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Indigenous Nationhood

Terminology: an introduction

e Thelanguage of ‘tribe’, ‘nation’, ‘community’, ‘mob’ or ‘iwi’, for example, is complex and
has different meanings in different contexts across Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand,
Canada and the United States of America.

e ‘Tribe’ for example, is rarely adopted in Australia because it was used in a derogatory
manner by colonial authorities to undermine the authority of Indigenous Peoples.
However, in a north American context, ‘tribe’ simply describes an Indigenous nation,
and does not have the same negative connotations as the word can in Australia.

e ‘lwi’, inthe Maorilanguage, is defined as: “extended kinship group, tribe, nation, people,
nationality, race - often refers to a large group of people descended from a common
ancestor and associated with a distinct territory” (Te Aka, Maori Dictionary,
https://maoridictionary.co.nz/word/1822).

e Itis always bestto use the collective word for a People in their own language (for
example, Diné—pronounced “di-NAY”—is the term the Navajo people use to refer to
themselves, meaning “The People”). Often, however, an English word is useful for
translation across contexts or for strategic purposes.

e Intheresearch literature, the term ‘Nation’ is used more often than ‘People’. This seems
to be because (a) the United Nations uses ‘People’ to describe Indigenous and other
communities (i.e. ethnic and cultural minorities, or stateless peoples who are not
Indigenous or tribal people), and (b) ‘Nation’ indicates similar ideas that the Maori word
‘iwi’ denotes; extended kinship, common ancestry, and distinct territory, with a shared
culture and language.

e Often, the research literature is focused on Indigenous issues in a pan-Indigenous
context (a good example of this is the Closing the Gap policies and research), and not
the significance of Indigenous tribal, language or nation group. Whilst the language of
‘tribe’ or ‘iwi’ might have different implications in different contexts, these words are
more synonymous with ‘Indigenous Nation’ as a political entity, than ‘mob’,
‘community’, or even perhaps ‘People’.
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Indigenous Nationhood

Overview

This report provides a literature review on the topic of Indigenous nationhood, to:

e support and inform the Treaty Authority in their role of facilitating and overseeing the
formation or reconstitution of a Delegation,

e with the intent to supporting Traditional Owners with information and guidance

The reportincludes:

e a12,000-word discussion paper, plus appendices, exploring concepts of Indigenous
nationhood and nation-building that enable nation-to-nation negotiations.

e Thediscussion paperinclude:
a) A 1000-word Summary Briefing Paper.

b) Areview of current literature relating to the topic of First Peoples Nationhood
with a focus on Australian literature, inclusive of the identification of common
elements of First Peoples’ description of nationhood, the necessary elements of
a nation and effective strategies to build nationhood.

c) Areview of current literature relating to the topic of Nation-to-Nation
negotiations with a focus on literature from CANZUS countries, inclusive of how
nationhood is described highlighting areas of tension between First Peoples and
governments when applying First Peoples nationhood.

d) An analysis of the literature as it relates to the formation of Delegations as set
out in the Treaty Authority legislation inclusive of how nationhood is considered
and applied in the formation of nationhood, delegation processes and terms
used.

e) Adiagram of the methodological framework used in the research and
preparation of the discussion paper.

And,
e A presentation of the Discussion Paper contents and analysis to Treaty Authority staff
Commissioners and Participating members to share subject matter expertise on
working with First Nations data and government agencies at meetings.
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Indigenous Nationhood

Project methodology

Methodology is the worldview through which a research project is designed and conducted. As
Palawa scholar Walter (2019) writes, methodology dictates the central assumptions, values
and understandings of reality via which the research is conceptualised and operationalised.
Walter (2019) details the constitutive elements of a methodology as:

e Ourepistemological position:
how we define and prioritise knowledge, knowledge systems and knowledge holders

e Our axiological position:
how our belief systems and our value systems influence our understandings

e Ourontological position:
how we perceive the world around us and our own place within that lived reality.

Methodology, therefore, has real world outcomes on the research, and a project methodology
primarily reflects the researcher/s and/or the commissioning entity. In this project, the two
researchers are First Peoples (Gomeroi and Palawa) and the Commissioning entity, the Treaty
Authority is an Indigenous led and controlled agency.

The project’s conceptual underpinning is Indigenous Lifeworld Theory (ILT) (Walter & Suina
2019; Walter et al. 2023). This theory is directly relevant to nation and nation-to-nation
negotiating through its enunciation of the primacy and complexity of peoplehood in Indigenous
life. ILT agrees with Western lifeworld theories that the meaning we make of our lived reality is
contextual, inseparable from our social, cultural and physical world and from our relational
positioning in that world (Husserl 1970). ILT, however, brings to the fore the distinct and
different lived reality of colonized First Peoples in First World nations such as Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Peoples.

ILT posits that, as colonized First Peoples, the context in which we live our lives is encircled by
dual and heavily intertwined intersubjectivities (Walter et al. 2023). These are:

Intersubjectivity within Peoplehood and the ways of being and doing of those peoples,
inclusive of traditional and ongoing culture, belief systems, practices, identity and ways
of understanding the world and our place within it;

and

Intersubjectivity as colonized, dispossessed marginalized Peoples whose
Peoplehood is continuously denied Everyday life is framed through, and directly
impacted by, our historical and ongoing conflictual relationship and interactions with
the nation state.

The diagram below brings methodology and theoretical concepts together to demonstrate the
methodology that frames this project.
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Indigenous Nationhood

Indigenous Lifeworld Theory

Our examination of the national and international literature on nations and nation-to-nation negotiations is framed
through the intersubjectivities of ILT and the diverse and distinct lived reality of First Peoples in Australia.

We reflect a strategical ranking

» Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander scholarship is
prioritised as primary knowers
and knowledge sources

» Other First Peoples’ work is
prioritised above non-
Indigenous scholarship

» First Peoples’ knowledge
systems, are explicitly
recognised as our principal
informing knowledge system

Our Epistemological Position:

knowers and knowledge systems:

Our Ontological Position
We reflect a contextual concept of
First Peoples’ lives.

Nations, INB and nation-to-nation
negotiating occur in a lived reality
whereby:

» First Nations are defined, in part,
by our Peoplehood - but

« State and other entity practices
continue to deny our Peoplehood

» We consciously examined whose
understanding of Indigenous lived
reality is reflected in each piece of
literature reviewed

Figure 1. Operationalising our Project Methodology

Our Axiological Position
We reflect, aided by our identities as
Gomeroi and Palawa scholars that:

* Cultural/belief system diversity
among First Peoples in Australia

+ Cultural/belief system differences
between First Peoples globally

» Scholarship is contextual and
located, not universal or neutral

* The First Nations/non-Indigenous
origins of literature and geographic
location of scholars is identified
where possible.
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Indigenous Nationhood

Case studies and key topics

The research literature on Indigenous nationhood from Australia has been largely generated by a team
led by Ngarrindjeri Professor Daryle Rigney at the Indigenous Nations and Collaborative Futures
Research Hub in the Jumbunna Institute for Indigenous Education and Research at the University of
Technology Sydney. This Hub has enabled doctoral research and international collaboration' that has
produced most of the writing about Indigenous nationhood in Australia. The research is empirical,

based on the work of Indigenous scholar nation-builders in their own communities and is focused on
reporting theoretical and practical issues, largely in the following communities:

e Ngarrindjeri Nation (south-eastern South Australia), led by Prof Daryle Rigney (AIGI, n.d.;
Hemming et al., 2016, 2019; 2020a, 2020b; Rigney et al., 2021. 2022; Vivian et al., 2016, 2017;
Compton, 2024a, 2024b, 2024c).

e Gugu Badhun Nation (northern Queensland), led by Dr Janine Gertz (Gertz, 2019, 2021, 2022,
Gertz et al., 2024; Gertz et al., 2025; Gugu Badhun Aboriginal Corporation, n.d.).

e Wiradjuri Nation (central New South Wales, sometimes spelled ‘Wiradyuri’), led by Donna
Murray and Debra Evans (e.g. Currie et al., 2018; Grant, 2024; Grant et al., 2024; Murray &
Evans, 2021).

o Noongar Nation, and settlement with the state of Western Australia, recognition of nationhood
in the court, and processes of building community consensus (Barcham, 2008; Hobbs &
Williams, 2018).

e Yawuru, and processes of asserting sovereignty, cultural revitalisation and decision-making
processes (Yap &Yu, 2018, 2019; Yu, 2021).

The issues covered by this literature include theoretical problems—such Gugu Badhun scholar Janine
Gertz & non-Indigenous scholar Theresa Petray’s (2018) work on prefigurative politics, or Wiradjuri
scholar Mark McMillan’s (2016) work on Indigenous federalism—but is largely focused on the
empirical challenges of Indigenous Nation Building (INB) and the successes that have been achieved
by these First Nations. The empirical issues covered by this literature include repatriation, economic
development, education, natural resource management, citizenship and reconnection, and health
and wellbeing.

Repatriation: the return of Ancestral Remains and materials from Australian and other collective
institutions.

Repatriation is understood as an assertion of Indigenous nationhood through collective
decision-making and demonstrating intergenerational custodianship, and as an important
mechanism to decolonise and re-narrate the nation’s own story of itself (Carroll et al., 2023;
Hemming et al., 2020a, 2020b). Repatriation efforts demonstrate Indigenous authority and
self-governance in action, and the importance of Indigenous Nations asserting authority over
data (particularly biological matter taken from Ancestral Remains) is upheld by research on
Indigenous Data Sovereignty (IDSov): “IDSov confers the right of Indigenous Nations to govern
the collection, ownership and use of data about their peoples, land and research (Kukutai and
Taylor, 2016).
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Indigenous Nationhood

Through repatriation efforts “Indigenous collectives act politically as Nations, building
governance technologies, capacity and infrastructure” (Carroll et al., 2023, p. 248). Gomeroi
scholar Heidi Norman and Payne (2022) also explore the repatriation of Ancestral Remains
from museums, galleries and other collecting institutions, and argue that this is an important
assertion of self-determination and nationhood by Aboriginal polities. Similarly, the role of the
discipline of archaeology has been identified as a site of decolonial work that can be
reassigned the task of working with and for Indigenous Nations in service of their own strategic
objectives (Smith et al., 2019).

