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The Significant Impact of the Stolen Generation on Indigenous Contemporary 

Society 

 

Since the invasion and colonisation of Australia by Europeans in 1788, numerous 

government-sanctioned policies resulted in the systematic removal of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander children from their families. Implemented by the government and 

church agencies, the policy of assimilation1, remained in place between 1910 and 

1970 2. The removal of these children resulted in a loss of indigenous culture and 

heritage; now identified as the Stolen Generations3. The fundamental principle behind 

white superiority and black inferiority, led to the misguided assumption that the lives 

of ATSI people would be ‘improved’ if they were conformed to white society4. The 

government alleged that “full-blood” Aboriginals would eventually ‘die out’ if “half-

caste” children were placed with white families.5 As a direct result of this policy, the 

number of “full-blood” Aboriginals diminished, and as of 2016, according to the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics, there are only 798,400 left in Australia, of which 99 

percent are “mixed blooded” and only one percent are “full-blooded.” 6 

The stolen generations have had a significant impact on influencing Australia’s history 

of human rights violations and the ethical divide between ‘historic’ violations and 

contemporary acts. The culture of ATSI people was oppressed, causing 

intergenerational trauma and damaging effects upon ATSI people at the time, and in 

our current society. In an attempt to subside the detrimental impacts of the colonial 

genocide, the Australian government has implemented many organisations, 

programs, and allocated days to reconcile and apologise to ATSI peoples for the 

inexcusable actions of the past. However, continually dwelling on the events of history 

                                                           
1 Common Ground “The Stolen Generations”. Available at: https://www.commonground.org.au/learn/the-stolen-generations  (Accessed: 2 

June 2021). 

2Australians Together. “The Stolen Generations”. Available at: https://australianstogether.org.au/discover/australian-history/stolen-

generations (Accessed: 2 June 2021). 

3 Australians Together.  “The Stolen Generations” Available at: https://australianstogether.org.au/discover/australian-history/stolen-
generations (Accessed: 1 June 2021) 
4 Human Rights. (2021) “Bringing them Home Report”. Available at: 

https://humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/content/pdf/social_justice/bringing_them_home_report.pdf  (Accessed: 19 June 2021). 

5 Ibid 
6 Australian Bureau of Statistics (June 2016) “Estimates of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians. Available at: 
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples/estimates-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-
australians/latest-release  (Accessed : 1 July 2021) 
 

https://www.commonground.org.au/learn/the-stolen-generations
https://australianstogether.org.au/discover/australian-history/stolen-generations
https://australianstogether.org.au/discover/australian-history/stolen-generations
https://australianstogether.org.au/discover/australian-history/stolen-generations
https://australianstogether.org.au/discover/australian-history/stolen-generations
https://humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/content/pdf/social_justice/bringing_them_home_report.pdf
file:///C:/Users/tarle/Downloads/Estimates%20of%20Aboriginal%20and%20Torres%20Strait%20Islander%20Australians.%20Available%20at:%20https:/www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples/estimates-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-australians/latest-release
file:///C:/Users/tarle/Downloads/Estimates%20of%20Aboriginal%20and%20Torres%20Strait%20Islander%20Australians.%20Available%20at:%20https:/www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples/estimates-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-australians/latest-release
file:///C:/Users/tarle/Downloads/Estimates%20of%20Aboriginal%20and%20Torres%20Strait%20Islander%20Australians.%20Available%20at:%20https:/www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples/estimates-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-australians/latest-release
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is not a noteworthy approach, today thousands of Aboriginals are still suffering the 

impacts across Australia today. These ‘strategies’ have only been partially effective 

because to be truly remorseful, proper action must be taken. The ‘gap’ in life 

expectancy and health is one of the many confirmations that government strategies 

have not been substantial enough to assist the significant, ongoing struggles of 

Indigenous peoples in Australia. Therefore, the government7 needs to find a solution/s 

that will directly have a beneficial impact on the future of Aborigines and their human 

rights in Australia. 

