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All about indigenous people

Indigenous people are the descendants of those 
who lived in a country or area before another 

culture arrived and took over. For example, in 
Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people were the main groups living there before 
the British arrived in the 18th century and 
established control of the country. Another example 
are the Aztecs, who lived in Mexico long before the 
Spanish arrived in the 17th century with armour, 
steel swords, horses and gunpowder. Invaders often 
used violence and force against indigenous people 
and caused them tremendous su� ering, which still 
a� ects groups today. Many were killed by new 
diseases such as smallpox, which invaders 
accidentally introduced to the country. 

Today, there are more than 370 million indigenous 
people spread across 70 countries. Each group of 
people has their own culture and unique traditions. 
Many groups are experiencing the same di�  culties, 
such as loss of their land and lack of protection for 
themselves and their culture.

 

The International Day of 
the World’s Indigenous 
Peoples was on 9 August.
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Living cultures 

Although indigenous peoples’ cultures 
vary widely, they experience many of 
the same threats to their existence. 
Just like hundreds of years ago, people 
are still being removed, sometimes 
violently, from their land because 
other people want to use it. They 
might want it to dig for oil, to chop 
down trees for wood or to feed cattle.

Indigenous people play a crucial 
role in their environment. Many live 
in rural areas and protect and nurture 
the environment they inhabit. There 

are nearly 70 million indigenous 
people worldwide who depend on 
forests for their livelihood. Research 
shows that where they live, the 
forest is better looked after, and 
plants and animals thrive. 

In 2007, the United Nations (an 
organisation of 193 states that 
take action on human rights, peace 
and climate change) introduced 
an international law to protect 
indigenous people and maintain their 
survival, dignity, well-being and rights.
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Many English words come 

from Aboriginal languages 

in Australia. For example: 

dingo, kangaroo, koala

and wombat. 

WOW! 
The Moken of the Andaman 

Sea in Asia dive for food 

underwater. Moken children’s 

eyesight is 50% more 

powerful than that of

European children. 

 
A special day

International Day of the World’s Indigenous 
Peoples was on 9 August. First held in 1995, 
it is a day to celebrate and acknowledge 
indigenous communities around the world. 
The day is important because it gives 
indigenous people a voice. Often, they are 
not part of the political system in their 
countries and do not have a say in what 
happens to their environment.

This year’s theme is migration (when 
people move to fi nd a better life) and 
movement. This is to highlight the fact that 
many indigenous people are being removed 
or driven out of their natural home and have 
to fi nd another place to live and work.

Living cultures 

Culture
Indigenous people have 
their own complex and 
sophisticated traditions and 
cultures, which are often 
connected to the land where 
they live. For example, in 
Yanomami culture (the 
Yanomami live in the Amazon 
rainforest in South America), 
every creature, mountain, 
rock and tree has a spirit. 
These spirits are said to be 
very small and bright. Some of 

them dance and some of 
them sing. In Australia, 
the Aborigines have the 
Dreaming, which explains 
the origins of the universe, 
nature and humanity. They 
believe that people are part 
of the area they are from and 
if that area is destroyed they 
are also destroyed. Of course, 
some indigenous people also 
live in towns and cities but 
still carry on their traditions.

 

All over the world 

From the Arctic Circle to the South Pacifi c, 
indigenous people live all over the world. 
Some can be found in rainforests in the 
Amazon, in South America, and some live 
in towns and cities. There are estimated to 
be 7,000 di� erent languages spoken around 
the world and indigenous people speak more 
than 4,000 of them. Each language contains 
elements of their culture and identity and 
knowledge of their past. 

All about indigenous peopleAll about indigenous peopleAll about indigenous peopleAll about indigenous people
A special day

Asurini do Tocantins 
tribe in Brazil.The Asmat people of West 

Papua, Indonesia.

Brazilian 
indigenous 

people protest.

Three generations of 
an Aboriginal family.

Aboriginal artwork.

Mongolian 
nomadic herders.

A member of 
the Arbore tribe

in Ethiopia.
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