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Australians for Native Title and Reconciliation (ANTaR), a
broad coalition of agencies and local groups, was established
in April 1997 as a national, non-indigenous support
movement. From the beginning, Aboriginal Australians,
through the National Indigenous Working Group (NIWG)
has guided its policies, marking a significant change from
other non-indigenous groups in Australia. It has a loose
federation structure, with a potential constituent base of
seven and a half million people. 

ANTaR’s mission statement (1999) states its purpose: 

To generate in Australia a moral and legal recognition of
and respect for the distinctive status of Indigenous
Australians as First Peoples. Recognition of Indigenous
Australians’ rights which include self-determination, their
relationships to land, and the maintenance and growth of
their cultures, is essential to creating a just and fair
society for all Australians. (p.9)

The strategies employed to achieve this have been both local
and global and have included:

• educational seminars and public meetings

• preparing and distributing information to the community

• co-ordinating the community sector in a joint campaign

• lobbying of all political parties and politicians
individually

• briefing international leaders and providing information
for foreign media based in Australia

• conduct of a marginal seats campaign in the 1998
Australian Federal election

• design, production and staging of the Sea of Hands in
every capital city of Australia and a large number of
regional centres (see box) 

• establishing international links with support groups 

• participation in international conferences and forums to
raise awareness internationally 

• Preparing submissions for UN agencies, especially the
Committee for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 

Historical context
In 1992 the High Court’s Mabo decision reversed the long-
standing fiction that Australia was terra nullius (an empty
land) when the British first arrived. With their common law
rights to land recognised, Aboriginal people were finally full

and equal citizens of Australia. This recognition of native
title did not represent a land grant to Aboriginal people; it
was recognition of a common law right that dates back to the
years before European settlement. Native title was found to
exist in vacant Crown – or state owned – land, national
parks, public reserves, mining tenements and waters. 

The Federal Government was required to develop a
statutory regime to implement the decision of the High
Court. The Labor Government’s Native Title Act (NTA) of
1993 sought to protect the entitlement of the indigenous
people of Australia to their traditional lands, in accordance
with their laws and customs. It allowed land to be claimed
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The Sea of Hands
There are more than 260,000 names of Australians on
plastic coloured hands in the Sea of Hands, a concept
originally developed by Australian Artists Against
Racism. This has directly involved an estimated 50,000-
70,000 people in volunteering and a further 100,000
who have attended Sea of Hands events. Each hand
represents a signatory to the Australian Citizens’
Statement on Native Title calling for support for
indigenous rights and reconciliation. The hands are
organised in designs drawn up by local Aboriginal
people in each town and city where it is displayed.
300 people are required to put the hands in the earth
on simple steel stakes in the pattern of the Aboriginal
design. It covers more than 1,000 square metres and
goes up and comes down in a day. It is the largest
public participation artwork in Australian history. The
Sea of Hands is now regarded as an ongoing symbol
for a just reconciliation, and last year won the Human
Rights Award from the Australian Governor-General.

During its two years of development, ANTaR has
used the Sea of Hands as a mechanism for:

• creating ‘space’ for indigenous views to be heard
in a non-threatening way

• participation by Australians already interested in
supporting indigenous people and their rights

• educating those who are not aware of the issues

• softening the message to create the space where
middle Australia can hear the hard truths of
Australian history and Aboriginal heritage

• creating positive media attention for the issues of
reconciliation and native title.



which had not been extinguished by valid Government acts
and set down the rules of co-existence between Aboriginal
people and others. However, this provided very meagre gains
for Aboriginal people; much title had been extinguished and
nearly half Australia was pastoral leasehold. However, the
incoming Government of John Howard regarded the NTA as
giving too much to Aboriginal people. 

At the same time, Australia was in the midst of what was
sadly described as a ‘race debate’, following the rise to
prominence of the independent MP, Pauline Hanson. In fact,
what was occurring in Australia was less a race debate than
an outbreak of racism. Reflecting the disaffection of rural
communities facing increasing unemployment and
decreasing services, Ms Hanson sought to apportion blame.
However, rather than addressing the causes of rural
disaffection including the dominance of economic
rationalism at a time of increasing globalisation, she blamed
the victims of that system – migrants, refugees, the
unemployed, and most deliberately, Aboriginal people. Upon
her election to Parliament, Ms Hanson said she would
represent everyone in her electorate except Aborigines
because ‘they get too much’. 

In the midst of this situation the High Court of Australia
reached another key decision. The 1996 Wik case found that
native title could co-exist with pastoral leases, although
where there is conflict, the rights of pastoralists would
prevail. However, for some, including the Government, the
rights of the pastoralist was not enough. The Prime Minister
took personal responsibility for the development of a Ten
Point Plan for Native Title that would wind back indigenous
rights to land. Aboriginal people, unlike the miners and
pastoralists, were excluded from negotiations. Instead, they
were merely informed of the Government’s intention to make
amendments to the NTA, which would effectively extinguish
their modest native title rights. The Aboriginal people were
the only ones to put forward a model for sharing the land.
Yet, they were not even provided a place at the negotiating
table when it was their rights that were the subject of the
negotiation.