 

The forced removal of ATSI children from their families led to numerous detrimental 

impacts, one of the most significant being a prodigious loss of culture, heritage, and 

spiritual and family ties 8. The assimilation policies meant that all ATSI peoples were 

expected to attain the same manner of living as Europeans, by learning to abide by 

their cultures and beliefs 9.Colonisers rejected and suppressed these cultures, leaving 

many cultural and traditional aspects of unique Aboriginal communities to lay dormant 

or go extinct, which is mainly prominent in Indigenous languages, resulting in a 

prodigious loss 10 .In Western Australia specifically, the Aborigines Act 1905, entirely 

removed the legal guardianship of Indigenous parents. “It made all children legal 

wards of the state, so the government did not require parental permission to relocate 

the mixed-race children to institutions” 11. This meant that Indigenous parents had no 

way of protecting or preserving their own family’s cultures and traditions via passing 

them on to their children. This deprivation led to children conforming with in white 

superiority as they felt a sense of shame towards their own Indigenous cultures and 

heritage reiterating the immense loss. They grew up with little to no awareness of their 

identity and were deprived of knowing anything about where they came from. A 

survivor of the assimilation policies named Ruth, who was separated from her mother 

at age 4 states “Once you were taken from your parents, you had no more connection 

                                                           
7 Ibid  
8 AIATSIS “The Stolen Generations”. Available at: https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/stolen-generations  (Accessed: 11 June 2021). 

9 Australian Human Rights Commission. “Bringing them Home Report” (1997) Available at: https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/bringing-

them-home-report-1997  (Accessed: 2 June 2021). 

10 Ibid 
11 Find and Connect. “Aborigines Protection Board- Summary”. Available at: https://www.findandconnect.gov.au/guide/nsw/NE00034  

(Accessed: 3 June 2021). 

https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/stolen-generations
https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/bringing-them-home-report-1997
https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/bringing-them-home-report-1997
https://www.findandconnect.gov.au/guide/nsw/NE00034
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with them,” 12.This highlights the individually endured effects of these assimilation 

policies which inhumanely removed the emotional and physical connections between 

a child and their blood parents.  

 

A report released by the Healing Foundation in 2020, found that “Stolen Generations 

survivors and their descendants still experience greater disadvantage, across a range 

of life indicators, when compared to both ATSI and non-Indigenous Australians” 13. 

This is a representation of the immense depletion of family connections and ties that 

have dissociated Aboriginal people from their ethnic cultures and heritage resulting in 

lower living standards. According to elder Miriam Rose-Baumann, “the suicide rates 

of young Indigenous children are the worst in the developed world”. She urges that 

Aboriginal children be taught their native language and culture to close the gap so that 

there is prevention in youth suicide rates14. This sentiment is supported by a study by 

Sahmri in 2019 (Appendix A), where it was revealed at less than a third of Aboriginal 

children could speak their native language. Therefore, the aggressive removal of 

Aboriginal children from their homes has led to the eradication and substantial loss of 

Aboriginal cultures in contemporary society. 

 

Intergenerational trauma is a physiological term that asserts trauma can be transferred 

in between generations. The survivors of the stolen generations, many being those 

who have lived through the horrid effects of the assimilation policies and historical 

treatment of Aboriginals, were evidently quite likely to pass down their trauma and 

bringing them up with altered, colonial beliefs and attitudes which has and will continue 

to, impact the generations to follow significantly. This trauma has instigated many 

issues for these communities and is a prominent motive for the ‘gap’ in the health 

system between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians as well as the ongoing 

cycle of abuse and violence in these communities15. Indigenous children are exposed 

to ‘secondary trauma’, which can occur through witnessing and having to endure the 

aftermath and coping mechanisms of traumatic experiences; undergone by family 

                                                           
12 Ibid  
13 Healing Foundation. “Working with Stolen Generations”. Available at: https://healingfoundation.org.au/working-stolen-generations/  

(Accessed: 4 June 2021). 

14 Yahoo (March 29th, 2016).  A look inside the heartbreaking story of Australia’s “Stolen Generation”. Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wikX7V3nXDE  (Viewed: 1 June 2021). 

15 Ibid 

https://healingfoundation.org.au/working-stolen-generations/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wikX7V3nXDE
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members who struggle dealing with the past 16. This has resulted in perpetual, 

excessive rates of poor physical and mental health, addictions, imprisonment, 

domestic violence, heavy drinking, abuse, self-harm, and suicide; this directly links to 

their experiences living in households with cycling trauma17. In reference to the 

Healing Foundation, if stolen generation survivors don't have the opportunity to heal 

from their past trauma and rebuild their lives, they're more likely to live in a state of 

distress, which can lead to a range of negative outcomes for themselves and their 

descendants 18.  

