
Foundational Laws of Aboriginal Society

(c) Tjanara Goreng Goreng

Founder and National Convenor

FIRDA – Foundation for Indigenous Recovery & Development Australia.

Senior Consultant

Zaffyre International



Aboriginal communities had a complex system of relationships and management of self, 

other people and their wider world that enabled them to survive on a continent that was in 

it’s itself a complex environment.  The system of traditional Law which was the foundation 

of Aboriginal community life was simple, based on values and the vision of maintaining 

their environment and relationships for the good of ‘all’ rather than for the ‘individual’.  

Aboriginal societies were pure democracies in that they managed their communities for the 

good of all, without ‘one’ leader but a number of ‘Elders’ who were the ‘leaders’ for all. 

Elders did not lead for themselves alone but made decisions together for the good of all the 

members of a clan or community and for the wellbeing of the land transgenerationally.

The foundation of “Law” was spiritual rather than legal.  This foundation made Aboriginal 

communities unique and still in this modern world they are unique.  The business of 

managing the community was maintaining the ‘spirituality and sacredness’ of each person, 

allowing children to grow in spiritually, emotionally and mentally healthy environments 

and families.  This then ensured physical, emotional, mental and spiritual wellbeing. The 

whole structure of the family, community and society was to grow healthy Beings, not just 

healthy human beings but healthy spiritual beings, allowing all to BE sacred.   Aboriginal 

people believed that they were ‘spiritual’ beings come into human form.  The basis of the 

human life is ‘relationship’; relationship to the self, relationship to other human beings and 

relationship to the land, the environment and all in it. 

The following diagrams present an example of the governance of an Aboriginal community 

(clan)1 prior to colonisation.  This system was the foundation structure of Indigenous clan 

groups from time immemorial, as the Ancestors gave it to us in the Tjurrkurrpa 2as part of 

our Tjurrkurrpa Law.  The system of personal and collective responsibility under the Law 

was then layered with responsibility specific to that clan’s land and environment.  This 

‘outside’ knowledge is what is more often given to the world.  The ‘inside’ knowledge is 

sacred and can only be revealed to the initiated.  This means that as you get older you are 

given more of the sacred knowledge because you practice your Law and its shows in your 

actions and behavior to self, others and the Land.  You can progress through layers until 

you are an Elder, wise and available to lead and show the way to the younger generations. 

Figure 1 shows you the Law which operated as the value base of this clans’ existence and 

was passed on through generations and has survived colonisation and the acculturation 

process.  Governance was not just a structural and legal process of managing community 

but they understood that it was not possible to govern a community until you could govern 

yourself.  In managing the self well, I could manage relationships with others, including 

intimate relationships, the relationship of being a parent, a teacher and an Elder.  Then 

                                                       

1 Wakka Wakka clan, Central Queensland, Australia

2 ‘Tjurrkurrpa’ is the Anangu word for ‘sacred spiritual business’ or as migloo (non-Aboriginal) people say ‘ 

the Dreaming or Dreamtime’.  Aboriginal sacred Law is a complex and multi-layered concept that governs self, 

relationship to others and Land.



being given the responsibility to manage the wider relationships in a community as you 

become an Elder managing your community as part of the group of Elders together, much 

like the board of a company only you are related to each other or have responsibility to

each other for the good of all.  Governing the self was the basis of sovereignty and 

custodianship of land and of people in your community.  This had to be learned and 

practiced first.

I was taught this Law.  My ancestral great grandfather passed this
Law to me to hold and to teach through my family and wider
community.  I learnt it as a young woman and throughout my life.
I came to understand that it would be the basis of my life – of my 
personal, professional and community life;  this Law had to be the 
 foundational value of my life. But first I had to learn how to practice it.  
As I learned its deep meaning, in relationship to myself I came to
understand how to do it in relationship to others and then how it 
comes to be part of the wider relationship to the Land. I like to call it 
sovereignty and self sovereignty, because you cannot have responsibility
or sovereignty over land until you have that over yourself. 3

Figure 1 sets out the Three Laws of Respect, the Clan’s foundation of their education and 

governance system.  Each Law was taught to all the children in the clan as they grew and 

the whole community was governed on the basis of this Law.  

