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Preface

This multivolume encyclopedia concentrates on the many peoples around the world who can be described as indigenous. The term indigenous has been generically employed for many years alongside other descriptions that have essentially the same meaning (e.g., tribes, first peoples, first nations, aboriginals, ethnic groups, adivasi, janajat, hunter-gatherers, nomads, and hill people). The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples is included in this book as a reference to help readers understand which peoples may be classified as indigenous. It should be noted, however, that the term indigenous can have negative connotations, and some peoples classed as indigenous by outsiders may choose not to define themselves as such.

This book focuses on indigenous peoples with whom American readers may be less familiar, though it includes a number of Native American peoples too. In addition to North America, the entries look at peoples from Africa, Asia, the Middle East, Oceania, Europe, South America, and Central America. Some of the peoples live in localized areas; others have a global diaspora or travel the world. Alongside the various people’s histories, health care, and education, I have tried to detail their languages, knowledge and beliefs, politics, culture, and social structure as well as how they interact with their surroundings. Some of the peoples’ histories stretch back millennia, while others are more recent or virtually undocumented. To broaden the scope of this book, I have also included some emerging national groups that maintain links to their earliest communities. Where a people’s healthcare or education information is unavailable, I have included the data for their locale. Readers can assume that the access to health care or education for the indigenous people concerned will be worse than for the nonindigenous population of an area.

I have tried to keep the book as jargon-free as possible so that it may be enjoyed by general readers. Nonetheless, this book is primarily aimed at researchers. Keeping this in mind, each entry can be read as a stand-alone item or as part of a wider topic. Additionally, each entry is followed by a see also section that enables cross-referencing as well as a Further Reading list. Sidebars are scattered throughout the volumes to provide interesting information connected to the entries, and the Native Voices boxes document individuals and groups that have contributed in a significant way to indigenous rights or who have worked to highlight issues affecting indigenous communities. Many of the peoples featured are embroiled in ongoing situations (e.g., Jews, Palestinians, Rohingyas, Yazidis, Kurds, Uyghurs). I have striven to write about these situations from as neutral a standpoint as possible.

While writing this book, I became seriously ill for a time. I would like to thank my editor, Jane Glenn, and the acquisitions editor at ABC-CLIO, Kaitlin Ciarmiello, for their help and understanding during this period. I would also like to extend my gratitude to the staff at Ealing Hospital in West London for their care. The fact that I could access free-at-the-point-of-use health care just minutes from my house brought home to me that many of the peoples written about in this book have little or no healthcare provision. I hope this book goes some way to highlight the various issues facing many indigenous communities.


Introduction

Who Are Indigenous Peoples?

It is thought that there are over 370 million indigenous peoples spread across ninety countries (APF and OHCHR 2013) that stretch from the Arctic to the South Pacific. Examples of indigenous peoples include those inhabiting the Americas, such as the Lakota in the United States, the Aymaras in Bolivia, the Saami of Arctic Europe, and the Aborigines, Torres Strait Islanders, and the Maoris of Oceania. There are also some indigenous peoples who do not live on land (the sea gypsies). But what is meant by the term indigenous?

At present, there is no universally accepted definition of indigenous, despite considerable efforts to define the term. Indigenous does not solely refer to race, ethnicity, or religion, but rather to a complex form of identity that encompasses the natural connection of a community’s inhabitants to their environment, the state in which they live, their continuation of habitation, and their lifestyle. Moreover, some peoples considered indigenous by outsiders argue against the adoption of a formal, universal definition of indigenousness because they feel that any such definition needs to be flexible enough to respect the right of people to define themselves as indigenous rather than to have a definition imposed on them by others. This reluctance to be classified as indigenous is one of the reasons that no formal definition of indigenousness has been adopted in international law. Rather, various definitions of indigenousness exist. For example, the Study of the Problem of Discrimination against Indigenous Populations: Final Report submitted by the United Nations’ special rapporteur, José R. Martínez Cobo, provides the most widely cited working definition of indigenous peoples:

Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which, having a historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors of the societies now prevailing on those territories, or parts of them. They form at present non-dominant sectors of society and are determined to preserve, develop and transmit to future generations their ancestral territories, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued existence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural patterns, social institutions and legal system. (APF and OHCHR 2013)

This definition also suggests that an indigenous person is:

One who belongs to these indigenous populations through self-identification as indigenous (group consciousness) and is recognized and accepted by these populations as one of its members (acceptance by the group). This preserves for these communities the sovereign right and power to decide who belongs to them, without external interference.

According to ILO Convention No. 169, indigenous peoples are descendants of populations “which inhabited a country or geographical region during its conquest or colonization or the establishment of present state boundaries” and “retain some or all of their own social, economic, cultural and political institutions.” (APF and OHCHR 2013)

The following issues are also generally considered relevant to the understanding of indigenousness:

1.Priority in time, with respect to the occupation and use of a specific territory

2.The voluntary perpetuation of cultural distinctiveness, which may include the aspects of language, social organization, religion and spiritual values, modes of production, laws, and institutions

3.Self-identification, as well as recognition by other groups, or by state authorities, as a distinct collectivity

4.An experience of subjugation, marginalization, dispossession, exclusion, or discrimination, whether or not these conditions persist

However, these factors do not, and cannot, represent a comprehensive definition of the concept of being indigenous. Therefore, the term indigenous remains flexible, fluid, and ambivalent. The ambivalence inherent in the term is reflected in the plethora of words applied to groups generally considered to be indigenous. These terms include aboriginal, native, tribal, first nation, original, and precontact. The variety of terms also highlights the worldwide spread of indigenous peoples, as different terms are applied to indigenous peoples depending on where they live.

Debates over definitions of indigenousness tend to focus on African and Asian peoples. In relation to Asian peoples, the term indigenous peoples typically refers to distinct cultural groups, including the Adivasis, tribal peoples, hill tribes, or scheduled tribes. Meanwhile, in the context of Africa, indigenous peoples may be referred to as pastoralists or hunter-gatherers. Some commentators also argue that all African peoples are indigenous to Africa, a belief addressed by the Working Group of Experts on Indigenous Populations/Communities in Africa, who suggested there should be less emphasis on the early definitions of aboriginality but rather an emphasis on:

1.Self-definition as indigenous and distinctly different from other groups within a state

2.A special attachment to and use of their traditional land, whereby their ancestral land and territory has a fundamental importance for their collective physical and cultural survival as peoples

3.An experience of subjugation, marginalization, dispossession, exclusion, or discrimination because of their different cultures, ways of life, or modes of production than the dominant model

These factors reveal the lack of a universally agreed-upon definition of indigenousness.