Economic development and strategic planning: financial sustainability of the First Nation.

particularly the Gugu Badhun economic development strategy (Gertz, 2019; Gertz et al., 2024;
Gertz et al., 2025), and Yawuru innovations in governance through their native title advocacy
(Yap &Yu, 2018, 2019; Yu, 2021).

Education: strengthening culture and language but also training needs more broadly.

particularly the Wiradjuri partnerships with education providers to increase language and
cultural knowledge, as well a type of ‘Wiradjuri citizenship education’ taught through the
Graduate Certificate in Wiradyuri Language and Nation Building at Charles Sturt University
(Currie et al., 2018, p. 8; Grant et al., 2024) (see Appendix 1 for a list of current INB training
courses in Australia and north America).

Land and water management: stewarding continued cultural practices.

particularly the Ngarrindjeri Nation’s adoption of commercial contracts to give legal standing
to otherwise unrecognized rights (Hemming, Rigney & Berg 2019; Hemming, Rigney, Bignall et
al., 2019). This research highlights how Indigenous Nation (re)building and self-governance
can enable best practice in land and water management.

Citizenship and reconnection: strengthening belonging to each First Nation.

particularly seen in the strengthening of Wiradjuri citizenship through digital, creative and on-
and off-Country gatherings (Akama et al., 2017). The strengthening of “Wiradjuriness” or
Wiradjuri citizenship is supported and built through processes of mutual acknowledgement,
storying and digital place-making (Akama et al., 2017, p. 67).

Health and wellbeing:

In an important paper on the political determinants of Indigenous health and wellbeing,
Ngarrindjeri scholar Rigney et al. (2022) describe the responsibilities of states and the rights of
Indigenous Nations with regard to exercising the collective right to self-determination. The
authors note the benefits of Indigenous Nation-led approaches to health and wellbeing,
including reductions in mortality rates, improvements in life expectancy and increasing
immunisation rates (Rigney et al., 2022, p. 27-8).
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Indigenous Nationhood

Indigenous Nations are often focused on the intergenerational transmission of law/lore, culture and
language, health and wellbeing, and the custodianship of their lands and waters, in addition to service
delivery and economic stability. Although this review has not been specifically tasked with reviewing
the evidence on the effectiveness of Indigenous Nations improving Indigenous health and other
outcomes, there is good quality international research to justify practical self-determination at the
Indigenous Nation level.

For example, effective self-governing by the First Nation will deliver improvements in preventable
diseases and hospitalisation (Oster et al., 2014; Lavoie et al., 2010), education outcomes (Kalt, 2024;
KPMG, 2018), fewer youth suicides (Chandler & Lalonde, 1998; Chandler & Proulx, 2006; Gibson et al.,
2021), lower domestic violence rates and domestic violence reoffending (KPMG, 2018), lower rates of
child poverty and crowded housing (Kalt, 2024), better conservation and biodiversity outcomes
(Dawson et al, 2021; Riley et al., 2025; Schuster et al., 2019), more effective water management
(Haider & Teodoro, 2021; Hemming et al., 2019), and more sustainable and profitable forestry
management (Krepps & Caves, 1994).

The following section explores the language and elements of Indigenous nationhood.
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Indigenous Nationhood

Why 'Nation'?

Many Indigenous communities use the term ‘Nation’ to describe themselves because it conveys a
stronger sense of sovereignty, political identity, and continuity, compared to terms like ‘community’ or
‘tribe’, which can feel limiting, colonial, or depoliticised (see Appendix 2 for a short list of some
Indigenous polities outside Victoria that have adopted the language of nation).

“The concept of ‘nation’ refers to distinct political communities that constitute an intergenerational
collective, characterised by a shared sense of territorial association, political solidarity and cultural
identity” (Bauman & Smith, 2024, p. 23). Unlike Indigenous nations in North America however,
Indigenous nationhood in Australia exists in a radically attenuated rights context. Here, it might be
suggested thatitis less important 'what' a nation is than the 'how' of its rebuilding (Bauman & Smith,
2024, p. 23).

The language of ‘Nation’ can act as a type of shorthand that asserts sovereignty, is internationally
recognised, focuses on culturally valid self-government and asserts an equal footing to state or
national governments'.

Assertion of sovereignty: ‘Nation’ emphasizes Indigenous peoples' status as self-determining
political entities with inherent rights, not just cultural groups or ethnic minorities within a settler state.
The recognition of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples unceded sovereignty and land rights
“is a necessary foundation for Indigenous recognition and self-determination, to build mutual respect
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, and avoid being caught or claimed within a
colonial construct” (Akama et al., 2017, p. 58).

International recognition: The term aligns with international legal language (e.g. the UN Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples), which references “the right to belong to an indigenous
community or nation” (UNDRIP, 2007, Article 9).

Cultural strengthening: Many Indigenous groups had complex governance systems, territories,
economies, and diplomatic relations long before colonisation — qualities associated with
nationhood. Palyku scholar Kwaymullina (2017) discusses the mistake of assuming that the phrase
“Aboriginal legal tradition” implies a singular tradition; instead, it more accurately describes an
international system on the Australian continent - international in the truest sense of the term.
Aboriginal Nations are best understood as distinct and sovereign nations with distinct legal orders;
shared legal norms, respect for boundaries and trade all typify relations between Aboriginal Nations.
Citizenship is based on kinship networks and includes non-human life and relationships. The
recognition of Indigenous jurisprudence and legal traditions is widespread.

Contrast to colonial language: In Australia, words like ‘tribe’ are often seen as colonial, imposed, or
outdated, while ‘community’ can erase political, linguistic and cultural distinctions between Nations,
imply a lack of autonomy, or lead to a conflation of Aboriginal organisations with Indigenous Nations.
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Indigenous Nationhood

The Australian Indigenous Governance Institute describes how ‘nation’ can be understood in an
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander context in Australia:

A nation refers to a group or community of people who share a common language, culture,
ethnicity, descent or history. The concept of ‘nation’ in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Australia can include:

e asmallclanortribal unit
e atraditionalland-owning group

e people who are dispersed across a wide region or city, but see themselves as a single
cultural unit

e adiscrete community whose differently related residents share the desire to collectively
govern themselves.

(see AIGI, https://aigi.org.au/news/nation-building-and-development )

Nationhood

The idea of Indigenous nationhood has of course long been present in Australian literature about
sovereignty and self-determination®, even if the language of ‘Nation’ has not always been adopted or
has been disputed. An early critique of the possibility of ‘Indigenous nationhood’ was advanced by
Guugu Yimidhirr scholar Noel Pearson in 2001; however, that critique was based on (a) Pearson’s
assessment of the refusal of Australian governments to recognise the Indigenous right to self-
determination, and (b) Pearson’s perception of an absence of nation-building strategies within
Indigenous communities. Importantly, Pearson did not dismiss the reality or persistence of “local
indigenous [sic] sovereignty” (Pearson, 2001, p. 26), but his critique did stem from an
uncompromising assessment of the realpolitik of Indigenous-government relations at the time.

Similarly, non-Indigenous anthropologist Patrick Sullivan (2006) was concerned about a focus on the
structures of governance in early INB research, particularly at what he saw as the expense of
community consultation, information sharing and consensus building. Sullivan elsewhere has
advanced the idea of subsidiarity (2011), as a model of governance borrowed from the Catholic
Church, which asserts that decisions should be made at the lowest, most local level possible. The
idea of subsidiarity has not gained traction in Indigenous governance studies, not because
community-led policy is disputed, but rather that principles like subsidiarity (notably as a Catholic
governance model) are not as relevant as local, land-based, culturally specific governance principles
that are often asserted in local languages".

At the same time as advancing a Catholic governance model, Sullivan was concerned that there are
‘cultural preferences’ or ‘cultural politics’ or ‘customary groupings and processes’ in Aboriginal
communities that he felt were not adequately accounted for in Indigenous governance studies (2006,
p. 30). This has largely been resolved in the research and practice since, which demonstrates the
effectiveness of ‘cultural match’ (or cultural legitimacy of governing processes and structures) (see
Yu, 2021; and others for examples of culturally determined governance mechanisms). Sullivan was
also concerned that service delivery organisations would be conflated with institutions of self-
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government, or that representative structures might be imposed on Aboriginal communities. Nations
like Ngarrindjeri and Yawuru have resolved this by creating an overarching mechanism through their
native title bodies. This specific issue however remains largely unresolved in the research literature,
as the governance relationship between Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs)—
which are largely pan-Indigenous service delivery organisations—and Indigenous Nations (as types of
governments) is not well-documented (see Compton, Murray & Vivian, 2024; Compton, Vivian,
Jorgensen et al., 2024; and Compton, Vivian, Petray et al., 2024, for analyses of the legal and
governance landscape with regard to native title, and ACCOs).

Since that time, Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars and activists in Australia (e.g. Gooda, 2014)
have increasingly taken up the language of Indigenous nation, nationhood and nation-building,
drawing from primarily two schools of thought from Canada and the United States. These schools of
thought might be loosely described as ‘resurgence and refusal’, and Indigenous Nation Building (INB).

Resurgence and refusal

An important movement in Indigenous Studies as a field of research is the rejection of the settler-
colonial state as the only source of authority, and a refusal to be drawn into what has been termed
‘the politics of distraction’ (e.g. Alfred & Corntassel, 2005; Corntassel, 2012; Coulthard, 2007). By
prioritizing community-led resurgence, this approach treats with substantial scepticism discourses of
rights and reconciliation, particularly when these are not accompanied by restitution and reparation.
Although research and literature on resurgence and refusal may occasionally take issue with the
language of nationhood and nation-building (Andersen, 2015; Foxworth and Benally, 2024), this work
is foundationally concerned with the restoration of precisely the same cultural authority that INB
approaches intend to restore. The resurgence and refusal literature tends to include environmental
restoration and traditional food production issues, but prioritises the same revitalisation of language,
culture, land and decision-making authority that is central to INB research.