                                                       

3 Oral history, Tjanara Goreng Goreng in “Aboriginal Law, Leadership and Eldership the Wandjina Way”, 2006



The learning and practicing of this Law of Respect took a lifetime. But as the whole 

community learned how to practice it and put it into action, it enabled them to grow 

healthy and strong from child to adulthood, spiritually, mentally and emotionally. 

The first law was to respect the self – first.  If one respected oneself as a spiritual being, 

with a right to exist and live in the world, then respecting other beings as having the same 

right enabled you to respect and honour others.  It was important to learn the difference 

between putting yourself first out of ego, greed or the desire for power and putting yourself 

first in order to be an emotionally healthy human being who looked after all those in a 

community.  Family and community wellness was predicated on the fact that self-wellness 

occurred first.  The second part of the Law was to respect and honour others.  To do this 

you need to know yourself and to honour your own self in relationship to others. You learn 

to manage conflict in the self first and then conflict in your wider relationships.  You 

practice as you get older and you become better at it.  As you show these two laws 

consistently in your behavior and life, you are invited to become a teacher, a leader of 

children and young adults and then as a parent, grandparent and Elder. This then enables 

you to care for country and Land in the same way.

Figure 2 shows the education system that is built on this layer of Law and which teaches 

children how to govern themselves and their relationships to others and Land. As you grow 



older and become more adept you progress into the next circle of wisdom and learning. 

You are then given more responsibility for working with, teaching and managing others as 

you show that you can manage yourself, your relationships and your tasks.  This increasing 

responsibility leads you to understand your deeper responsibility for things outside 

yourself including land and relationships with Elders, your peers and those younger than 

you. 

This figures layers across the Levels of Thinking (Being in our cultural context) used in our 

consulting work.  At each part of the life cycle a child/young adult/adult goes through 

intitations/ceremonies which allow them to move into the next level of thinking ( Being). 

To move from Egocentric to Socialised to Independent, to Integral is a series of learnings 

and practicing in thought, word and actions how to BE at that level or stage.  Then you go 

through an initiation ceremony and you automatically are part of the next level.  Sacred is 

at the core of each level as the centre circle in this diagram is the Sacred Being from birth 

through all the life journey’s to become and Elder-Leader of the community who is now 

practicing and Being in thoughts, words and actions a Sacred Being.   These circles of life 

cycles recognise that children are born as sacred beings and remain so throughout the life 

and our role is supporting them to grow as sacred beings.



Figure 3 shows how the governance structure works when a community comes together to 

make decisions of importance, to celebrate important events and share information 

together.  This teaches the younger members of the community that sitting in a Circle they 

have to face others, they are encouraged and expected to speak what they feel and know, to 

share that with others and to listen to others deeply (Dadirri). They have been welcomed 

into the circle at their puberty initiation and are now part of the governance system in 

which they watch and learn from those older then themselves.  They learn how to behave 

in the larger group when decisions concerning everyone are discussed and debated. If 

there is conflict it is managed through the system that governs conflict which is presided 

over by the Elders.  Inter family conflict is handled similarly.  



• Elder men and women make decisions for the whole community

• Everyone who is initiated is considered responsible for the community and 

therefore has a right to speak on anything at meetings

• Initiated boys and girls are expected to have opinions and express them

• Meetings on community business are held regularly and special occasions such as

corroborees/celebrations

• Elders are invited to be Elders because they show their abilities to make decisions 

for the good of all not for their own ego and benefit and so are entrusted with the 

final decision making powers when needed e.g. in times of crisis or law judgement

• There is an all-inclusive circular hierarchy through which you travel as you get older 

and so become part of the governance of your community

• Decisions are not made for the individual but are communal and community is 

considered above the individual need



The period of dysfunction in Indigenous communities in Australia has only been since 

1788.  Prior to this the Law that governed communities for the good of all with complex 

rules and systems based on relationships, sharing and caring was a functional system 

interconnecting everyone with each other and with their environment.  Men and women 

had complementary relationships based on their relationship and custodianship of land 

separately and together.  As they got older they became Elders responsible for others 

growing up in a world that taught them how to be respectful and functional in all 

relationships.  Sovereignty and custodianship of land was predicated on the basis that you 

were able to be self-sovereign not just a traditional custodian, but someone who 

understood how to respect and be respected.  This system was broken down by 

colonisation and the ensuing acculturation process that destroyed people’s lives.  

Rebuilding this is our new task.
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