The place of Aboriginal people 
In Australia today all social indicators demonstrate that, by
any standard measure of well-being, whether it be
employment, education, income, housing or health – all of
which are inter-linked – Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people are left far behind the general Australian population.
In 1788 when the British arrived there were approximately
one million people in Australia with developed systems of
languages, law, custom and spirituality, who had been living
in the country for more than 50,000 years. Today, there are
approximately 370,000 Aboriginal people in Australia. A
seminal Government report (1999) this year reminded
Australians that reconciliation will need to be more than a
nicely worded document. The report (p.8) revealed that:

• 50% of Aboriginal men do not live past 50 years of age

• Aboriginal people are 14 times more likely to go to
prison than other Australians

• Aboriginal babies die at twice the rate of other
Australian infants

• Aboriginal people are more likely to develop cancer and
diabetes, and to experience domestic violence

• The mortality levels for Aboriginal people are above the
rates for the poorest of Third World nations. 

In response, the Government seeks to address the key needs
of Aboriginal people. These it identifies as physical needs:
health, education and housing. While these are indisputably
important, they are not the whole story. They are the needs
the Government has defined on their behalf. Indigenous
Australia itself sees other needs: justice, equity, the
recognition of their law and religion – and the recognition of
rights to their land (Bachelard 1997). ANTaR’s belief is that
social justice for indigenous people will not be achieved
until there is recognition of the rights of indigenous people,
as Australian citizens and as ‘keepers of the cultural
heritage’ of the Australian continent (Elton 1999).
Reconciliation requires recognition of rights.

Call for a people’s movement
In May 1997, the Chair of the Council for Reconciliation,
Patrick Dodson, called on Australians to join the People’s
Movement for Reconciliation. Dodson recognised that
movements of citizens cutting across social classes have
played a major part in promoting social change. Founded in
1990, the Council had succeeded in putting reconciliation on
the agenda. However, as the outbreak of racism indicated,
and the difficulties faced by Aboriginal people, Australia
was a long way from being a reconciled nation. What were at
stake were the values of the nation and the place in its life of
the custodians of the world’s oldest living culture.

Development education seeks to open eyes, ears and
hearts, and seeks to challenge the worldview that the
dominant model of development in societies like Australia is
basically sound. Such a view perpetuates inequities and
injustices, and serves to exclude those who should be
included (Regan 1996). In Australia no one group is as
excluded from the life of the nation than Aboriginal
Australians. No other group faces the same inequities and
injustices. Clearly, the dominant model of Australian
development needed to be challenged. Over two centuries,
this model has taken from Aboriginal people their land,
language, and for most of this century, even their children.
The Australian community needed to understand the needs
and aspirations of Aboriginal people, their spiritual
connection to the land, and the causes of Aboriginal
disadvantage in Australia. It would not be enough to merely
mount a political campaign. The Sea of Hands was to
become the way to connect with the eyes, ears and hearts of
ordinary Australians.

The Sea of Hands is spectacular to look at – whether on
Bondi Beach or in front of the National Parliament. This
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fact, and the supporting information, seminars, public
meetings and media coverage served to open eyes, ears and
hearts. It was, and is, and is intended to be, a development
education tool for the community embracing the core
dimensions of development education. These core
dimensions are: a justice and global perspective; an action
dimension and the use of participative methodologies; the
linking of both local and global understandings and actions;
and the development of imagination, visions and values. 

Ultimately, the strength of the movement lies in the
simplicity of its aims to provide support in accordance with
the expressed wishes and aims of indigenous people and to
educate the broad Australian community with the facts. An
important part of the strategy was for all action for social
justice to be participative. As Paulo Freire (1985) has noted,
social movements and social action serve to ‘conscientise’
the community: 

Conscientisation is not just about the critical reflection of
reality, but the process by which human beings participate
critically in a transforming act. (p.72)

The Sea of Hands and all other ANTaR activities involved
participative action and presentation of issues in local and
global perspectives – involving people in transformative acts.
They are also cultural actions drawing on the power of the
art in the belief that cultural action is often developed in
opposition to the elite that controls power and makes
decisions.

As Freire (1972) sees a ‘culture of silence’ operating in
the Third World, Australian society has emerged through
specific structural relations which can be seen in terms of
the dominant groups not only controlling the structures of
society but the representations of nationalism and Australian
identity. Dominant groups ‘do not perceive their monopoly
of having more as a privilege which dehumanises others and
themselves’. Having more is considered an ‘inalienable
right’ acquired through their own efforts and their ‘courage
to take risks’, while those who do not have more are viewed

as ‘incompetent and lazy’ and are ‘ungrateful’ of the
generosity of dominant groups and envious of all that they
have. This was a key theme of those opposed to the NIWG
position of sharing and co-existence on the land. From
Governor Phillip in 1788 to Pauline Hanson in 1998, it is the
view that has alienated Australia’s Aboriginal population for
two centuries.