Writing in a Canadian context that is sensitive to the diversity of Métis communities, Métis scholar
Andersen (2015) provides an extensive discussion of ‘peoplehood’ and ‘nationhood’, noting that the
terms are largely used interchangeably. Andersen argues for the use of '‘peoplehood’, in part due to
language adopted in Canadian constitutional legislation (Andersen, 2015, p. 192), but also to stress
the importance of internal practices of membership. Anderson is concerned with the need to avoid
“the territorial and categorical conceits” of European nationalism (2015, p. 184), which he argues
creates the risk that European ideas of industrialisation are transported with the European
understanding of ‘nation’ onto Indigenous communities. Andersen (2015), and other First Nations’
scholars (Alfred, 1995; Simpson, 2001) writing in a US context, resist the imposition of what is seen as
English language and political practices in order to prioritise the revitalisation and resurgence of
Indigenous cultural practices. What is clear from the urgent circumstances that many Indigenous
Peoples face around the world, however, is that the revitalization of language and cultural practices
must occur at the same time as deliberate and strategic interface with states (which are often
aggressively appropriating Indigenous lands, water or other resources and which requires significant
legal, advocacy and resistance strategies to impede).
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Indigenous Nationhood

Indigenous Nation Building

The Indigenous Nation Building (INB) approach is largely synonymous with research and practice
programs established at the Harvard Project on Indigenous Governance and Development and the
Native Nations Institute at the University of Arizona. Research emerging from these institutes has
focused on understanding why some Indigenous Nations in North America have flourished in recent
decades, and the cultural, social, political and economic foundations of their success. Indigenous
Nations, of course, have been autonomous bodies or culturally, linguistically and territorially distinct
entities prior to the colonial encounter. In the contemporary research on strategies and processes of
asserting self-governing capacity:

“INB, both as a field of research and socio-political process, seeks to describe the
collective and institutional endeavours of Indigenous Nations to secure material
improvement to the quality of Indigenous lives and livelihoods through practices of self-
determination. Issues of land tenure or consolidating the ‘Indigenous Estate’ are often
centralto INB, asis the strengthening of ancestral knowledge, language and governance
systems thatemerge from Indigenous lands, skies and waters. So, whilst decolonisation
and INB both seek to affirm and restore the political, social, and cultural autonomy of
Indigenous Peoples affected by colonial rule, the latter is often more narrowly focused
on questions of collective governance and decision-making.

INB stresses the importance of community choice in the design of governing systems; it
matters less whether an Indigenous Nation adopts a parliamentary structure, a board
and CEO, or ancestral or culturally specific processes, and more whether those
processes have been authorised by the community through methods deemed
legitimate by that community. A contemporary INB approach also often requires a
strategic interface with the state, to secure citizenship rights, reparations for historical
harms, or support for economic self-sufficiency, for example.” (Moodie, forthcoming)

This research suggests that changes to language are sometimes necessary to re-establish more
equitable relations with settler colonial governments. For example, it might be said that the Gomeroi
Nation ‘shares geography’ with the state of New South Wales. A phrase like ‘Aboriginal Nations who
share geography with the state of Victoria’ reasserts the unceded and permanent sovereignty of
Aboriginal Nations and places both colonial sovereignty and Indigenous sovereignty on the same level
as settler governments.

The literature on INB in Australia, written by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander scholars and non-
Indigenous scholars and supporters, is collected in a number of volumes (see Text Box 1 below) and
forthcoming publications that are due to be released in 2026 including:

e Indigenous Nation Building in Australia: Resistance: Resilience: Resurgence (Rigney, Bell et al.,
forthcoming), and
e The Indigenous Nation Building Glossary (Rigney, Compton et al., forthcoming).
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Books on Indigenous Nation-Building

A new collection of INB research in Australia will be published in a forthcoming book
available in 2026 (Rigney, Bell et al., forthcoming). It is important to note that the majority of
research exploring Indigenous self-determination in Australia is not focused on the self-
determination of Indigenous Nations as political entities, or Indigenous communities
(specifically as land-based, language groups) as polities.

Good examples of this approach are Rademaker and Rowse (2020), Hunt et al. (2008) and
Howard-Wagner et al. (2018). Rademaker and Rowse (2020) collect largely historical essays
on Indigenous self-determination; Indigenous collectivities are—for the most part—
understood as organisations, not as land-based polities or nations. Hunt et al. (2008) are
focused on the relationship between Indigenous community organisations and Australian
governments, and argue that self-determination in Australia has failed.

Very little research from the established centres of Indigenous governance research attends
to the dynamics of self-determination by tribes, language groups or First Nations. Rather self-
determination is treated as a failed experiment or a past policy position of Whitlam and
Keating-era governments. Howard-Wagner et al. (2018) provide a collection that is largely
focused on critiquing Australian governments neoliberal policies, but does include some
writing on self-determination at the level of language group or Indigenous Nation. It should be
noted that most of this literature is written by non-Indigenous scholars.

Notable and newer books that collect writing from Canada, Australian, Aotearoa New
Zealand and the United States of America (CANZUS) do provide case studies and reflections
from Indigenous leaders and non-Indigenous researchers on genuine self-determination,
self-governance and self-government include:

e Development Governance and Governing Development: Case Studies of Indigenous
Futures (Smith, Wighton, Cornell & Delaney, 2021)

o See particularly Rigney et al. (2021) in their chapter on treaty as a technology
for Indigenous Nation-Building (INB)

e Reclaiming Indigenous Governance: Reflections and Insights from Australia, Canada,
New Zealand and the United States (Nikolakis, Cornell & Nelson, 2019).

o See particularly chapters 2 and 4
o O’Regan (2019) on culturally relevant governance, and
o Hemmingetal., (2019) on Ngarrindjeri Nation Building
e Structuring Sovereignty: Constitutions of Native Nations (Tatum et al., 2022)

e /ndigenous Nation Building in Australia: Resistance, Resilience, Resurgence (Rigney,
Bell et al., forthcoming)

Text Box 1. Books on Indigenous Nation Building
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Pros & Cons of nationhood language

The following tables present a synthesis and summary of the complexities of using the language of
Indigenous nationhood, demonstrating that whilst there are challenges and preferences to be
respected, the term ‘Nation’ is an accurate description of Indigenous political entities.

Table 1. Benefits of using the language of ‘Indigenous Nation’

Benefit

Political power

Respect and
accuracy

Resists assimilation

Cultural pride

Commonality

Explanation

Asserts sovereignty, self-governance, and treaty rights. Strategically,
and accurately, asserts the sovereignty of the Indigenous Nation as
preceding the sovereignty of the settler state.

Reflects the scale, complexity, and legitimacy of Indigenous
governance, and Indigenous Nations as political entities.

Counters colonial narratives that reduce Indigenous Peoples to
ethnic or cultural minorities; accurately reflects international
research on and critical approaches to what a ‘nation’ is.

Reinforces Indigenous worldviews, territorial belonging, cultural and
linguistic distinctiveness, and continuity.

Increasing usage in CANZUS contexts; identification with the political
objectives of translating rights into practices

Table 2. Challenges to using the language of ‘Indigenous Nation’

Concern

Misunderstanding

Diverse preferences

Government friction

Internal complexity

Explanation

Some audiences (especially settler or state-based) may misinterpret
or dismiss the term as symbolic only.

Some Indigenous groups may not self-identify as polities or political
entities; or some nations prefer their own language or words instead

Governments may resist recognising ‘Nations’ to avoid obligations
tied to recognising sovereignty, or treaties. Governments may believe
they are the only entities permitted to use the word ‘nation’, or that it
indicates a particular legal status in a global context.

The term ‘Nation’ can sometimes overlook the internal diversity or
governance within a larger Indigenous group.
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States, Nations & Peoples: navigating messy terminology

The following table seeks to clarify common political terms and indicate their origins and usage.

Table 3. Navigating Terminology

States

States are modern political entities that
concentrate power through
bureaucracy, and are understood as
having a monopoly on the ‘legitimate
use of violence’, within a defined
territory.

Itis difficult to imagine a global system
not made up of states, or land that is
not claimed by states. But the current
global order is a relatively new human
invention, and there are many political
entities that have not yet been
absorbed by states (e.g. Monaco,
Andorra).

States:

e have structured, bureaucratic
hierarchies and regulate the
behaviour of citizens.

e are acountry with a government
and laws.

e arethe primary - but not only -
entities that create and maintain
the current global system (e.g. the
UN).

Nations

Nation is an older idea than ‘state’, and

better understood as:

e alarge group of people who share
certain characteristics including
connections through tradition,
historical memory, language,
culture and territory.

The Latin origin of the term is nasci
which means ‘to be born’. Nations
often connect people through ideas of
descent, culture and language.

A Eurocentric definition of ‘nation’
emphasises how some states and
political actors have used (often) racist
ideas about purity and history to
determine who can or should belong.
This is more accurately described by
the ideology of nationalism.

Sources: Comstock, 2024; Bevir, 2010; Rock, n.d.

Nation-States

A ‘nation-state’ is used when a state
has a largely homogenous population.

The desire to create a nation-state with
a culturally, ethnically or religiously
homogenous population is an effect of
modern nationalism. This desire can
occasionally be aggressively separatist
and resultin violence and large-scale
atrocities, but most nationalism and
national movements do not lead to or
resultin violence.

Many nations don’t have a state (e.g.
Kurds, Palestinians, Tibetans).

The idea of a ‘nation’ has been used by
colonial powers and for racist
purposes. This is better understood as
modern nationalism.

Peoples

‘Peoples’ is terminology preferred by
the United Nations to describe a
collective of people. This includes
Indigenous Peoples, but also other
ethnic, religious or cultural minorities.

