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Introduction to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians
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o ,officially the
AustrallaCOmmonwealth of
Australia, has a population of 21,507,717, according to
the 2011 census. As of the end of June 2011, the
preliminary estimated population of Indigenous
residents in Australia was 670,000, representing 3.1%
of the total population.

The population density of Australia, 2.8
inhabitants per square kilometer, is very low, while a
large proportion of the population lives along the
southeastern coastline. As of 2011, New South Wales
(NSW) had the largest Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander population (208,400 people), followed by
Queensland (188,900 people) and Western Australia
(88,300 people). These three states combined
comprised 72.5% of the total Aboriginal and Torres

Strait Islander population of Australia.

The Classification of Indigenous Australians

The original inhabitants of the Australian
continent and nearby islands are divided in two —
“Aboriginal” and “Torres Strait Islander”. The former
refers to those who traditionally live in mainland

Australia, the island of Tasmania, and some of the
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! Aboriginal Australians and Torres
\ Strait Islanders have their own flags.
) Both have been recognized by the
! federal government of Australia.

other adjacent islands; the latter is applied to those who
are indigenous to the Torres Strait Islands, which are at
the northernmost tip of Queensland near Papua New
Guinea. Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islanders make
up “Indigenous Australians™.

The languages of the groups of Aboriginal
Australians all belong to the Australian language
family. Aboriginal Australians have lived on the
continent of Australia for at least 60,000 years,
currently with 250 to 300 communities.

Torres Strait Islanders have dwelled in the area
since more than 10,000 years ago. Their cultural
origins are in nearby Melanesia. Among the more than

100 islands in the Torres Strait, nineteen are inhabited
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Members of AIATSIS visited NCCU. From left to right in the photo on the right: Mr Nicholas McKay, Director of Australian Education
International (AEI) Taiwan, Australian Office (AO) in Taipei; Mr Stewart Sutherland, Indigenous Visiting Research Fellow, AIATSIS; Dr
Jakelin Troy, Director of Indigenous Social and Cultural Wellbeing, AIATSIS; Dr LIM Siu-theh, Director of ALCD, NCCU, Taiwan; LI Tai-

yen, Assistant of ALCD; Ms Sandy Chen, Manager of AEI Taiwan.
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by a total of twenty Torres Strait Islander communities.
Many Torres Strait Islanders have migrated and today
live throughout mainland Australia. The languages
spoken in the Torres Strait were influenced by both

Melanesian and Aboriginal languages.

The Current State of Australian Indigenous Languages

The Aboriginal languages can be largely classified
into two groups. Many are the Pama—Nyungan
languages and the rest, all spoken in the far north, are
commonly lumped together as ‘“non-Pama—Nyungan™.
The Pama—Nyungan languages cover most of mainland
Australia and are generally thought to be a family of
related languages. The languages of the non-Pama—
Nyungan group, found from the Western Kimberley to
the Gulf of Carpentaria, have not been shown to be
related to the Pama—Nyungan group nor to each other.
Before the European colonization began, it was usual
for people to speak at least one neighboring language
besides their own.

There were 274 languages spoken by Indigenous
Australians, according to Ethnologue. Of those, 161 are
living languages, two are second languages without

mother-tongue speakers, and 111 have no known
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speakers, with only about 15 languages still being
spoken by all age groups.

Of the languages of Indigenous Australians, 264
are genealogically classified into the Australian
language family, one is into the Eastern Trans-Fly
language family which is related to the Papuan
languages, one spoken on the Cocos Islands is into the
Austronesian language family, one is a pidgin and three
are creoles. Kriol, a creole, is spoken in northern
Australia as a means of communication across different
Aboriginal cultures and between English-speakers and
Aboriginal Australians. Torres Strait Creole, another
major creole, whose origin is Bislama, a croele among
Pacific islanders, is a lingua franca between Eastern
and Western Torres Strait Islanders. For most Islanders,
English, the primary language of Australia, may be

their second or third language.

Institutes of Australian Indigenous Studies

The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) is not only
Australia’s premier national institution for Australian
Indigenous studies but also the world’s premier
institution for information and research about the
cultures and lifestyles of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples, past and present. It will celebrate its
50th anniversary in 2014.