Where to from here?
John Howard finally had an amended Ten Point Plan passed
in 1998. It was not as negative for indigenous people as his
initial plan – concessions were made – but it did limit the
rights of Aboriginal people to negotiate over access to
pastoral leases, and restrict native title rights. This set a
dangerous precedent for Australia. In 1967 a referendum
overwhelmingly gave the Federal Government the right to
pass laws for the benefit of Aboriginal people. The current
Government has been the first in Australian history to use
that power to make laws to the detriment of Aboriginal
people. The United Nations Committee for the Elimination
of Racial Discrimination (CERD) found that amendments to
the NTA were racially discriminatory – the first time a
western nation was found guilty in this way. 

The emergence of ANTaR has not prevented the
Australian Government passing discriminatory laws; it has
not restored all native title rights. If it was merely a
campaigning exercise it could be argued that the cause was
defeated – albeit on points. However, it was not an exercise
in political campaigning. An alternative vision has been
proposed, a vision that mobilised millions of Australians,
more than at any time since the Vietnam War. The people’s
movement for reconciliation has an important role to play in
the Year 2000 as the nation debates a document of
reconciliation to be presented at the expiration of the
Reconciliation Council’s tenure on 1st January, 2001.

Most importantly, the leadership displayed by Aboriginal
people is an ongoing source of hope. For above all, it is
those among the first Australians, the men and women of the



Aboriginal renaissance, the writers, teachers, elders,
historians, broadcasters, artists and activists who have
brought the beginning of real change. 

Whether the issue is reconciliation, indigenous rights, or
critiquing economic liberalism, citizens are at the centre of
the global drama unfolding today. They are the lead actors in
building global democratic governance and human
development. The State and the market, and their related
institutions, must serve the citizens, not the other way
around. The security of our common future lies in the hand
of an informed, inspired, committed, engaged citizenry. This
is our hope (Serrano 1994).

The goal of people’s movements is to energise a critical
mass of independent, decentralised initiative in support of a
social vision. It is the role of citizens acting on a mobilising
vision that characterised the aspiration of ANTaR. The
UNDP’s Human Development Report of 1993 noted that
people’s participation is becoming the central issue of our
time. We now see the worldwide emergence of people’s
organisations demanding on behalf of every citizen more and
more say in shaping their own lives and the values of their
own society. The ANTaR experience is but another example
of this global phenomenon.

Within the past three decades people’s movements have
reshaped thought and action on the environment, human
rights, women, peace, population and, increasingly,
indigenous rights. Though these are all wars yet to be won,
the progress – from an historical perspective – has been
rapid and pervasive. 

People’s movements, such as the one involving ANTaR,
have a special quality. They are driven not by budgets or
organisational structures, but rather by ideas, by a vision of a
better world. They move on social energy more than on
money. The vision mobilises independent action by countless
individuals and organisations across state and national
boundaries, all supporting a shared ideal. Participants in
successful movements collaborate in continuously shifting
networks and coalitions (see Lipnack and Stamps 1986).

Part of the challenge for the people’s movement is to
work for a just reconciliation in Australia, underpinned by
five key principles. Firstly, for indigenous peoples to be
recognised as first peoples. Second, that distinct and
unalienable rights flow from that uniqueness. Third, that
there must be a commitment to social justice, that is both
formal and substantive. Fourth, that negotiations in good
faith are essential in any reconciliation process. Finally, that
there must be a change in power relationships. These
principles from the Australian experience are, we believe,
applicable to other reconciliation and peace situations. Our
partnership with 80:20 Educating and Acting for Social
Change in Bray, Ireland, and the international reconciliation
project, ‘Let’s Talk’, has ensured that working with these
principles is not restricted to Australia. 

The model of development education utilised by ANTaR
is community-based. It is not locked up in educational
institutions but engages people where they are. It calls for

imbuing the public consciousness with an alternative vision
adequate to mobilise voluntary action on a national and
global scale. The focus is on the communication of ideas and
information through the mass media, newsletters, recorded
media, school curricula, major media events, study groups,
and social networks of all types to energise voluntary action
by people both within and outside their formal organisations
in support of social transformation (Korten 1990). It is not
restricted to thinking globally and acting locally – but
recognises the need to act globally as well. 

The Sea of Hands has travelled the length and breadth of
the Australian continent – from Federal Parliament in
Canberra, to Bondi Beach, to Broome in northwest Western
Australia, to all capital cities, from the Pacific to the Indian
Ocean. It is the measurable public face of a move in
Australia for a better society and a global community that
has a place for first peoples and their distinctive rights that
flow from that recognition. Aboriginal people are the
custodians of the world’s oldest living culture. Any erosion
of their rights and culture is a loss not just for Australia but
for all citizens of the planet. The movement, and the
struggle, continues.

� Phil Glendenning is National Coordinator of
Australians for Native Title and Reconciliation, and
Director of the Edmund Rice Centre for Justice and
Community Education. 

� Olga Havnen was Coordinator of the National
Indigenous Working Group 1997-99 and is currently
Director of Indigenous Programs for the Fred Hollows
Foundation. 
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