
1 

 
 
 
 
 
 

�� � � � � � � � 	� ��� � � � � � � � 	� ��� � � � � � � � 	� ��� � � � � � � � 	� � 




Australia is a multicultural country because it has so many people from other parts of the 
world. It has always had a mix of cultures and people although not in the same way as it does 
today.  
 
All of the cultures in Australia contribute to the overall Australian way of life, giving us a diverse 
range of foods, religions, races and businesses in one nation. However, Australia has an 
important heritage from its Indigenous people and it is central for our multicultural society to 
learn about our countries history beginning with recognising and understanding our original 
Australians. 
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Indigenous Australians are the first human inhabitants of the Australian continent and its 
nearby islands. The term includes two separate groups of people, the Aborigines and 
Torres Strait Islanders, who, together make up 2.4% of Australia's population.  
 
Before 1788, Australia was populated only by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders. 
Aborigines inhabited all of mainland Australia and Torres Strait Islanders lived on the islands 
between Australian and Papua New Guinea, which is now called the Torres Strait. 
 
There were many different Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities made up of 
people who spoke different languages with various cultural beliefs, practices and traditions. 
 
"Aborigines" was not the name these people used to describe themselves. It was the name 
given to the first Australians by the Europeans because it means the original inhabitants of the 
country. 
 
An Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander is: 

·  A person of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent  

·  A person who identifies as an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander and  

·  A person who is accepted by the Aboriginal community in which he or she lives 
 
Both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have their own flags.  

 

     
 

          Aboriginal Flag                                                      Torres Strait Islander Flag 
 
 

 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders 
Fact Sheet 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures are complex and diverse. The Indigenous cultures 
of Australia are the oldest living cultural history in the world, and go back at least 50,000 
years while some argue closer to 65,000 years. At the time of first European contact, it is 
estimated that a minimum of 315,000 and as many as 1 million people (750,000 population 
estimate) lived in Australia. 
 
One of the reasons Aboriginal culture has survived for so long is their ability to adapt and 
change over time. It was this affinity with their surroundings that goes a long way to explaining 
how Aboriginal people survived for so many millennia. 
 
Indigenous people lived a hunter and gatherer life. The men hunted the large animals such as 
kangaroos, emus and turtles and the women and children hunted smaller animals and collected 
fruits, berries and other plants. On the coast people caught fish and collected many types of 
shellfish including mussels and oysters.  
 
To maintain the fragile environment and because of seasonal variations people would only stay 
in an area for a certain time. This helped make sure they didn't hunt, fish or harvest an area too 
much so there would be food for the next season. Every part of the animal and plant was eaten 
or used to make things such as clothing, baskets, tools and weapons.  
 
Land is fundamental to the wellbeing of Aboriginal people. The land is not just soil or rocks or 
minerals, but a whole environment that sustains and is sustained by people and culture. For 
Indigenous Australians the land is the core of all spirituality and this relationship has been 
deeply misunderstood over the past 200 years or so. This relationship is central to all issues 
that are important to Indigenous people today. 
 
Aboriginal people take great pride in their personal and group identity. Today, Indigenous 
communities keep their cultural heritage alive by passing their knowledge, arts, rituals and 
performances from one generation to another, speaking and teaching languages, protecting 
cultural materials, sacred and significant sites, and objects. 
 
Like all cultures, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures have changed and developed 
over time. Archaeological evidence shows that Indigenous cultures have developed and altered 
a number of times as a result of changes in the environment such as rise in sea level and drying 
out of the continent. This has caused changes in the types of resources available to people, the 
tool kits and diet.  
 
Indigenous people have been influenced by a range of cultures over time but colonisation of 
Australia brought rapid and catastrophic changes to Aboriginal society and dramatically affected 
Aboriginal land and the ways people lived. 
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British colonisation of Australia began with the first European settlement in January 1788. The 
First Fleet, comprising of eleven ships, sailed into Botany Bay, Sydney under the command of 
Captain Arthur Phillip. They brought with them around 780 British convicts. Two more convict 
fleets arrived in 1790 and 1791, and the first free settlers arrived in 1793. Transportation of 
convicts to the eastern colonies was abolished in 1852 and to the western colonies in 1868. 
 
The most immediate consequence of British settlement was a wave of Old World epidemic 
diseases which started within weeks of the first colonists' arrival. Smallpox alone had killed more 
than 50% of the Aboriginal population. The second consequence of British settlement was 
appropriation of land and water resources. The combination of disease, loss of land and direct 
violence reduced the Aboriginal population by an estimated 90% between 1788 and 1900. 
 
