
 

 

Religion Assignment Questions 
 

1. Describe Aboriginal Spirituality as determined in the Dreaming 

The Dreaming is the foundation of Aboriginal spirituality, providing a basis upon which kinship systems, 
traditions, rituals and ceremonies are built. It is expressed as a matetemporal concept which underpins 
the relationship and responsibilities that Indigenous people have towards the land in which they are 
inextricably connected to due to their creation story. This is further manifested within their aboriginal 
spirituality revealing the relations and balance between the spiritual, natural and moral elements of the 
world. This religious spirituality is incorporated through kinship which is considered to be a complex 
system of belonging and responsibility within a clan based on familial and totem relations that govern 
daily Aboriginal life by determining clan issues.  Aboriginals live their lives following the obligations and 
responsibilities given to them through kinship which includes; social interactions with others such as 
marriage group meetings and many more. The importance of kinship is that it defines spiritual and 
temporal identity to the aboriginal people, assigns the responsibility to pass on this traditional 
knowledge of the Dreaming from elders to the younger generation.  Also; provides Indigenous with a 
sense of belonging to that group through their totem, language roles, values and responsibilities. In 
addition, ceremonial life of Indigenous is the complex and spiritual core of the Dreaming and Dreaming 
stories for each group is recognised and revered in ceremonial life, encompassing performance of rituals 
at sacred sites, the drawing of sacred symbols and corroborees. Each ceremony has a major role in 
conveying the Dreaming aspect such as rituals heighten the presence of the dreaming through linking 
the present world with the dreamtime, Art is used to communicate the dreaming as it is used to pass on 
sacred knowledge and provide maps of the land (clans, scared sites, waterholes). As well as stories that 
describe the aboriginal lifestyle and law, as it provides the foundation of Aboriginal existence by 
explaining creation and sharing how dreaming shapes daily life, it is used as a form of oral history. 
Totems is also an extremely significant aspect of Indigenous ceremonial life as they represent individuals 
by linking them to their ancestral spirits through the form of an animal, plant or natural phenomena, 
and obligate them to carry out ceremonial responsibilities.  However the roles of men and women vary 
depending on the ceremony that is taking place. Initiation is an important ceremony which moves the 
Aboriginal from childhood into adulthood. There is a male initiation which includes the circumcision, fire 
ceremony, nose piercing and many more that moves the boy to manhood. However, the female 
initiation is when they are taken by the elder and taught specific skills such as gathering food and then 
taken into a river where she is bathed as a symbolism of a fresh start and after that is decorated with 
paint. Funeral ceremonies are practiced differently within the Aboriginal culture where songs and ritual 
ceremonies are put forward to make sure the spirit of the deceased is carried back to the Ancestral 
Beings. This ceremony can go up to weeks and then the person’s name is not to be mentioned for 3-4 
years until the eldest son or daughter passes on his name to infants. Similarly, the obligations to the 
land and people also reveals the inextricably connected relationship Indigenous have to the land as they 
believe it provides them with the foundation for Aboriginal beliefs, traditions, rituals and laws.  
The tend to refer to the land as “my country”, revealing their beliefs that people were created from the 
earth which has existed since the beginning of time and that it is therefore the sacred motherland. Due 
to the ancestral beings dwelling in the land, it is the responsibility of all Indigenous adherence to care for 
and respect the land. For example,  If travelling, the aboriginal people must be careful not to enter the 
sacred spaces of other clans. This shows the interconnection that exists between obligation to the land 
and a people. Scared sites are respected as believed an aspect of the dreaming has taken place on the 



 

 

land due to this specific ceremonies of the Indigenous take place on these sites in order to remember 
the dreaming and the importance of the land. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

2. Explain the importance of the Land Rights Movement.  

The land rights movement for Indigenous is an extremely important because of the injustices that took 

place throughout history towards Aboriginal adherence as a result of land dispossession leading to 

separation of land, separation from kinship groups and the stolen generation. This ‘Movement’ consists 

of a series of government decisions in response to land claims which explored the right of Aboriginal 

peoples who had maintained continual contact with their traditional lands for hundreds of years before 

settlement. Policies such as; Aboriginal Land Rights Act and Native Title Amendment Act Aimed to 

secure the inherent rights of Aboriginal peoples to their land so that their religious and cultural integrity 

is preserved. There has been both a historical religious and political movement in regards to the 

