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Worksheet 1.1 Continuity and Change
Why was Indigenous society relatively stable over an extended period of time, and what caused it to change?
The last ice age (the Pleistocene epoch) was from 2.6 million to 10000 years ago. During that time, land bridges allowed the people who one day be known as Australian Aborigines to move from Africa, through India and on to Australia. This took place over a very long period of time. These people would still have had to cross areas of water, but these areas would not have been as vast as they are now. These early people would also have built boats for water crossings. 
This trip would have been one-way; no return journal would have been possible because of unavailability of boat-building materials and because of climate changes. With the ending of the last ice age, water levels in the oceans rose, making movement between the mainland and islands more difficult and dangerous. For this reason, people on the mainland, on Torres Strait Islands and on Tasmania would have had no interaction with each other, or with the rest of the world, for a very long time.

It is believed that there were about 250 language groups or nations. These groups/nations then split into clans, with up to 40 clans in a group in the more populous areas, and as few at five or six in sparsely populated areas. These clans lived separate from each other, with the clans coming together only at special times of the year for ceremonial reasons. These times of ceremony tended to coincide with an abundance of a food source in the congregation area. 
The clans were semi-nomadic or fully nomadic, which means the people lived lives of hunter-gatherers, following food sources. Changes in Indigenous society, therefore, would have taken place over long periods of time; there would have been few external influences and interactions that might have accelerated changes to particular groups or clans. On the north coast of Australia, however, mainland Aborigines traded with the Macassans; this interaction would have introduced new tools and ways of doing things to both groups.

The cultures of the different groups probably varied greatly, particularly across the mainland due to the immense distances involved, but a relatively stable society evolved that was sustainable yet very isolated. The arrival of the European was to change this greatly. White men had never been seen before by the Aboriginal people.
The settlement at Sydney Cove was established in 1788. This was followed over time by settlements in Queensland, Van Dieman’s Land (Tasmania), West Australia, South Australia and Victoria. The settlements expanded into the land, clearing it for agriculture, fencing it and altering it in other ways. Australia had been declared to be terra nullius—land belonging to no-one—so the Europeans assumed that negotiation or contracting with the Indigenous people was not necessary. Upon their arrival, new settlers introduced foreign animals, plants and culture to the land; they had no understanding of the environment to which they had come, or of the Indigenous people and their ways.

Aboriginal dispossession was the result of this introduction of Europeans to the land. Clans and language groups were displaced or forced onto other areas of land. Established practices could not continue, as hunting, camping and ceremonial areas were reduced or cut off. Other groups of Aborigines were relocated to reserves or missions in the belief that this was helpful, yet was often done forcibly. Introduced diseases decimated the Aboriginal populations, who had no immunity to them. Life changed dramatically and suddenly.

1
Why had Indigenous culture and society been able to become so established or set prior to European settlement?

2
How did the Aboriginal lifestyle dictate minimal contact between the different groups and clans?

3
Which area of Australia had had contact with non-Aboriginal people prior to European settlement? What was the effect of that contact?
4
Why do you think European ideas, farming methods and culture might have made a radical difference to Aboriginal life? 

5
What do you believe were the most significant changes that were faced by the Aborigine and how did they alter traditional Aboriginal society?
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