In the years following colonisation Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population declined 
dramatically under the impact of new diseases, repressive and often brutal treatment, 
dispossession, and social and cultural disruption and disintegration.  
 
By the 1870s all the fertile areas of Australia had been appropriated, and Indigenous 
communities were reduced to impoverished remnants living either on the fringes of Australian 
communities or on lands considered unsuitable for settlement. Many Indigenous people adapted 
to European culture, working as stock hands or labourers.  
 
Available data suggests that the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population had declined to 
around 60,000 by the 1920s. 
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The complexity and richness of Aboriginal cultures was poorly understood by the majority of 
early colonists. Government legislation and policies worked against the interests of Aboriginal 
people but greatly benefited the pastoralists who were rapidly spreading across Australia, 
setting up farms and sheep stations, often with the labour of Indigenous men and women. This 
lack of understanding of Aboriginal ways of life and how they used the land resulted in many 
clashes between settlers and Aboriginal people, particularly over land and access to land. 
 
Although Indigenous cultures are very strong, years of European misunderstanding and 
indifference have affected them. Because it was only 200 years ago that Aboriginal people were 
still living by hunting and gathering and using stone tools, they were seen as being like the 
Palaeolithic (Stone Age) people of Europe. Whereas the Palaeolithic people had eventually 
developed agriculture, pottery, metals and the wheel, on their way to civilisation, Aboriginal 
people, it was said, were like fossils, remaining unchanged for thousands of years. 
  
The apparently simple lifestyle of Aboriginal people also resulted in two other misconceptions - 
that Aboriginal people were culturally uniform, and that they had so little attachment to the land, 
and made so little use of it. This may be why it is sometimes said that Indigenous people did not 
own land but just wandered around. This myth has come about because Indigenous people did 
not mark out their lands in ways that were obvious to Europeans. There were no fences or 
barriers as in the traditional European way of marking land ownership and so the Europeans 
concluded that no one owned the land.  
 
Indigenous people divided the land up into traditional lands using geographic boundaries such 
as rivers, lakes and mountains. The knowledge about boundaries was passed down by the 
Elders to the younger people. There were no books so the elders would pass on the knowledge 
by talking with the younger people and children, and through songs, dance, art and storytelling.
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In May 1967 more than 90% of Australians voted to remove references in the Australian 
Constitution which discriminated against Aboriginal people. It was after ten years of 
campaigning that the referendum was finally held to change the Australian constitution. Two 
negative references to Aboriginal Australians were removed, giving the Commonwealth the 
power to legislate for them as a group. This change was seen by many as recognition of 
Aboriginal people as full Australian citizens. 
 
 

Why focus on the Constitution? 
The only references to Aboriginal Australians in the Australian Constitution were negative.  
 
Section 51 (xxvi) stated that: 
The Parliament shall, subject to the Constitution, have power to make laws for the peace, order 
and good government of the Commonwealth with respect to the people of any race other than 
the aboriginal race in any state, for whom it is deemed necessary to make special laws. [1] 
 

Campaigners wanted the phrase 'other than the aboriginal race in any State' to be deleted so 
that the Commonwealth could pass special laws to assist Aboriginal Australians as a people. 
 
The second reference was section 127 which held that: 
In reckoning the numbers of the people of the Commonwealth, or of a State or other part of the 
Commonwealth, aboriginal natives shall not be counted. 
 

They wanted this section to be repealed, arguing that it was an affront for Aboriginal Australians 
to be specifically excluded by the Constitution. 
 
Section 109 of the Constitution was also relevant to the issue. It read: 
When a law of a State is inconsistent with a law of the Commonwealth the latter shall prevail, 
and the former shall, to the extent of the inconsistency, be invalid. 
 

Reformers believed that if the Commonwealth had the power to pass special legislation to assist 
Aboriginal Australians and used this power, state laws (such as those operating in Queensland) 
could be challenged under section 109. 
 

 
The Commonwealth Referendum was meant to end constitutional discrimination and to count all 
Aboriginal people in the national census. It also allowed the Federal Government to now 
legislate for Aboriginal people in the states and share the responsibility for Aboriginal Affairs 
with state governments. All states except Queensland, abandon laws and policies that 
discriminate against Aboriginal people. 
 
