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We first came together on Ngambri-Ngunnawal Country at the Asia Pacific College of
Diplomacy at the ANU in March 2019 in a ‘Framing Workshop’. Welcomed onto Country
by Ngambri-Ngunnawal Elder, Dr Matilda House, our group included Yolgu, Kaurareg?,
Wagadagam and Ngambri-Ngunnawal Elders, academics from ANU and Charles Darwin
University, and two student representatives.2 Our purpose was to frame a teaching
course on Indigenous Diplomacy for Master of Diplomacy students in the Asia Pacific
College of Diplomacy at the ANU.

At the centre of this proposed teaching course was to be an Elders-run Teaching
Workshop to share Indigenous knowledge on diplomacy with the students. The key task
of the Framing Workshop, then, was for the Elders to decide what knowledge they
wanted to share with the students later in the year and how they wanted to do this. In
November 2019, the same group of Elders visited Canberra again to share their
knowledge with 24 Master of Diplomacy students in a three-day Elders’ workshop as
part of the inaugural Indigenous Diplomacy teaching course at the ANU.

Reflecting on the Teaching Workshop, I think it is fair to say that all of us - Elders,
students, academics - felt that it was special; that strong bonds were forged between
participants, and important and deep learning took place. More than that, the sharing of
Indigenous knowledge on diplomacy had affected us all emotionally, as well as
challenging us to rethink fundamental assumptions in Western approaches to
diplomacy. And, as we will see later in this paper, the Teaching Workshop sent out
ripples, which will ensure a wider impact of this teaching and sharing project.

In this reflection paper, I want to dwell a little on the preparation of a space
where such respectful and meaningful dialogue could take place.! With permission, I
will use the ‘weaving the mat’ (wakuw umay) metaphor which Wagadagam Elder,
Gabriel Bani, shared with the Framing Workshop, to describe this preparation of
common ground.3 [ would like to reflect on some aspects of Australian Indigenous
diplomacy as practised before and during the workshop in creating a diplomatic space
for the participants. The importance of ‘right preparation for good diplomacy’ was a

recurring theme in the discussions. The workshop became a lesson in the various
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Indigenous principles and practices involved in ‘weaving the mat’, as well as the
importance of doing so.

My second purpose in this paper is to reflect on three important questions raised
by the Elders in the workshop. Gawura Wanambi asked ‘what is balanda [white person]
diplomacy: we have talked a lot about Indigenous diplomacy, but what do you mean by it?
Willie Wigness asked a related question: where do we fit: where does Indigenous
diplomacy fit within diplomatic studies and in relation to Western ideas of diplomacy? And
Leilani Bin-Juda asked: who is this knowledge for? Leilani posed a related challenge

directly to the students: what will you do with this knowledge?

[ left these questions to sit in the air at the time they were asked but I would
now like to attempt a response to them in the interests of hopefully contributing to
weaving the mat and making a common space for the ongoing dialogue. I feel some
responsibility to offer my reflections on these questions as the facilitator of the
Indigenous Diplomacy course and the representative of Diplomatic Studies in our

group.

Weaving the Mat in Indigenous Diplomacy
A recurring theme in the Elders’ sharing of knowledge on Indigenous diplomacy at both
workshops was the importance of careful preparation for engagement with other clans,
tribes or groups before dialogue and negotiation. Whether referred to as the ‘weaving
of the mat’, the ‘clearing of a common ground’, the creation of ‘a neutral space’ or the
‘creation of a diplomatic space’, the message was the same: effective and respectful
diplomacy requires proper preparation. It became evident during our discussions that
this preparation takes various forms: making respectful relationships, spiritual
cleansing, singing, dancing, truth telling, painting; respect for the spirit creator, for
country, for ancestors, for custodians; or taking time to determine where and how
people will speak; and smoking people and areas, rooms, and Country where dialogue
and negotiation might take place. In the opening session Yolnu Elder, Yiniya Guyula, put
it this way:
if something has happened we need to clear a ground, we need to make a space for
diplomacy.*
Kaurareg Elder, Willie Wigness, agreed:

what Uncle says is true, the overlap between nations is a neutral space. You must create that
space before treaty and negotiation. Tribal diplomacy in Torres Strait also requires this neutral
space.®



