
most non-Indigenous mothers in the Stolen Generations era in further detail in

Chapter 3.

One characteristic that mothers who experienced forced adoption and the mothers
of the Stolen Generations may share is a pervasive social silence about their
experiences. Emphasising that secrecy was “the main characteristic of adoption
practice”, Inglis comments that “The social invisibility and silence of these
[relinquishing] mothers is consistent with a general silence about their existence
and their experience” (Inglis 1984, p. 13). In their study of the long term
adjustment of relinquishing mothers in adoption, Winkler & van Keppel describe
the well-meaning “conspiracy of silence” which discouraged mothers from
speaking about their experiences of loss, hindering their ability to mourn and heal
(Winkler & van Keppel 1984, p. 24). One of the people I interviewed who is
involved in both the Stolen Generations Alliance and the birth mothers’ advocacy
group Origins commented on her own experience of being isolated and silenced
subsequent to the removal of her child, and of her empowerment through

discovering that she was not alone in what she had experienced:

[ think that silenced a lot of women, you know, by thinking that they were,
you know, unique in the fact that they’d had a very nasty experience and the
fact that they’d given away their own child to a stranger - you know,
basically [that] silenced an awful lot of people. But when I started with
Origins, it was, I could fit the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle together. You know
like how my rights were abused, how, you know, [ was used - and it was

almost like the realisation of, you know, just being treated as part and
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parcel of a well-oiled mechanical system that fed you through. You know
the total realisation of that violation of yourself.

(Female, NSW, Transcript RP4: 6)

Another key difference between these groups of Indigenous and non-Indigenous
mothers has been that the victims of forced adoption, in common with the Korean
“comfort women” but in contrast to the mothers of the Stolen Generations, have in
the past few decades broken the “social silence” about their experiences and have
actively campaigned for acknowledgement that the removal of their babies was a
violation of their parental rights, resulting in a number of state and federal level
inquiries into past adoption practices (see, for example, Cole 2008, the Senate
Community Affairs References Committee 2012), as well as a formal apology from

the Prime Minister (Gillard 2013).4

Motherhood and genocide

Genocide has been defined in international law as acts committed with the
intention of destroying a group, in whole or part, on the basis of its nationality,
ethnicity, race or religion (see Genocide Convention 1948, Article II). However, the
Convention has been critiqued for its failure to explicitly mention either sex or
gender, and there have recently been calls to add gender to the categories already

protected by the Convention (Rafter & Bell 2013, p. 17).

Academic studies of the social phenomenon of genocide have argued that
historically, genocides have tended to follow a “kill-the-men-and-rape-and-
assimilate-the-women-and-children” pattern (Rafter & Bell 2013, p. 16). However,
more recent scholarship exploring both sex differentiation in the impact of
genocide and the gender roles of victims and perpetrators within genocide has
challenged these traditional conceptualisations. Some scholars have argued that in

the modern era, women have been more likely to be killed and less likely to be

4 Cuthbert & Quartly have noted that this group of mothers was originally intended to be
acknowledged in Kevin Rudd’s 2009 apology to transported and institutionalised children, but
were excluded; they speculate that this was because these birth mothers failed to meet the
“innocence” and “trauma without guilt” criteria that national apologies appear to demand (Cuthbert
& Quartly 2012, p. 95).
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“assimilated” during genocides, possibly due to a twentieth century focus on

“ethnic purity” (Fein 1999, p. 57).

While rape and sexual violence against women has a long history in periods of
genocide and war, “genocidal rape” has also been identified as a feature of modern
genocide, described as being utilised instrumentally in the Rwandan and Bosnian
genocides as a tactic to appropriate women’s reproductive capacity (Fein 1999, p.
54), but also to underscore the helplessness of males from particular cultural
groups to defend “their” women (Fein 1999, p. 58). Men and boys have also been
the victims of sexual violence, rape and abuse in war and genocide, an issue that is
under-recognised (Fein 1999, p. 59). Catherine MacKinnon has commented that
“peoples are also destroyed by acts short of killing” (quoted in Rafter & Bell 2013,
p. 9), and some scholars have observed that “acts that do not result in death have
not been taken seriously in estimating the toll of victims by students of genocide”
(Fein 1999, p. 44), an observation that is certainly pertinent to debates about
genocide in the context of the Stolen Generations in Australia. Fein poignantly

o

describes the “’social death’ in life” of rape survivors in the wake of the Rwandan
genocide, suffering horrific physical and psychological injuries, subjected to
community ostracism, sometimes deliberately infected with HIV, and at times left
to raise the babies that were the outcome of their rape (Fein 1999, p. 57).
Highlighting that it is often women who are left to deal with the consequences of
genocide, Rafter & Bell provocatively ask whether the Rwandan genocide can only
truly be deemed to have ended “when the last child born of Hutu rape dies?”

(Rafter & Bell 2013, p. 14).

For some academics, a focus on gender in the context of genocide is seen to run the
risk of marginalising some groups of victims; see for example Janet Jacobs, who in
her study of gender and the Holocaust expresses her fear “that in the pursuit of
feminist research goals [ had relegated Jewish men to a place of insignificance”
(Jacobs 2010, p. 14). Other academics have argued that a focus on gender within
genocide is “offensive” (Bondy 1998, p. 310), and have found that the attempt to
differentiate victims on gender grounds is a form of “comparative endurance” that

is seen to diminish the suffering of all victims (Langer 1998, p. 362). Langer's
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1998 denial of the relevance of gender as a category of analysis in the Holocaust is
based on his sense that gendered behaviour, in the end, did not change the fate of
millions of Jewish people, so it is therefore irrelevant to consider it (Langer 1998,
p. 351). The Holocaust in Langer's view is “beyond gender” or any other sub-
categorisation, as it is Jewish catastrophe, and any attempt to consider gender is
meaningless (Langer 1998, p. 362). Interestingly, it is only in relation to the
“special suffering” of Jewish mothers that Langer will recognise any gendered
impact of the Holocaust; in this aspect alone Langer believes women experienced
something they “could not and cannot share with male inmates” (Langer 1998, p.
353). However, his approach denies the reality that women's experiences of the
camps, the choices that they faced, and their roles as mothers and carers of
children or others, profoundly impacted on their experiences of the Holocaust.
Langer's critique of gender analysis of the Holocaust is based on a fundamentally
flawed understanding of what a gender analysis aims to achieve - not to valourize
one sex over the other, but to consider the structural differences that led to
gender-differentiated experiences and outcomes, or indeed, as may be more
relevant in the context of the Holocaust, led in the end to similar outcomes but via

sometimes very different paths (Ringelheim 1998, p. 350).

Looking specifically to the issue of motherhood and genocide, Fein emphasises
there are both biological and social aspects to group reproduction that can be the
target of genocidal practices (Fein 1999, p. 44). The Genocide Convention contains
clauses relevant to both the biological and social aspects of women'’s status as
mothers or potential mothers, covering genocidal acts designed to prevent births
within a national, ethnic, racial or religious group (Genocide Convention 1948,
Article II (d)) or to forcibly transfer children from one group to another (Genocide
Convention 1948, Article II (e)). In particular genocidal contexts, women may be at
increased risk of being targeted because of their biological role as mothers or
potential mothers, or because of their gendered role as those most likely to be
responsible for the transmission of cultural values to future generations. Women
may also be more likely to become victims of genocide because of their gendered
roles as carers for children and the elderly, which can expose them to increased

risk of violence and murder. For example, many young Jewish women remained in
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Germany in the years before the war rather than emigrate because of their
relationships of care for elderly parents (Ofer & Weitzman 1998, p. 5), and young
Jewish mothers capable of working were instead selected for immediate
elimination on arrival at the death camps because they were pregnant or
accompanied by young children (Dublon-Knebel 2008, pp. 70-71). Fein comments
that “Primarily, it was the motherhood and care-taking of their children by Jewish
women which increased their death-chances in the camps rather than direct
gender discrimination” (Fein 1999, p. 53). Hertzog has noted how women are
socialized to prioritise the needs of others over their own, and demonised if they
fail to do so; she argues that this imperative also influences the choices Holocaust

scholars make about what behaviours are documented:

Stories of mothers going to their death because of subjugating their
existence for that of their children, especially babies, are praised....Stories of
renunciation, labelled as 'abandonment’, are rarely told or documented. In
other words, the historical documentation also strengthens coercive social
conditioning in favour of the overpowering bond between mother and
child....The socially-determined subjugating imperative of the mother-child

bond often resulted in women's deaths. (Hertzog 2008, p. 275)

Horowitz has argued that scholars’ accounts of motherhood during the Holocaust
tend to be divided into “narratives of heroism” where a mother’s actions led to a
child’s incredible survival against the odds, or “narratives of atrocity” where the
mother failed to keep her baby alive; she contrasts these to the more complex
accounts of survivors, in which “the strands of these two narratives are often

intermeshed” (Horowitz 1998, p. 372).

Obviously, women’s status as mothers or potential mothers does not result in them
being at increased risk of human rights violations or the principal targets of
genocide in every context. Sometimes men or boys are the principal victims; or the
young or the elderly of either gender; or the objective may be wholesale slaughter
of all members of ethnic groups irrespective of gender, age or other personal

characteristics. While it is important to acknowledge that “All genocides are

48



gendered events” (Rafter & Bell 2013, p. 3), it is also vital to acknowledge that each
genocide is different and “is likely to be driven by different assumptions about
gender” (Rafter & Bell 2013, p. 8), requiring careful consideration of the specific

context of each case under consideration.