Despite continuing debate, the benchmark of self-identification of indigenousness most widely recognized today is the right to self-determination of indigenousness. Another inclusive definition of indigenousness is to define indigenous peoples as those that hold a deep sense of belonging to a particular location brought about through their long-term occupancy of the area.

Regardless of the lack of a universal definition of indigenousness, many indigenous peoples face similar human rights issues. This is especially true of indigenous peoples who either live in parts of the world where authorities do not embrace the rights of indigenous peoples or where the existence of indigenous peoples is not recognized. Examples of issues that frequently impact indigenous peoples include the need to seek recognition of their identities and lifestyles and the right to their ancestral lands and the natural resources associated with those lands. Indigenous peoples each have unique and distinctive cultures, languages, legal systems, and histories. Many indigenous peoples share legacies of being removed from their traditional lands and territories and have histories of subjugation, discrimination, and violations of their human rights. For centuries, they may have experienced the erosion of their own political and cultural institutions and been negatively affected by development that poses a serious threat to their existence.

Following years of neglect by both domestic and international authorities, many indigenous peoples are increasingly visible and vociferous in their demands for recognition and support. In lieu of a definition of indigenousness, it is, perhaps, more useful to identify, rather than define, indigenous peoples using the criterion of self-identification. This approach is advocated by the United Nations.

Issues Facing Indigenous Peoples

Over the last decades, a number of issues related to the human rights of indigenous peoples have come to international attention. While the problems faced by each indigenous group differ depending on a group’s history, as well as the laws and policies of the countries in which they live, there are many common elements among the issues indigenous peoples face. For example, common problems include rights of landownership and occupation, fishing and hunting rights, and the issues of how to safeguard or revive indigenous languages and culture, how to improve the socioeconomic status of indigenous communities, and how to increase indigenous peoples’ access to health care and education. Other issues faced by indigenous peoples include discrimination, violence, and poverty, which threaten their physical and psychological well-being. Indirect issues include environmental destruction and climate change. These threaten the peoples’ existence and the survival of the land on which they live.

According to the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) and the World Bank, indigenous peoples comprise 5 percent of the world population, yet they constitute 15 percent of the world’s poor. One-third of the world’s extremely poor rural people are also indigenous (IFAD 2018). An estimated 65 percent of the world’s land exists under indigenous customary ownership (World Bank 2018). However, many governments only recognize a fraction of this land as belonging to indigenous peoples. The vulnerability felt by indigenous peoples in regard to insecure land occupancy is an element in conflict, environmental degradation, and slow economic development. In turn, these factors threaten the survival of indigenous cultures and knowledge. The loss of indigenous knowledge is a factor in the loss of biodiversity and environmental health on which both the indigenous peoples and outsiders depend. For indigenous peoples, the land on which they rely is inextricably linked to their identities, cultures, and livelihoods as well as to their physical, mental, and spiritual health.

Each country has its own policies that it uses to decide which people are indigenous and how those people should be treated. Therefore, the type and extent of the problems faced by each indigenous community varies. Indigenous peoples often have much in common with other neglected sections of society and minority groups, including a lack of political representation, barriers to their political participation, economic disadvantages, a lack of social services, and harassment by mainstream society and officials.

It is a lack of access to health care and education that has the greatest impact on indigenous peoples the world over. Across almost the entire world, traditional healing methods coexist with Western medical care. For indigenous peoples, however, traditional healing systems are especially important. According to World Health Organization (WHO) estimates, at least 80 percent of the people living in developing countries rely on traditional healing systems as their main source of health care. In particular, children born to indigenous families are often especially hard hit by the lack of healthcare services. Indigenous children typically live in geographically isolated areas to which governments do not provide even basic social services, including health care. Therefore, these indigenous children have limited or no access to health care. The children are also at particular risk of being unable to access services because they are often not registered at birth and so cannot obtain the identity papers needed to access such services as health care and education. The healthcare statistics for indigenous peoples are revealing. For instance,

In parts of Australia, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders have a diabetes prevalence rate as high as 26 percent. This is six times higher than that of the general population.

In Rwanda, Twa households have seven times higher rates of poor sanitation and are twice as likely to lack safe drinking water compared to the Rwandan population on the whole.

In Vietnam, more than 60 percent of babies born to ethnic minorities, including indigenous peoples, are born without prenatal care. This compares to 30 percent for Vietnam’s majority population.

In Canada, Inuit youngsters have some of the world’s highest suicide rates, at eleven times the national average.

In Panama, the average infant mortality rate among indigenous children is over three times higher than among the overall population (60–85 deaths/1,000 live births versus the national average of 17.6/1,000 live births). (WHO 2007)

It is likely that millions of indigenous children around the world are taught in languages they do not use and may not even understand. Moreover, the participation of indigenous peoples in designing school curricula is limited. Such factors mean that indigenous peoples often face difficulty accessing even basic education. A lack of indigenous education sets indigenous children apart from their own cultures and increasingly leads to indigenous children being assimilated into mainstream societies. The lack of indigenous education also results in indigenous children having high dropout rates and often high unemployment rates. Indigenous rights campaigners have stressed the need for lessons to be taught in indigenous languages and for culturally specific education to be offered. Many activists have called for indigenous languages to be integrated into national curricula and argued that multilingual teaching should occur at all educational levels, not just to help indigenous peoples compete for jobs or in business but for the preservation of indigenous languages and cultures.

Indigenous groups’ lack of education is often linked to their deficient economic development. However, economic development plans often neglect the concerns of indigenous peoples or do not take into sufficient consideration the views and needs of indigenous communities. Additionally, decision-making processes are often indifferent to the contributions that could be made by indigenous peoples. As a result of the disregard with which indigenous peoples are treated, the laws and policies drawn up by majority populations frequently pay little regard to their concerns. In turn, this often leads to land disputes and violent tension over the use of natural resources. Such conflict threatens indigenous peoples’ way of life and, ultimately, the very survival of the indigenous peoples who were initially disregarded.

A Recent History of International Developments Concerning Indigenous Rights

The International Labour Organization (ILO) was the first international body to address indigenous issues and to suggest that collaboration and international attention be paid to indigenous concerns. Since the start of the 1920s, the ILO has worked to protect and promote indigenous rights, and it developed two international mechanisms solely related to indigenous peoples: the Indigenous and Tribal Populations Convention, 1957 (No. 107), and the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169).