The referendum did not: 

·  Give Indigenous people the right to vote 

·  Give Indigenous people citizenship rights 

·  Give Indigenous people the right to be counted in the census 
 
The 1967 Referendum is just part of the story of activists, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, 
working to improve the lives of Indigenous people. There were always Indigenous people who 
fought against discrimination and the loss of their land, but in the 1950s they were joined by 
non-Indigenous people who wanted to join the campaigns. Collaboration for justice was a 
feature of the 1950s, '60s and '70s. The first census fully including Aboriginal people was in 
1971. 
 



5 

 
 

� � � 
 	� � � 
� � � 
! � � �� � � 
 	� � � 
� � � 
! � � �� � � 
 	� � � 
� � � 
! � � �� � � 
 	� � � 
� � � 
! � � � 




It was two years after settlement when relations between the Aborigines around Sydney and the 
British broke down completely.  
 
On 10 December 1790 the first of a succession of courageous Aboriginal guerrilla leaders was 
noted in dispatches. His name was Pemulwy and when on this day he speared the Governor's 
gamekeeper, John McIntire, in retaliation for dreadful crimes against the Eora, twelve years of 
guerrilla warfare commenced. With guerrilla bands, Pemulwy fought against the New South 
Wales Corps until he was killed by two bounty hunters in 1802.  
 
The Dharuk people from the Cumberland plains area beyond Parramatta also began to fight for 
their lands. A battle took place between them and members of the New South Wales Corps on 
Richmond Hill (now known as the Hawkesbury near North Richmond) in June 1795.  
 
From 1788 to 1830 the Eora, the Dharuk and other coastal people to the north and south of 
Sydney found their lands taken from them, their bravest warriors hunted and killed, and their 
families decimated by murder and disease. Within the first two years of settlement nearly half 
the Aborigines living in the Port Jackson area had died of smallpox, a disease introduced by the 
Europeans and to which the Aborigines had no immunity. Only small pockets of people were left 
to survive in their own country.  
 
Dispossession and what turned out almost to be genocide marked the pattern of occupation of 
Aboriginal lands for the next hundred years. This pattern was established in the first few 
decades after the arrival of the First Fleet. Until the end of the nineteenth century, Aboriginal 
people throughout the continent resisted the occupation of their lands by the British.  
 
These battles tended to be misrepresented by the British. Their reports referred only to the 
"dispersing of natives", "rounding up of treacherous savages", and "the murder of peaceful 
settlers". Seldom did either official dispatches or news reports acknowledge that a state of war 
existed. Today, historians are piecing together a history of Aboriginal people resisting white 
settlement and fighting for their lands. 
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At the time of First Settlement in 1788 there were approximately 700 languages spoken 
throughout Australia with an estimated population of 750,000 people. 
 
Now there are less than 250 still in use. 
 
One of the major practices of colonists was to stop Aboriginal people speaking their own 
languages, which interrupted the passing of language from one generation to another. Today, 
many of Australia's Indigenous languages are no longer spoken as first languages. However, 
they live on through individual words and through varieties of Aboriginal English which 
incorporate the structures of Aboriginal languages.  
 
 

It is a mistake to dismiss our languages as part of history, and long gone. They're not. They are 
alive and vibrant. They are in a new phase of growth. They're part of us as the Indigenous 
people of the land. Our languages are the voice of the land, and we are the carriers of the 
languages. 
 

Jeanie Bell, Linguist  
Boyer Lectures, 1993 
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Aborigines used and still use the names applicable to their own groups. Today's Aborigines are 
likely to call themselves by the name of the language or territory group to which they belong, for 
example, Wiradjuri, Pitjantjatjara, Kamilaroi, Gurnai, Aranda.  
 
They may also use a general term like Murri, Koori, Nunga, Nyoongah or Yolngu. Torres Strait 
Islanders use the name of their island community to describe themselves, for example, Badu, 
Murray, Yam, Boigu.  
 
The Torres Strait Islands lie in the Torres Strait which is the stretch of water that separates 
Cape York Peninsula in north Queensland from Papua New Guinea. The people from these 
islands form the second group of the original Australians. 
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Spirituality for Indigenous Australians takes many forms. Its forms and practices have been 
profoundly influenced by the impact of colonialism, both past and present. Some Indigenous 
Australians share the religious beliefs and values of religions introduced into Australia from 
other cultures around the world, particularly Europe. But for most people religious beliefs are 
derived from a sense of belonging-to the land, to the sea, to other people, to one's culture.  
 