The genocide finding of the BTH Inquiry

In the case of the Stolen Generations, one of the most widely reported and
controversial findings of the BTH Inquiry was that the forcible removal of
Indigenous children constituted genocide, based on Article 2 (e) of the Genocide
Convention, and the argument that the removal of Indigenous children in the Stolen
Generations era constituted the “forcible transfer” of children from one group to
another. This finding was widely disputed, and the Inquiry has been criticised for
its “extraordinarily wide conception of ‘forcible removal”” (McGregor 2004, p. 292)
and for failing to distinguish sufficiently between the “the prewar policy of
biological absorption and the postwar policy of sociocultural assimilation” in

making its finding of genocide (Manne 2001, p. 30).

If the Inquiry had documented the gendered basis and impact of removal practices
on Indigenous women and girls in greater detail, it may have been possible to
argue that aspects of the forcible removal of children aimed at “breeding out the
colour” and controlling the sexuality and reproduction of Indigenous girls fitted
within Article 2 (d) of the Genocide Convention, “imposing measures intended to
prevent births within the group” (Payne 2010, p. 39). Goodall has noted that “the
specifically gendered dimensions of this [child removal] policy are often obscured
by inaccurately assuming that the policy goals remained fixed over the years and
that the policy was applied consistently to children of both sexes” (Goodall 1995, p.
81). A more nuanced interpretation of the different phases of removal policies and
practices and different motivations behind them may have strengthened the

genocide case the Inquiry was making (Payne 2010, p. 39).

What is evident from the academic literature on motherhood and human rights
violations and the case studies [ have briefly reviewed here is that women’s status

as mothers or potential mothers does put them at particular risk of human rights
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violation in some circumstances:

- in a context of genocide, women and girls may be specifically targeted
because of their reproductive capacity;

- in assimilationist contexts, mothers may be targeted because of perceptions
about their gendered role in the transmission of culture;

- women'’s gendered relationships of care for children and the elderly may

increase their vulnerability to harm in some contexts.

The absence of explicit protection for the right to mother within the international
human rights framework becomes particularly problematic in the context of
human rights inquiries, as such inquiries are shaped by a nation’s commitments to
international human rights treaties and their realisation in domestic legislation.
This impacts on defining the issue to be investigated, who gets invited to give
witness to their experiences, determinations about whose rights have been
violated and who is eligible for compensation, and so on. Rights that are not
defined and protected within the framework do not get identified as being in need
of redress, and I believe this is clearly evident in the lack of a major focus on the
issue of parental rights in either the BTH Inquiry in Australia or the Canadian

Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s investigation into residential schools.

[ will now turn to issues around motherhood and silence in the academic

literature.

Motherhood and silence

Silence is complex and multifaceted, and cannot be simply interpreted as the
absence of speech; it can be the result of a deliberate choice, due to reticence, or
because of constraints imposed by others on who can speak and what can be
discussed (Ross 2003 (a), p- 163). Foucault noted the ambiguous relationship
between silence, secrecy and power, and advised that discourse cannot be simply
categorised as “accepted” or “excluded”, emphasising rather “the multiplicity of

discursive elements that can come into play” (Foucault 1978, p. 100):
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Silence and secrets are a shelter for power, anchoring its prohibitions; but
they also loosen its holds and provide for relatively obscure areas of

tolerance. (Foucault 1978, p. 101)

Choosing to remain silent infers a position of power and the withholding of
knowledge and information - a strategy Indigenous people have used effectively in
colonial and post-colonial contexts to retain control over their knowledge -
whereas being silenced carries the association of victimhood and oppression. In
this section I explore the academic literature relating to silence, memory and
trauma in the context of human rights violations and investigative processes, and
analyse the impact of women’s status as mothers on their capacity and willingness

to speak about their experiences of human rights violations.

‘From voice comes hope’?: silence within human rights processes

The human rights literature often unproblematically promotes the need to “speak
out”, to testify, as a positive and healing experience (see, for example, Mertu, 2000,
p. 142, the source of the statement “From voice comes hope”). Indeed such
personal testimony forms the basis of most human rights mechanisms that enable
redress for violations and past harms. Remaining silent, if an active choice, has
significant consequences within the processes currently in place to address

violations of human rights.

One case study of the apparent benefits of “speaking out” after a long silence is that
of the Korean “comfort women”, survivors of sexual violence during World War
Two who were in many cases rejected by their communities when they returned
after the war as they were blamed for the dishonour they were seen to have
brought to their families and communities (Chinkin 2001, p. 341). Citing this as an
example of “gendered shame” in which the women victims internalised the
judgements of others (Schaffer & Smith 2004, p. 127), Schaffer & Smith argue that
it was initially impossible for these women to publicly tell their stories in a way
that would be received and have credibility (Schaffer & Smith 2004, p 128).
Schaffer & Smith note that while these women'’s experiences of sexual slavery

during the war years were widely known, “Common knowledge had yet to be
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translated into a public discourse fuelled by witness testimony” (Schaffer & Smith
2004, p. 125). Chinkin speculates that the decision by these women to finally
speak more than forty years after the violations they had experienced was based
both on their desire for formal acknowledgement and a “meaningful apology”, plus
their practical need for “physical, personal and economic security for the last years
of their lives” (Chinkin 2006, p. 206). Identifying the power of personal testimony
in establishing the legitimacy of their case for redress (Chinkin 2006, pp. 216-217),
Chinkin also argues that the Women'’s International Tribunal on Japanese Military
Sexual Slavery helped to shift public attitudes towards the victims by more
appropriately attributing responsibility for their sexual violation to the
perpetrators (Chinkin 2001, p. 341). However, Dolgopol has argued that while
several hundred victims came forward, there must have been “several thousand”
still living who did not; even those who eventually testified spoke of the
“enormous emotional and psychological burden” of keeping their “shameful

secret” hidden:

Because of this, the violation of their human rights has to be understood as
something more than an act for a defined period of time: it is a violation

which continues to affect their lives today. (Dolgopol 2006, p. 254)

Arguing that silence “can be a form of aiding and abetting”, Dolgopol emphasises
the complicity of allied forces in failing to prosecute Japanese soldiers for their
crimes against women (Dolgopol 2006, p. 269), particularly Asian women. She
highlights the importance of the social context, which led to the “forced silencing”
of the women whose pain “could not be voiced”, in contrast to other Japanese
prisoners of war whose testimony about their experiences was encouraged
(Dolgopol 2006, pp. 264-265). Of the survivors who did not come forward when
the issue of the “Comfort Women” first began to re-emerge, Dolgopol theorises that
their choice to continue to remain silent was based on “an unfounded sense of
shame” about what happened to them, combined with a concern to ensure that
their current lives were not disrupted; Dolgopol argues that their choice to remain

silent should be respected (Dolgopol 2006, pp. 268-269).

52



In The Silence. How tragedy shapes talk, Wajnryb analyses the multiple factors that
contributed to silencing Holocaust survivors from speaking about their
experiences, particularly to their children. Wajnryb identifies a tension, which she
labels “dysphoria”, between Holocaust survivors — who simultaneously experience
the desire to tell and the desire to forget - and their children - who simultaneously
experience the desire to know and the fear of knowing (Wajnryb 2001, p. 32).
There are many resonances here with the Stolen Generations, parallels that
Wajnryb herself alludes to at several points, though like a number of others she
defines the violations of rights during the Stolen Generations era almost
completely in terms of the experiences of removed children (Wajnryb 2001, p.
308). Wajnryb's perspective is essentially that of a semanticist - she is looking at
the technical aspects of language, and how the "Holocaust narrative" overwhelms
the normal “question and answer” techniques that lead outsiders to have insight
into another person's experiences, causing communication to disintegrate
(Wajnryb 2001, p. 36). Wajnryb sees silence itself as a form of communication,
and she argues that the messages communicated by silence may indeed be the
more powerful (Wajnryb 2001, p. 35); she also highlights that not all cultures
share the same cultural imperative to record and re-tell (Wajnryb 2001, p. 79). As
with Dolgopol, the importance of context is emphasised; Wajnryb describes a
"larger silence" in the era after the War, where the community was not willing or
ready to hear about the horrific experiences of Holocaust survivors (or as by-
standers had a stake in suppressing these stories), which constrained survivors
from speaking about their experiences in the immediate aftermath of the war
(Wajnryb 2001, p. 61). When the message being communicated is unwelcome - as
in the case of the Stolen Generations, where past actions are being reinterpreted
through a different lens and now being described as human rights violations - the
effect can be to suppress communication. Wajnryb argues that the view of the
victims of the Holocaust as being complicit in their own destruction has caused
feelings of guilt and shame amongst survivors and has further suppressed their
stories (Wajnryb 2001, pp. 226-227); again she draws a parallel with community

responses to the removal of Aboriginal children:
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It was done for their own good. Their families couldn't look after them. It
was an opportunity for children to break out of the poverty cycle. It was an
act of welfare and was well-intentioned, etc... It seems easier to blame the
victims for not looking after their own than to believe that the government

could engage in such actions. (Wajnryb 2001, p. 228, italics in original)

Ultimately, though, Wajnryb judges the inability to talk about trauma as a
destructive behaviour that is not healthy, as it is through communication that we
express our relationships as humans, whereas “Silence keeps us separate, enclosed

behind our own barriers, wondering at our own reality” (Wajnryb 2001, p. 78).