In the 1960s and 1970s, the modern indigenous rights movement gained momentum through the establishment of numerous large national and international nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). Many of the new NGOs were specifically aimed at tackling issues concerning indigenous peoples, including the systemic discrimination and human rights violations faced by indigenous peoples globally.

In 1971, the Sub-Commission on the Prevention of Discrimination and the Protection of Minorities appointed one of its members, José R. Martínez Cobo, as special rapporteur to conduct a comprehensive study on the prejudices faced by indigenous peoples and to address a wide range of issues affecting indigenous peoples, including the role of intergovernmental and nongovernmental organizations, the need for people’s basic human rights to be upheld, and the areas in need of special attention, such as health, housing, education, language, culture, employment, land occupancy, political participation, religious rights, and equality in justice. Martínez Cobo’s report, known popularly as the Martínez Cobo Study, laid the foundations for the modern indigenous international human rights movement, as together with the Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities and the work of NGOs, the Martínez Cobo Study led, in 1982, to the formation of the Working Group on Indigenous Populations (WGIP) by the United Nations Economic and Social Council. The WGIP had five members (one from each of the world’s geopolitical regions), while states, UN organizations, NGOs, and representatives of indigenous peoples participated in the WGIP as observers. The WGIP was mandated to

1.Review developments regarding the promotion and protection of indigenous peoples’ human rights and fundamental freedoms

2.Pay special attention to the development of standards concerning indigenous rights

One of the WGIP’s greatest achievements was the formulation of a Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. In 2007, this was adopted as the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP or DOTROIP) by the UN General Assembly.

Other notable events in the recent history of the recognition of indigenous people include the declaration of the International Year of the World’s Indigenous People in 1993. For many years, indigenous groups had called for an international year to highlight globally the many issues they faced. The objective of the year was to increase international cooperation to solve the problems facing indigenous peoples in the areas of human rights, the environment, development, education, and health. The year also aimed to develop relationships between the international community and indigenous peoples who would see indigenous people participate in the planning and implementation of projects that would affect them. As part of the year’s program of activities, the UN secretary-general opened a voluntary fund that provided help to numerous small community-based projects involving indigenous people, and Rigoberta Menchu Tum, a Guatemalan Indian rights activist and the recipient of the 1992 Nobel Peace Prize, was appointed as the year’s goodwill ambassador.

In 1992, the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (the Earth Summit) was held in Rio de Janeiro. This was an important event in the relationship between indigenous peoples and the United Nations, as the conference recognized that indigenous communities have a vital role to play in managing their environments and in the development of their surroundings. This is because indigenous people have an inherent knowledge of the environment and history of traditional practices that can benefit their surroundings. The summit stressed the need for national and international efforts to implement environmentally beneficial, sustainable development that recognizes and involves indigenous communities. Chapter 26 of the summit’s program of action (Agenda 21) was exclusively devoted to indigenous peoples, and one of the outcomes of the summit was the signing of the Convention on Biological Diversity, which includes areas specifically concerned with indigenous peoples and the environment. At the same time as the Earth Summit, representatives of indigenous peoples convened at a parallel meeting of indigenous groups. The indigenous peoples adopted their own declaration on the environment and development, the Kari-Oka Declaration, as well as a charter, the Indigenous Peoples Earth Charter.

In 1993, the World Conference on Human Rights took place in Vienna, Austria. The conference was attended by hundreds of indigenous peoples and their representatives who addressed the plenary session. The key outcome of the conference was that the representatives of 171 states adopted by consensus the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action of the World Conference on Human Rights that recognized the unique contributions of indigenous peoples to the development and variety of society; reaffirmed the commitment of the international community to the economic, social, and cultural well-being of indigenous peoples; and highlighted the need for sustainable development in areas inhabited by indigenous peoples. The conference called upon states to make strenuous efforts to ensure that the human rights and fundamental freedoms of indigenous peoples were respected, that indigenous peoples were given equality, and that the importance of their distinct identities, cultures, and social organizations were recognized. The conference also recommended that an international decade of the world’s indigenous people be proclaimed.

Following this recommendation, the UN General Assembly proclaimed 1995–2004 the International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People. The decade was intended to strengthen international cooperation to achieve solutions to the problems facing indigenous peoples, including issues involving human rights, education, health care, and the environment. Other goals were the promotion and protection of the rights of indigenous peoples and the empowerment of indigenous peoples to make choices that would enable them to maintain their cultural identity while participating in the wider political, economic, and social spheres. Another key objective was the adoption of the United Nations Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

In 1994, the UN General Assembly designated August 9 as the annual International Day of the World’s Indigenous People throughout the International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People. As the decade drew to a close, many indigenous people called for a second decade to be held to continue the work achieved during the first. Meanwhile, a report by the secretary-general surveying the decade suggested that despite the important developments that had occurred, many indigenous peoples continued to be among the world’s poorest and most marginalized inhabitants. In 2004, the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) unanimously recommended that a second International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People be declared after the first’s conclusion.

In 2007, the United Nations Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (EMRIP) was established to provide the Human Rights Council with advice on the rights of indigenous peoples, and it created studies on specific issues affecting those rights. At the tenth session of EMRIP in 2017, the key issues reported as facing indigenous peoples were aggressive development, intrusion on their lands by businesses, and climate change. In 2019, the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA) declared 2019 as the International Year of Indigenous Languages to raise international awareness of the loss of indigenous languages.

Problems with the Classification of Indigenous Peoples

The numerous terms used to describe indigenous peoples as well as the looseness of the criteria by which peoples can be considered indigenous create many issues. Some commentators consider the approach adopted by the United Nations as being deliberately evasive, which leaves the issue of indigenousness unresolved; if any group can choose to self-identify as indigenous, then the attempt at inclusiveness means peoples who may at first not seem obviously indigenous, such as the Boers (South Africans of European ancestry), are able to assert their indigenousness.

Every definition of indigenous should include the Yanomami, who live in villages within the Amazon rainforest on the border between Venezuela and Brazil. The Yanomami follow a traditional lifestyle and face huge challenges caused by resource development on their ancestral lands. However, the case for indigenousness is not always so clear-cut. For example, as the original inhabitants of Hokkaido Island, many Ainu are part of mainstream Japanese society and are largely indistinguishable from other Japanese to most outsiders. The Mayans of Central America once formed large societies that, at the time of European conquest, dominated the region in which they lived. Later, depopulation caused by the Spanish conquest transformed the Mayans into an impoverished, colonized society that shared many economic and political characteristics with indigenous peoples, but does that mean Mayans are indigenous?