‘Peoples’ has proven very difficult to
define, to the extent that the UN has for
many decades preferred to give a
description, not a definition, of who a
‘People’ might be.

Many states (notably the USA) have
objected to the idea of ‘peoples’ rights’,
whilst have a long history of recognising
precisely those rights domestically (i.e.
the right to self-determination).

The term ‘peoples’ may be preferred
because it does not have the historical
alignment with nationalism and
colonialism that the word ‘nation’ is
often perceived to have

However, the word ‘Peoples’ does not
imply that a group has a land base.
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Features of Nationhood

This section is an introduction to critical thinking about ‘nation’ and ‘nationhood’. The first
section provides an overview of non-Indigenous Anglo-Irish scholar Benedict Anderson’s
seminal work on ‘nation as imagined community’, and then summarises non-Indigenous
American Stephen Cornell’s ‘features of Indigenous nationhood’. These ideas and histories are
most helpful to explain to non-Indigenous people what constitutes a nation, and what its key
features are likely to be in Indigenous and non-Indigenous contexts around the world.

‘Nation’ as imagined community

Indigenous thought on sovereignty has been documented and expressed in many forms. In
many ways, European thought is just catching up (see Appendix 3 for links to Brigg & Graham’s
series on Indigenous political philosophy). Anderson (1983/2016) wrote a deeply critical
analysis of how European nations came about. His influential recognition that ‘nation’ is a type
of belonging felt on a personal level, has proven useful to other scholars to describe issues
related to the belonging to and connection with a larger polity."

Benedict Anderson (1936-2015) was an anti-imperialist Irish political scientist born in China
and lived in the United States from his early 20s. Anderson is best known for his book “Imagined
Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism” (Anderson, 1983/2016).
Imagined Communities explained how people come to understand themselves as part of a
bigger group. For Anderson, there were two things that led to the creation of ‘nations’ as we
commonly understand them today (most people think of ‘nations’ as ‘countries’, i.e. the nation
of Australia is the same as the country of Australia).

1. Anderson emphasised the idea of ‘print capitalism’. The printing press, widely available
through Europe by the late 1500s, and the selling of printed material, was important to the
growth of nations because the mass production of books, magazines, newsletters etc, led
to the standardization of languages. Standardizing languages also involves standardizing
time, clocks and calendars, for example. This meant that people who might have previously
spoken dialects of the same language started to understand each other. This led to some
languages being privileged over others, including Latin, German, English and Spanish.
However, the standardization of language also led to people developing a sense of
community and a closer understanding of other people who shared that same language.""

2. Andersen points to the centrality of the Industrial Revolution (mid-1700s to mid-1800s) and
the spread of scientific thinking to the growth of the idea of nations. During that time, so
many parts of daily life around the world were mechanised, and scientific discoveries
became more important to the growth of capitalism.

Taken together, the widespread circulation of standardized languages, and the massive social
and technological changes that followed, meant that people believed less and less in the idea
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that God had given the kings and queens of old Europe the right to rule over people. Instead,
people started to believe in newer ideas such as individual rights and democracy."

The most important part of Anderson’s theory is the phrase ‘imagined community’. He did not
mean that a community is imagined in the sense of being made up or invented. Anderson used
the word ‘imagined’ because most people in a nation can never meet every single other
member of the nation. An entire group of people will probably never have a face-to-face
relationship with every single other person in the group. But what does happen is that people
develop an idea in their minds about ‘people like us’. Membership is felt and experienced as
belonging. For example, many people have an idea about what it means to be ‘Australian’ even
though they will never meet all or most people who identify with that term.

Anderson defined a nation as “an imagined political community - imagined as both inherently
limited and sovereign” (Anderson, 1983/2016, emphasis added). This means that borders and
decision-making authority are important for nations. Those borders might be porous, flexible,
negotiated, metaphorical, or hard lines on a map, but nations have a sense of territory that
belongs to them (even if border lands are jointly managed, or shared, or change over time). This
means that any nation will always have connections to and stories about their ancestral land.

Decision-making and sovereignty in this context are usually defined as ‘authority within a
border’. So, for Anderson, a nation usually has four features: it is imagined, it has limits, itis
sovereign, and it is a community. These features are important in the conceptualising and
operationalising of Indigenous Nations, INB and nation-to-nation negotiating.

1. A nation as imagined - an idea about the community exists in the mind of members, even
though we might not have a personal connection to those other members. People often
have a sense of the community they belong to, developed through story, culture, language
or family. ‘Imagined’ does not mean fictional, it means that we think and feel about the
community we belong to. A sense of nation can be strengthened or weakened (through
politics, media, or resources, for example, and the idea of a nation can be deployed for
political ends, both good and bad), but we usually build an understanding of ‘nation’ from
shared language, history, story, song and texts that paints a picture about ‘who we are’.
Australian colonialism aggressively targeted the cohesion of Indigenous language groups,
so that Indigenous peoples’ sense of belonging (specifically as nations, which is often but
not always synonymous with language groups) was profoundly disrupted.

2. A nation as limited - Anderson said boundaries of some type exist. A boundary or a border
does not have to be hard, defined or linear. A border can be a place of negotiated or shared
territory, for example. The doctrine of terra nullius, European understandings of borders,
desire for land, and racist tropes of ‘hunter and gatherer’ or ‘acephalous’™ peoples,
combined to perpetuate the myth that Aboriginal peoples did not have estates, jurisdiction
over land, or sophisticated land management and border practices. Aboriginal and Torres
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3.

4.

Strait Islander lands, waters and territories have borders, even if they are difficult to
translate to the European equivalent or communicate in English.

A nation as sovereign - itis important to recognise that there might be some untranslatable
or incommensurable differences between Western or Eurocentric ideas of sovereignty
(‘divine right of kings’, Westphalian peace) in comparison to more holistic approaches
(custodianship, stewardship) that describe Indigenous sovereignties with regard to land.
Despite these ontological differences however, there are good reasons to use the word
‘sovereignty’ to describe the exercise of Indigenous authority over discrete territories or
estates, even if Indigenous sovereignties are more complex and relational than the limited
Western understanding of sovereignty might be. It is important to note that in the context of
discussing ‘nationhood’, sovereignty can only be exercised by a polity; sovereignty is anota
property of an individual, it is only something that belongs to a collective land-based polity.

A nation as community - this refers to a sense of deep connection, perhaps comradeship
or mateship, or togetherness; a shared sense of who ‘we’ are, practices or beliefs that are
specific to ‘us’. At some point, histories and stories about ‘us’ or experiences ‘our people’
have shared, might be connected to other stories, but there remain things (usually language
and land) that are more ‘ours’ than they are anyone else’s. The idea of community can be
deployed by powerful elites to create division, or it can create a sense of belonging and
intergenerational purpose.

‘Nation’ as an assertion of sovereignty

There are both political and land-based considerations to be made when considering the use of

the word ‘Nation’ to describe an Indigenous community as a political entity. In writing about the
political determinants of health, Rigney et al. (2022) describe these considerations in the use of
the term ‘First Nation’. The authors emphasise the importance of Country (land, territory or

estate) to understanding why an Indigenous group might use the term ‘Nation’ instead of other

words which would instead more accurately describe pan-Indigenous or pan-Aboriginal issues,
policies or movements. The authors write:

First Nation: a Country-specific Indigenous cultural community considered as a
political society (i.e., a ‘polity’). In the context of our discussion, we use the term
‘nation’ to refer to specific Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and
their local Countries, and not to pan-national groupings such as ‘Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples’ considered as a distinctive (and original)
population existing within the Australian nation. Roughly equivalent terms refer
to a people, tribe, iwi, hapuu, or polity. A specific Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait
Islander First Nation has identifying cultural traditions (many connected to local
Country and continuing since time immemorial, with some changing over time
while maintaining overall coherency in line with the values and practices of the
people). These identifying cultural connections to local Country mean a ‘nation’
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is distinct from the ‘mob’ or ‘community’ that signifies a pan-Aboriginal
population. (Rigney et al., 2022, p.7)

This definition focuses on the ways that land, language and culture are connected for
Indigenous People who are from specific areas. This definition also attends to the land-based
origins of language, culture, responsibility and kinship structures.

Another way of understanding the features of Indigenous Nations is Cornell’s (2002; 2015;
2019) work with and for Indigenous Nations across Canada, the United States and Australia.
Cornell suggests that there are probably five features of Indigenous nationhood. This framework
is helpfully used to describe the most prominent features of Indigenous nationhood to non-
Indigenous people. These features include: topography, culture and kinship, nation as
narrative, nation-to-nation partnership, and collective self-determination.

1. Topographical: an Indigenous Nation has an attachment to place, to Country, to an
ancestral homeland, even if people have been displaced or live off-Country, or the
Nation has no access to or tenure over its ancestral lands.

2. Culture & kinship: an Indigenous Nation can make a claim to shared bonds of a
distinctive culture and kinship relations. This is about our right to be connected and to
have a distinct identity. It is not necessary or important for the Indigenous Nation to
provide proof of cultural practices or kinship relationships to anyone beyond their own
nation (or boundaries, howsoever conceived), particularly not to meet purported
evidentiary standards of the settler colonial state. What is important is a shared sense
of connection through family or kinship, past/present cultural practices (and often
language), and shared history.

3. Narrative: Nations of all types have a narrative or story about themselves. An
Indigenous national narrative can be an important part of building capacity, connection
and innovation through self-determination. Although there are specificities to the
experiences and unique circumstances of individual Indigenous Nations and people, it
is often possible to understand a narrative of ‘nationhood’ or ‘peoplehood’ that weaves
through time and tells a story of survival that includes some elements of: ancestral
homeland, European invasion, land theft, cultural suppression, collective persistence,
agency, and connection to deep time. “These are narratives of Indigeneity, loss, and
survival” (Cornell, 2015, p. 4). Writing, filming or sharing the ‘story of the nation’ can be
an important part of strategic planning and innovation for the future.