However, some theorists have argued that there is very little empirical evidence to
support the common assumption that “speaking out” or truth-telling leads to
resolution or healing, particularly in the absence of a sympathetic listener and a
safe environment in which to testify. Brounéus, whose research analyses the
experiences of women who testified in gacaca courts in Rwanda, postulates that
truth-telling may entail more risk for women than for men (Brounéus 2008, p. 59).
In post-genocide Rwanda, Brounéus argues, the social stigma attached to women’s
experience of sexual violence, the complexity of victim / perpetrator relationships
occurring even within families, and the ongoing insecurity of the women'’s
environment constitute heightened risks for women in publicly testifying about
their experiences of human rights violations, resulting for some women in their re-
traumatization, ill-health and social isolation (Brounéus 2008, p. 55). In the
context of truth commissions, Aolain & Turner note that some victims may be

better served by maintaining their silence, due to

...the costs of public revelation (further violence, exclusion, and heightened
public profile), the voyeurism of public telling, its subsequent manipulation
by the media...there are particular costs to women of telling their stories of
sexual violation in societies where sexual violence is an unchallenged part

of normal everyday violence. (Aolain & Turner 2007, p. 277)
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In documenting women'’s experiences of violence during the Partition of India and
Pakistan, Butalia asks “How do we reach beyond the stories into the silences they
hide; how can we assume that speech, the breaking of silence, is in itself a good
thing?” (Butalia 2000, p. 10); she reminds us that “...it is never a simple question of
silence and speech, for speech is not always cathartic, not always liberating”
(Butalia 2000,p. 42). Butalia highlights the oppression of women and the violence
they were subjected to during the Partition, often at the hands of their own
families and communities, and also identifies the complex inter-relationship
between women and perceptions of nation, community and male honour. Butalia

acknowledges that as a researcher,

...there was virtually no way in which I could speak to women who had been
raped and / or abducted. Not only had they very effectively been rendered
invisible, but many of them wanted to stay that way, their stories held closely
to them. It was as if the memory of the rape, the experience of abduction,
was in some way shameful and had therefore to be relegated to the realm of

amnesia. (Butalia 2000, p. 281)

Similar to Brounéus, Butalia is highly aware that there are consequences for
women in speaking out, particularly within patriarchal environments in which
women are viewed somewhat paradoxically as both being emblematic of
community honour but of very little individual worth. Butalia poses questions that

are highly pertinent for my own research:

The dilemma remains: is it better to be silent or to speak? Or, for the
researcher, is it better to ‘allow’ silence or to ‘force’ speech?...When the
question of rape and abduction of women came up, I asked myself, was it
right to try and prise open their silences? Would my search for a historical

truth not mean another violation? (Butalia 2000, p. 282)

Research has demonstrated how attempting to fit women into existing human
rights frameworks results in their marginalisation within the process and in the

failure to identify the full range of harms they have experienced (Aolain & Turner
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2007, pp. 257-258; Dal Secco 2008, p. 70). A case in point is the South African
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (SATRC), where special “Gender” Hearings
of the SATRC were introduced as an afterthought when it was belatedly recognised
that women'’s experiences under the apartheid regime were not being elucidated
by the SATRC processes. It has been argued that the SATRC’s investigation of
crimes of “political violence” committed under apartheid ignored the gender-based
violence women experienced in their daily lives (Manjoo 2008, p. 144). Oboe
speculates that some women'’s identity “is predicated through secret suffering”,
and that women'’s silence may be an aspect of gendered behaviour which should

not necessarily be challenged:

... One wonders whether this insistence on the need to open up, to speak
openly, to break the silence, to lift the veil of silence, is not a new violence
on women, whose reluctance to tell may stem from subcultural codes of
gender behaviour that should be acknowledged and respected.

(Oboe 2007, p. 67)

Franke has observed that “The translation of human suffering into the language of
law and rights will always satisfy the interests of legal authorities more than those
who are called to narrate their pain” (Franke 2006, p. 821). Others have
highlighted that the production of narrative is in and of itself a reductive process
(Maier 2000, pp. 274-5). Possibly it is unrealistic to expect a human rights inquiry

to capture all perspectives and stories:

Any telling is produced of silences and erasures. Human rights reportage is

no different in this respect. (Ross 2003 (a), p- 5)

While the issue of gender and silence has been explored in the academic literature,
there are fewer studies which focus on the specific issue of the constraints that
might limit mothers from testifying in human rights inquiries. Noting “the
complexities in capturing women'’s experiences of activism and harm” (Ross 2003
(a), p- 164), Ross describes the “particular difficulties” faced by women who were

mothers testifying at the SATRC:
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Motherhood is a status that traditionally carries great weight and some
women felt it damaging both to conceptions of womanhood and to their
relationship with future generations to declare the harms inflicted.

(Ross 2003 (a), p- 158)

Manjoo argues that “Women’s roles as mothers and bearers of children, or as
bearers of collective identity, often render women as targets of specific policies
and practices”, and that this leads to “a general lack of accountability for crimes
against women”, as attacks on women are seen rather as attacks on the family or
the community (Manjoo 2008, pp. 137-8). Affirming the power of women’s
understanding of their own lives, Ruddick argues that “maternal voices” have often
been “drowned by professional theory, ideologies of motherhood, sexist arrogance,

and childhood fantasy” (Ruddick 1989, p. 40).

Indigenous people and silence

In her research on Australians’ perception of the past, Goodall has identified an
understandable reluctance by Indigenous Australians to relinquish custodianship
of their stories, as well as a perception that it was “too early” in the Reconciliation
process for some stories to be shared (Goodall 2002, p. 5). Other researchers have
emphasised that there is at times a deliberate withholding of some information
within stories told to the broader community by Aboriginal people, to emphasise
that some knowledge is not for sharing (Gelder 1991, p. 357); Brewster comments
that some stories “are as much about ‘secrecy and strategic non-disclosure’ as they

are about the giving of information” (Brewster 1996, p. 24).

Eades has emphasised that silence is a much greater feature of Aboriginal English
than it is of non-Aboriginal English; it does not have the negative association that is
often attributed to silence in Western discourse, but is rather “a positive and
productive feature of many interactions” (Eades 2008, p. 107). Differentiating
between “active silence” and “passive silence”, Bird Rose has also noted that
silence in Aboriginal discourse has been wrongly interpreted by the colonisers as

an absence, but rather is used as a strategy of knowledge management:
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Silence is crucial: control is exercised through judicious management -
opening and closing, revealing and concealing.

(Bird Rose 2001, p. 99)

Bird Rose argues that where Aboriginal people are called upon to justify
themselves and their traditions and beliefs but where the decisions about the
validity of these beliefs are made by others, silence “may be the better
option...because it may be less destructive in the long run than speech” (Bird Rose
2001, pp. 115-116). This concern about the potentially destructive impact of
speech is evident in some of my research participants (see Chapter 5 for further

details).

Bird Rose's collection of oral history testimonies from black and white workers on
remote cattle stations in the Northern Territory highlights the role of violence as a
routine and effective measure used to silence both Aboriginal people and white
station workers who might otherwise have protested against the treatment of
Aboriginal people (Bird Rose 1991, p. 265). The most thorough form of silencing,
Bird Rose argues, was death; “Murders, individual or mass, destroy not only people
but also their testimony...” (Bird Rose 1991, p. 32). She refers specifically to the
use of silence as a survival strategy by Aboriginal women, learned from the times
in which there would be little they could say that would not make them a target for
reprisal and violence; these women's silence "seems to speak directly to the

problematics of speech” (Bird Rose 1991, p. 182).

Louder than words? Memory, trauma and silence

Issues of memory, trauma, silence and testimony are themes running throughout
my research into motherhood and the Stolen Generations. In addition to the many
personal and structural reasons that may lead to a person choosing silence over
speech or testimony, there are also methodological reasons for silence. Tuhiwai
Smith has observed that the research process itself within Indigenous
communities "stirs up silence, it conjures up bad memories" (Tuhiwai Smith 2012,

p- 1). Noting the prevalence of the idea that the historian has a responsibility “to
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give voice to all those who have been relatively or absolutely silenced....that the
voices of these forgotten people need to be heard so that they can be remembered”
(Jenkins 2004, p. 1), Jenkins postulates “maybe there is no need to fill their silence
with empirical noise” (Jenkins 2004, p. 4, italics in original). Rather, drawing on the
work of Lyotard, Jenkins argues “That a certain kind of dignity can be created for
those silenced by simply acknowledging that their silencing has occurred....That

silence can speak ‘louder than words™ (Jenkins 2004, p. 1).

It has been noted that stories about child removal were not a major feature of the
“historical consciousness” of Aboriginal people between the 1930s and 1970s
(Attwood 2001, p. 185), leading some to suggest that the Stolen Generations is a
contemporary “invention” (Windshuttle 2009, pp. 63-67); however, theories of the
memory of trauma suggest that the active suppression or “forgetting” of painful
memories may have been a factor in this apparent “gap” in Aboriginal people

talking about their experiences of child removal.

Tuhiwai Smith provides a powerful analysis of the impact of research into
historical trauma on Indigenous communities, emphasising how painful the
process of remembering can be for those who are still living with the

consequences of their traumatic pasts:

This form of remembering is painful because it involves remembering not
just what colonization was about but what being dehumanized means for
our own cultural practices. Both healing and transformation, after what is
referred to as historical trauma, become crucial strategies in any approach
that asks a community to remember what they have decided consciously or

unconsciously to forget. (Tuhiwai Smith 2012, p. 147)
In her analysis of the hidden history of community and family violence against

women during the partition of India and Pakistan, Butalia argues that even

histories that have impacted on millions of people can somehow be forgotten:
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Twelve million people were displaced as a result of Partition. Nearly one
million died. Some 75,000 women were raped, kidnapped, abducted,
forcibly impregnated by men of the ‘other’ religion, thousands of families
were split apart, homes burnt down and destroyed, villages abandoned.
Refugee camps became part of the landscape of most major cities in the
north, but, half a century later, there is still no memorial, no memory, no
recall, except what is guarded, and now rapidly dying, in family history and

collective memory. (Butalia 2000, p. 35)

While memory is integral to an individual’s perception of their personhood and
accountability, it is also integral to denials of agency (Antze & Lambek 1996, p

XXV):

Identity is not composed of a fixed set of memories but lies in the
dialectical, ceaseless activity of remembering and forgetting, assimilating

and discarding. (Antze & Lambek 1996, p xxix)

The social dimension of trauma narratives, the cultural models that are available
for memories, narratives and life stories, and the limitations of what is “socially
possible to speak of and what must remain hidden and unacknowledged” are all
aspects of the aspects of memory highlighted by Kirmayer, who argues that “the
past context in which the story is historically rooted and the current context in
which the story is retold” are critical to recollection (Kirmayer 1996, p. 191). The
dialectic nature of the relationship between experience and narrative has also
been highlighted; "People emerge from and as the products of their stories about
themselves as much as their stories emerge from their lives" (Antze & Lambek

1996, p. xviii).