Similarly, issues of defining indigenousness exist regarding Africa. Should indigenous status in Africa be associated with population size, land use, political participation, or other factors? The San, who live as small communities in the Kalahari Desert, are generally considered as indigenous and as such attract a great deal of international attention. But what about Rwanda’s Hutu and Tutsi, who form large, complex populations? The Hutu and Tutsi are often not considered indigenous because of their roles within the modern political structures of the area they inhabit. Then again, the Hutu migrated to Africa’s Great Lakes region during the tenth century, long before European colonization.

Indigenous groups living in China are also problematic because China has traditionally denied the existence of some indigenous peoples within its borders. Also, in the case of Mongolia, the majority population shares a heritage of being nomadic and pastoral. Can the population of an entire country be considered indigenous? Similarly, how does one classify the populations of the independent island nations of the South Pacific or those of Scandinavian countries such as Sweden, where, until recently, around 85 percent of Swedes were descended from people that settled in Scandinavia around thirteen thousand years ago?

Additionally, national groups such as the Fijians are rarely considered indigenous because they control their own country. However, the iTaukei, who make up over half the total Fijian population, are considered the indigenous people of the Fiji Islands alongside the Rotumans. In turn, the vast majority of Rotumans live away from their homeland, either elsewhere in Fiji or in Samoa, Australia, New Zealand, or the United States.

One of the most intriguing peoples to consider in regard to definitions of indigenousness are the Mapuches of Chile. For centuries before the arrival of the Spanish, the Mapuches maintained a large agricultural society. Though they did not establish the commanding cities of the Incas and Nahuas, they did form a complex social and administration system that helped them keep colonists at bay temporarily. Following the Spanish conquest of Mapuche areas, the Spanish advanced against the Mapuches and attacked them in often brutal raids. Nevertheless, the Mapuches maintained their independence for some time. Over time, however, governments moved against the Mapuches, forcing them from their lands and onto an official reservation. To a degree, the large size of the Mapuche population protected them against the government’s activities, including land dispossessions, restrictions on Mapuche rights, and assimilationist policies.

Under President Allende, the Mapuches faced even greater mistreatment, and so they organized themselves domestically and internationally to claim recognition of their rights and needs. While few peoples could dispute the seriousness of the Mapuches’ struggle, some might quibble that the Mapuches are not indigenous on account of their large population, mainly settled lifestyle, and the agricultural and political development that Mapuches experienced before European contact. Instead, argue some commentators, it may be the case that rather than being indigenous, the Mapuches have found a common cause with indigenous peoples that have also faced attacks on their culture, land, and political rights.

Similarly, the Mayans have endured terrible oppression in times of military rule and civil conflict, and they often attend political meetings of indigenous peoples. However, like the Mapuches, the Mayans had developed an agricultural society before being conquered by the Spanish, stripped of their lands, and subjected to conversion attempts by missionaries. Then they had to endure generations of neglect, poverty, and brutality. There is no doubt that Mayan peasants have endured difficult times. However, it is debatable whether the Mayans fit definitions of indigenous, except for those definitions that revolve around the relationship between colonists and the colonized.

In India, many terms have been used to classify indigenous peoples, including Adivasis (original inhabitants), Adim Jati (ancient tribes), and Vanavasi (forest dwellers). The Indian government refers to the state’s indigenous peoples as scheduled tribes and to their land as scheduled areas. However, despite there being several names for indigenous peoples in India, the Indian government traditionally has no official definition with which it decides whether a people are indigenous. Rather, official suggestions of indigenousness are that indigenous people are primitive, have a distinctive culture, are geographically isolated, and are shy about contact with outsiders. Under these terms, India’s indigenous peoples range from groups such as the Gonds and Bhils, who have very large populations, to the Onge, who have a population of 101 people.

Recently, definitions of indigenousness have become linked to colonization. Indeed, over time, the concept of what classifies peoples as indigenous is increasingly synonymous with powerlessness, marginalization, neglect, and crises. Thus, in terms of colonization, the Mayans are deemed indigenous by dint of their political marginalization and exploitation by elites. However, the classification of indigenous peoples as being those that lived in an area precontact with Europeans negates the fact that many European peoples, such as the Welsh or Basque, are as indigenous to their homelands as First Nations or Aborigines. Consequently, some researchers prefer to discuss indigenousness in relation to internal colonization whereby indigenous peoples are overwhelmed by settler societies. It is arguable that basing definitions of indigenousness in contemporary politics ignores the fluidity of history; though such definitions are sensitive to modern realities, they do not necessarily take into account historical context and developments.

Much of the interest in indigenous peoples has focused on the relationship between indigenous communities and European colonists, including the displacement of indigenous communities by European settlers. However, some commentators argue that this discussion ignores the equally disruptive overrunning of indigenous peoples by Asian, African, and other societies. Linking indigenousness with colonization may also fail to relate an experience of indigenous peoples that is separate from their interaction with outsiders. Standard classifications of indigenousness, critics argue, posit indigenous groups as helpless and locks them into being linked to a time and relationship with other peoples. Critics argue that this type of definition is, ironically, inherently Eurocentric and espoused by nonindigenous groups that hail indigenous peoples as foils for the shortcomings of industrial society. This approach also fails to celebrate the ability of many peoples classified as indigenous to survive adversity even after they have lost their homeland or ancestral territories.

On a similar note, white Afrikaners in South Africa and the Kashmiri Pundits of India have both approached the Working Group on Indigenous Populations as indigenous peoples. However, neither of these communities has a history of suffering isolation or discrimination. Rather, until recently, both were in power and discriminated against others. Historical context is then important. At various times, most peoples classified as indigenous have fought with and displaced other indigenous peoples. For example, the Iroquois displaced the Huron while the Blackfoot entered Cree land. Not all indigenous peoples have been marginalized, suffered discrimination, or been conquered, for many indigenous peoples have exploited, defeated, and displaced other indigenous communities at some point.

Though indigenous peoples struggle for survival in the contemporary world, others have undoubtedly flourished before and after European colonization (Coates 2004). Another difficulty with classifying indigenous peoples relocating to outside their homeland relates to diasporas. For example, if a Māori person moves to France, is that person still considered indigenous? The Māori is indigenous in New Zealand, but what happens when he or she lives abroad?