Indigenous and their land movement.  Indigenous have continuously fought for their land rights which 

originally belonged to them due to their relations with the land and water and sacred practices, referred 

to as The Native title. In the year 1993, the Native title act legalized the existence of non-Indigenous 

interest in land such as freehold leases and other grants and licenses, also the acceptance of Indigenous 

land right to the land as a look of interest. As both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people had interest in 

the land, the Act provided an appropriate forum for dealing with this by allowing Aboriginal people to 

claim ownership of traditional land under Native title. However, in order for this to be claimed 2 

prerequisites must have been met which were ownership of land was not be possessed by anyone 

including government and individuals, also Aboriginal people must show a traditional and ongoing 

connection with the land since 1788 which was extremely hard to prove due to the lack of legal papers 

and contracts because of their oral tradition which passes on their spirituality from one generation to 

another. The disadvantage was that a only a small portion of land was entitled and given back to the 

Aboriginal people through this act because insufficient proof could be provided, and most lands were 

already owned by other people or institutions. This revealed the ineffectiveness of the act towards 

Aboriginal spirituality and the Dreaming aspect.  Many cases were brought forwards by Indigenous clans 

in order to fight against the land injustice. This is expressed through the Mabo case where the Meriam 

people were suing for land claims, initiated by five indigenous plaintiffs, led by Eddie Mabo in 1992, 

from the Murray Islands in the Torres Strait. The advantages of this case was that the High Court of 

Australia revealed terra nullius (“land belonging to no one”) as a false aspect, acknowledging that 

Australia was occupied by Aboriginal people in 1788 when British settlement took place. They claimed 

ownership of land under the ‘Native Title Act’ which existed since 1788, Mabo raised awareness of its 

existence and this was a step to the passing of the Native Title Act 1993. They were given their land 

rights through the Australian government and continued to practice laws and customs associated with 

the land before British colonization. The Wike case 1996;did not have a successful resolution like the 

Mabo case.  It focused on land that was issued to pastoral leases and the decision by the High Court of 

Australia was that the native title rights could co-exist with the rights of pastoralists. But when these 

farmers and Aboriginals faced conflict the pastoralist’s rights would prevail.  

These cases and legislations were put forward in order to gain more rights for the Indigenous adherence 

regarding their land as well as the Dreaming which is considered the heart for Aboriginals due to all their 

communal relationships being determined through associations with the land. Declaring terra nullius by 

the white settlers denied foundational principles of the Aboriginal belief systems as they could no longer 



 

 

inextricably connect to their land. As they strongly believe that they are part of the land and the land is 

part of their being, this effected their spiritual life as rituals and ceremonies could no longer be practiced 

and sacred sites were no longer visited and deteriorated.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

3. Account changing patterns of religious adherence from 1945 to the present using census data  

 

Up until 1945 Australia was predominantly monocultural, monoreligious and monoethnic, due to 

increased migration especially from Christian backgrounds. During the 1947 Census, 88% of the 

population were Christian and only 0.5% listed other religion, 0.3% stated “no religion”,out of a 

population of 7.6 million people. However, changes within Australia’s religious census data was an 

impact by secularism, immigration, denominational switching, and the rise of new religions. 

The census data in regards to other religions in Australia reveals that in 1947, Judaism adherents 

comprised 0.4% of the population, Islam was 0.04% and Buddhism was 0.1%. In comparison, in 1986 

Islam was at 0.7%, Buddhism at 0.5%, Judaism at 0.4%, and recently introduced, Hinduism at 0.1%, 

whereas 2016 saw Islam at 2.6%, Buddhism at 2.4%, Hinduism 1.9% and Judaism 0.4%, evidently 

expressing that the fastest growing tradition in Australia is Hinduism.  