In Trauma and Recovery, her groundbreaking feminist study of the development of
psychoanalytical theory and practice in relation to trauma, Herman argues that the
social and political context is critical for speech about trauma to be able to emerge.
Her description of the stages in recovery from trauma - establishing safety,

remembrance and mourning, and restoring the social connections of the trauma
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victim (Herman 1992, p. 155) - have interesting parallels with human rights
processes for investigating atrocities and violations, providing symbolic and
material reparations, and promoting reconciliation. The need to establish safety to
enable recovery has parallels in the work of Brounéus, who emphasises the
importance of ensuring the physical safety of people who are testifying about their
experiences of human rights violations (Brounéus 2008). In relation to telling the
experience of trauma, Herman emphasises that the experience of the cathartic
recount is not enough in and of itself; there needs to be “sufficient follow-through”
of the broader social (and political) issues raised by the trauma (Herman 1992, p.
27).

Not surprisingly Herman, a psychiatrist, is a strong proponent of the benefits of
speaking about trauma; indeed she sees such speech as an integral component of
healing and recovery for trauma victims, as it helps them to reconnect to the
broader community, something that their experience of trauma has closed off to
them (Herman 1992, p. 1). Herman argues that the psychological impacts of
trauma include disempowerment and disconnection from others; “Recovery,
therefore, is based upon the empowerment of the survivor and the creation of new
connections. Recovery can take place only within the context of relationships; it

cannot occur in isolation" (Herman 1992, p. 133).

One of the vital stages of recovery from trauma that Herman identifies is the telling

of the trauma story:

In the second stage of recovery, the survivor tells the story of the trauma.
She tells it completely, in depth and in detail. This work of reconstruction
actually transforms the traumatic memory, so that it can be integrated into

the survivor's life story... (Herman 1992, p. 175)

The fundamental premise of Herman’s psychotherapeutic work is a belief in the
restorative power of truth-telling; she argues that the act of telling transforms the
experience into testimony, creating a new story which is “'no longer about shame

and humiliation' but rather 'about dignity and virtue'” (Herman 1992, p. 181). As I
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explore in further details in Chapters 5 and 6, the choices between silence, speech,
shame and dignity are not necessarily as clear-cut for the mothers of removed
children as Herman'’s therapeutic approach to speaking about trauma would

appear to suggest.

Motherhood and the Stolen Generations

The term “the Stolen Generations” was first used by Peter Read, in describing the
systematic removal of Aboriginal children from their families in NSW (Read, 1981).
There had been earlier autobiographical writings by Aboriginal people identifying
the issue of child removal in Aboriginal communities, most notably Margaret
Tucker’s If Everyone Cared (Tucker, 1977; see also Clements 1930; MumShirl 1981;
Simon 1978). Written in 1977 before the idea of "the Stolen Generations" was on
the wider community's radar, Tucker's description of her removal is an early
example of what has become the archetypal Stolen Generations removal,
powerfully highlighting the distress of the children and the adults, the role of the
police, and the devastation of her mother (Tucker 1977, pp. 91-95). Moving
beyond individual accounts, Read's work put the issue of “the Stolen Generations”
very firmly on the political landscape as a major human rights abuse experienced
by Aboriginal people. While highlighting that “Children particularly have suffered”
(Read 1981, p. 2), Read also included consideration of the impact child removals

had on parents, particularly mothers (Read 1981, p. 3).

Research has demonstrated that the issue of child removal was a significant
concern to Aboriginal community groups as early as the 1920s, when leader of the
Australian Aborigines Progressive Association Fred Maynard wrote to the NSW
Premier outlining the group’s demand that “family life of Aboriginal people shall be
held sacred and free from invasion and interference and that the children shall be
left in the control of their parents” (quoted in Haebich 2000, p. 313). However,
Oomera (Coral) Edwards® has identified that the issue of child removal was not

widely discussed among members of the Aboriginal community prior to her raising

5 Edwards was co-founder with Read of the community organisation Link-Up, which provides
assistance and support services with the aim of reuniting Aboriginal families impacted upon by
child removal.
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it at a meeting of the National Aboriginal Consultative Committee in Canberra in

1983:

No-one was talking about it. This was the first time it had really been talked
about. It wasn’t an issue with anyone. So it was like this kind of tender
thing that everyone knew about but wasn’t talking about. All I was doing, in
speaking out loud about it publicly, was kind of giving permission for

people to open their doors in themselves, to feel it. (NLA TRC 5000/94: 61)

Note that Edwards does not state here that Aboriginal people did not know about
child removal, but merely that it was not widely discussed within the Aboriginal
community at this time. This accords with the account of Peter Read, who in
describing this same meeting emphasises the reaction of Aboriginal people in the

room, many of whom themselves had been removed as children:

And Coral made a speech in which she said, “Look, the reason why I
represent lots and lots of removed people, and you know why we were
taken away - it wasn’t because our parents didn’t want us, it was because
the Welfare Board in various stages was trying to put an end to our
Aboriginality...” And a silence fell upon the room. I remember it so clearly
to this day.... At the end of it, Coral had spoken like that, and everyone was
saying - [ may be exaggerating a bit but that’s the pretty strong impression I
got - “Is that why we were taken away? Really? That’s why [ never seen my
sister again? Was that the idea? That was the intention that she should
never come home? I just thought she was too frightened, too shamed, to
come home.”.... “Was that why | was removed? You mean my mother

actually might want me?” (UTS Transcript RP3, pp 13-14)

What I believe Read and Edwards are describing is the beginning of a
reconceptualization of Indigenous child removal, from something that had been
accepted as part of child welfare practice to something that was beginning to be
recognised as a human rights violation. Bean & Melville have described a similar

silence in Great Britain in relation to child migration schemes, which affected tens
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of thousands of British children over a period of 350 years, but somehow never

penetrated into the wider public consciousness (Bean & Melville 1989, p. 1).

In States of Denial, a major study of how people, organisations, governments and
societies respond to atrocities and suffering, Cohen has identified that it is possible
to exist in a state of simultaneously knowing and not knowing about human rights

violations:

Denial is always partial; some information is always registered. This
paradox or doubleness - knowing and not-knowing - is the heart of the

concept. (Cohen 2001, p. 22)

Cohen argues that people who perpetrate human rights violations and those who
stand by while they happen “only pretend to forget”. In contrast, victims may go

through stages of forgetting and denial, however the majority “are quite unable to
shut out their memories” (Cohen 2001, p. 131). Herman has also highlighted the

role played by perpetrators in silencing victims by attacking their credibility:

After every atrocity one can expect to hear the same predictable apologies:
it never happened; the victim lies; the victim exaggerates; the victim
brought it upon herself; and in any case it is time to forget the past and

move on. (Herman 1992, p. 8)

Some have argued that the lack of prominence given to the issue of child removal
within the Aboriginal community over the decades between the 1920s and 1980s
is evidence of “the invention of the Stolen Generations” by Read and others
(Windschuttle 2009, pp. 42-74). However, recounting her research experiences
with Aboriginal people in NSW in the 1970s, Goodall has described how memories
and experiences of child removal and apprenticeship (a feature of NSW removals)
were recounted at a family and community level at this time and were “varied and
complex” (Goodall 2002, p. 14). She argues that it was the intense political debate
and contestation around Australia’s past which were a feature of the Howard

government’s response to the BTH Inquiry which has resulted in people now being
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“unlikely to reflect any complex memories which don’t fit easily into the simplistic

moulds of polarised positions” (Goodall 2002, p. 16).

The removal of Aboriginal children was identified as a significant issue impacting
on Aboriginal communities in a number of pieces of academic research that pre-
dated the Bringing Them Home Inquiry, including Carrington 1990; Brock 1995;
Goodall 1990; Haebich 1992 and 1994; Kidd 1997; and Rowley 1971. While the
history of child removals was “known” within the Aboriginal community and
academic circles, the work of the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission’s Bringing Them Home Inquiry and the publication of the Inquiry’s
Reportin 1997 had an electrifying impact on raising public awareness of decades
of removal of Indigenous children. There have been many autobiographical and
biographical narratives written about Stolen Generations experiences before and
since the Inquiry, and other autobiographical accounts by Aboriginal authors
which make reference to the impact of child removal practices. Haebich'’s
incredibly detailed history of 200 years of Aboriginal child removal includes many
points of analysis about Aboriginal parents (Haebich 2000). Mellor & Haebich
have published a comprehensive analysis of oral history material drawn from the
NLA Bringing Them Home Oral History Project (Mellor & Haebich 2002), which
highlights many of the issues that I have also identified in my research. There has
also been an array of academic studies exploring various aspects of the Stolen
Generations subsequent to the Inquiry. However, the focus of research on the
Stolen Generations has primarily been on the experiences of the removed children,
and there has been less research attention paid to those left behind, such as

parents, families and communities.

The lack of participation of Indigenous parents in the Bringing Them Home Inquiry
was noted in the Report itself (HREOC 1997, p. 212), and the absence of testimony
from Aboriginal mothers has previously been identified in the academic literature,
most notably in Anne Orford’s paper “Commissioning the Truth”, which reflected
on the BTH Inquiry within a collection of essays on a number of high-profile truth
commission processes which were then happening internationally (Orford 2006).