4. Nation-to-Nation politics, or recognised authority: Indigenous Nations are very rarely
secessionist—they may not be open to or understandable by outsiders, or Nations may
have significant rules regarding the sharing of culture and language—but in CANZUS
states, Indigenous Nations tend to have clear expectations of partnership with settler
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colonial governments. In the US, the language of ‘domestic dependent nations’ or
‘nations within nations’ neatly describes the Indigenous right to self-determination or
limited self-government within the authority of the larger state. Success requires
partnership or treatied relations between the Indigenous Nation and the settler colonial
governments, and a shared understanding of the nature of decision-making power and
authority held by the Indigenous Nation.

Collective self-determination: Liberal democratic states often use a distributional
approach to addressing disadvantage (that is, by providing or distributing social welfare
or assistance on an individual basis). Indigenous Nations are built on the right to
collective self-determination and self-governing power; this is a positional—not
distributional politics—based on the fact of Indigenous possession prior to European
colonization. The collective, positional politics of Indigenous Nations tends to prioritise
the survival and strengthening of the whole language group or tribe, and demonstrates a
holistic understanding of how individual wellbeing is connected to community wellbeing
through language and ancestral stewardship of land.
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Processes of Nationhood

The pathway for building Indigenous nationhood rarely proceeds in a straight line, but there are
identifiable stages that can be modelled to provide a sense of the key issues that arise for
Nations through their nation-building journey. The process of nation-building is described as
“interconnected, fluid and continuous” (Rigney et al., 2022, p.21), ‘challenging business-as-
usual’ (Murray & Evans, 2021, p. 175) and transforming sovereignty from an abstract idea to very
practical actions (Gertz et al., 2025, pp. 14-15). Nationhood is a political state or condition,
which Indigenous people know very well, but building and rebuilding, connecting and
reconnecting, strengthening, innovating, collaborating and educating are processes that must
often be revisited as needs and contexts change, people become closer and more distant, and
strengths and capacities shift. Often as an intergenerational project which can circle back on
itself and require repetition and collective reflexivity, Indigenous nationhood is recognised as
having a series of stages, summarised as: Identify, Purpose, Organise, Act.

IPOA: Identify, Purpose, Organise, Act

Purpose

Organise

Figure 2. IPOA Model of Nation Building
Source: AIGI, https://aigi.org.au/toolkit/nation-building-in-practice

The IPOA model of nationhood processes has been adopted by the Australian Indigenous
Governance Institute and others (e.g. Rigney et al., 2022), as an iterative and cyclical process of
building long-term strategy and capability of Indigenous Nations. The Ngarrindjeri Nation
provides the most comprehensive published material about the IPOA model, and offers a fully
worked case study on the AlGI website: The Ngarrindjeri Nation and the IPOA model.
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|dentify as a Nation

Identifying as a Nation is about ‘who we are’. This develops or strengthens the collective
identity of the Nation as a whole. Often an important element of this stage in Indigenous nation-
building is the self-determination and self-governance of cultural identity and membership. In
Australia, the tripartite test (also known as the three-part test) is commonly used to determine
whether an Australian citizen is an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander person. The criteria are,
that a person:

e |s of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent
e Recognises their Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander ancestry, and identifies as such

e |srecognised by the Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander community, in which they live or
formerly lived.*

The tripartite test does not establish culturally specific or land-based membership criteria, and
there are likely to be more robust and relevant ideas a community has about membership
(Gertz, 2021).

Critically, measures like the tripartite test don’t address the question of who the collective ‘we’
is. The question of nation identification is therefore about membership (addressed below), but
itis also about political events, moments of resistance or innovation, or external problems that
lead to increased self-identification as a collective and political entity. These events might be
as varied as native title requirements, a new culture or language program starting, or a crisis
hits the community. Rigney et al. state:

Often nation identification involves all these things simultaneously: an external
problem might require a community to band together to define and defend its
collective goals in a crisis circumstance; they ground themselves and their goals
in a strong cultural background that can sustain the group and its vision; and this
results in initiatives and further actions that then take on a life of their own as
nation building ramps up. (Rigney et al., 2022, p. 21)

The Warlpiri, for example, routinely confronted by profound police violence, have long been
working on repatriation projects to restore their proper ways. This community is also routinely
disrupted by unorganised approaches from a wide variety of non-Indigenous organisations and
governments. They are working on an entity to function as a single point of external contact:

“Kurdiji Wita Yuendumu Cultural Authority is a community designed model of
governance, which aims to become the front door into the community of
Yuendumu, based on traditional decision making structures and processes.”
(Jampijinpa Hargraves, 2025).

Identifying as a nation is about “identifying politically as a cultural collective” (Rigney et al.,
2002, p. 21) and answering the question: “who is the collective ‘self’ in self-governance?”
(Cornell, 2019, p. 26).
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Membership

Around the world, membership requirements for Indigenous Nations vary. In the US, a
combination of lineal descent (from an ancestor identified on a government enrolment list) and
a minimum blood quantum are common. Itis usual for Indigenous Nations (or tribes or iwi) to
maintain a membership list of some type, and for there to be a set of membership criteria, with
applications for membership overseen by some type of committee. In Aotearoa New Zealand,
for example, a combination of ancestry (that is, whakapapa, genealogy, or lineal descent), and
self-identification (which is strongly tied to cultural practices or tribal affiliation) are standard
(Kukutai, 2004).

Itis also not unusual for membership criteria to change. Sometimes, membership criteria are
amended, or membership rules are updated to reflect the impacts of child removal, for
example:

e Thelndigenous Nation, or a small group within it, wish to limit eligibility for financial or other
benefits to a smaller group. Gabriel Galanda (Round Valley Indian Tribe) is a lawyer who
writes about the risks of disenrollment in the United States, particularly as a result of what
he calls “per capitalism” (Galanda, 2023). Per capita income is usually a financial benefit
paid to individual members of some US tribes, often as the result of gaming or mining profits
on tribal land. Attention to the distribution of financial benefits, rather than Indigenous
kinship responsibilities and relational sovereignties, has amplified the worst effects of
capitalism in Indigenous communities. Galanda writes: “Tribal per-capitalism has
decimated Indigenous kinship” (2023, p. 2) and has created a substantial risk of “tribal
elitism and corruption” (2023, p. 15). There are risks involved in relying on blood quantum
rules, and these include a rapid decrease in the number of eligible tribal members, and a
lack of responsiveness to the pressures of urbanization and economic mobility.

e Finding records that verify descent in the context of child removal, human trafficking, forced
adoptions or boarding school policies can be challenging if notimpossible, which in turn
makes it difficult to provide evidentiary proof of meeting blood quantum requirements for
community membership (Landers et al., 2021). In this context, it appears that building
tangible social connections—not only personally felt emotional connection—to the Nation
through active processes of reunification clarifies eligibility for disconnected individuals
(Landers et al., 2021, p. 1391, 1394).

Indigenous nations always retain sovereign authority to set and change levels or categories of
membership, membership processes, and decide how questions of membership are to be
resolved (Tatum et al., 2022, p. 40).
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Building a path home

When a Nation self-determines its own membership criteria, and is able to navigate colonial
structures of race, history of child removal and forced relocation, it might draw on rules
established by colonial or settler-state institutions (e.g. corporate membership rules, certain
types of evidence that have validity to the settler legal system, legislation etc).

The Nation may rely entirely on their cultural or kinship processes to determine membership.
Often, Indigenous Nations who have the financial capacity to build ‘mechanisms of return’
seek to rebuild their membership and engage in a process of deliberately reconstructing their
own collective self-concept (Cornell, p. 9). Examples of this process in action can be seen in
Aotearoa New Zealand and in the United States.

e Ngai Tahu Roadshows are annual events run by Te RUnanga o Ngai Tahu (the tribal
council or nation entity for Ngai Tahu in the South Island of Aotearoa New Zealand) in
places where Ngai Tahu people have moved to. Roadshows are often held around
Australia, such as in Perth or on the Gold Coast, and usually include presentations
from Ngai Tahu leaders, personal genealogy sessions, workshops, and information
about support schemes available to whanau members. Ngai Tahu takes an active role
in reaching out to families who have often moved for work or other opportunities.
These events are usually iwi-funded, and function as an iwi-designed and authorised
'pathway home' to ensure language, culture and connection remain strong even for
those who have made their homes in other places. https://ngaitahu.iwi.nz/connect-

2/events/roadshows/

e Citizen Potawatomi Nation: Potawatomi Leadership Program Citizen Potawatomi
Nation: Potawatomi Leadership Program — Google Arts & Culture: this is a six week
summer internship program for Potowatomi people located anywhere in the United
States. Since its inception in 2003, 20% of participants have returned to Shawnee,
Oklahoma to work for the Nation.

Initiatives like these recognise the limitations of time, money and capacity that families often
face, and the challenges of reconnection (particularly when disconnection has been a result
of external government policy, or when people move for employment and other
opportunities). When Indigenous Nations reach out to reconnect their members, it sends
powerful messages about ‘who we are’ and the lengths that their leadership will go to in order
to bring their people back home. Such initiatives may be more common if the nation does not
have an internal sense of competition for scarce resources.

Text Box 2. Nations building pathways home
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Purpose of the Nation

The second phase of Indigenous Nation Building is that of setting a strategic vision. Identifying a
purpose might occur through formal strategic planning processes or through writing or
renewing constitutional documents, but it will always be long-term and collective. As Rigney et
al. (2022, p. 22) write:

The collective must know its long-term goals. Perhaps more importantly, it must
know that its vision represents the nation’s aspirations as a whole, and does not
simply reflect the aims of a minority interest group within that community. This
second, ‘purposeful’ phase of Indigenous nation building involves the collective
coming to know itself better through activities such as community outreach,
citizenship forums and citizen surveys (see Wesley 2021; Yap & Yu 2016a). In
knowing its purpose, the nation is better equipped to understand who is ‘the self’
at stake in its ‘self-determination’. As the nation’s leadership comes to know its
constituents better, its governing identity will become stronger.