 

According to The Guardian, statistics show that around 7,900 ATSI children under the 

age of 15 are living in households with at least one member of the Stolen Generations. 

Exactly 17.2% of Indigenous children who are living in Stolen Generations households, 

reported having missed school without permission in the previous year 19. This 

indicates the effects of intergenerational trauma which have led to parents struggling 

to raise their children, who then reject the value of education. The future prospects of 

job opportunities and the overall economic advancements in Australia are jeopardised, 

and the government's lack of beneficial action is to blame. The Guardian also stated 

that 26% of Indigenous children living in stolen generations households rated their 

health as poor as, being the main factor for the ‘gap’ between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous Australians. They were also 1.8 times as likely to have experienced stress 

in the previous 12 months, and 60% less likely to live in a home owned by a household 

member20 .The impacts of the past have been significant to Indigenous people’s 

overall welfare, health, knowledge, and ability to cope with the trauma that they have 

endured. Their own lives are heavily impacted, as well as the daily lives of their 

children, who are the future of this country. 

 

                                                           
16 The Healing Foundation. Intergenerational Trauma Animation (June 26th 2018) Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vlqx8EYvRbQ&t=96s  (Viewed: 17 June 2021) 

17 APH- Parliament of Australia (2008). “Sorry: the unfinished business of the Bringing Them Home report”. Available at: 

https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BN/0708/BringingThemHomeRepo

rt  (Accessed: 2 June 2021). 

18 Ibid 
19 The Guardian (2020). “‘Alarming rate': removal of Australia's Indigenous children escalating, report warns.” Available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/nov/16/alarming-rate-removal-of-australias-indigenous-children-escalating-report-

warns  (Accessed: 3 June 2021). 

20 Ibid 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vlqx8EYvRbQ&t=96s
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BN/0708/BringingThemHomeReport
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BN/0708/BringingThemHomeReport
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/nov/16/alarming-rate-removal-of-australias-indigenous-children-escalating-report-warns
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/nov/16/alarming-rate-removal-of-australias-indigenous-children-escalating-report-warns
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Throughout the years after the Aborigines Act (1969) was passed, the government 

implemented many strategies to concede the many actions of the past and 

acknowledge the human rights of Aboriginals. They themselves, have too, brought 

awareness to the situation through the Bringing them Home report (1997) which was 

a significant tribute to the immense struggles of many thousands of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people that were affected by the violent removals 21. By this, the 

Australian government has changed many acts in the constitution and issued many 

programs, apologies, and designated specific days of the year for momentous 

celebrations of Aboriginal culture to reinforce apology and reconciliation. 

However, “saying sorry is the first step. Sorry means it won’t happen again. Instead of 

being sorry, do sorry.” These strategies have assisted First Australians to feel a sense 

of belonging in their native country nevertheless, but they have not been significant 

enough to have a beneficial impression.  According to Anglicare, ‘an authentic apology 

must lead to a change in behaviour’. Today, there are approximately 17,000 Aboriginal 

children in the childcare system, this more than ever before and is at a rate 10 times 

that of the non-Indigenous population 22. Evidently, white Australia’s sorrow towards 

the countless victims) of the stolen generations has not been truly sincere enough if 

they merely keep repeating the mistakes of the past.  

ATSI peoples continue to face the detrimental impacts of lost culture and 

intergenerational trauma in their daily lives, leading to a ripple of trauma with damaging 

effects on every generation in line. The living standards of Indigenous people are 

amongst the poorest on the entire planet. These strategies have simply not been 

effective enough if Aboriginals continue to struggle overcoming the extremities of the 

past whilst continuing to have to face them in the future. The ongoing Closing the Gap 

campaign (2006) aims to equalise the health and life expectancy gap between 

Indigenous Australians and non-Indigenous Australians 23. This program has been 

effective and so have the other implemented strategies however, the government 

which is made up of predominantly white Australians, continues to lead the policies 

                                                           
21 Ibid 
22 Creative Spirits. Jens Korff, C. (2021) “Stolen Generations—effects and consequences”.  Available at: 

https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/politics/stolen-generations/stolen-generations-effects-and-consequences  (Accessed: 3 

June 2021). 