The form and expression of spirituality differs between Aboriginal people and Torres Strait 
Islanders. Aboriginal spirituality mainly derives from the stories of the Dreaming, while Torres 
Strait Islander spirituality draws upon the stories of the Tagai.  
 
The 1996 and 2001 Census reported that almost 72% of Aborigines practised some form of 
Christianity, and 16% listed no religion. There has also been an increase in the growth of Islam 
among the Indigenous Australian community. This growing community has also seen high 
profile members such as boxer, Anthony Mundine. 
 
On the world's oldest continent the creative era known as the Dreamtime stretches back into a 
remote era in history when the creator ancestors known as the First Peoples travelled across 
the great southern land of Bandaiyan (Australia), creating and naming as they went.  
 
Indigenous Australia's oral tradition and spiritual values are based upon reverence for the land 
and a belief in this Dreamtime. The Dreaming is both the ancient time of creation and the 
present day reality of Dreaming. There were many different groups, each with their own 
individual culture, belief structure, and language. These cultures overlapped to a greater or 
lesser extent, and evolved over time. The Rainbow Serpent is a major Ancestral being for 
Aboriginal people across Australia. The Yowie and Bunyip are also well known Ancestral 
beings. Dingo Dreaming is a significant Ancestor in the interior regions of Bandiyan as Dingo 
formed the song lines that cross the continent from north to south and east to west.  
 
 

One version of the Dreaming story is: 
 

The whole world was asleep. Everything was quiet, nothing moved, nothing grew. The animals 
slept under the earth. One day the rainbow snake woke up and crawled to the surface of the 
earth. She pushed everything aside that was in her way. She wandered through the whole 
country and when she was tired she coiled up and slept. So she left her tracks. After she had 
been everywhere she went back and called the frogs. When they came out their tubby 
stomachs were full of water. The rainbow snake tickled them and the frogs laughed. The water 
poured out of their mouths and filled the tracks of the rainbow snake. That's how rivers and 
lakes were created. Then grass and trees began to grow and the earth filled with life. 
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There have been many distinguished Indigenous Australians, in politics, sports, the arts and 
other areas, that have made great contributions to the country. 
 
Prominent Indigenous Australians (in alphabetical order) include: 

·  Adam Goodes, dual Brownlow medalist  
·  Albert Namatjira, Painter  
·  Arthur Beetson, Rugby player and former captain 
·  Cathy Freeman, Olympic athlete  
·  Charles Perkins, Soccer player and Activist  
·  Chris Lewis, AFL player  
·  Christine Anu, Singer  
·  David Gulpilil, Actor  
·  Ernie Dingo, Actor  
·  Evonne Goolagong, Tennis player  
·  Gavin Wanganeen, Brownlow medalist  
·  Jimmy Little, Musician  
·  Johnathan Thurston, Rugby player 
·  Lowitja O'Donoghue, Nurse and activist  
·  Mark Ella, Rugby union player  
·  Mandawuy Yunupingu, Singer/Songwriter  
·  Michael Long, AFL player  
·  Neville Bonner, Senator politician  
·  Oodgeroo Noonuccal, Author, Educator and Activist 
·  Sir Douglas Nicholls, Footballer, Clergyman and Governor of South Australia 
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Reconciliation has both symbolic and practical elements. A spirit of goodwill, mutual respect and 
recognition of the effects of colonisation on Australia's first people are the symbolic 
cornerstones of the reconciliation effort.  
 
On the practical side, working towards an improved quality of life for Aboriginal people and 
Torres Strait Islanders, particularly in areas such as health, education and employment, is 
essential for achieving equality for all Australians. 
 
Effective recognition requires the acknowledgement of the following: 

·  Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders are the traditional owners of Australia  
·  Indigenous cultures have unique relationships to the land, sea and waterways  
·  Some past government policies that applied to 

Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islanders have led 
to present-day social problems for Indigenous 
communities  

·  Recognition of past injustices is essential in building a 
better future  

·  There is no place for racism or discrimination in 
Australia 

Reconciliation Flag 
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The following sources where used for research and information provided in this document. 
 
Australian Museum Online 
www.dreamtime.net.au 
 
Australian Government Culture and Recreation Portal 
www.culture.gov.au 
 
Wikipedia 
www.en.wikipedia.org 
 
Webster Online 
www.webster.com 
 
National Museum of Australia 
www.nma.gov.au 
 