The Gugu Badhun Nation has established a series of long-term objectives through their
community planning activities. The following text box provides an excerpt from the AlGIl website
about the kinds of priorities and processes that underpinning Gugu Badhun’s strategic
purposes.

Consider an incremental approach
summarised and edited from: AlIGI https://aigi.org.au/toolkit/nation-building-in-practice

Incremental government initiatives for nation building can take many forms. For example, the
Gugu Badhun Nation has developed the Gugu Badhun Peoples Community Plan 2020-2025.
This plan provides the Gugu Badhun Aboriginal Corporation’s (GBAC) board members and
community with direction on how to achieve Gugu Badhun’s social, cultural, environmental
and economic aspirations. GBAC is the Prescribed Body Corporate (PBC) holding the native
title rights and interests as the agent of the Gugu Badhun people.

The community plan identifies five nation building activities:

1. Storytelling

2. Structuring the Gugu Badhun Aboriginal Nation

3. Economic development framework

4. Website development

5. Projectreporting
Under each activity are projects or tasks which aim to progress the work of Gugu Badhun
nation building. These include:

> developing a political constitution

> holding online workshops to facilitate the filming of community stories and interviews
with Gugu Badhun elders

> developing a Gugu Badhun economic development framework that outlines the Gugu
Badhun Nation principles and values.

Read more about the Gugu Badhun Nation Building Project. You can find more examples of
incremental approaches to governance in strategic sovereignty.

Text Box 3. AlGl incremental nation-building
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Organise as a Nation

The third phase of INB centres on developing institutional capacity. This is often experienced as
the most challenging phase because it depends on the nation’s collective ability to define its
governing structures and values for itself. This necessarily raises questions about boundaries of
all types (Cornell, 2015, p. 12) but is mostly about the tools and processes the Nation needs to
pursue its own objectives. Most importantly, processes of organisation are about culturally
legitimate decision-making structures, of whatever type or form is deemed legitimate by the
members of that nation.

Indigenous decision-making structures in Australia are usually imposed by government bodies
(e.g. ORIC) or segmented into sectoral service-delivery structures (Compton, Murray & Vivian,
2024). These may represent appropriate community-endorsed decision-making processes. But
itis likely that there is a transition from ‘corporate governance’, or the management of
community or sectoral organisations, to ‘political governance’, which is the governance of a
polity of Indigenous Nation (Vivian et al., 2018, p. 227).

It is important to recognise that “(t)here are as many governance possibilities as there are First
Nations” (Rigney et al., 2022, p. 22). The issue of ‘cultural match’ is discussed in the next
section, but despite the complexity of strengthening institutional capacity within the nation:

INB stresses the importance of community choice in the design of governing
systems; it matters less whether an Indigenous Nation adopts a parliamentary
structure, a board and CEO, or ancestral or culturally specific processes, and
more whether those processes have been authorised by the community through
methods deemed legitimate by that community. (Moodie, forthcoming).

A good example of the identify, purpose and organise elements of the INB process can be seen
in Gertz’s work on Gugu Badhun economic development. Rather than adopting state-driven
models of Indigenous entrepreneurship that emphasize individual wealth, Gugu Badhun’s
strategy focuses on collective benefit, cultural sustainability, and INB. Their approach avoids
the pitfalls of recognition politics—where the settler state controls the terms of inclusion—by
creating economic structures rooted in their own values and decision-making systems (Petray
& Gertz, 2018)

Above, this review discussed concerns expressed by Sullivan (2006), that focusing on the
structures of self-determination would detract from focusing on processes of community
consensus-building and communication. The IPOA model, in its iterative design, describes how
both issues are attended to. The success of the Yawuru Nation particularly (Yu, 2021) suggests
that it is important to do both; Yawuru scholar Peter Yu (2021), and non-Indigenous Australian
scholar Mandy Yap and Yawuru scholar Eunice Yu (2016a, 2016b, 2018, 2019) have written on
the political conscientization and dedication of the Yawuru Nation, and their commitment to
building culturally-determined governance structures that are delivering on the Yawuru
Nation’s objectives.
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Act as Nation

‘Acting as a nation’ focuses on the practice of exercising sovereignty. Settler colonial
governments rarely, if ever without a fight, confer the right of self-determination and support
Indigenous Nations to exercise that right to increase jurisdictional remit. The evidence suggests
that it is the consistent, effective exercise of sovereign, self-governing authority that crystallises
into rights, not the other way around (Chartrand, 2009). “Acting as a nation involves strategic
pursuit of priority goals, responding to problems and opportunities as they arise, and managing
external partnerships so that they enhance the powers of the nation rather than threaten or
detract from them” (Rigney et al., 2022, p. 22).

Building a track record of success and backing up decision-making with capable institutions of
self-government, often requires making difficult choices about what not to pursue, even at the
expense of short-term gains.

A nation building approach therefore adopts a wide lens focus, rather than
following small, short-term gains. Strategic decision-making involves leaders
thinking about how, when and where to assert rights and authority. This is not
easily achieved in practice. It requires decision-making that uncompromisingly
assesses whether that decision fits with long-term priorities and concerns, and
may require putting short-term gains on hold. This requires an Aboriginal and/or
Torres Strait Islander nation to have a firm vision and an established set of
priorities to guide decision-making. (Rigney et al., 2022, p. 22)

As discussed above in the section on Case studies and key topics, there is a small but robust
and growing research base that describes the achievements of Indigenous Nations when they
act to pursue their long-term strategic interests. Building a data set of case studies from
Australia that are focused on the successes of Indigenous Nations as political entities—rather
than service delivery or sectoral organisations—would further strengthen the evidence base on
‘acting as a nation’. However, the published examples from Australia as listed above, and from
the United States and Aotearoa New Zealand especially, demonstrate significant achievements
and improvements in the quality of life of Indigenous peoples, as well as the sustainability and
innovation of Indigenous Nations themselves.
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Five Principles of Indigenous Nation Rebuilding

There are five, interconnected principles often identified as characteristic of Indigenous
Nations that are navigating the IPOA process with success (Cornell, 2015; 2019).” These
characteristics are addressed at length in Rigney et al. (2022, p. 18-20), quoted where relevant
below.

Sovereign entity, or self-governing polities: the Nation makes the major decisions and
“exercises genuine decision-making authority” (Rigney et al., 2022, p. 18). Native nations that
have been willing and able to assert self-governing power have significantly increased their
chances of sustainable economic development. However, being a sovereign nation isn’t
enough on its own; “polities need effective and efficient institutions and mechanisms to make
and implement decisions. That is, they must be self-determining in practice (Rigney et al., 2022,
p.18).

Nation governing bodies, or institutional capacity: sovereignty authority must be backed up
by capable governing institutions. The chances of sustainable development rise as Indigenous
nations put in place effective, non-politicized dispute-resolution mechanisms and build
capable bureaucracies.

...an Indigenous polity needs the practical capacity to translate decisions into
action as it adopts a stable governing system. The polity must also then protect
that system with fair and independent mechanisms for dispute resolution,
efficient administration, and systems that separate politics from day-to-day
business and program management. (Rigney et al., 2022, p. 19).

Cultural match, or culturally legitimate governing: governing institutions match what the
community believes about how authority should be organised. Institutions that build and
innovate upon Indigenous conceptions of authority fare better. This is not a call to pre-colonial
practices and systems, and even if those have not been disrupted, those practices might not
meet the needs of our current world. Cultural legitimacy is an inherently contemporary
question about what serves the nation today (Rigney et al., 2022, p. 20). Current, culturally-
appropriate, culturally-determined or culturally-informed approaches to dispute resolution, or
the separation of powers are important features of good governance across cultural contexts.

Community-spirited leaders, or leadership: In successful Indigenous Nations, there is
usually a group of people who see the need for changing how things are done, but who can also
bring the community along with them to build the future the community wants.

Public spirited, community-focused leadership puts the nation ahead of
individualinterest or family-first concerns. Successful leaders frequently operate
at an inter-cultural interface where Indigenous and settler-colonial governance
formations come into contact and sometimes clash, requiring highly-honed
political literacy ... Nation builders are accountable to different measurements
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of ‘success’, which sometimes overlap but often can be in tension. Effective
leaders face the challenge of establishing the strategic foundations for sustained
community welfare and must impartially balance family and community
obligations. (Rigney, 2022, p. 20)

Strategic long-term decision-making or setting long-term priorities: In developing a strategic
orientation, successful Indigenous Nations tend to approach development or other
opportunities as a means of building a society or community that works.

When based in sound political literacy, this allows the nation to plan for
sustainable futures and take steps towards creating lasting foundations for
collective wellbeing... Strategic decision-making involves leaders thinking about
how, when and where to assert rights and authority. This is not easily achieved in
practice. It requires decision-making that uncompromisingly assesses whether
that decision fits with long-term priorities and concerns, and may require putting
short-term gains on hold. This requires an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
nation to have a firm vision and an established set of priorities to guide decision-
making. (Rigney, 2022, p. 20)

These principles appear foundational to effectively addressing the needs and aspirations of
Indigenous Nations who wish to assert their right to self-determination and must negotiate with
a settler colonial state in order to do so (Cornell, 2015, p. 5).

The following diagram presents a summary of the features, principles and phases of Indigenous
Nation Building, drawn from Cornell (2015) and Rigney et al. (2022), being:

e Five features or characteristics of Indigenous Nations
e Five principles or interconnected elements of successful INB

e Four phases or processes of INB.
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5 characteristics of Indigenous Nations

Country Kinship Story Authority Collective

5 principles for Indigenous nation building

Self-governing Institutional Culturally Community- Long-term
polity capacity legitimate spirited leadership priorities

4 phases of Indigenous Nation Buildling

Identify =) Purpose =) Organise ) Act

L——

(Adapted from Cornell 2015 & Rigney et al., 2022)

l¢

Figure 3. Characteristics, Principles & Phases of INB
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Summary

The discussion paper explores the concept and practice of Indigenous nationhood. Its focus is
Australia, drawing connections to broader CANZUS (Canada, Australia, New Zealand, United
States) contexts. The review synthesizes empirical case studies, theoretical frameworks, and
governance models to describe the challenges and strategies of Indigenous Nation Building
(INB), with a particular focus on the common elements of Indigenous nationhood and the
strategic steps or phases—often iterative or cyclical—that Indigenous Nations often follow
when building effective self-governing institutions.