Later in the day, Wagadagam Elder, Gabriel Bani, used the metaphor of Wakuw Umay
(the weaving of the mat) to describe the central importance of building relationships
before engaging in serious dialogue between tribes in the Torres Strait Islands (TSI)
region:

In TSI diplomacy you can talk about everything with reference to the mat. The weaving of the mat
is symbolic and identifies .... the preparation of a coming together of different people and
communities.

You have to weave the mat before you can sit on it. You have to make the relationships.

Sitting on the mats together symbolizes the coming together with your identity and
representation.®
The Yolnyu Elders later presented a very compelling illustration of the form such
preparation can take in Yolgu diplomacy when they began their presentation with the
following ceremony:
Painted with ground white clay, Yiniya, Gawura, Bulkanhawuy, Warmbirrirr, Yinin, Michaela and
Nori brought the sugar bag hunter songline to the meeting area... This ancestral journey was
embodied by hitting clap sticks, playing yadaki (didgeridoo), dancing with ancestral steps,
painting with white clay on our forehead and over our head. Not only did it create a diplomatic
space between Yolnyu bapurru [clan nations) participating in this workshop- Marranu,
Djambarrpuynu, Wangurri and Gupapuynu, but also invited the Elders of Kaurareg, Wagadagam

and Ngambri- Ngunnawal to the same diplomatic space temporarily established at Hedley Bull

building at ANU.”

The sound of bilma (clap sticks_ creates a space, and two beats of clap sticks means that the
ancestral creator is making a common ground and drawing attention to other clans according to

the journey of songlines. (p.10)

The significance of proper cultural preparation before meaningful agreement can
be negotiated was also evident in the Elders’ discussion of contemporary reconciliation
and treaty making processes, in particular in relation to the Barunga Statement (1988),
the Uluru Statement from the Heart (2017), and the proposal for a Makarrata
Commission to oversee truth-telling and treaty. In both workshops we viewed the Make
it Right video8, which shows the preparations that central desert and Arnhem Land
clans put into painting the Barunga Statement, first preparing the canvas, then
prolonged negotiation over who would paint what dreaming story before any painting

took place. The painting is then presented to Prime Minister Bob Hawke who promises



in response that ‘there shall be a Treaty!” And yet the idea is dropped when the PM
returns to Canberra and the enormous investment by Indigenous groups at Barunga in
preparing common ground is not valued.

In another example, Gabriel Bani who represented his people at the First Nations
National Constitutional Convention at Uluru in May 2017, said that in his view there
were problems with the preparatory phase of the Uluru Statement process relating to

representation:
we had a big mat and came together but there was lack of common ground. People failed to
understand why they were there and people failed to respect the Elders of the country they were
on....
The Uluru Statement was good; the words are right. But history is repeating itself and no actions
have been taken. Issues are being sidelined and having the correct representation is so important

when bringing people together. Incorrect representation was a big issue.?

Finally, Yolyu Elders, in their sharing of knowledge about the Makarrata ceremony,
emphasised that proper preparation of a diplomatic space was crucial before the

resolution of conflict could occur.

Weaving Relationships in the Teaching Project
These Indigenous principles and practices around creating a common diplomatic space

were not only shared with the participants as knowledge about Indigenous diplomacy.
It also became clear that both workshops were themselves sites of diplomacy- about the
teaching and learning project itself. We had a lot of preparatory business to attend to
before we could have meaningful dialogue on Indigenous diplomacy- we had to weave
the mat between western and Indigenous knowledge, and between different ideas of
how to go about teaching and learning. Elders from different communities had to build
relations between themselves, and between themselves and the students - to build a
strong set of relationships that could ensure an effective space for meaningful dialogue.
The Elders’ actions before, during, and after the workshops showed us Indigenous
diplomacy in practice as we attempted to negotiate common ground for this ongoing
teaching and learning project.

