ENGLISH - LANGUAGE ANALYSIS

~Reconciliatio

but no cause for re;

mc/w;k;a

By WESLEY AIRD

E CAN now count down the
days to the apology, which
will be the first item of busi-
ness for the new Parliament.
It will be easy for the Prime
Minister to apologise to the stolen gener-
ations; all he has to do is stand up in
Parliament and start talking (and we know
he can do that). The really difficult part is
for everyone else with an interest in this
apology to make sense of it.

As it turns out, the apology is to be from
the Australian Government to the stolen
generations. So it is not going to be from all
Australians, and it won't be for all indigen-

us people. By my reckoning, that leaves
\ tearly 21 million people without a legit-
imate interest; in other words, it looks likely

to exclude just about the entire population.

Like it or notyit will be an important
occasion for the nation and so by all
means, Mr Rudd, make the apology. For the
rest of us, we should see it for what it is.

Sadly, it is unlikely to educate us and
even less likely to bring closer together
indigenous and non-indigenous Australians.
In mainstream Australia there persist some
urban myths about Aborigines that are as
tenacious as they are wrong: native title will
take back yards, cheap loans, special pay-
ments from the Government and so on.
People do not take lightly the perception
that someone or some group might be
getting something they’re not.

The apology will single out the stolen
generations, but it will also be promoted as
something special for all Australians. I
suspect very few Australians will be able to

ake out what's in it for them.

Herein lies a conundrum. For indigenous

Australia, the gesture must appear to give
something special. At the same time, it
must tell mainstream Australia not to worry,
the other lot aren’t getting anything out of
the ordinary. The usual response to a “one-
size-fits-all” wording dilemma is to make it
so weasel-like that it could mean everything
or nothing at all.

It is a symbolic gesture and we need to
be realistic: a symbolic gesture will not
achieve reconciliation for our country.
‘When I think of reconciliation I think of
slogans, of emotive but shallow notions that
may well be heartfelt but that cannot be
turned jnto a policy capable of overcoming
indigenous disadvantage. I don’t even think
reconciliation is something that be
done by a govert . people are
reconciled when any one of us gets served
in our turn down at the local shops, or
when emergency service crews don’t make
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race-based decisions to attend one scene
over another, or when the law i applied
evenly to all Australians without some non-

| sense ideology creating social horrors.

Perhaps the Prime Minister could say
sorry to all the non-indigenous Australians
who years ago walked across bridges and
planted seas of hands. It is possible he will
dash their aspirations. Perhaps he could
also say sorry to all the indigenous Austra-
lians still excluded from the mainstream
economy. There could be an apology to
every indigenous Australian treated as a col-
lective rather than as a human being. Or
what about an apology to all indigenous
people who have no choice other than to
suffer services poorly conceived and admin-
istered by bungling bureaucrats?

There may well be only one apology
from the Prime Minister, but I can see hun-
dreds of apologies will follow. Whenever an

Aborigine opens a conversation in the pur-

suit of compensation, the likely response
from the Government or a court will be
along the lines of: “Ahh, no, sorry.” This
will gravely disappoint hardcore cam-
paigners who have devoted so much to the
quest for an apology with compensation.
An apology unaccompanied by compen-
sation is likely to drive a substantial wedge
between sectors of the Aboriginal commu-
nity. There will be those who continue to
seek handouts regardless of the packaging,
be it welfare, a grant or compensation. They
won't care that the apology has come and
gone; after all, it was only secondary to their
real game. Others might get the hint that if
this once-in-a-lifetime event isn’t going to
deliver a payout then it will never be wise to
rely on the Government for anything.
Instead, the safe path out of poverty is
education followed by valued work; to be

full participants in society on an equal basis
with the rest of Australia. Not everyone can
achieve that on their own, and the apology

- will do nothing to reduce the need for sup-

port for those trying to get off welfare.

If I am correctly understanding the mes--.
sages coming from the Government, after
the apology we can all “move on”. With the
potential to either miss, confuse or disap-
point most of the population, it seems hard*
to understand how, for most of us, the apol-
ogy can achieve much at all. And there’s
nothing wrong with that just as long as we
understand its intent as well as its limi-
tations and we don't let our expectations get
out of hand.

Wesley Aird is a member of the Gold Coast Native Title
Group and the Bennelong Society board. For its :
duration he was a member of the National Indigenous
Council.
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“Reconciliation bypassed but no cause for regret”
Wesley Aird

Commencing in an informative tone, Wesley Aird captures the attention of the audience with
/ inclusive language targeted at the Australian public in the opinion article “Reconciliation
¥ bypassed but no cause for regret” (The Age 2.2.08). The casual introduction estabjishes
Aird’s sarcastic and critical view on the prime minister and the proposed “apology”. With the
contention that the Prime Minister’s apology is simply a symbolic gesture that will not
achieve recognition in our country, Aird utilizes a critical tone while stating, “All he (the
prime minister) has to do is stand up and start talking”. Through his criticism, the audience is

lead to viewAird-as-“against” the official apology to the stolen generation of aboriginal
people.as Fonistut uwﬁ,« Al (or weeke o Fune)

v

Aird justifies his opinion of how meaningless and superficial the apology will be using logical v’
reasoning and supporting statistics that lead to the conclusion that the apology “looks likely to
exclude just bout the entire population”. The statistics support his argument, and add

quantative evidence to the argument , “that leaves yarly 21 million people without a -
legitimate interest” By pointing out the limited target audience for the apology from the
government “it is not going to be from all Australians and it wont be for all indigenous
people”, Aird positions readers to grasp the reality of how limited the apology will be in terms
of its intended target audience, thus degrading the respectability and significance of the .~
apology in the opinions of readers.

Establishing his point to the audience, Aird employs strong assertion throughout the article
stating, “A symbolic gesture will not achieve reconciliation for our country” The linguistic
use of “will not” in this assertion also strengthens the statement to assist in creating an
assertive point in the argument. Aird extends his contention by asserting his view that .
reconciliation is not something that can be done by government, rather in everyday life, when
Aboriginals are treated equally and when the “law is applied evenly to all Australians”
Readers may feel intimida /ted or pressured to accept these strong, straightforward statements
and point of view thrust1 upon them by the writer, and will’fore hkely to shift their opinion in
line with Aird’s. By appearing determined and resolute/ in his opinion, readers may
acknowledge that the strong opinion may be due to personal involvement in the issue, where
the writer is affected by the outcome of the issue, and may be more pressed to accept the 7
argument as a genuine expression of Aird’s opinion. This is supported when the readers are
informed by the information at the bottom of the page that states that Aird is a member of the
national indigenous council. ~~

Designed to create a casual atmosphere, Aird uses colloquial language with words and
phrases such as “like it or not”, “hardcore campaigners”, “once in a lifetime event” and “one-
size-fits-all” to allow readers to identify with the point being made as it’s explainedin
common and informal language. This increases the possible target audience as the article
caters for a wider range of reading abilities. The use of a casual opening also captures reader’s

attention and maintains it as readers are not lost in technical jargon or terms.

By using through assertion to maintain his point, Aird generates a negative view of the
government, the attempt to “reconcile” the non indigenous Australian’s and indigenous
Australian, and the proposed apology the stolen generation. His continual criticism of these
/ aspects, however, becomes repetitive with a persistent pessimistic state of mind and negative
outlook.
One aspect that established a persuasive element in Aird’s argument was the skilful use of
.~ logical reasoning of the actual target audience of the apology. By suggesting that the apology
is not aimed at the majority of the Australian population and only a select few, the audience
questions the significance of the apology and is more successful persuaded by Aird’s
argument.
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