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Abstract 
  As colonized subjects Aboriginal people have a long history of being silenced by mainstream institutions 
and are provided with few opportunities to tell their own truths.  For many decades Aboriginal people were 
absent from the education system, the bureaucracy, politics and even community groups. As a result their 
ideas, attitudes and opinions were not heard. If information on the lives of Aboriginal people was needed it 
was most often provided by European-Australians. Since the late 1960s, and then more insistently since the 
1990s Aboriginal peoples have made their way into all aspects of Australian life and their knowledges and 
ideas are more widely available.  

However, when Aboriginal truth telling emerges it tends to be in moments of crisis and the 
European-Australian public gaze is most frequently brought to bear on their sufferings. So though many times 
Australians hear from, and about, Aboriginal people when they succeed or are happily discussing literature or 
sports, it is also the case that more often Aboriginal people become objects or subjects of discussion when 
things are going badly. So for example, Aboriginal peoples perspectives are sought principally ‘as targets for social 
services’ (Environics Institute n.d.: 7; Maddison 2012) in areas such as health or for specific interventions. Such moments are 
important and are often used to leverage economic resources for these communities, but they leave untouched 
dominant representations of Aboriginal subjects as dystopian or romanticised objects of mainstream 
stereotypes.  

This paper explores one response to Aboriginal people’s suggestion that they be provided with an 
opportunity to ‘tell it like it is’ . The paper outlines a research project between scholars and the Larrakia people 
of Darwin. Called ‘tell it like it is’ it argues that Aboriginal people are a public whose views are important for 
the nation as a whole. This paper explores the often ignored understanding that Aboriginal views should 
valued in their own right and as everyday opinions, rather than as crisis data. So it is important to let 
Aboriginal people frame the discussion and set the questions and provide the answers.  These issues may or 
may not be what non-Aboriginal people think are the important ones.  However, if Aboriginal people talk 
then European-Australian people need to listen. So this paper also outlines a methodology that could further 
enable European Australians in particular to listen to Aboriginal perspectives. This paper explores what it 
means for an Indigenous public to offer their understanding of European-Australian communities and 
institutions, but also what it means for European Australians to hear and listen to ideas about them as a 
specific cultural group.   
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Australia in the 1940s-1960s . Dr Elder also works with Dr Cath Ellis and Dr Angela Pratt on reconciliation in 
contemporary Australia. 
 