AIATSIS is a Commonwealth statutory authority
within the Department of Industry, Innovation,
Science, Research and Tertiary Education (DIISR)
portfolio. The Institute undertakes academic research,
holds a large collection of resource materials for
Indigenous studies, and has its own publishing house.
The website of AIATSIS: http://www.aiatsis.gov.au/
index.html.

Dr Jakelin Troy, Director of Indigenous Social
and Cultural Wellbeing, AIATSIS, visited Taiwan on
September 14, 2012. Her first stop was the Center for
Aboriginal Studies (ALCD), NCCU. Dr Troy is a
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Ngarigu woman whose country is the Snowy
Mountains of New South Wales, Australia. Her
academic research is diverse but has a focus on
languages and linguistics, anthropology and visual arts.
Her most recent project is to co-write the National
Languages Curriculum framework document for the
Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting
Authority (ACARA). She previously worked on major
government initiatives in Indigenous affairs, including
developing and writing the Native Title Act, managing
Commonwealth land rights legislation, and managing

national languages and broadcasting programs.

The Status of Indigenous Australians

The development of the Indigenous policy in
Australia has gone through four stages. First came an
eradication policy (1800-1870) which led to the
removal of Indigenous inhabitants and made the
Indigenous population shrink significantly. Then a
policy of protection (1870-1950) was implemented.
Further was the assimilation policy (1950-1980), with
Indigenous Australians being taught in the white
Australian way. From 1980 on, the policy turned to
multiculturalism which has helped the status of
Indigenous Australians improve significantly.

Indigenous Australians have been gradually
reclaiming their own rights by means of continuing
movements. The Commonwealth Government has set
up the Department of Families, Community Services
and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA). The Office of
Indigenous Policy Coordination (OIPC) in the
department plays a role in coordinating and driving the
Australian government's arrangements in Indigenous
affairs. At the state level, there are similar government
entities.

In early days, Indigenous Australians were
unequally treated, with the Stolen Generations
produced. The so-called Stolen Generations were those
children of Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait
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Book: An introduction to
Indigenous Australia,
published in 2008 by
Aboriginal Studies Press,
the publishing house of
AIATSIS.

ik s BRIl (2) BRAEIECCREER (3)
MR R R R R E R —& -

TR BT £ B B 5 85T 1 Bk

B REA O G SRR AN
R R2.3% (20124E10 1) - BN
FERBEA T EESRABD - BIEFE R RAHEL -
BN R S F AT B LSRRI -
FEEPHHEEE AA I i BUFIE
S -

R R ER S - RPN R
TRARALL - BB o Pl T R VR I R I L
A BRI SRAN[E] o N 1 R B T
HEHGES BOoUb R ~ THIRER] ~ 555
PRE SR - B A R R IS A
ERERL - RIDL - BN R R BAE B R
K HAFEER A RIEESE - ¢

Q> iR

Islander descent who were forcibly removed from their
families by the Australian federal and state government
agencies and church missions, under acts of their
respective parliaments, to be immersed in the culture of
white Australians and to receive their education. The
removals occurred in the period between approximately
1869 and 1969, although, in some places, children were
still being taken in the 1970s. In 2008, the then Prime
Minister Kevin Rudd on behalf of the federal
government of Australia issued a formal apology in the
federal parliament of Australia to the Indigenous
Australians over the Stolen Generations.

In 1983, the High Court of Australia defined an
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander as “a person of
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent who
identifies as an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander and
is accepted as such by the community in which he or

she lives”.

Indigenous Australians vs Taiwanese Aborigines

The population of Taiwanese aborigines
represents 2.3% of Taiwan’s national population
(estimate in October, 2012). The ratio is closed to that
in Australia. Compared with the non-Indigenous
Australians, the Indigenous participation in higher
education is much lower. Indigenous Australians are
also lacking in educational resources and talents.
However, the Australian government is trying to
improve it.

The situation of Taiwanese aborigines is not far
from that of Indigenous Australians but different from
that of the other aborigines in Oceania who were free
from colonial rule after the WWII. Indigenous
Australians, similar to Taiwanese aborigines, still face
the issues such as languages and cultures, native title
rights to their ancestral lands, and status recognition.
Thus, for Taiwanese aborigines, the present and future

of Indigenous Australians is worthy paying attention to.
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