Australia
When the British arrived in Australia, it was already inhabited by Aborigines. The word aborigine refers to native or first known inhabitants. Today, Aborigines make up only about 1% of Australia’s population.

The Aborigines were nomadic hunters and gatherers. They used boomerangs and spears for hunting and engaged in extensive intergroup trade throughout the continent. Aborigines were divided into many groups or tribes and spoke many languages.

Aborigines’ spiritual beliefs are based on Dreamtime or the time long ago when all things were created by sacred ancestors, whose spirits continue into the present. Dreamtime stories explain how animals, plans, water holes, etc., were shaped by spirit beings. Aborigines feel a very strong connection to the land and believe that they have been entrusted as caretakers. Many sites are sacred, such as Uluru-Ayers Rock. Because of Australia’s remote location, the Aborigines were untouched by outside influences until the arrival of Europeans.

Dutch sailors were the first known Europeans to reach Australia. The English Captain James Cook later claimed Australia for Britain. Britain decided to use Australia as a penal, or prison, colony for convicts. This system of deportation had been in place for some time as a way of easing overcrowding of English jails. After the American Revolution, Britain could no longer use the colonies in North America as a place to send exiled prisoners. In the late 1700’s, ships arrived from Britain to Australia carrying convicts, women, and guards. Over the next several decades, more prisoners were transported to Australia. The Gold Rush in the mid-19th century and the growth of sheep farming brought more and more free settlers to Australia.

As happened in the Americas, Europeans brought devastating diseases, such as smallpox, with them to Australia. Since the Aborigines had no immunity to these “new” diseases, huge numbers died. With a smaller population, weakened by disease, conquest of the indigenous peoples became easier. Most Aborigines were forced off their land, and many were killed. Surviving Aborigines were discriminated against and had few rights. Aborigines who did fight stood little chance of winning due to the advanced weapons, such as guns and cannons, used by the British. Aborigines frequently starved as the best land was taken by the colonists. 

During much of the 20th century, outright killings were replaced with a policy of removing Aboriginal children from their parents and giving them to white families or placing them in mission schools, to eradicate traces of Aboriginal culture and language.

Today more than half of all Aboriginals live in towns, often in the outskirts in terrible conditions. Many others work as laborers on cattle ranches that have taken over their land. Some, particularly in the northern half of the continent, have managed to cling on to their land and still hunt and gather ‘bush tucker’.

Today, many Aborigines have poor living conditions and a high unemployment rate. Their average wage is less than half of the national average. Aborigines also make up a disproportionate section of the prison population in Australia. The government has not done much to help Aborigines from reclaiming title over their lands.

Aborigines do have some rights though: they can hold a seat in parliament; and have their own schools that teach Aboriginal culture, language, and art. Most Aborigines live modern lives; some are teachers, lawyers, mechanics, nurses, and politicians. But Aborigines still face racist attitudes, and their generally poor living conditions mean that Aboriginal people have a far higher infant mortality rate and suicide rate and a lower life expectancy than the rest of the population.

Culture

Australia’s majority culture shows the influence of its British colonial history:

Australia’s languages: English 78.5%

Australia’s ethnic groups: White 92%

Australia’s religions: Christian 63.8%

Government: Parliamentary Democracy with a Federal System

Chief of State: Since 1952 is Queen Elizabeth II of the U.K. who is represented by Governor General

Head of government: Prime Minister, who administers laws passed by the parliament.

Australia is considered to be free.

Economy

Australia is located at 83 on the continuum, third closest to the market side of the economy in the world. The overall freedom to start, operate, and close a business is strongly protected under Australian law. Starting a business is very quick and closing a business is very easy.

Australia exports raw materials, particularly minerals, and agricultural products for its economy. Australia’s largest import and export partners are developed Pacific Rim Nations, especially China and Japan.