However, beyond researchers and others noting the lack of testimony from
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Aboriginal mothers, | have not identified any academic research undertaken to
date exploring the reasons for the enduring silence of Aboriginal mothers of Stolen
Generations children, or attempting to document their experiences, and in those
aspects [ believe that my research is an original contribution which brings a new

perspective and deepens our understanding of the Stolen Generations era.

Denise Cuthbert has researched the experiences of the white adoptive and foster
mothers of Stolen Generation children (Cuthbert 2001). She describes the
silencing of white adoptive and foster mothers by the over-arching narrative of the

idea of the children they cared for being “stolen”:

..it now appears nearly impossible to tell the story of indigenous child
removal in terms other than those provided by the powerful Aboriginalised
tropes and narrative modes that have come to shape both Aboriginal and

non-Aboriginal understandings of [this] issue. (Cuthbert 2001, p. 139)

Whilst there are a number of parallel points of interest between Cuthbert’s
research and my own, particularly in our common interests in race, motherhood
and the silence of mothers in testimony and debates about Stolen Generations
removals, my research differs in its focus on analysing the experiences and

perspectives of Aboriginal mothers.

Conclusion

The academic literature reflects the struggle within feminism to develop an
understanding of motherhood that captures the significance of the experience of
motherhood in the lives of many, if not all, women. The literature has also
highlighted how the intersection of race and gender is crucial to our understanding
of Aboriginal women'’s experiences of motherhood. The ways in which
motherhood has been conceptualised and protected in international human rights
law indicate some key gaps, particularly the lack of explicit protection for women’s
right to mother and the primary focus on protecting the biological rather than
social aspects of women’s mothering role. As I have highlighted in a number of

case studies from the literature, women'’s role as mothers or potential mothers can
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at times place them at heightened risk of human rights violations. The silencing of
women within human rights processes has been explored, and the literature
identifies that culture as well as gender can impact on when it is held appropriate
to speak or to be silent. Speaking out is generally seen as a critical aspect of both
seeking redress and finding healing, however mothers may face particular

constraints on discussing their experiences of human rights violations.
Having identified these key themes from the academic literature of relevance to

my research, in the following chapter I will outline the methodological approaches

[ have taken to my research material.
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Chapter 2: Methodology

My theoretical approach to my research has been grounded in my understanding
that concepts such as “motherhood” and “human rights” are socially constructed -
which is to say that they are not natural or inherent, but are produced by humans
and shaped in social interactions. Ihave explored key concepts in relation to the
social construction of motherhood in Chapter 1, however social constructivist
theories are also useful for developing an understanding of the operation of power
through the human rights framework. A social constructivist approach emphasises
that human rights are of human making; are not required to have a metaphysical
existence or justification; are historically contingent; and dialectic in nature,
simultaneously challenging and sustaining dominant power structures (see Best
1995; Donnelly 1999; Evans 2005; Stammers 1993, 1995 and 1999; Waters 1996;
and Winston 2007). Rights within a constructivist approach are not seen as an
abstract universal ideal but are grounded in the socio-political realities of a given
society (Stammers 1999, p. 981). Because human rights reflect the realities of

power, they are contested.

In the case of the Stolen Generations, a social constructivist theoretical approach
has led me to focus on the context in which concern about the issue of the Stolen
Generations emerged in Australia. The late twentieth century has been identified
as an “age of apology” (Brooks 1999), dominated by efforts in many countries to
investigate and seek redress for past injustices. In Australia the 1990s was marked
by an unprecedented national focus on the history and legacy of colonisation and
its impact on Indigenous Australians. During this decade the final Report of the
Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody was published (1991); a
“Decade of Reconciliation” overseen by the newly created Council for Aboriginal
Reconciliation was established (1991); the High Court recognised the existence of
native title for the first time in the Mabo Case (1992); the International Year of the
World’s Indigenous Peoples was celebrated (1993); the Native Title Act was
introduced (1993); the Wik Case (1996) found that Native Title was not
automatically extinguished by the granting of a pastoral lease (Langton 1999, p.
23); the Bringing Them Home Inquiry was established (1995) and its Report was

launched at the National Reconciliation Convention (1997). The “Decade of
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Reconciliation” culminated in Corroboree 2000, a celebration of the achievements
of the Reconciliation process (Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation undated). I
have argued previously that the intense focus on “Aboriginal Reconciliation” in the
decade leading up to the centenary of Federation reflected a perception that
Australia as a nation needed to deal with aspects of its past in order to have a

legitimate future (Payne 2010, p. 8).

The Bringing Them Home Inquiry, established to investigate the forcible removal of
Indigenous children from their families, has been described as an “historical truth
commission” (Hayner 2002, p. 17). Truth commissions emerged as a new form of
human rights investigative process which were the main instrument of this “age of
apology”, utilising “truth-seeking” processes based on transitional justice
principles to explore historical and more recent injustices. Orford emphasises the
ritualised nature of truth commission processes, which she sees as attempting to
both reach back to provide retrospective justice to past victims as well as reaching

forward to bring a new reconciled nation into being (Orford 2006, p. 855):

...perhaps, if the peoples of this nation are reconciled, if debts are paid, if
the past is remembered....and if those who have been denied voice become
speaking subjects, perhaps then the nation might be able to move forward

into a future of hope and justice. (Orford 2006, p. 877)

However, as she highlights, the rituals of closure offered by processes such as the
BTH Inquiry come at a cost: as a new national collective memory is created, a line
is drawn delineating “what is to be remembered and what repressed; what is to be
abandoned and what validated; what is to be rendered incontestable and what will
remain controverted” (Orford 2006, p. 881). Orford contrasts the voices of those
who bear witness through such truth commission processes with those, such as
the mothers of the Stolen Generations, whose losses cannot be spoken, whose past

experiences of injustice cannot be repaired:

This other, who puts us into question, is the victim who refuses to be saved,

the subject who will not speak her suffering in the time and place and
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languages offered to her by the mechanisms of transitional justice.... What
protocols do we draw on to interpret her eloquent silence? (Orford 2006, p.

883)

At its heart my research is an attempt to understand and interpret this “eloquent
silence” of the mothers of the Stolen Generations; in the following sections I will
outline the theoretical and methodological approaches that [ have drawn upon to

do so.

‘Contamination papers’: issues around ‘official’ records

The difficulty of accurately identifying the number of Indigenous children removed
from their families in the Stolen Generations era has been noted, in large part
because of the lack of official records documenting child removals and the
unreliability of state statistics about Indigenous populations (Read 2003, p. 155).
Part of the difficulty in determining numbers of children removed is that
Indigenous child removals were undertaken by a number of different agencies,
including church bodies, welfare officers, the police, patrol officers, and Aboriginal
Protection Board personnel, and no single office had oversight of removals at a
state level. In addition, informal adoptions and other child transfer arrangements
ofren took place without any paperwork (see for example UTS Transcript RP1;

“Rose”).

A number of Aboriginal research participants address the issue of the existence (or
lack) of official records about their removal; they are aware that their perceptions
of the reasons for their removal may differ from the “official version”. One

research participant comments:

[ realised that there was a white version, and then there was a black version
of what actually happened to me....I realised that the white people had their
own agenda, and they had changed my name and given their version of my

circumstances to suit their agenda. (“Daisy”, Female, p. 46)

71



Another research participant was informed by “the Welfare” that she was removed

because of her parents’ alcoholism, an explanation which she does not accept:

...I think [ was separated from my family because my Dad was white and my
mother was black, and in them days to have black children running around

to a white man was not on. (Female, SA, NLA TRC 5000/157, p. 6)

Some of the arrangements made for the care of Aboriginal children described by
my research participants were informal, and there never was any “official”
documentation created about them. For example, one research participant’s
extended family agreed to care for her son when she was sent out to work, an
option she preferred to placing him in the Mission dormitory. This arrangement
became permanent when she returned from her work assignment after 12 months

to find him settled in his new family:

Interviewer: ...I guess that there was never any formal
paperwork....basically it just was an informal arrangement, and you never
signed a paper to say they’re going to look after him?

Interviewee: No

Interviewer: There wasn’t anything like that?

Interviewee: And so when I came back, [ was happy that they took him
because he was so integrated into that family. But there was no formal
adoption.

Interviewer: No

Interviewee: No formal adoption. He took on their name, and that was a
choice that he - because he fitted into that family - and I said “Fine.”

(Female, Qld, UTS Transcript RP1, p. 24)

A number of my research participants express scepticism about information held
in the “official records” for a range of reasons. Some people have incorrect or
multiple dates of birth registered, their names were changed, or there was no
record at all of their birth, and one research participant describes the practice in

WA of attributing all Aboriginal children with a common birth date of 1 July in the
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year they were born (Female, WA, NLA TRC 5000/278, p. 2) - so it is perhaps not
surprising that there is little confidence in the “official records” amongst

Aboriginal people removed as children:

[ don’t take no notice from the native welfare files because they’re liars,
they’re deceitful, they like to confuse people, not to connect people up with
their families. That’s all phooey...They’re not worth having. It’s really

contamination papers. (“Evelyn”, Female, WA, p. 62)

Choo has highlighted that the grief of Aboriginal mothers is also notably missing
from official documentation; “...nowhere in the official records is this devastating
impact of the policy clearly visible. The pain of Aboriginal women remains hidden

in the official texts” (Choo 2001, p. 152).

Oral history and the Stolen Generations

Issues around lack of records, access to records and concerns around the accuracy
and reliability of those records that did exist, led me to focus on oral history
accounts of child removal as the primary source of research material for my thesis.
A detailed overview of the interviews [ have analysed for my research is included

under the Research Participants heading below.