Does the term indigenous invariably relate to weaknesses and loss, exclusion, and marginalization? It is a complex area and one that is not just purely academic, for it is of crucial international political importance. Since the 1970s, in general, supporters of peoples considered indigenous have been better at highlighting issues affecting indigenous peoples than have the indigenous peoples themselves, who may face hostility from national authorities if they try to attract attention to their cause. Comparatively, wealthy Western governments have moved to tackle long-standing legal issues affecting indigenous peoples and also sought to provide a greater degree of social redress for past acts against indigenous communities. Contrastingly, poorer countries in Asia and Africa have paid far less attention to the indigenous societies in their midst and have been slow to help indigenous communities in terms of economic development, land reclamation, and the provision of health care and education. Ultimately, classifications of indigenousness are highly complex yet necessary to deal with life-and-death situations. Perhaps in a world of hashtags and identity activism, language and labels matter more than ever.
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ABKHAZ




	Current Location

	Republic of Abkhazia (Georgia); Caucasus region




	Current Population

	93,267–220,000




	Language

	Abkhaz; Russian




	Interesting Fact

	Native Abkhaz paganism has recently enjoyed a revival, with people recognizing the Seven Shrines of the Abkhaz—holy sites respected by most Abkhaz, whatever their religious beliefs.






Overview

The Abkhaz (also known as the Abkhazians) are a people indigenous to the Republic of Abkhazia and the Caucasus region of Eurasia. The Abkhaz speak the Abkhaz language, which is a northwestern Caucasian language related to Circassian and the defunct Ubykh languages, and Russian, which is the lingua franca of Abkhazia. In Abkhaz, the Abkhaz people are known as the Apswa. After years of Soviet rule, many Abkhaz are nonreligious, though some are Christian, Muslim, or followers of the Abkhaz native pagan religion.

Population, Diaspora, and Migration

There are unreliable population figures for the Abkhaz. Abkhaz leaders claim the ethnic Abkhaz population includes around 110,000 people, but this may well be an overestimate (Minority Rights Group International 2015). In contrast, in 1998, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) estimated the population of Abkhazia as somewhere between 180,000 and 220,000 people. On the basis of a 2005 electoral roll, International Crisis Group put the total population of Abkhazia between 157,000 and 190,000 people (Minority Rights Group International 2015). However, the last Soviet census of the Abkhaz put their population at 93,267 people, while the Abkhazian official government census estimated there were 94,606 Abkhaz living in Abkhazia, though both figures may have been overstated at the expense of other minorities within the country (Beacháin 2011). Abkhaz population figures are also clouded because substantial numbers of Abkhaz have acquired Russian passports in recent years, meaning they are classed as Russian citizens by Russian politicians.

There is undeniably a significant Abkhaz diaspora living in Turkey, with the people having descended from the Abkhaz exiled by Russia during the nineteenth century. Since Abkhazia’s secession from Georgia, many Abkhaz have migrated to live in the Russian Federation. According to the 2002 Georgian census, 3,500 Abkhaz live in Georgia (Minority Rights Group International 2015).

Since 2011, 14,000 foreign citizens have migrated to Abkhazia, with 9,200 of these migrants receiving work permits. Most of the migrants are seeking seasonal jobs in the agriculture sector and come from Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Armenian. The Abkhaz fear of becoming outnumbered in their homeland has resulted in foreigners not being permitted to buy real estate in Abkhazia (del Valle 2015).

Geography and Environment

Abkhazia is a self-declared independent state located in the northwest corner of the Republic of Georgia. Very few countries recognize Abkhazia’s independence, however, and the international community in general regards Abkhazia as Georgian territory. The Black Sea lies to the southwest of Abkhazia, and the Caucasus Mountains and Russia lie to its northeast. Abkhazia’s most important natural resources are timber, coal, and hydroelectric power. The main crops are citrus fruits, corn, millet, walnuts, hazelnuts, and tea. The country’s principal exports are nuts and fruit that are sold to Russia.

History and Politics

Between the sixth and ninth centuries, Abkhazia formed a kingdom within part of the ancient Georgian region known as Colchis. The earliest Abkhazian realm encompassed the entire region of western Georgia and consolidated various Abkhaz tribes. The kingdom flourished for two hundred years before being supplanted in 978 by the Kingdom of Abkhazians and Kartvelians, which was ruled by the Bagrationi family.

In the thirteenth century, this kingdom was conquered by the Mongols and divided into numerous small principalities, including Abkhazia. The people of Abkhazia, the Abkhaz, were in frequent conflict with the population of the principality of Mingrelia, which was located in the ethnic Georgian region. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the Abkhaz were in close contact with the Genoese people of Genoa, then an independent state in Liguria, on the northwestern Italian coast. However, the association between the Abkhaz and the Ottomans, who brought Islam to Abkhazia, soon eclipsed the relationship between the Abkhaz and the Genoese. Prior to the interaction between the Abkhaz and the Ottomans, Christianity had been the chief Abkhaz religion, but the Ottomans spread Islam throughout Abkhazia, where it coexisted with indigenous pagan beliefs that the people had maintained despite turning to Christianity.

The Ottoman influence over the Abkhaz ultimately waned with the expansion of the Russian Empire, and in 1810, Abkhazia became a Russian protectorate. For decades, the Abkhaz held sporadic small rebellions against Russia that culminated in major rebellions in the 1860s and 1870s. Russia quelled these rebellions ruthlessly, resulting in two hundred thousand Abkhaz being forced by Russian authorities to move from Abkhazia to Turkey (Beacháin 2011). The exile of the Abkhaz is remembered in Abkhaz folklore as amha’dzhyrra (meaning “the exile”). After the mass relocation of so many of their people, the Abkhaz were left leaderless. This allowed the Russians to claim direct rule over Abkhazia and to import many people from Mingrelia, Armenia, and Greece to Abkhazia as well as ethnic Russians.

The Russian Empire collapsed in 1917, allowing for the emergence of the Republic of Georgia, which incorporated the Abkhaz population. In 1919, the rebellious Abkhaz were awarded autonomy within the state of Georgia. However, the Red Army’s invasion of Georgia in 1921 abolished Georgia’s independence and with it Abkhaz autonomy, resulting in both Georgia and Abkhazia becoming part of the Soviet Union. The Soviets continually revised the political status of Abkhazia until, in 1931, Abkhazia was demoted to being an autonomous state within Georgia. Under the rule of Georgian-born dictator Joseph Stalin, a policy of Georgianization was rigorously implemented in the 1930s and 1940s. This policy saw significant numbers of Georgians relocate to Abkhaz areas. Abkhaz schools were shut, and Abkhaz children were made to study the Georgian language while Abkhaz-language publications were banned. The policy of Georgianization lessened somewhat after Stalin’s death in 1953, and living conditions for the Abkhaz improved slightly.

