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Identity Does Not Existina Vacuum

In modern Australia, conversations around Aboriginal
identity are often limited by a fundamental
misunderstanding: that identity is fixed, singular, and self-
contained. But Aboriginal identity — like all identities — is
shaped by historical processes, sociopolitical dynamics,
and the dominant cultural frameworks that surround it. It
does not exist in a vacuum, but in the long shadow of
colonisation and in ongoing negotiation with Western ideas
of selthood and belonging.

In these societies, descendants of European settlers
frequently express identity through ancestral or ethnic
terms. An Australian whose family arrived four or five
generations ago may still say, “I’'m Irish” or “I'm Italian,”
even if they’ve never visited Ireland or Italy, and maintain no
living connection to its people, language, or customs. This
expression is not uncommon, nor necessarily harmful in
itself, but it reflects a particular relationship to identity —
one rooted in ethnicity, often abstracted from cultural or
national context.

However, this framework doesn’t translate seamlessly
across borders. In countries like Ireland or Italy, such
individuals are generally not considered Irish or Italian in
any formal, cultural, or civic sense. Identity there is typically
grounded in current nationality, culture, language, and
community participation. The Irish might welcome Irish-
Americans as part of the diaspora, but they would not
conflate that with being Irish in the same way a Dubliner is.

This conceptual gap — between heritage-based identity in
settler societies and nation-based identity in ancestral
homelands — becomes particularly problematic when
extended to Indigenous peoples in settler-colonial nations.
In Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander identities
are often subjected to this same heritage-based lens. Many
non-Indigenous Australians assume that identifying as

Aboriginal is primarily a matter of ancestry or genetics — a
check-box classification or a fraction of DNA.

This misunderstanding has deep roots in colonial logic.
Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, government
policies used blood quantum and racial classification to
control, exclude, and assimilate Aboriginal people. The
infamous "half-caste" laws, for example, were designed to
diminish Aboriginal identity through intergenerational
dilution. These ideologies have not disappeared; they
persist in public conversations today, just in subtler forms
— evident in debates about “who is really Aboriginal” and
false accusations of “not looking Aboriginal enough.”

But Aboriginal identity is not simply a racial or genetic label.
Itis a relational identity — embedded in culture, kinship,
community, and sovereign connection to land. First Nations
in Australia are not just ethnic groups; they are political and
cultural entities with their own laws, governance structures,
languages, and systems of belonging. Being a citizen of an
Aboriginal Nation comes with responsibilities: to Country, to
Elders, to kin, to culture. It is not merely inherited; it is lived,
practiced, and maintained.

To foster a more respectful and informed national
conversation, Australians must learn to distinguish
between ethnicity as a symbolic attachment to heritage,
and identity as a living, sovereign relationship. The former
can be an expression of personal ancestry; the latter is
embedded in community, responsibility, and Nationhood.

Aboriginal identity is not an echo of the past. It is a presence
— contemporary, contested, and deeply connected to
Country and culture. It exists alongside, and oftenin
tension with, Western notions of identity. And until we
confront the colonial assumptions that shape how we think
and speak about identity in this country, we will continue to
misunderstand the very people whose sovereignty
predates the state.

Read the full article at yugam.be/stories/aboriginal-identity-does-not-exist-in-a-vacuum/
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1. What “fundamental misunderstanding” does the article say limits conversations about Aboriginal
identity?

2. Explain the Irish and Italian example. What point is the article making with it?

3. How did 19th and 20th century government policies try to control Aboriginal identity?

4. What does the article mean by a “relational identity”? List the four things it says Aboriginal identity is
embedded in.

5. What responsibilities does the article say come with being a citizen of an Aboriginal Nation?

6. Explain the difference between ethnicity as “a symbolic attachment to heritage” and identity as “a
living, sovereign relationship”.
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