Christianity was considered the major religious tradition due to migration from other countries, especially 

the First Fleet bringing in the majority of Anglican settlers, as well as Presbyterians and Methodist, with 

10% being Catholic. This was also a result of the Immigration Restriction Act (1901), ensuring that only 

Christian adherents were allowed to settle in the country, which led to the laws and government being 

based upon Christian ideals. However, it also lead to a decrease within the population when other 

religions began migrating. The numbers of Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam adherents are steadily 

increasing largely due to immigration with less than 0.1% for each tradition in 1947, with Buddhism 

being at  0.5% in 1986, and currently at 1.9% in 2016. Hinduism is the fastest growing religion from 1.3% 

in 2011 to 1.9% in 2016, and the number of Muslims increasing from just 2704 in 1947 to 281500 in 

2001, now making it the second largest religion in Australia. Throughout 1947, Christianity was the most 

prevalent religion, with 87.3% of the population as adherents, 1986 saw the steady rank of Christianity’s 

dominance, with 74.1%, whereas 2016 saw Christianity at 52.1%. The top 3 denominations in 1947 were 

Anglicanism (39%), Catholicism (20.9%) and Presbyterians (9.8%). In 1986, Anglicanism decreased to 

23.9% as well as The Uniting church to 7.6%, however, Catholicism increased to 26.1%. Followed by the 

current 2016 census data revealing the decrease in all three denominate variants, Catholics (22.6%), 

Anglicans (13.3%) and Uniting Church (3.7%), meaning overall there has been a decrease in Christianity. 

A common contemporary trend is denominational switching, which refers to the transfer of followers 

from one Christian denomination to another. The National Church Survey (1991) identified the key 

reasons for inflow and outflow from Christian denominations as newcomers joining after years of 

absence, high birth rates bringing people into the Church, the decrease in attendance, and death. The 

ongoing growth of Pentecostalism is largely based on denominational switching- with 28% going in and 

15% going out, due to their attraction to young people because of the popular music they use in 

worship, “trendy pastors”, dynamic leaders and emotion charged services. It is an evangelical and 

charismatic strand of the Christian tradition, due to emphasis on personal conversion, a fundamentalist/ 

literal approach to the Bible, the importance of liturgy and ritual, and an emphasis on the gifts of the 

Holy Spirit. Research indicates that many people leave Pentecostalism after approximately 2 years, as it 

provides only short term fulfilment, known as the ‘revolving door syndrome.’ Those mainly affected by 



 

 

denominational switching include older mainstream denominations, like Anglican, Uniting, Presbyterian 

and Lutheran Churches, significantly dropping since the 1996 census. 

Also, the rise of New Age Religions has seen an increase in a wide range of spiritual beliefs and practices 

aiming to foster individual fulfilment in the form of personal happiness, self-improvement, higher states 

of consciousness, health and meaning in life. Diversity encompasses a variety of religious and secular 

philosophies, with characteristics of individualistic and search orientated, no holy book, or leaders and 

wisdom sought in ancient spirituality. Reasons for popularity include they’re individualistic and liberal, 

and claim to be supernatural means of healing.  

Moreover, another feature of Australia’s changing religious landscape is secularism which is the process 

of a society becoming more secular and less religious, as evident within the public school system where 

religion is relegated to personal and private spheres and kept out of public. It is apparent in the 

diminishing relevance of religious values in daily life, and is manifested through the decline of religious 

affiliation, church attendance, prayer, numbers of clergy and religious orders. Regular church 

attendance has declined since 1788, due to increasing pluralism, individualism, materialism, 

disillusionment, and scepticism. Secularisation of society indicates that more individuals are comfortable 

living their lives without reference to religion or  God, as displayed by an increase in census data 

showing more individuals adhering to “No Religion”, with 0.3% in 1947, and 30.1% in 2016 (becoming 

larger than Catholicism), particularly evident in younger age categories. 

Overall, due to these features there has been a change in the religious landscape within Australia, also 

resulting in the changing mindset of the population, no longer focusing on religious ethics and values as 

obviously in the census data fluctuating over the years and then decreasing to its current state.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