Nonetheless, the Abkhaz sought independence from Georgia in 1957, 1964, 1967, 1978, and 1989. The end of the Soviet era in the early 1990s led to the start of the bitter Georgian-Abkhaz war (1992–1993) that claimed around ten thousand lives (Beacháin 2011). Volunteer fighters from the North Caucasus as well as Russian units stationed nearby supported the Abkhaz, helping to contribute to an Abkhaz victory along with the de facto secession of Abkhazia from Georgia. During the war, there were considerable human rights violations on both sides, including extensive ethnic cleansing; the harassment of ethnic groups, including the Abkhaz; kidnappings; hostage taking; and the indiscriminate bombing of civilian populations (Minority Rights Group International 2015). The fighting also resulted in around 250,000 Georgians (mostly Mingrelians) who had been living in Abkhazia migrating to other parts of Georgia.

Negotiations to end the conflict were overseen by the United Nations while Russian CIS peacekeeping forces were stationed in Abkhazia in 1993. Peace negotiations were frequently hindered by disputes over Georgia’s desire to prioritize the return of internally displaced persons and the Abkhaz’s desire to prioritize the matter of Abkhazia’s independence. Since the announcement of a cease-fire in May 1994, a substantial (though debated) number of Georgians returned to the Gali District of southern Abkhazia. However, many of these returnees were displaced once more when fighting between Abkhazia and Georgia erupted again in May 1998.

The first president of Abkhazia was war hero Vladislav Ardzinba (1994–2005), who, although initially popular, became increasingly unpopular as he became more dictatorial. During the 2004 Abkhazia presidential elections, a standoff developed when former KGB agent Raul Khadjimba, who was favored by the Russians, failed to recognize that he had lost to Sergei Bagapsh. To break the deadlock, a unity ticket was brokered that saw Khadjimba run for election as Bagapsh’s vice president. The Abkhaz electorate enthusiastically welcomed this move.

In August 2009, a brief conflict broke out in Abkhazia involving the Russian and Georgian armies. After the war, Russia declared Abkhazia an independent state. However, the only countries to recognize Abkhazia’s autonomy are Nicaragua, Venezuela, and Naura. This lack of international recognition of Abkhazian independence has allowed Russia to wage increasing political and economic power over Abkhazia.

Society, Culture, and Tradition

Located close to the North Caucasus, the Kartvelians inhabiting other parts of Georgia, as well as merchants and traders from the Black Sea, have exposed Abkhaz to myriad cultures and traditions for millennia. However, a vital element of Abkhaz culture is the concept of apswara, which translates as “Abkhaz-ness.” The philosophy of apswara places great store on family honor, personal integrity, and female chastity. Abkhaz society is extremely conservative and patriarchal, with clans and family relationships being highly prized. As part of this focus on clanship, the Abkhaz consider people with the same family name to be related.

Despite the conservative nature of Abkhaz society, the people enjoy good food, wine, and dancing. In the past, the Abkhaz foraged for edible plants and hunted wild game. But today, the people rear cattle, and farmers produce dairy products or grow crops, such as corn, millet, fruits, and nuts. One staple Abkhazian dish is mamalyga (boiled cornmeal to which ingredients such as soft, fresh cheese or milk is added). The Abkhaz also use cornmeal to make flatbread and desserts. Abkhaz cuisine rarely uses wheat flour, except in dishes such as achash (cheese pies) and cheese dumplings. Another popular Abkhaz food is sweet corn, which the Abkhaz boil, fry, or roast over open fires. Fresh cheese (ashvlaguan) and yogurt (ahartsvy) are other dietary staples.

In addition to eating meat, poultry, and dairy products, the Abkhaz also enjoy many vegetable dishes, including achapa, a type of salad that incorporates cooked green beans, cabbage, and stinging nettles. Nuts, tomatoes, cucumbers, pickled gherkins, artichokes, radishes, and parsley are also extremely popular Abkhaz ingredients.

The Abkhaz drink local wines, and almost all Abkhaz farms produce a grape vodka called chacha. Another traditional Abkhaz drink is the honey-based atshadzyua, which is used as a folk remedy to treat disease.

Health Care and Education

In recent years, Russia has overseen the construction of new hospitals and schools in Abkhazia. Young Abkhaz go to college outside Abkhazia. Often, however, Abkhaz students do not return to Abkhazia after graduation because the country has a weak economy that is reliant on Russian tourism and may well prove unsustainable in the long run. The Abkhaz constitution grants minorities the right to primary and secondary schooling in their native language. However, in practice, Russian is the most understood language in Abkhazia and is recognized as the state’s second official language. Efforts to increase the number of Abkhaz-language speakers have been limited. Few teachers are qualified to teach the language, and there is resistance from Abkhaz that prefer to speak Russian.

At present, the Abkhaz suffer from the interrelated issues of high unemployment and crime rates as well as drug and alcohol dependency (Pender 2017).

Threats to Survival

The Abkhaz have endured decades of conflict and international isolation. The current Abkhaz capital city, Sukhumi, lies in ruins because of ongoing social unrest. Areas of Abkhazia suffer from high crime and unemployment rates, and an increasing number of Abkhaz are drug and alcohol dependent. In addition, lack of recognition for Abkhazia as an independent state means that the Russian grip on the Abkhaz continues to strengthen. Russian economic investment in the region increasingly grows, resulting in the Russians’ ever-strengthening influence over the Abkhaz. Such is the influence of Russia over the Abkhaz that there are fears the Abkhaz may be fully assimilated into Russian culture and that the Abkhaz language will become extinct. These fears have been heightened by a number of Abkhaz politicians citing Abkhazia’s increased integration within the Russian Federation as their ultimate goal (Minority Rights Group International 2015).

Other issues that may destabilize Abkhaz society in the future include the issue of allowing large numbers of internally displaced Georgians to return to Abkhazia and the debate over whether these returnees should be allowed Georgian-language education. The issue of Abkhazia’s independence also remains contentious, and it is unclear what relationship Abkhazia will enjoy with the Georgians in the future. This future relationship has been publicly discussed in Georgia, with Georgia envisioning various forms of independence for Abkhazia that range from limited independence to confederate status together with constitutional guarantees. However, these options do not satisfy Abkhaz desires for full independence.