For Kaurareg, Wagadagam and Yolnu Elders, the cultural diplomacy started at
home. There was preparatory work in deciding who could best represent their
respective groups and how this might be done respectfully. Torres Strait is a diverse

geographical region of tribes, languages and customs. Leilani Bin-Juda explained that



she had to pay particular attention to ‘balance’ when she helped the organisers select
who would come to the workshops. She needed in particular to balance Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal nations, and different languages and island groups in the Torres Strait in
her selection. As part of the preparation, Willie Wigness also had to seek authorisation
from the most senior Kaurareg Elder, with responsibility to preserve Kergne rule-of-
lore, before sharing Kaurareg knowledge in these forums.10

Yolnu Elders also explained that they needed to pay careful attention to ‘balance’
in deciding who might represent their community in the Canberra workshops. Yolgu
belong to a number of different clan-nations which are allocated to one of two
patrimoieties (Dhuwa and Yirritja). Women and men are also custodians of and
responsible for different ceremonial knowledge. The Elders therefore needed to
carefully consult on the appropriate balance of clan-nations, moieties and gender. After
the Framing Workshop, Yolyu Elders also felt they needed to consult other Elders on
country in identifying the knowledge they would share at the upcoming Teaching
Workshop.

The Kaurareg, Wagadagam, Yolnu and Ngambri Ngunnawal Elders did not know
each other prior to the workshop. They come from very different cultural backgrounds,
speak different languages, and have different forms of social organisation, and land
tenure. Their experience of colonisation also varies as does their ownership and access
to and ownership of traditional lands. ‘Weaving a mat’ between them was therefore a
major challenge when they first met at the Framing Workshop.

Aunty Matilda House’s welcome to Ngambri Ngunnawal country and her
continuing care of the wellbeing of the visiting Elders throughout the workshops was
clearly an important part of laying the necessary foundations for the building of
relationships. She left us with the insight that ‘diplomacy begins when someone wants
to enter someone else’s country’. She explained that both the visitor and the host have
rights and responsibilities in this relationship.11

We saw this principle in action in both workshops. Following the film Making it
Right about the making of the Barunga Statement, which consists of the painting
mentioned above and a principled statement about Treaty, a visit was paid to
Parliament House to see the Statement which was given to Bob Hawke at Barunga.
Looking at the Statement, there was unease among the participating Elders concerning

its location in an ‘out of the way’ corridor. They saw this as highly disrespectful



particularly since Bob Hawke had promised that the Statement would be displayed in a

prominent place for all to see and to remind future prime ministers of the need for a

treaty. Aunty Matilda oversaw discussion of what action needed to be taken and this

restored equilibrium in the group. All other business before the workshop was

suspended until this issue was resolved.
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The Barunga statement was also at the centre of a general unease in the Teaching
Workshop in November. The print of the Barunga statement accidentally fell to the floor
smashing the glass casing. [t became clear the Elders were deeply affected by this. Class
discussion was suspended while Aunty Matilda organised a smoking ceremony, which
included students and Elders, and acted to restore equilibrium to the group. Reflecting

on this later, Joy Bulkanhawuy said:

when the frame holding the copy of Barunga Statement fell on the floor, our inner feeling
became bad... we all had the same feeling.12

Gawura Wanambi commented:

We all felt it straight away,, our inner feeling became bad. It happened...then we held the smoking
ceremony so that we (elders and students) were all healed. They, the students, experienced and
felt it. By somehow it touched them and made it real for them.!3

Willie Wigness explained to the students that the emotion they were feeling related to
the sadness they felt about the way the Barunga statement had been treated by the
Australian government, which they saw as symbolic of the smashing of their hopes for
proper respect for their diplomatic efforts.

