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In 1996, the Australian Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC) conducted a National Inquiry into the forcible removal of Indigenous children from their families. The Inquiry was not a ‘truth commission’. While it heard numerous testimonies from survivors, which documented the harm, suffering and multi-generational trauma caused by child removal, it did not seek to identify perpetrators or specific harms. Rather, it offered a limited opportunity for survivors to tell their stories, and invited the Australian public to listen to these stories ‘with open hearts and open minds, and to commit themselves to reconciliation’. In one of fifty-four recommendations, the Inquiry called for a National Apology to the Stolen Generations, which was a long time coming. The Prime Minister at the time, John Howard, did not believe the current generation of Australians should be made to feel responsible for the past, and thus refused to apologize. In February, 2008 the newly elected Prime Minister, Kevin Rudd, finally apologized to the Stolen Generations on behalf of the Federal Parliament and the nation. 

While the national apology was a celebratory and historic occasion, the focus of this paper is on ‘reconciliation from below’. In the eleven years prior to the Parliamentary apology, ordinary Australians engaged in numerous grass-roots campaigns to apologize, themselves, to the Stolen Generations. At Sorry Day events around the country, thousands of Australians signed Sorry Books, expressing their sorrow and regret for the pain caused by racist policies. In Corroboree 2000, they participated in Bridge Walks around the nation, to express their support for reconciliation. These initiatives, developed by Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians working together, constitute a case study of reconciliation as it was conceived, implemented and practiced at the community level in Australia. Central to these community practices was the expression of emotion in public forums. In this paper, I identify some of the culturally specific and symbolic resources that were mobilized to promote reconciliation in the Sorry Book campaign. Drawing on recent feminist work on cultures of feeling, together with anthropological work on ritual and performance, I explore the role of emotions in the ongoing reconciliation process in Australia. By exploring the cultural and political work of emotion, I seek to challenge the entrenched binary between ‘symbolic’ and ‘practical’ reconciliation that has emerged in Australia. 