On a positive note, Russian tourism in Abkhazia means that the Abkhaz restaurant scene is enjoying a boom. There is a burgeoning Abkhaz café culture, and Abkhaz cultural and arts events are flourishing. While there are fears that Russian tourists may abandon Abkhazia in the near future, non-Russian travel companies now offer trips to Abkhazia, and Abkhaz wines and beers have become increasingly popular abroad.

See also: Armenian; Avar; Evenk; Mansi; Ossetian; Udmurt
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ABORIGINAL AUSTRALIAN




	Current Location

	Australia




	Current Population

	350,000




	Language

	Multiple Aboriginal Australian languages




	Interesting Fact

	The ancestors of the Aboriginal Australians arrived in Australia between 40,000 and 60,000 years ago.






Overview

Aboriginal Australians are the indigenous people of Australia, and their homeland extends across the whole of the continent. In the past, Aboriginal Australians were often referred to as Aborigines. However, this term in now deemed offensive because it is seen as lumping people from diverse backgrounds into a single group, and it also harks back to Australia’s colonial history. Aboriginal Australians speak many Aboriginal Australian languages, including dialects belonging to thirty-one language families. Most of these languages are mutually unintelligible. The majority of Aboriginal Australians are Christians, especially Protestant, though many maintain the traditional Dreamtime belief system.

Population, Diaspora, and Migration

The total Aboriginal Australian population is estimated to consist of around 350,000 people belonging to three hundred tribal groups (Minahan 2012). These tribal groups are spread across the country, though the highest concentrations of Aboriginal Australians exist in the northeast of Australia, especially in the states of Queensland and the Northern Territories. In southeast Australia, many Aboriginal Australian populations have seen a decline in numbers or have disappeared completely (Minority Rights Group International 2015). Most Aboriginal Australians live in urban slums on the edge of large cities or in rural towns, but they also have very high numbers in the most remote northern and central areas of the Australian Outback. In northern Queensland, a few Aboriginal Australian communities live on reserves under their limited control.

Over the last forty years, the Aboriginal Australian population has steadily increased as a result of higher birth rates, reduced infant mortality, and the fact that more people within Australia identify as indigenous in official counts.

Geography and Environment

Australia is the largest country in Oceania and the world’s sixth-largest country by total area. The island country is surrounded by the Indian and Pacific Oceans and is separated from the rest of Asia by the Arafura and Timor Seas. The Coral Sea lies off the Queensland coast, and the Tasman Sea separates Australia from New Zealand. The countries surrounding Australia are Papua New Guinea, Indonesia, and East Timor to the north; the Solomon Islands and Vanuatu to the northeast; and New Zealand to the southeast.

Australia’s vastness means it is home to a varied array of landscapes, ranging from tropical rainforests in the northeast; to mountains in the southeast, southwest, and east; to the central dry desert. Australia contains the world’s oldest and least fertile soils, with the country’s desert, or semiarid land (commonly called the Outback), making up the largest portion of land. Australia’s annual rainfall over continental areas averages less than 500 mm, making Australia the world’s driest inhabited continent. However, Australia also has one of the lowest population densities in the world, with a large proportion of the country’s population inhabiting the temperate southeast coast.

History and Politics

The ancestors of the Aboriginal Australians migrated from Southeast Asia between forty thousand and sixty thousand years ago. It is not known whether the early Aboriginal Australians traveled en masse or in several small waves of migrations. Initially, the migrants spread out across Australia before settling in small tribal groups. Around five thousand years ago, the early Aboriginal Australians developed a nomadic hunter-gatherer lifestyle that revolved around environmental knowledge, traditional rituals, and reverence for the land.

Aboriginal Australians lived in virtual isolation until 1788, when the first Europeans arrived. At this time, the Aboriginal Australian population measured between three hundred thousand and one million people split between 650 groups, each having their own languages, land, social structure, and politics. During the first one hundred years of European colonization, the Aboriginal Australians were forced from much of their land, experienced violence, and fell ill with European diseases that led to depopulation and the extinction of many tribal groups. For example, when the Europeans arrived on Australia, there were four thousand Aboriginal Australians on the island of Tasmania, but by the end of the nineteenth century, the Tasmanian Aboriginals had vanished. By 1901, the Aboriginal Australian population had reduced to ninety-five thousand people, with most having died from disease and through the loss of their land. Indeed, so rapid was the reduction in the Aboriginal Australian population of southeast Australia that many commentators feared they would ultimately become extinct. During the period 1900–1930, the Aboriginal Australian population decreased again, mostly through violence by Europeans, to just thirty thousand, with most Aboriginal Australians residing in Australia’s north and in the Outback (Minahan 2012).

Because it believed the Aboriginal Australians would eventually die out, the Australian government sought to smooth the extinction of the country’s indigenous population through policies that dispersed the people across the nation or through assimilation policies that saw health, education, and other services extended into remote areas. As part of this drive to ease the passing of the Aboriginal Australians, tens of thousands of Aboriginal children were separated from their families and brought up by foster parents or on mission stations. As a result of this upbringing, many children grew up without knowledge of Aboriginal languages and traditions.

By the 1940s, Aboriginal rights groups established their own organizations, such as the Australian Aborigines’ League and the Aborigines Progressive Association, to advocate for an improved status, improved access to services, and greater employment opportunities for Aboriginal Australians. During World War II, Aboriginal Australians saw an improvement in their standing because they worked alongside white Australians, received better wages, and shared accommodations and canteen facilities with whites. Nevertheless, Aboriginal Australians lacked legal or political status, as they did not have the vote and were denied citizenship until the 1960s. Additionally, they were excluded from censuses, and due to assimilation policies, they were essentially denied their own distinct identity. Displaced from their lands, many faced limited education with few opportunities for employment, living in impoverishment and facing rampant discrimination. During this period, many Aboriginal Australians were forced to live in segregated settlements run by the Australian government, and they earned an income from low-paid seasonal employment, usually on cattle stations.