By the end of the second workshop it was clear that a strong bond had formed
between the Yolgu, Kaurareg, Wagadagam and Ngambri-Ngunnawal Elders, who found
much in common. In their subsequent reflection on the workshops, Yolgu Elders, Joy

Bulkanhawuy and Gawura Wanambi emphasised the strength of this relationship4:

Gawura: Since March this year [2019] we have been preparing for the November workshop in
Canberra. We first met the Elders from Torres Strait Islands and Ngambri -Ngunnawal. We
showed and shared how our ways of making diplomacy from different Australian Indigenous
countries.

Joy: Right, the Elders from TSI and Ngambri Ngunnawal and we Yolyu brought our gakal (skills,
performance, behaviour) and showed it to the students at Riyawarray (common ground). Our
(Yolnu, TSI, Ngambri-Ngunnawal) ways of diplomacy and its practice understands each other.
There is a connection between our Indigenous countries of Australia through gurrkurr (veins,
roots).

Gawura: We (Yolgu, TSI and Ngambri-Ngunnawal) put our efforts and heart together.

Joy: Yes we were calling out to each other and working together in Canberra.

Gawura: At Riyawarray (common ground)



Smoking ceremony to cleanse the print of the Barunga Statement, ANU Teaching Workshop,
November 2019

Weaving Western and Indigenous Teaching and Learning Approaches
As we met in the Canberra workshops there was also a need to weave a mat between

those of us trained in western teaching approaches, including lectures, direct question
and answer, and the role of the individual teacher as authority; and the Elders’
preference for the use of story and metaphor, and participation and observation over
answering questions, as learning methods. In the case of Yolgu, sharing knowledge was
also clearly a group activity with Elders checking with each other, and acknowledging

each other’s knowledge domains in answering questions.

What was evident in the Teaching Workshop was an accommodation by both

students and Elders of these very different approaches to teaching and learning. Yiniya



Guyula, for example, in the concluding session of the Framing Workshop, referred to the
student representative, Oliver Lilford’s, constant curiosity reflected in his many
questions with an affectionate and tolerant humour. In the Teaching Workshop students
responded positively in their reflection papers to the Indigenous forms of pedagogy
such as metaphor, story, and participation in song and dance.

The Elders began each day of the workshop with a ceremony in which the
students participated enthusiastically. In particular they noted the impact of the
smoking ceremony on the last day on restoring balance in the group after the unease
associated with the accident with the Barunga Statement. In their thank you to the

Elders, the students prepared a special ceremony in tribute to what they had learned.?>

3 iy P

Yolyu Elders, Yiniya Mark Guyula and Gawura Wanambi leading a class at the ANU Teaching Workshop,
November 2019
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ANU Teaching Workshop, November 2019

Weaving Indigenous and Balanda Knowledge on Diplomacy

A major challenge for our ongoing dialogue on Indigenous diplomacy is one of
negotiating the tensions between western knowledge systems and Indigenous
knowledge. The term diplomacy is a western term and concept. The field of Diplomatic
Studies, and the broader discipline of International Relations, sits in the background as
a powerful gatekeeper and shaper of knowledge in this area. We at the ANU had invited
Indigenous Elders into an academic Diplomacy program based on western categories
and concepts. Thus the question, which was always with us in our discussions, was
‘could we find a common ground between these knowledge systems?’

After we had discussed Yolgu, Kaurareg, Wagadagam and Ngambri Ngunnawal
diplomacy, Gawura Wanambi asked the question: what is the Balanda meaning of
diplomacy? Willie Wigness asked a related question: where do we fit? That is, where
does Indigenous diplomacy fit in relation to this broader western practice of diplomacy?