Oral history has been described as a particularly appropriate methodology for
telling Indigenous histories, which have their own long traditions of the oral
transmission of knowledge; as Poff notes, “...oral tradition and story telling are still
central to aboriginal personal and community identity” (Poff 2006, p. 27).
Introducing their collaborative oral history project about the Ingelba community,
Cohen & Somerville note that another advantage of oral history that makes it
particularly appropriate for capturing Indigenous histories is that it expresses the
ongoing and dynamic aspects of a culture rather than “ossifying” it in the past;
“Written material about Aboriginal culture highlights a division between the past
and the present while oral material emphasises continuity"” (Cohen & Somerville

1990, p. xvi).
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It has been noted that the only way we can "know" about historical events is
through the information that is passed down to us (Young 1988, p. vii). However,
oral history accounts (in common with other historical sources) are not objective
“evidence” of the past, but rather are subjective constructions of one person's

perspective and lived experience:

..historical discourse does not follow reality, it only signifies it; it asserts at
every moment: this happened, but the meaning conveyed is only that

someone is making that assertion. (Young 1988, p. 10)

As Goodall has noted, history is more appropriately viewed as a process rather
than a set of “facts”; historical narratives such as the oral history interviews which
form the basis of my research are “always unfinished and always contingent on the
teller, their purpose, the context and the audience to whom they speak” (Goodall
2002, p. 12). Attwood has argued that Stolen Generations narratives should be
viewed as “murky texts that require sophisticated techniques of reading” rather
than being seen as providing “a transparent window onto the past” (Attwood

2001, p. 211).

Read has described history as a series of “big truths” and “little truths”; there are
always “qualifications and anomalies and differences within the larger story”
(Read 2002, pp. 54-55), and this is certainly true of the accounts provided by my
research participants. There are, however, also conflicting accounts amongst my
research participants that challenge the “big truth” about the removal of Aboriginal
children, with sometimes very marked differences in the “facts” as described by
Aboriginal and white research participants. In relation to conflicting versions of
historical “facts” in people’s accounts of past events, Young has argued that rather
than seeing differences in narratives as “deviations from the ‘truth’, we should
recognise them as “part of the truth in any particular version”; there will be an
“inevitable variance” in the perception and representation of “facts” from witness

to witness (Young 1988, p. 32).

74



[ have adopted key principles from these theoretical approaches in my analysis of
transcripts of interviews with my research participants. I have focused on what
the transcripts reveal about the perceptions of the research participants; how they
perceive what happened to them; how they describe or justify the actions of
themselves or others; what they believe motivated their behaviours or those of

others; how they feel about their experiences.

Oral history and human rights testimony

There are a number of uses to which people’s life experiences recounted as an oral
narrative are put, ranging from being viewed as a valued and valuable repository
of a long tradition of oral knowledge-keeping, to being considered as “evidence” or
“testimony” in human rights proceedings, being archived in “oral history”
collections, or being used as the source material for written biographical and

autobiographical accounts.

It should be noted that there is a obviously a difference between writing an
autobiography and testifying at a human rights tribunal, or recording an oral
history interview relating to a specific aspect of your life. The different contexts,
audience (or perceived audience), questioner/interviewer and the narrator’s sense
of the legacy of their story will all impact on the way a life story gets told; in
addition to many other factors such as the vagaries of memory, the association of
experiences or ideas that might be meaningful to the narrator but not obviously so
to the interviewer or listeners, the interviewee’s perceptions about how the
material may be used in the future, concerns about sensitivity and confidentiality;

and so on.

In their study of the relationship between “life narratives” and human rights,
Schaffer & Smith argue that the human rights framework attracts particular kinds

of stories:

...strong, emotive stories often chronicling degradation, brutalization,
exploitation, and physical violence; stories that testify to the denial of

subjectivity and loss of group identities....Some stories, formerly locked in
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silence, open wounds and re-trigger traumatic feelings once they are told.

(Schaffer & Smith 2004, p. 4)

It has also been noted that testimony is a form of witnessing about painful events
that appeals to many Indigenous people, particularly Elders, because of its
structured nature, “its formality, context and sense of immediacy" (Tuhiwai Smith

2012, p. 145).

The idea of witnessing and testimony is a key theme in Young's thesis about
narratives of the Holocaust. Narrators of historical events have the weight of
testimony upon their words; however, Young argues that the more they try to
emphasis the factual aspect of their narrative, the more they insert themselves into
the narrative and emphasise that their "story" is being re-told (Young 1988, p. 25).
The immediacy of being in the moment is inevitably lost; the narrative elements of
constructing a linear story come in to play. Even while detailing the limitations of

historical narratives, Young acknowledges their importance:

The Holocaust survivor who continues to testify in narrative seems to have
intuited the paradoxical knowledge that even though his words are no
longer traces of the Holocaust, without his words, the Holocaust takes no

form at all. (Young 1988, p. 38)

Containing an experience of suffering within a narrative account also imposes an
order and coherence on the experience, which can relieve the trauma of the
incomprehensibility of the experience to the narrator (Young 1988, p. 16), but
which may provide a teleology that the original experience may not have had. In
describing the terrible daily routines of the concentration camp, Levi reflects on
the concept of “useless violence”, the illogical nature of the extermination of the
Jews, resulting in the maximum amount of waste and moral and physical suffering,
intended only to degrade the victim and to thereby reduce the perpetrators’ guilt
(Levi 1988, p. 101); any recount runs the risk of giving this violence a meaning and

purpose that it may never have possessed.
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Why do some people feel a moral obligation to speak out and others remain silent?
Young discusses the moral and legal basis to the idea of "testimony" and
"witnessing", which he links to the moral sense within Jewish culture that one has
a obligation to speak out about the wrongs that one has seen or heard about
(Young 1988, p. 18). Witnessing can be problematic: survivors of the Holocaust,
Levi argues, are not the true witnesses; the only “complete witnesses” are “the
submerged”; the survivors can only “speak in their stead, by proxy” (Levi 1988, p

64).

Felman & Laub describe testimony as a two-way process, requiring both a speaker

and a listener who are bonded together in a reciprocal relationship:

Testimonies are not monologues; they cannot take place in solitude. The
witnesses are talking to somebody: to somebody they have been waiting for

for a long time. (Felman & Laub, 1992, pp. 70-1)

This perception of the act of testifying as a two-way process parallels an Aboriginal
concept, dadirri, which Atkinson describes as “a deep contemplative process of
‘listening to one another’ in reciprocal relationships” (Atkinson 2002, p. 15).
Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann, who first wrote about the concept of dadirri,
describes listening as a vital life-skill that Aboriginal people learn from an early

age, but one that is not often reciprocated by white Australians:

In our Aboriginal way, we learnt to listen from our earliest days. We could
not live good and useful lives unless we listened. This was the normal way
for us to learn - not by asking questions. We learnt by watching and
listening, waiting and then acting....We have learned to speak the white
man's language. We have listened to what he had to say. This learning and
listening should go both ways. We would like people in Australia to take

time to listen to us. (Ungunmerr-Baumann 2002)

For Kennedy & Wilson, the performative dimension of testimony is integral to

understanding it - it is “an address and an appeal to a community” (Kennedy &
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Wilson 2003, p. 127). Again, [ have applied these theoretical principles to my
research, and attempted to listen deeply to the accounts of my research
participants, to recognise the importance of the context in which they are
speaking, their perception about who is listening and what the legacy of their

testimony will be.

The role of the Stolen Generations narrative

As Young’s work on Holocaust narratives emphasises, narratives are an important
source of historical information because they tell us how the storyteller makes
sense of their world (Feldman et al 2004, p. 148). As Riessman describes the

process of narrative analysis:

The methodological approach examines the informant's story and analyzes
how it is put together, the linguistic and cultural resources it draws on, and
how it persuades a listener of authenticity...why was the story told that

way. (Riessman 1993, p. 2, italics in original)

Drawing on structural narrative analysis, it is postulated that certain stories have
to be told a certain way to be recognised - there are certain conventions, tropes,
archetypes and other narrative elements (“schemata”) that a story must contain to
be recognised as belonging within a certain genre (Franzosi 1998, p. 525).
Franzosi describes the essential dimensions of a narrative as a temporal ordering
of events, a logical sequence of progression, and the disruption of the initial state
of equilibrium, sometimes referred to as a “reversal” or “a change of fortunes”
(Franzosi 1998, pp. 520-521). He highlights the epistemological advantage of
narrative analysis as lying in the shift in analytical focus from variables to actors
(Franzosi 1998, pp. 526-527). In a similar vein to Ungunmerr-Baumann'’s
approach of “deep listening”, Feldman et al refer to the process of “digging deep”
into narratives to gain insights, “not only into what is happening but also into the
understandings of the participants about why and how it is happening” (Felman et

al 2004, p. 150).
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Attwood has identified “narrative accrual” taking place over time in stories about
Aboriginal experiences of child removal, leading to the creation of what he has
termed “the stolen generations narrative” (Attwood 2001, p. 183). Attwood
argues that as the construction of the Stolen Generations narrative has progressed
and evolved, earlier accounts which mentioned “pleasant times” and “funny
stories” about the narrators’ experiences subsequent to child removal have been
suppressed, and the dominant narrative has instead focused on the “harsher and
accusing” accounts that represent child removal as an unremitting evil (Attwood
2001, p. 199). In terms of the many accounts of child removal I have read from the
interviews with my research participants, while it would be true to say that the
majority have more negative than positive accounts of the impact of their removal,
there is a wide range and diversity of experiences recorded, and a range of views
expressed about the practice of child removal even from within the group of

Aboriginal research participants most impacted by it.