Soon the growing population of urban mixed-race Aboriginal Australians began an Aboriginal Australian renaissance. Although federal and state governments continued to implement assimilation policies as late as 1951, strategies varied between political bodies. In the 1960s, Aboriginal Australians were counted in censuses for the first time, many discriminatory laws were repealed, and they became entitled to state benefits. They also gained the right to vote. During this period, greater attention was also paid to Aboriginal Australians’ health and education policies because the health and life expectancy of Aboriginal Australians was significantly worse than that of other Australians. However, Aboriginal Australians continued to receive very low wages and inadequate housing, especially in rural areas. In Queensland and other parts of Australia, Aboriginal stockmen received low wages, with the money often held in funds controlled by the government. For this reason, Aboriginal Australians, with the backing of Australian trade unions, have mounted the “stolen wages” campaign to seek remuneration of these withheld wages.

[image: image]

Aboriginal Australian elder Uncle Max Eulo performs a smoking ceremony in White Bay, Australia. For thousands of years, Aboriginal Australians have used smoking ceremonies to cleanse places and people of bad spirits and to promote well-being. (Pominoz/Dreamstime.com)

In the 1960s, Aboriginal Australians gained better access to education and support from parts of white society. For instance, the Freedom Ride (1965) saw students from the University of Sydney’s Student Action for Aborigines organization demonstrate in several New South Wales towns notorious for their anti-Aboriginal stance, which included the segregation of Aboriginals from other townsfolk. The following year, Aboriginal stockmen at Gurindji went on strike against what they considered exploitation by the multinational Vestey Corporation. The strike focused attention on Aboriginal lives and also marked the beginning of the Aboriginal land rights movement.

Aboriginal Australians gained more political power in the 1970s. An Aboriginal tent embassy was established outside Parliament House in the Australian capital of Canberra, and the Labor government elected in 1972 created both a National Aboriginal Consultative Committee (NACC) and the Department of Aboriginal Affairs, though neither body accomplished a great deal (Minority Rights Group International 2015). Throughout the 1970s, a proliferation of Aboriginal rights institutions, such as Aboriginal Legal Services, also arose. Another important development was the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (1976), which gave over former reserve land in the Northern Territory to be held in trust by Aboriginal land councils called the Central and Northern Land Councils. The act provided the basis for some degree of long-term land security for Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory. Other states, particularly in South Australia, followed suit in enacting similar legislation. For example, in Pitjantjatjara, located in the Central Australian desert, Aboriginal people gained ownership of much of their land. However, conservative states, particularly Queensland, were reluctant to give rights to Aboriginal people, as, prior to its repeal, Aboriginal people in Queensland were prohibited to live or visit the reserves and were forced to work for below minimum wages by the Aboriginal and Islanders Act (1971).

In 1980, the Aboriginal Development Commission was established to unify various government-sponsored bodies involved with land acquisition and business. The commission gave Aboriginal leaders the power to act without direct government interference. Around the same time, however, relations within the National Aboriginal Conference (a national forum established to represent indigenous Australians) worsened, and due to pressure from state governments and the Australian Mining Industry Council, the federal government denied the demands from organizations that focused on Aboriginal land rights.

In 1988, when Australia celebrated its bicentennial, around thirty thousand Aboriginal activists and supporters marched through Sydney to protest against Aboriginal displacement and marginalization. In response, the government promised to negotiate a treaty, but it did not deliver on this promise. That same year, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders’ Commission (ATSIC) replaced the Department of Aboriginal Affairs. The ATSIC was intended to unite the many government and nongovernment Aboriginal organizations and to improve Aboriginal political participation.

In 1992, the Mabo judgment was passed, giving Torres Strait Islanders legal confirmation that they owned their own land. The Mabo judgment saw the High Court of Australia recognize the native title rights of Eddie Mabo over his traditional island land. The High Court overturned the previous concept of terra nullius (Latin for “nobody’s land”), a principle that stated that Australia was empty of inhabitants before Europeans first settled it. Since the Mabo decision, a number of Aboriginal communities have obtained legal recognition of their native title rights over their traditional territories. The Mabo judgment was highly significant because it resulted in the establishment of tribunals in every Australian state to determine the eligibility of native title claims. The year after the Mabo judgment, the Federal Native Title Act was passed, which provided a national system for recognizing and protecting native titles. This act met resistance, especially in Western Australia, where the conservative state government considered the act as potentially restricting mining companies from operating in much of the state. Ultimately, new agreements between Aboriginal peoples and mining companies were forged. In 2006, in Perth, the Federal Court of Australia recognized native land title, which was the first time native title was recognized over an entire metropolitan area. This move was warmly received by the local Noongar community and by Aboriginal Australians elsewhere.

In 1999, the Australian government issued an apology for the former policy of removing Aboriginal children from their families as part of assimilation policies, though the apology avoided using the terms apology or sorry and did not offer compensation to the one hundred thousand families affected (Minahan 2012). Also in 1999, Aboriginal leaders took their case for equality to the United Nations Human Rights Commission. The Australian government refuses to accept the United Nations’ findings that amendments to native title acts are discriminatory and contrary to the International Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination.

Society, Culture, and Tradition

Australian Aboriginal tribal structure remains intact in rural areas, but the structure, along with clan ties, have weakened considerably in urban areas.

The various Aboriginal Australian groups share a single version of their origins and prehistory and engage in a rich oral culture. At the heart of this oral tradition are the spiritual values based on a belief in the Dreamtime (or the Dreaming), a mythical time of creation. Aboriginal Australians see all aspects of life as part of a complex network of interrelationships that can be traced back to their ancestors’ connection to the surrounding environment. For Aboriginal Australians, all aspects of human existence are interwoven in a mythic structure and connected to the creative force of Dreamtime. Moreover, Aboriginal Australians believe that as their ancestors wandered the land, they left tracks across the landscape that, in time, became the features visible against the backdrop of the Outback.


The Wik-Mungkan Naming Ceremony

The Wik-Mungkan aboriginal tribe believe each Wik-Mungkan clan is concomitant with clan ancestors called puiwaiya from whom the Wik-Mungkan believe they are reincarnated. When a Wik-Mungkan child is being born, his or her name is decided by a unique method of divination. The midwife delivering the baby shouts out the names of the baby’s puiwaiya in turn. The name that is shouted at the moment the placenta detaches from the mother is taken as the child’s name. Once the name is decided, the baby is considered bonded to the relative after whom it is named.



Associated with their belief in the Dreamtime is Walkabout, the rite of passage experienced by Aboriginal Australian boys at age thirteen. The practice involves the boys living in the wild for six months by retracing the extremely long walks that they believe were taken by their ancestors. The aim of Walkabout is to make the boys sufficiently mature to survive independently. To outsiders, the routes taken by the youngsters
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