He pointed out that western diplomacy seems so different in its fundamental

12



commitment to self- interest and statecraft. Is there really any meeting point? He asked
whether there was any possibility of a hybrid notion? These are important questions,
which [ want to try and answer as a contribution to weaving the mat between the two
knowledge systems. Is there a common meaning of diplomacy we can agree on as we
move forward in this project? Does it allow Indigenous diplomacy to fit into and

contribute to broader discussions of diplomacy across the world?

Balanda Knowledge: Old answers
Until recently, ‘western’ Balanda response to Gawura’s question of ‘what is diplomacy?’

would have likely been based on a particular story - the story of how European states
have organised their engagement with each other for the past several hundred years.
Capturing this traditional view, Geoffrey Wiseman argues in the 2020 Sage Handbook of
Political Science, that ‘diplomacy is conventionally understood as the processes and
institutions by which the interests and identities of sovereign states are represented to
one another’.16 This idea of diplomacy spread across the entire world as colonialism
worked its devastation and paid scant attention to the ideas of those they were
attempting to colonise - continuing into the post-colonial period - and then becoming
the main organising feature of the global diplomatic system.17 In this dominant ‘story’,
diplomacy is seen as a social institution that provides the rules of engagement between
states, and states are the only diplomatic actors. States are represented by ambassadors
and are governed in their diplomatic relations by the 1961 Vienna Convention on
Diplomatic Relations, and other legal instruments and conventions.18

Seen through this lens, Balanda knowledge about diplomacy could not ‘see’ the
ancient Indigenous diplomatic systems within colonised societies, which had been
subsumed by the colonisers - in Africa, the Americas, in Asia, and in Australia and the
Pacific. Particularly in Australia, the British Government and their representatives did
not recognise the diplomatic standing or diplomatic practices of the Indigenous tribes.
Their ‘diplomacy’ equated with the worst examples of what Willie Wigness referred to
as statecraft.

This wilful lack of recognition of the diplomatic standing of the Indigenous tribes
of Australia was also evident in in the academic world. Most western scholars did not
see the cultural practices of engagement between tribes as ‘diplomacy’ because they did
not fit the definition based on European diplomatic practice. Cultural practices

surrounding the engagement between tribes were more likely to be seen as falling
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within Western anthropological knowledge categories such as ‘exchange’, ‘custom’, or
‘corroboree’, or as part of Indigenous law and governance, rather than being seen as
constituting a diplomatic system equivalent to diplomacy between ‘civilised’ states.
Such a view has supported government policies that do not recognise the diplomatic

standing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander tribes up to the current day.

A New Opening
Fortunately for our joint project, in the last decade Balanda knowledge on diplomacy

has expanded to make it possible to give a very different answer to the question ‘what is
diplomacy?’ Diplomatic Studies is now open to the idea that there are many different
ways of doing diplomacy in the world and that diplomacy does not only occur between
states. This post-colonial turn in Diplomatic Studies is making a place for Indigenous
diplomacies and a meeting point for our dialogue.

Marshall Beier, the key pathfinder in this effort to open up Diplomatic Studies to

Indigenous forms of diplomacy, put it this way:

We might more rightly say that the dominant understanding of diplomacy is just one among a
much wider and richer multiplicity of traditions, among which are the many Indigenous
diplomacies of our world.1?

Beier argues that Indigenous ideas and practices need to be understood on their own
terms and not have to fit into the categories and assumptions of western diplomacy. He
argues that these alternate stories of diplomacy are not just adding diversity to our
understanding of the world’s diplomacies but that they also have an important
contribution to make to mainstream Diplomatic Studies.20

