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Timeline of Australian History and the impacts on Aboriginal peoples 1-3 

The 60,000+ years 

before the arrival of 

Europeans 

• Aboriginal people lived in small family groups and were semi-nomadic, with 
each family group living in a defined territory, systematically moving across an 
area following seasonal changes  

• Groups had their own distinct history and culture. At certain times, a number of 
family groups (up to 500 people) would come together for social, ceremonial 
and trade purposes 

• Membership within each family or language group was based on birthright, 
shared language, and cultural obligations and responsibilities. Relationships 
within groups predetermined categories of responsibilities and obligations to 
the group and to family 

• Being semi-nomadic meant that people were relatively nonmaterialistic; greater 
emphasis was placed on social, religious and spiritual ceremonies. 

1788 – 1890s  

Invasion and 

colonisation, and 

resistance 

• Aboriginal land was taken over by British colonists on the premise of Terra 
Nullius (ie, land belonging to no one, or wasteland). Colonial takeover was 
based on the assumption that European culture was superior to all others. There 
was no treaty with any of the Aboriginal peoples and no consensus about the 
basis of British sovereignty 

• Many Aboriginal people died as a result of frontier conflicts, introduced 
diseases, random killings, and organised massacres. People were dehumanised 
by the colonisers in order to justify the horrific acts against them 

• Extensive cultural knowledge was lost as entire generations of family groups 
were murdered. 

1890s – 1940s  

Protection and 

segregation 

• Eventually the frontiers wars came to an end. As the violence subsided, 
governments employed policies of control and discrimination.  

• Various state and territory laws were put in place to control relations between 
Aboriginal people and non-Indigenous Australians. These removed the basic 
freedoms of many people in relation to movement and labour, custody of their 
children and control over personal property. (eg, the Aborigines Protection 
Board was established in 1883 which gave government committees (comprised 
of white men) control over ‘full-blood’ and ‘part-Aboriginal’ people in NSW). 

• Survivors of frontier conflicts were moved onto reserves or missions, away from 
traditional Country, children were removed from their parents for ‘training’, and 
‘half-castes’ were forced to leave the reserves and their communities 

• Many Aboriginal people were forced to work on missions, reserves, cattle 
stations and as domestic helpers in non-Indigenous homes, and were never 
paid for their labour (referred to as Stolen Wages). This has perpetuated the 
disadvantage across generations and the mistrust of authority and institutions. 

• In 1920 Aboriginal people began to lobby for the abolition of the Aborigines 
Protection Board, in favour of a body with an all-Aboriginal membership  

• The first ‘Day of Mourning for Aboriginals’ was held in Sydney on 26 January 
1938.  
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1940s – 1960s 

Assimilation 

• In 1937, the Commonwealth Government held a national conference on 
Aboriginal affairs which agreed that Aboriginal people ‘not of full blood’ should 
be absorbed or ‘assimilated’ into the wider population, with the view that the 
‘Aboriginal problem’ would gradually disappear as people lost connection to 
their traditional cultural identity 

• In the 1940s, exemption certificates (also known as ‘the dog license’) were 
issued to Aboriginal people to exempt them from the restrictions of state 
Aboriginal protection laws. This allowed them the freedom to vote, attend 
school and enter hotels, for example. To gain this certificate though, the person 
had to abandon any association they had with their community (including their 
families) and give up any cultural connections, rituals, customs and languages 

• Assimilation policies impacted harshly on Aboriginal people, including a 
separate education system for children, town curfews, alcohol bans, no welfare, 
lower wages, and State guardianship of all Aboriginal children. These policies 
greatly increased the forcible removal of children from their families, where they 
were placed in institutions run by non-Indigenous people. These children are 
now referred to as Stolen Generations  

• Many people still suffer from the impact of assimilation policies as a result of 
trauma experienced in institutions with abusive environments, displacement 
from land and family, intergenerational poverty related to poor nutrition, and 
inadequate education and healthcare. 

1967 – mid 1990s 

Integration, self-

determination and 

self-management 

• In 1967 there was a Commonwealth referendum and Aboriginal peoples were 
granted the right of citizenship, and they were counted in the census. The 
federal Government adopted the policy of ‘self-determination’ in 1972, 
recognising that Aboriginal people had a right to be involved in decision-
making about their own lives 

• In 1975, with a change in the governing party, the federal Government adopted 
the policy of ‘self-management’ which focused on communities managing 
government projects, but with little say in what projects would be created 

• The principles of self-determination and self-management were used 
throughout the 1980s as key principles in the management of Indigenous 
affairs. 
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1991 – present 

Reconciliation 

• The reconciliation movement began in 1991, prompted by the final 
recommendation of the Royal Commission into the Aboriginal Deaths in 
Custody, which was, ‘to begin a formal process of reconciliation between 
Indigenous and other Australians’.4  

• Reconciliation is about unity and respect between Australian Indigenous 
peoples and non-Indigenous Australians. It is about respect for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander heritage and valuing justice and equity for all Australians 

• The Commonwealth Government established the Council for Aboriginal 
Reconciliation in 1991. The Council’s charter was to raise public awareness and 
consult on a ‘Document of Reconciliation’ within a 10-year period 

• Since the 1990s, governments and leaders have made promises, engaged in 
community consultation, held enquiries and commissioned reports.  Despite 
this, progress towards reconciliation has been slow. 

• Most recently, in 2017 the Uluru Statement from the Heart, a consensus 
statement on constitutional recognition, was put forward. Unlike previous 
documents that were directed to the Parliament, the Uluru Statement from the 
Heart is directed to the Australian public and centres on three key messages – 
voice, treaty, truth. The call for a referendum to establish an Indigenous voice to 
parliament was rejected outright by the Commonwealth government.5  
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