1. Why 'Nation'?
The term ‘nation’ asserts Indigenous sovereignty, continuity, and political identity beyond other

common language in CANZUS contexts, like ‘tribe’ or ‘community’, and is increasingly adopted
by Indigenous Nations themselves to assert political, cultural and economic sovereignty.

o reflects Indigenous peoples’ longstanding legal, territorial, political and cultural
systems, and is in alighnment with critical international approaches to nation and
nationalism.

e can be misunderstood or resisted in settler-state contexts, and not all Indigenous
groups may identify with it.

2. Two dominant schools of thought

e Resurgence and Refusal: this approach emphasizes cultural revitalization and
scepticism of state-driven processes. The resurgence and refusal approach is often
focused on strengthening cultural practices, and less on building contemporary self-
determined political institutions that can interface with settler colonial states.

e Indigenous Nation Building (INB): this approach is sometimes seen as more pragmatic,
and is focused on building self-determined governance, often engaging with settler
states strategically, and asserting Indigenous Nations as political entities.

3. Empirical Case Studies in Australia

The review identifies Ngarrindjeri, Gugu Badhun, Wiradjuri, Gunditjmara, Noongar, and Yawuru
Nations in Australia, as examples of diverse paths to rebuilding governance, asserting
sovereignty, and improving outcomes in health, education, repatriation, and resource
management.

4. Key Processes of Nationhood: IPOA model

Adopted by the AIGI and emerging from empirical research that seeks to describe real-world
practices (rather than testing theory, for example), the IPOA is a descriptive tool that can help
an Indigenous Nation navigate the process of building its political and governing institutions.
The model proposes four primary activities:
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Identify: defining nationhood, often in response to political or cultural catalysts;
addressing issues of membership, belonging and the larger narrative or story about who
the Nation is.

Purpose: establishing long-term collective goals rooted in community aspirations; these
may seem superficially simple and focus on cultural goals (e.g. our people and our land
are healthy) but they are long-term, often intergenerational aspirations.

Organise: developing culturally legitimate governance institutions that can meet
contemporary needs and aspirations.

Act: exercising sovereignty through strategic decision-making, partnerships, and self-
determined opportunities.

5. Five Principles of Successful Indigenous Nation Rebuilding

These principles of INB are focused on building effective political institutions that are able to
deliver long-term strength, stability and wellbeing to the Nation. There may be other principles
in addition to these that are relevant to specific Nations, and some Nations will be able to

establish processes to deliver on these principles to varying degrees, but these five principles
do appear foundational to the flourishing of Indigenous Nations.

1.

2
3.
4

Self-governing polities: the community self-identifies as a political entity
Nation governing bodies: institutional capacity for decision-making
Cultural match: reflecting the Nations own language, values and processes

Community-spirited leadership: people with an impartial and long-term vision, the
capacity to bring others with them and negotiate with settler colonial governments

Strategic and long-term planning: capacity to see beyond short-term opportunities or
crises to make deliberate choices about asserting rights and authority

6. Critical Considerations

The literature reflects an ongoing tension between state recognition and practical
Indigenous self-determination.

Culturally grounded governance and ‘cultural legitimacy’ are essential for success, and
there is no external authority that can determine what that means for the Nation.
External parties might help facilitate or coordinate.

Membership and identity are complex and evolving, particularly in the context of
historical dislocation, child removal policies or community disagreement.
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7. Gaps and Challenges Identified

e Thereis limited research on the relationship between Indigenous Nations and Aboriginal
Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs).

e Thereis a continued need for theoretical and empirical work on self-determination (and
practical self-government) as distinct from government policy frameworks.

e Thereis a normative and ethical justification for the fulsome implementation of
Indigenous rights to self-determination through Indigenous Nation political entities, but
the evidence base that connects the effectiveness of Indigenous Nations to
improvement in a range of Indigenous outcomes is more well-established in the United
States. This is likely to be a function of the way that self-determination has been
understood and measured in Australia (i.e. as pan-Indigenous, sectoral or
organisational effectiveness, rather than as an effect of local, land-based Indigenous
Nations implementing their own agendas).

8. Effectiveness

e Although this review has not been specifically tasked with reviewing the evidence on the
effectiveness of Indigenous Nations improving Indigenous health and other outcomes,
there is good quality international research to justify practical self-determination at the
Indigenous Nation level.

e Indigenous Nations are often focused on the intergenerational transmission of law/lore,
cultural and language, health and wellbeing and the custodianship of their lands and
waters, in addition to service delivery and economic stability.

e Practical self-determination, where the Indigenous Nation ‘calls the shots™, often
strengthens cultural practice and other governance capabilities, which in turn leads to
improvements in:

o Indigenous health and wellbeing
o education and employment™
o reductions in child poverty and overcrowding™

o more effective and sustainable natural resource management™".

This review provides an overview of Australia research on Indigenous nationhood and nation-
building, focusing on the definition and elements of an Indigenous Nation and effective
strategies to build nationhood. The recognition of Indigenous Nations as a type of political entity
is usually resisted by settler state governments, and the absence of a meaningful Indigenous
rights regime in Australia complicates this. However, there is robust evidence to confirm that
the characteristics, principles and phases of Indigenous nationhood can support and enable
strategic engagement with the state.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Training programs & websites

This list is a summary of Indigenous nationhood and nation building programs currently offered
in Australia, or online from other jurisdictions. Many are low cost or can offer fee waivers for
Indigenous participants.

Indigenous Nation Building and Governance Hub
e University of Technology Sydney
e https://www.uts.edu.au/research/centres/jumbunna-institute-indigenous-education-
and-research/our-research-hubs/indigenous-nation-building-and-governance-hub

Australian Indigenous Governance Institute
e https://aigi.org.au/toolkit/nation-building-in-practice

Rebuilding Native Nations Online Course
e Native Nations Institute at the University of Arizona and Harvard Project on Indigenous
Governance and Development at Harvard University

e https://nni.arizona.edu/our-work/education-professional-development/rebuilding-
native-nations-online

Graduate Certificate in Wiradyuri Language and Nation Building
e https://handbook.csu.edu.au/course/2025/3314wj01
e |ncludes the following subjects:
o Wiradjuri Language https://handbook.csu.edu.au/subject/2025/IKC301
o Wiradjuri Culture and Heritage
https://handbook.csu.edu.au/subject/2025/IKC400
o Rebuilding Australia's Indigenous Nations
https://handbook.csu.edu.au/subject/2025/IKC401
o Making Change Happen https://handbook.csu.edu.au/subject/2025/IKC402
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https://nni.arizona.edu/our-work/education-professional-development/rebuilding-native-nations-online
https://nni.arizona.edu/our-work/education-professional-development/rebuilding-native-nations-online
https://handbook.csu.edu.au/course/2025/3314wj01
https://handbook.csu.edu.au/subject/2025/IKC301
https://handbook.csu.edu.au/subject/2025/IKC400
https://handbook.csu.edu.au/subject/2025/IKC402
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Appendix 2: Aboriginal Nations

This appendix provides a short example list of some communities in Australia that have
adopted the language of ‘nation’ to describe themselves.

Nation

Gomeroi Nation

Kalkadoon Nation

Larrakia Nation

Narungga Nation

Ngarigo Nation

Ngarrindjeri Nation

Waulli Wulli Nation

Links, summary and information

“In order to achieve our objectives Gomeroi People have established a
legitimate representational structure of the Gomeroi Nation being the
Gomeroi Tribal Nation Secretariat”
https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/legislation/GomeoriT
NSsub.pdf

“The Kalkadoon Native Title Aboriginal Corporation RNTBC (Kalkadoon
PBC) represents Traditional Owners from the Kalkadoon Nation family
clans, who are recognised as traditional owners over 38,719 square
kilometres of land and waters awarded by the Federal Court of
Australia by consent determinationin 2011”.
https://www.kalkadoonpbc.com.au/

“Larrakia Nation Aboriginal Corporation was set up in 1997 through the
Northern Land Council to provide a corporate identity for Larrakia
people to uphold Native Title claims.

In 20 years, we’ve grown to represent the Traditional Owners of the
Darwin region and to speak on behalf of Larrakia people while
delivering community and outreach services to the broader Darwin
community.” https://larrakia.com/about/the-organisation/
https://larrakia.com/

“Narungga Nation Aboriginal Corporation (NNAC) is the Peak Body
representing Narungga Traditional Owners and Native Title Claimants.
The Narungga nation is made up of four clans, the Kurnara in the north
of the peninsula, Windera in the east, Wari in the west and Dilpa in the
south.*

https://www.nnac.org.au/

Ngarigo Nation Indigenous Corporation
https://www.ngarigo.com/, particularly note the Tribal Revival

Framework and pages dedicated to Ngarigo On Country and Ngarigo
Off Country
Ngarrindjeri Regional Authority https://www.ngarrindjeri.org.au/

https://www.facebook.com/WulliWulliNation/
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Appendix 3: Brigg and Graham series

Prof Morgan Brigg (non-Indigenous, political scientist) and Adjunct Associate Professor Aunty
Mary Graham (Kombumerri, Wakka Wakka, political philosopher) published a series of
reflections and analyses of key political concepts. Although the series does not address the
issue of Indigenous nationhood specifically, it does provide an important perspective on the
evolution of the relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous political philosophy.

Brigg, M., & Graham, M. (2020a, May 24). The relevance of Aboriginal political concepts (1): The
current pandemic and the importance of ancient wisdom. ABC Religion and Ethics.
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/coronavirus-and-aboriginal-political-concepts-
morgan-brigg-and/12281304.