There has as yet been very little scholarly exploration of Australian Indigenous
diplomacies as part of this new interest in non-western and non state-centric
diplomacy. We are fortunate that the only exceptions, Ravi De Costa and Morgan Brigg,
have produced insightful works, mainly based on Yolgyu diplomacy. De Costa points out
that pre-colonial Australia had many overlapping diplomatic systems, which together
formed the transnational governance of the continent for thousands of years. Building
on existing Anthropological studies, he emphasises the interconnectedness of
Indigenous polities through cosmology, exchange and kinship. He argues that this
creates distinctive forms of diplomacy with positive effects on the relationality between

different political groups.2!
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Brigg makes similar points, and shares the view that Indigenous
diplomacy principles make a contribution to the global conversation on ways in which
political groupings should engage today.22 Both authors use the Makassar-Yolngu
relationship as a positive example where these Indigenous principles and values were
generally respected in contrast to Yolngu-Balanda engagements. Because of the
pioneering work of de Costa and Brigg there is in my view now an established space
within Balanda knowledge, for Indigenous knowledge on diplomacy to be heard and
valued and for Indigenous diplomatic systems, and diplomatic standing, to be

recognised.

Diplomacy as a Culture of Engagement

[ start from the assumption that diplomacy is a set of cultural practices that takes place
between all human groups when they are seeking to engage with each other in relation
to such things as trade, marriage, conflict resolution, and access to resources, or
permission to cross boundaries.23 Diplomacy is a culture of engagement- a set of
cultural rules and norms that shape engagement between groups. This broader cultural
answer to ‘what is diplomacy?’ captures, I think, our shared understanding of what we
are trying to explore: the value and significance of Indigenous ways of engaging
between groups of people (and places).

The above discussion of a new inclusive story about diplomacy opens up the
academic field to the possibility of respectful dialogue with Australian Indigenous
diplomacies. It goes a long way to answering Willie Wigness’s question: ‘where do we
fit'’? It means that Australian Indigenous knowledge on diplomacy can contribute
significantly to these new directions in the global study of diplomacy, as well as
contributing to the national debate on truth telling and treaty making. As already
explained, under the post-colonial story of diplomacy, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
I[slander diplomatic systems become valued alternative ways of organising engagements
between political groups on their own terms. Diplomatic Studies is no longer the

exclusive study of western ways of engaging between states.

How will this Indigenous knowledge be used? Who is it for?
As noted, earlier, Leilani Bin-Juda raised another important question at several points in
the workshops, with major implications for the creation of trust between the Elders and

the University. At the Framing Workshop she asked ‘what is this knowledge on
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Indigenous Diplomacy for? What will it be used for?” And at the Teaching Workshop
Leilani raised a related question with the students: ‘How will you use this knowledge?
How will you change things that you do in your life on the basis of this knowledge?’

This is an important question, which is prompted by hundreds of years of
exploitation and appropriation of Indigenous knowledge for the enhancement of
western knowledge and the careers of academic researchers, with little benefit for the
people and places being studied. As facilitator of the Indigenous diplomacy course, I feel

some responsibility to attempt an answer to this question as part of weaving the mat

between the Elders and those of us at the University.

ANU Teaching Workshop, November 2019

Changing Hearts and Minds through Education
The question of how this knowledge was to be used was partly answered by the end of

the workshop when the students responded to it directly in their parting comments;
they explained how the Teaching Workshop had changed their deep understanding of
Indigenous diplomacy, and of themselves. They also explained what they intended to do

with the knowledge in their own lives.
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Here is Aidan Myatt:

This is what [ would like to say from my heart to you my teachers, my aunties and
uncles.

You have taught me that the traditional way has a beginning and an end. The
beginning is the embers in my heart which have been ignited by the generosity of your
knowledge sharing. It has truly been a privilege to take this first step with you all.

What was it that blew on the embers? The importance of balance. To me this is the
opposite of western diplomacy, which is based so much on power and hierarchies. It
would be an understatement to say that your understanding of balance has been
revelatory for my understanding of peace.

What is next? [ will target and focus on this balance within myself and in Australia
around me. We need to come to a shared understanding of balance. The best way to do
this is share what is in my heart with as many people as possible in exchange for deeper
learning.