While I would agree with Attwood’s analysis that perceptions about what it means
to be part of the “Stolen Generations” can limit our consideration of the diversity of
child removal practices, and have over-simplified our understanding of what
constitutes inappropriate child removal to a constantly debated and ever-
narrowing set of circumstances (see Appendix 4 for further analysis of this issue), |
would disagree with his argument that “changes in the narrative have seriously
undermined the truth claims it has been making” (Attwood 2001, p. 209). Rather,

as Denzin argues:

...no permanent telling of a story can be given. There are only always
different versions of different, not the same, stories, even when the same

site is studied. (Denzin 1994, p. 506)

Rather than seeing changes in the way individuals tell their story over time and in
different contexts as diminishing the storyteller’s credibility, I would argue that
these changes reflect the authenticity of the claims, as no story is ever told the
same way twice unless it has been rehearsed and edited. It is not surprising when

a person is being interviewed as part of an oral history collection about the Stolen
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Generations, that individuals would tell the story of their life with their experience
of removal from their family featuring as a defining moment around which all

other aspects of their life subsequently revolve.

Young identifies the heroic survivor in Holocaust narratives - a survivor is
someone who, by definition, resisted (Young 1988, p. 30). The idea of the “heroic”
survivor implies the existence of its corollary, the unheroic non-survivors; we see
evidence of this thinking in critiques of Jewish Holocaust victims having “the
passivity of lambs to the slaughter” (Wajnryb 2001, p. 226). This categorisation of
Jewish people in the context of the Holocaust as being somehow complicit in their
own genocide leads me to reflect on the idea of "good" and "bad" victims in the
context of Stolen Generations narratives. Removed children were “innocent” and
“blameless” and hence represent “good” victims, whereas their parents -
particularly their mothers, who typically had the responsibilities of primary care
for them - are seen more ambivalently because they “failed” in their duty of care to
protect their children, in addition to white categorisations of their other “failings”
as Aboriginal parents - that they were neglectful, alcoholic, infanticidal, etc. They
are categorised as “bad” or at best “ambivalent” victims, when they are seen as
victims at all; their own actions are seen to have contributed to the removal of
their children, and they are seen therefore as less deserving of sympathy or

redress, and as having abrogated the right to raise their children.

Interviewee agency

The issue of interviewee agency in the oral history process also needs to be
acknowledged. A number of my research participants clearly wanted to tell their
story in a particular way that was most meaningful to them, and sometimes
resisted the narrative structure that the interviewer was trying to impose on them.
There were also interviewees who refused to consider their experiences through
the particular lens that an interviewer was offering them. For example, one
research participant resisted a number of attempts by the interviewer to get him
to describe the good things he remembered about his life on the mission (“Bruce”,

Male, WA, pp. 14-16).
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As this example highlights, one also needs to be aware of the role the interviewer
plays in oral history in shaping narratives, emphasising particular aspects of a
person’s experience, asking questions to draw out particular issues, and even in
some cases being surprised or uncertain when the story they are being told doesn’t
“fit” the model they are seeking, all contributing to what an interviewee might
choose to say or omit saying. Examples of all these interviewer interventions and
more are evident in the NLA’s oral history collection, and [ am sure they are also

evident in the interviews I personally conducted.

Having explored some key methodological issues relating to oral history
narratives, I now turn to outlining my research methods and providing an in-depth

analysis of the data on which my research is based.

Research Methods

My research has included the following components:

e Identifying key issues in the academic literature re the Stolen Generations,
gender, race, motherhood, silence and human rights.

e Analysis of 130 interviews in the BTH Oral History Project of the NLA.

e Four personally conducted interviews: one with a mother who had had two
children removed in the early 1960s; one with a woman who was herself
removed as a child about her experiences as a mother; and two with people
from community organisations working with members of the Stolen
Generations.

e Document analysis — autobiographical and biographical narratives written
by and about Aboriginal women, with particular reference to accounts
written by Aboriginal mothers and/or those involving accounts of
experiences of child removal.

e In addition, | have considered accounts of Aboriginal child removal and
Aboriginal mothers’ experiences from other sources, including excerpts
contained within the Bringing Them Home Report and from various
anthologies and oral history collections, as well as letters, records, etc.

reproduced in secondary sources that were relevant to my research topic.
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e Legislative and policy analysis including the Aboriginal Protection
legislation enacted in every state and territory except Tasmania, as well as a
number of social security acts, and the international human rights

covenants which make reference to child rights or parental rights.

My research is primarily based on my thematic analysis of 134 oral history
interviews, 130 of which were drawn from the National Library of Australia’s
Bringing Them Home Oral History Collection, and four of which I undertook myself.
Time constraints meant [ was unable to listen to the sound recordings of all these
interviews. My analysis is therefore based on transcripts of these interviews. This
analysis identified patterns and commonalities between the accounts as well as

points of difference or “outlier” accounts.

It is symptomatic of the very issues at the heart of this thesis that after two years of
research and liaison with community groups to identify research participants I had
only conducted four interviews, and only one of my research participants was from
my key research group, Aboriginal mothers who had experienced the removal of
children during the Stolen Generations era. Around this time I received feedback
from members of the Stolen Generations Alliance about “research fatigue” amongst
members of the Stolen Generations (see Community Engagement below for further
details), so I decided to shift my research approach from collecting my own data to
analysing material already collected in the National Library of Australia’s Bringing

Them Home Oral History Collection.

Despite initial concerns that [ would have little source material to investigate, |
have identified a significant amount of information about the experiences of
Aboriginal mothers during the Stolen Generations era, but there remains reticence
by the mothers of the Stolen Generations to speak about their experiences. An
active search has been necessary to find this data, in part because resources
pertaining to the Stolen Generations have usually not been collected with the aim
of capturing the experiences of Aboriginal parents. For example, all of the
interviews with Aboriginal mothers that I have accessed in the NLA collection were

provided by women who were themselves removed as children. There is no
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categorization of interviews in the NLA collection into groups such as “parent” /
“mother” or “removed child”, which made it more challenging to find Aboriginal

mothers’ accounts of their experiences of child removal.

Analysis of the structural disadvantages experienced by Aboriginal mothers in the
Stolen Generations era has been an important aspect of my research. Black
sociologist Joyce A. Ladner called on feminist researchers exploring issues of race
to redefine the “problem” they were investigating (Ladner 1987, p. 77), a call
echoed by Linda Tuhiwai Smith who argues that "...many researchers, even those
with the best of intentions, frame their research in ways that assume that the locus
of a particular research problem lies with the indigenous individual or community
rather than with other social or structural issues” (Tuhiwai Smith 2012, p. 95).
Rather than seeing child removal as arising from the “problem” of Aboriginal
parenting, my research has focused on identifying and exploring the structural
barriers experienced by Aboriginal mothers in the Stolen Generations era,
highlighting the impact of institutionalised racism expressed through legislation
and the policies implemented by welfare agencies, government departments,
mission officials and others involved in the administration of Aboriginal affairs at

this time.

Research Questions

My research was shaped by the following questions:

e Why is the forcible removal of Aboriginal children from their families seen
primarily as a violation of the rights of the children, rather than also as a
violation of the parent/s’ rights?

e What does this construction tell us about attitudes towards Aboriginal
parents, particularly Aboriginal mothers?

e What rights did Aboriginal parents have to protest against the removal of
their children at the time of their removal and how did they exercise these
rights?

e Why have the mothers of the Stolen Generations not spoken about their

experiences or participated in the inquiries that have been undertaken to
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date? Has it been because of barriers to their participation, how the issue
has been conceptualised / constructed, because of ongoing hostility to
Indigenous parenting, or for other reasons?

e What can we learn from the case of the Stolen Generations about
recognising the violations of the rights of mothers in the investigation of

human rights abuses?

‘European eyes’: white researchers undertaking research on Indigenous issues
As a white Australian feminist, and as someone who has myself been actively
involved in reconciliation processes within Australia, | am aware of “the need for
researchers to consciously present their subject position and their relationship to
the material” (Russell 2007, p. 19). For the past eight years | have worked
primarily as a researcher, exploring issues relating to gender and human rights;
prior to that I worked for many years in the area of equal employment
opportunity, and was involved in developing and implementing Aboriginal
employment strategies and institutional Reconciliation Action Plans, work that
exposed me first-hand to some of the fundamental inequities that Indigenous
Australians continue to face in their everyday lives. After more than two decades
of personal involvement in reconciliation initiatives in Australia, I have attempted
to come to this topic with fresh and critical eyes, and to understand the emergence
of concern about the Stolen Generations within the broader context of
international developments within transitional justice and attempts to deal with
historic injustice. My aim was to bring new insights to the case of the Stolen
Generations through conceptualising Indigenous child removals as a violation of
the rights of Indigenous mothers; this was not intended to downplay the very real
and well-documented harms done to Indigenous children in the Stolen Generations
era, but to change the focus of analysis in the hope of generating new insights and

understandings.

In Decolonizing Methodologies, Linda Tuhiwai Smith expressed the view of
Indigenous peoples "that research has been a process that exploits indigenous
peoples, their culture, their knowledge and their resources" (Tuhiwai Smith 2012,

p. xi). Tuhiwai Smith argues that researchers "must go further than simply
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recognizing personal beliefs and assumptions, and the effect they have when
interacting with people” (Tuhiwai Smith 2012, p. 175). Other Indigenous theorists
have questioned the motives of Western academics wishing to engage with
Indigenous communities, arguing that "The desire for shared talk is, at its core, a
desire for the dominant/colonizer group to engage in some benevolent action....It
is the colonizer, wishing to hear, who calls for dialogue"” (Jones & Jenkins 2008, p.

478). We are reminded that

The modernist project of mapping the world, rendering it visible and
understood, that is, accessible, is an expression of a Western Enlightenment
desire for coherence, authorization, and control. It can also be seen as
central to liberal White desire for racial harmony, collaboration, and

understanding. (Jones & Jenkins 2008, p. 482)

Assumptions about what is knowable to a non-Indigenous researcher, and who has
the right to know, are also critical; Nakata observes that non-Indigenous research
about Indigenous peoples runs the risk of only charting the surface level of

knowledge, and not being able to “illuminate the shadowy corners” (Nakata 2007,
p. 2).