Brigg, M., & Graham, M. (2020b, June 15). The relevance of Aboriginal political concepts (2): The
need for Aboriginal ethics. ABC Religion and Ethics.
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/stop-destroying-indigenous-sites-and-lives-morgan-
brigg-and-mar/12355284.

Brigg, M., & Graham, M. (2020c, July 20). The relevance of Aboriginal political concepts (3):
Autonomous selfhood. ABC Religion and Ethics.
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-autonomous-
selfhood/12472310.

Brigg, M., & Graham, M. (2020c, July 20). The relevance of Aboriginal political concepts (4): How
‘proportionality’ can help close the gap. ABC Religion and Ethics.
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/morgan-brigg-and-mary-graham-aboriginal-political-
concepts-prop/12553830.

Brigg, M., & Graham, M. (2020e, October 26). The relevance of Aboriginal political concepts (5):
Country, place, and territory. ABC Religion and Ethics.
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-country-place-
territory/12815608.

Brigg, M., & Graham, M. (2020f, December 5). The relevance of Aboriginal political concepts (6):
Relationalism, not sovereignty. ABC Religion and Ethics.
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-philosophy-
relationalism/12954274.

Brigg, M., & Graham, M. (2021a, July 27). The relevance of Aboriginal political concepts (7):
Autonomous regard. ABC Religion and Ethics.
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-autonomous-
regard/13472098.

Brigg, M., & Graham, M. (2021b, October 26). The relevance of Aboriginal political concepts (8):
The relationist ethos for managing survivalism. ABC Religion and Ethics.
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/mary-graham-morgan-brigg-relationalist-
ethos/13604298.

Page 46


https://www.abc.net.au/religion/coronavirus-and-aboriginal-political-concepts-morgan-brigg-and/12281304
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/coronavirus-and-aboriginal-political-concepts-morgan-brigg-and/12281304
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/coronavirus-and-aboriginal-political-concepts-morgan-brigg-and/12281304
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/coronavirus-and-aboriginal-political-concepts-morgan-brigg-and/12281304
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/stop-destroying-indigenous-sites-and-lives-morgan-brigg-and-mar/12355284
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/stop-destroying-indigenous-sites-and-lives-morgan-brigg-and-mar/12355284
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/stop-destroying-indigenous-sites-and-lives-morgan-brigg-and-mar/12355284
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/stop-destroying-indigenous-sites-and-lives-morgan-brigg-and-mar/12355284
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-autonomous-selfhood/12472310
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-autonomous-selfhood/12472310
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-autonomous-selfhood/12472310
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-autonomous-selfhood/12472310
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/morgan-brigg-and-mary-graham-aboriginal-political-concepts-prop/12553830
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/morgan-brigg-and-mary-graham-aboriginal-political-concepts-prop/12553830
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/morgan-brigg-and-mary-graham-aboriginal-political-concepts-prop/12553830
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/morgan-brigg-and-mary-graham-aboriginal-political-concepts-prop/12553830
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-country-place-territory/12815608
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-country-place-territory/12815608
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-country-place-territory/12815608
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-country-place-territory/12815608
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-philosophy-relationalism/12954274
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-philosophy-relationalism/12954274
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-philosophy-relationalism/12954274
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-philosophy-relationalism/12954274
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-autonomous-regard/13472098
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-autonomous-regard/13472098
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-autonomous-regard/13472098
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/aboriginal-political-concepts-autonomous-regard/13472098
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/mary-graham-morgan-brigg-relationalist-ethos/13604298
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/mary-graham-morgan-brigg-relationalist-ethos/13604298
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/mary-graham-morgan-brigg-relationalist-ethos/13604298
https://www.abc.net.au/religion/mary-graham-morgan-brigg-relationalist-ethos/13604298

Indigenous Nationhood

Endnotes

"The international research is largely attributable to the Harvard Project on American Indian
Economic Development (founded in 1986, and now known as the Harvard Project on
Indigenous Governance and Development, https://indigenousgov.hks.harvard.edu/) and the
Native Nations Institute at the University of Arizona (founded in 2001, https://nni.arizona.edu/).

i Increasingly, the language of Indigenous nationhood is assisting researchers in other fields
articulate processes of self-determination. Wooltorton et al. (2022) have used the language of
nation to describe the importance of self-determination in higher education particularly, and
demonstrate consistent calls for self-determination, land justice, and cultural resurgence (p.
12). The authors “show that the strength-based decolonising discourse of “Aboriginal Nation”,
which celebrates Aboriginal culture, epistemologies, ontologies, and theirimportance in
sustaining futures for humanity (Williams, 2018), needs to underpin university activities-for the
sake of all Australians” (Wooltorton, 2022, p. 2). Yashadhana et al. (2024) adopt the language of
Aboriginal Nations to explore how culture shapes Aboriginal health and wellbeing through
camps facilitated by Indigenous knowledge holders. Hillier et al., 2020) explored Indigenous
decision-making power in the context of early COVID-19 responses in CANZUS states.

i Please note the UN does not always capitalise the word ‘indigenous’, particularly when
documents use non-specific instances of the word, that is, when ‘indigenous’ is not used as a
proper noun to refer to a specific group of people or when general issues regarding indigeneity
or ‘global indigenous rights’, for example, are discussed.

V|t might be helpful to consider the following working definitions of common terminology:
o self-determination is the name of the right, and
e self-government describes the enactment of that right (Cornell, 2019).

v Examples in the literature of culturally-specific governance principles or aspirations that are
given practical expression include:
e Mabu liyan in the Yawuru governance and resurgence literature (Yap & Eu, 2018, 2019;
Yu, 2021)
e Dabaamalang Waybarra Miya, or “mob of people weaving together, acting in concert”
(Akama et al., 2017, p. 60)
e Yindymarra, as “Wiradjuri ways of knowing and being” (Akama, 2017, p. 70; see also
Murray & Evans, 2021, p. 168)
e Yannarumi, or “speaking as Country” (Hemming et al., 2016, p. 23).

Vi Polity is understood as a group of people who possess a collective identity and who have a
system of governance.

Page 47


https://indigenousgov.hks.harvard.edu/
https://nni.arizona.edu/

Indigenous Nationhood

Vil For the purposes of this review, this is also one of the reasons why Indigenous language
revitalization is so important; a degree of formalization and the development of dictionaries,
alphabets and standard grammars helps with language transmission and innovation. The
politics of how a language is revived or strengthened, who does this work, who teaches and
learns the language, is a matter for the Indigenous nation itself.

Vil It js important to acknowledge the influence of Indigenous thought on the emergence of
modern democratic systems; the Haudenosaunee Confederacy (formerly known as the Six
Nations of the Iroquois Confederacy) is likely to be a primary influence on the development of
the US Constitution - from the iconography of bound arrows representing unity, to the system of
checks and balances through a two-house model of lawmaking. See
https://www.haudenosauneeconfederacy.com/influence-on-democracy/ and
https://blogs.loc.gov/law/2023/09/the-haudenosaunee-confederacy-and-the-constitution/

*|n anthropology, ‘acephalous’ indicates a society or political system that lacks a centralized
or hierarchical leadership structure—or, rather, is perceived to. This passage from Pevar (2024,
p. 134) is worth quoting in full:
Some European settlers mistakenly believed that Indian tribes lacked formal
governments. In truth, tribal governments were both complex and well-
organized “but they differed so radically from the forms used by the Europeans
that few non-Indian observers could understand them,” and Europeans were
“blinded” by their prejudices. Indian tribes “had highly complicated forms of
government” centuries before the arrival of Europeans. In fact, the League of the
Iroquois (also called the Iroquois Confederacy), a confederation of the six most
powerful Indian tribes in the Northeast, had a written constitution prior to the
fifteenth century, and aspects of that constitution—including such democratic
concepts as initiative, referendum, and the right to vote—appear to have
“provided a model for the framing of the United States Constitution.”

*Proof of Aboriginality, AIATSIS https://aiatsis.gov.au/proof-aboriginality
“"What is Native Nation Rebuilding https://nni.arizona.edu/what-native-nation-building

I The ‘separation of powers’ is often seen as a Western or European idea that separates
government into three branches (legislative, executive, judiciary) in order to avoid the
concentration of power in any one branch of government and avoid abuse of authority:
o |Legislative - rule-making, law-making, parliament, community representatives, creation
of law
e Executive - leader, monarch, president, key decision-makers, the enforcement of law
e Judiciary - courts, judges, the interpretation and application of law

Indigenous nations often have sophisticated governance mechanisms that ensure the stable
separation of powers, even if it is challenging to use the English language to describe it. For
example, researchers such as Kwaymullina (2017) have described Indigenous jurisprudence
and Law/Lore is understood as emanating from its rightful sources (Rigney et al., 2022, p. 19).
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xit Sometimes called ‘practical self-rule’ or ‘self-government’ the language of the Indigenous
Nation ‘calling the shots’ has been adopted by Cornell (2002) in much of his research

v Language use and cultural identity have powerful benefits for Indigenous wellbeing (see
Dockery, 2012; Morcom & Roy, 2019; Oster et al., 2014; Rigney et al., 2022).

* Not that the Bourke Tribal Council achieved an 84% increase in the completion rate of
vocational education and training by school students (KPMG, 2018); since 1989 the number of
Indigenous citizens living on tribal land who have a college degree has doubled (Kalt, 2024).

Wi Kalt’s (2024) review found that there has been a 20% reduction in Indigenous children living
below the poverty line on tribal land, since 1989.

“i | ong-term conservation and biodiversity outcomes are better under the environmental
stewardship of Indigenous communities (Dawson et al., 2021); Timber and forestry enterprises
are more profitable and well-managed when they are run by Indigenous nations in the US
(Krepps & Caves, 1994); Indigenous nations are better water managers (Haider & Teodoro,
2021; Hemming, Rigney, Bignall et al., 2019); biodiversity is highest on lands managed or co-
managed by Indigenous communities (Schuster et al., 2019).
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