Speaking on behalf of the student group in the final session, Oliver Lilford said:

Over the last four days you have drawn us together. You have brought us onto your mat, you have
taken us into your shade, you have welcomed us onto your country and you have stirred our
hearts and minds with that sacred gift of knowledge, of truth. It is a gift we receive with the
utmost gratitude, a gift each of us will carry forward with the respect it deserves.24

The obvious impact on students’ minds and hearts was an important and observable
‘use’ of this knowledge. And this was evident to the Elders in their response to the

students, according to Joy Bulkanhawuy:

We are now reading the reflection paper from the students. They are very well learned from our
ways of diplomacy making that comes from our land. They well listened and saw us.25

Yolnu Elder, Yigiya Guyala, stressed the importance of this opportunity to share Yolgu

knowledge about Indigenous diplomacy:

Teaching Indigenous diplomacy is important because Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island people
have tens of thousands of years’ experience in conducting diplomatic relations. Our knowledge
systems are rich and we are proud to share them and invite others to learn another way, that
may grow knowledge, skills and broader understanding of the world... Yolyu people had treaty
relations with the Makassan traders that lasted hundreds of years.

Without recognition of these systems we experience a process of assimilation, whereby our way
is not understood and a different way is forced upon us. ..It’s important to recognise these
systems because it is a recognition of the governance and law structures that underpin
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island Nations. For many Nations these structures are still existing
and functional in our country.26

The students also showed through their original research essays submitted after the
workshop (and shared with the Elders) that they had been inspired to open up new
research pathways, which would benefit reconciliation. Their topics included:

o What gives the Uluru Statement cultural authority?
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o Why have indigenous Australia been denied diplomatic standing and
what can be done to change that situation?

o What diplomatic principles are inherent in the concept and practice of
Makarrata?

o How can greater involvement of indigenous diplomacy enhance
Australia’s diplomatic tradecraft?

o How does the connectedness between sovereign polities in indigenous
Australia challenge western assumptions about sovereignty and
diplomacy?

o How does social and spiritual practice inform Yolgu diplomacy?

o Whatrole could Indigenous knowledge of diplomacy play in Australia’s
foreign policy?

The ripples from the Teaching Workshop were felt in other places as well. Indigenous
diplomats, who had participated as students in the ANU Teaching Workshop, persuaded
the Diplomatic Academy at the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, where they
worked, to offer a course on Indigenous Diplomacy where Yolnu, Kaurareg, Wagadagam
and Ngambri Ngunnawal Elders could share this knowledge with the new young
diplomats from Australia and the Pacific Island states. The Diplomatic Academy is keen

to convene this course in 2021 after Covid-19 restrictions have been lifted.

Contribution to the National Conversation on Truth-telling and Treaty
Another important outcome of this project is the development of the Indigenous

Cultural Diplomacy website by the Yolgu Elders and Charles Darwin University with the
stated objective of contributing to agreement-making between Indigenous groups and

the Australian government:

This collaborative engagement and reciprocal care between Indigenous places and people will
further grow with the aim of advocating the current national debate on a formal agreement
between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Australians and the Australian government. It will also
provide ground-up insights how diverse possible agreement models could be according to local
sovereign and diplomatic practices in both traditional and contemporary Australian context.2”

Yolnu Elders also carefully explained the Makarrata process, which features in the Uluru
Statement from the Heart, as a contribution to the reconciliation, truth-telling and

treaty debate. In their words:

In 2017, Uluru Statement from the Heart came out of a constitutional convention of 250
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander delegates. The statement recommended Makarrata as a
diplomatic concept that could take national reconciliation movement forward. Some resources
available from this website look into traditional aspects of Makarrata that Yolpyu knowledge
authorities traditionally practiced as a reconciliation process between clan nations in East
Arnhem Land and considers how it could be productively, but carefully applied for the dialogue
between Indigenous nations across Australia and Australian governments.28
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ANU Framing Workshop participants meeting with Senator Patrick Dodson at Parliament House, April
2019
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