
T he Aboriginal people of Australia are part of the oldest continuous living culture in human history. 
Aboriginal people have a rich culture involving a custom, lore and value system based on the 

sustainability of their spiritual connection, belonging, obligation and responsibility to care for their land, 
their people and their environment. 

Aboriginal peoples’  intimate knowledge of the natural resources and ecosystems of their areas, 
developed through long and sustained contact, and their respect for the spirits which inhabit these 
places, mould their life on the land. This knowledge is derived from Aboriginal peoples’ experience in 
living for centuries in close harmony with the land. It means knowing the natural environment and its 
resources, the use of natural resources and the relationship of people to the land and to each other.

Through emphasising the fundamental role of relationship to the environment in the lives of Aboriginal 
peoples, Aboriginal cultural knowledge can be defined as:

… accumulated knowledge which encompasses spiritual relationships, relationships with the 
natural environment and the sustainable use of natural resources, and relationships between 
people, which are reflected in language, narratives, social organisation, values, beliefs, and 
cultural laws and customs … (Andrews 2006) 

Aboriginal cultural knowledge might be understood as the ways in which Aboriginal people regard and 
act out their relationships with each other, with their lands and environments, and with their ancestors.

Unlike the written word, Aboriginal cultural knowledge is not static, but responds to change 
through absorbing new information and adapting to its implications. Aboriginal cultural knowledge 
is bequeathed through oral tradition (song, story, art, language and dance) from generation to 
generation, and embodies and preserves the relationship to the land. Cultural places and landscapes 
‘house’ these stories, and protection of these places and landscapes is key to the long-term survival of 
these stories in Aboriginal culture.

Notably, specific details and aspects or areas of cultural knowledge are generally held and maintained 
by individuals or within particular family groups. Although the broader community may be aware of 
the general features or elements of that knowledge, it is not a common practice within Aboriginal 
society for detailed cultural knowledge to be vested in the broader community or within Aboriginal 
community organisations, although it is these organisations that often defer to particular individuals or 
family groups as being the knowledge-holders of particular sets of cultural knowledge about places or 
the environment.

What is Aboriginal 
cultural knowledge?
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Following the arrival of Europeans, many Aboriginal people were forcibly removed from their traditional 
land. This was exacerbated by subsequent introduction of government laws and policies.

Notwithstanding this, Aboriginal people throughout New South Wales who, through lore and custom, 
hold cultural knowledge continue their cultural connection in contemporary society. They continue 
to maintain a deep respect for their ancestral belief system, lore and customs and responsibilities. 
They respect their obligations to protect and conserve their culture and heritage and care for their 
traditional lands or Country.

For further information about cultural knowledge and these relations, refer to Fact sheet 2: What is a 
cultural landscape?

Reference
Andrews G, Daylight C, Hunt J. et al 2006, Aboriginal cultural heritage landscape mapping of coastal NSW, 
prepared for the Comprehensive Coastal Assessment by the NSW Department of Natural Resources, Sydney, NSW.

www.environment.nsw.gov.au

Published by:
Department of Environment, Climate Change and Water NSW
59–61 Goulburn Street, Sydney
PO Box A290, Sydney South 1232
Phone:  131 555 (NSW only – publications and information requests)                 
 (02) 9995 5000 (switchboard)  Fax: (02) 9995 5999 TTY: (02) 9211 4723
Email: info@environment.nsw.gov.au

DECCW 2009/782   ISBN 978 1 74232 492 0    
April 2010
Printed on environmentally sustainable paper

Photos: top left, grinding grooves in Mt Kaputar National 
Park (Steve Garland/DECCW); top right, traditional owner 
Gerald Quayle explains paintings to Mutawintji park staff 
Adam Bryce and Tony Evans (Patrick Laughton/DECCW).