One of my research participants describes the mindset of white Australians
working as missionaries and public servants in the Stolen Generations era, viewing
the issues confronting Aboriginal people living in poverty and deprivation through
their “European eyes” (“Harold”, Male, ACT, p. 10). White feminist researcher
Michelle Fine notes that the aim of surfacing subjugated voices runs the risk of
"imperialist translation"”, which results in "othering" the voices you are trying to
hear (Fine 1994, p. 81). She argues that our research aim should be to listen rather
than trying to speak on the behalf of research participants (Fine 1994, p. 7).
Kennedy & Wilson, non-Indigenous researchers writing about Stolen Generations
testimony, highlight that a reader’s response to testimony “is complicated by
cultural difference and the legacies of colonialism and racism” (Kennedy & Wilson
2003, p. 120). Patti Lather’s work with women with HIV/AIDS incorporates her

attempt to blur the distinctions “between we/they, researcher/researched,
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reader/writer” (Lather 1995, p. 60). Noting her own privileged status as a non-
HIV positive woman, she offers insights into the limitations of her outsider status
and powerfully highlights the issues for her research participants: “The weight of
the indignity of being studied, the violence of objectification required by turning
another’s life into information for academic trade” (Lather 1995, pp 50-51). Behar

describes this dilemma from the perspective of the researcher:

...as a story-teller opens her heart to a story listener, recounting hurts that
cut deep and raw into the gullies of the self, do you, the observer, stay
behind the lens of the camera, switch on the tape recorder, keep pen in
hand? Are there limits - of respect, piety, pathos - that should not be
crossed, even to leave a record? But if you can't stop the horror, shouldn't

you at least document it? (Behar 1996, p. 2).

These are valuable cautions which I have attempted to apply to my own work,
leading to a reassessment of my research goals. My research is therefore now as
much a study of white laws, policies, institutions and attitudes as it is an
examination of Indigenous experiences. Examining the history of Australian
policies and attitudes towards Aboriginal motherhood tells us as much if not more
about white society. Racial categorisations do not exist in isolation but are defined
in relationship to “the other”; in defining a group, who is excluded and how the
boundaries are policed are as important as who is included. My research does not
focus on Aboriginal mothers alone, but explores the interrelationships between
white and Aboriginal mothers, and how white motherhood has been constructed in

Australia in opposition to black motherhood.

Despite the belief of early feminist researchers that feminist oral history would be
research “by, for and about women”, [ am aware that the power differentials
between “the researched” and the researcher reveal “the potential for
appropriation hiding under the comforting rationale of empowerment” (Gluck and
Patai 1991, p. 2). Fine has argued, however, that it is important for white women
to be involved in critical conversations about race and racism (Fine 1994, p. 81); I

believe this to be true, not least because learning more about this history helps us
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to recognise the ways in which white women in Australia have participated in the
oppression of Aboriginal women, and the ongoing impact of our legacy of white

privilege today.

Ethical issues

My research has involved significant ethical issues. I was conscious that in the
process of collecting oral history interviews with people who had experienced
child removal, I would be asking research participants to recall sensitive and
distressing information that would inherently involve the risk of emotional hurt

and distress to participants.

In her introduction to Many Voices, Mellor & Haebich'’s history of the Stolen
Generations based on the NLA’s Bringing Them Home Oral History Collection,
Jackie Huggins emphasises “It is indeed an act of great courage and trust to speak
about matters that are so close to the heart, and to allow others to explore and
consider what has been revealed” (Mellor & Haebich 2002, p. 3). Judith Stacey has
highlighted the inequalities and betrayals that are perhaps an endemic feature of
the researcher/researched relationship, describing how the intimate details of
research participants’ lives are “ultimately data - grist for the ethnographic mill, a

mill that has a truly grinding power" (Stacey 1991, p. 113).

A key ethical issue for my research has been how to attempt to mitigate these very
real problems. I have therefore attempted to ensure the confidentiality of research
participants, particularly where this is of concern to them. In the case of the
interviews I conducted myself, two people I interviewed wished to remain
anonymous whereas two were happy to have their name attached to their
interviews. Participants whom I personally interviewed were sent a transcript of
their interview and were given full opportunity to make any amendments or
corrections at an early stage of the research process; [ worked with those who
expressed concerns about their confidentiality to ensure that their interviews
were fully de-identified. Research participants whose transcripts were held in the

National Library of Australia had either previously consented for their interviews
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to be “open” for research and public use®, or had consented for the interviews to be
“open” for research but that further permission was required for public use. Staff
at the National Library of Australia liaised with these interviewees in an effort to
obtain consent. Due to the passage of time since the interviews were collected, a
number of interviewees were not able to be contacted, and on the advice of the
National Library pseudonyms have been created to protect the identity of these
people and the details of their interview transcripts have not been included in
citations; however the Oral History and Folklore Branch at the National Library of
Australia has the full list of all the interviewees and can provide further details on

request.

[t was evident from the academic literature and from the experiences of some of
my research participants who had also participated in the Bringing Them Home
Inquiry that some people have significant concerns about the way their testimony
is used in other contexts subsequent to them testifying (see Chapter 5 under the
heading “Opening wounds” for further discussion of this issue). Out of respect for
these concerns, | decided to de-identify all of my research participants when
quoting from their interview transcripts in this thesis, although I have provided
some basic demographic information such as each research participant’s sex and
state of birth as I believe this adds an important contextual dimension to the
research participants’ experiences and perspectives. A full list of research

participants is provided after the appendices.

Ethics approval for my research was sought at the very outset of my candidature,
due to the sensitive nature of my research topic. The UTS Ethics Committee
granted approval of my research application in mid-2012. [ developed a consent
form and actively considered the intercultural dimensions of my research. I
consulted extensively with Indigenous academic staff at UTS to obtain their
feedback and input into my proposed research design and methods before

commencing any interviews.

6 The definition of “public use” includes the interview being quoted in a thesis.
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Community engagement

[ contacted a number of key community organisations involved in providing
services and support to members of the Stolen Generations at the commencement
of my candidature, advising them of my proposed research and offering the
opportunity for feedback, input or participation. I contacted Link-Up NSW and the
NSW Convenors of the Stolen Generations Alliance, the two key representative
groups of the Stolen Generations in NSW. I also contacted a number of other
community groups working on Stolen Generations issues, including Reconciliation
Australia, the National Sorry Day Committee and the Healing Foundation, advising
them of my research, inviting them to comment and/or to be further involved as
they saw appropriate. I received responses from all of these organisations except
the National Sorry Day Committee; responses ranged from requests for further
information and/or clarification to expressions of in-principle support for my
research. No community group, however, expressed interest in ongoing
involvement as a research partner. This is not surprising as community
organisations exist to provide services to their stakeholders rather than to support

the work of researchers.

In addition to my engagement with key community organisations working on
Stolen Generations issues, I also drew upon the community of Indigenous
colleagues at UTS, who provided invaluable feedback and support in shaping my
research and putting me in touch with individuals who were interested in my

research and willing to be interviewed.

In November 2013 I was invited by the NSW Co-Convenor of the Stolen
Generations Alliance to attend the organisation’s AGM in Sydney, the culmination
of over a year’s worth of relationship-building to receive this entré to the group. At
this meeting, [ outlined my proposed research to those in attendance and received
detailed feedback, ranging from offers of assistance and support to criticism of my
intended research and my capacity as a white researcher to undertake it. One
attendee strongly expressed the view that members of the Stolen Generations
were sick of white researchers undertaking research about them, and that this was

not my story to tell; others had concerns about my cultural capacity to interview
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Indigenous women about such sensitive and personal issues. My presentation
raised for this group the need to develop a protocol for how to handle future

requests from researchers to undertake work on Stolen Generations issues.

In sociological theory the idea of a “lacuna” or gap is seen as an important indicator
that points to an issue that has not been addressed or cannot be spoken about.
Sometimes communities can silence people within them from speaking on
particular issues - for example, the case of the so-called Korean “comfort women”,
who maintained a decades-long silence about their experiences of forced
prostitution due to community hostility and their own feelings of shame before
beginning to speak about their experiences (see Chapter 1 for further details). Itis
important to be aware that most of the community-based organisations providing
support and services to members of the Stolen Generations were formed by and
for adults who were themselves removed as children, and mothers who
experienced child removal are not necessarily represented or actively involved in
these groups. Itis clear from my research that some Aboriginal people who were
removed as children retain deeply ambivalent feelings towards their mothers,
particularly in relation to their mothers’ role in their removal (see Chapter 5 for
further details). Hammersley reminds us that the requirements of undertaking
rigorous academic research will at times put us at odds with community groups
which have a stake in the topic being researched (Hammersley 2011, p. 184). Itis
also important to acknowledge that a diversity of views exist within and between
Indigenous Australians and, as the AIATSIS Guidelines for Ethical Research in
Australian Indigenous Studies note, not to presume “that the view of one group

represents the collective view of the community” (AIATSIS 2011, p. 5).

[ have reflected long and deeply on the feedback I received from members of the
Stolen Generations Alliance, both positive and negative, as well as feedback
(overwhelmingly positive) that I received from other community organisations.
Taking on board the comments about research-fatigue amongst members of the
Stolen Generations, as well as concerns about cross-cultural sensitivities, I made a
significant change in my research methods, letting go of my original idea of

collecting a series of oral history interviews myself and deciding instead to focus
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on research material that had already been collected by the National Library of
Australia. The feedback I received from members of the Stolen Generations
Alliance has also led me to focus more on parts of this history that might be mo