23 Closing the Gap Report (2020).  “Closing the Gap”. Available at: https://ctgreport.niaa.gov.au/  (Accessed: 2 June 2021). 

https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/politics/stolen-generations/stolen-generations-effects-and-consequences
https://ctgreport.niaa.gov.au/
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and decision-making for Native people. This issue is further supported by Appendix B, 

where director of Creative Spirits Jens Korff states that the policies have “not been 

effective enough” (Appendix B). An account from Ox Fam states “It’s time 

the Australian Government listens and follows their lead, and puts ATSI at the heart 

of their decision making” 24. If the government is looking for a solution to the ongoing 

difficulties that Aboriginal people face on the daily when compared to white Australia, 

the root of the problem and its solution must derive from Aboriginal people themselves 

with the supportive, financial aid of the government. It is their health, their voice ad 

their own choice25. Working together to close the gap and allowing Indigenous peoples 

to pave the way will allow for a “united Australia, one that respects the land and the 

heritage of its Indigenous peoples and provides justice and equity for all” 26 because 

apology is only the first step.  

Thus, the forcible, coerced removal of children from their own homes has resulted in 

many detrimental impacts on the transfer of Aboriginal cultures, as well as creating a 

whirlpool of intergenerational trauma. The many deficiencies in the treatment of the 

stolen children were justified and vindicated by successive Australian government, 

through many strategies, such as parliamentary acts, reports, and program that have 

been implemented to apologise for the past and move on. It was a profoundly 

significant event in Australia’s history that has left gaps in the equality, justice, and 

impartiality between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. Government apologies 

and acknowledgments have been valued; however, they have not made a significant 

impact on improving the problems that Aboriginal communities are facing. Instead of 

focusing on the past, to find solution to the gap, the government must work alongside 

ATSI peoples and allow them to lead and be in charge of their own decision making 

and policies. Therefore, the Stolen Generations has had significant negative impacts 

on Aboriginal people, however, the strategies to assist Aboriginals in dealing with 

these negative impacts have not been effective. According to African American writer 

James Baldwin - “Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be 

                                                           
24 Oxfam (2021). “6 quotes that show why Indigenous leaders should be in charge of Indigenous policy”. Available at: 

https://www.oxfam.org.au/2017/05/6-quotes-that-show-why-indigenous-leaders-should-be-leading-indigenous-policy-and-solutions/  

(Accessed: 12 June 2021). 

25 Ibid 
26 Ibid  

https://actions.oxfam.org/australia/stand-australias-first-peoples/stand-australias-first-peoples/en/
https://www.oxfam.org.au/2017/05/6-quotes-that-show-why-indigenous-leaders-should-be-leading-indigenous-policy-and-solutions/
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changed until it is faced” 27 The bigger, more significant responsibility for this trauma 

can be laid at the feet of our former government leaders for inadequately breaching 

fundamental human rights, and our contemporary government for disregarding the 

needs and humanity of these Indigenous communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
27 Kinfolk. Raoul Peck (2017).. “Confronting History: James Baldwin” Available at: https://www.kinfolk.com/confronting-history-james-

baldwin/  (Accessed: 5 August 2021).  

https://www.kinfolk.com/confronting-history-james-baldwin/
https://www.kinfolk.com/confronting-history-james-baldwin/
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This video outlines the history of the forced removals of Aboriginals and Torres 

Strait Islander children in Australia. The historical aspect of this event is 
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Appendix A 

Aboriginal Language Loss 

The infographic “Australian Language Loss” presents a study conducted by SAHMRI, 

showing numerous statistics from a survey taken by indigenous peoples about 

language loss. This relates to oppressed Aboriginal culture, as the assimilation policies 

lead to severe losses which resulted in mass endangerment of cultural aspects such 

as languages. Sourced from; https://www.croakey.org/language-is-the-crux-of-

everything-more-powerful-stories-from-lowitjaconf2019/ 
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Appendix B 

Aboriginal Children in and out of home care 

This image “Aboriginal Children in and out of home care” indicates the alarming 

increase of children in and out of homecare even after the Bringing them Home 

Report in 1997 and National Apology in 2008, “This parliament resolves that the 

injustices of the past must never, never happen again”. Sourced from; 

https://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/politics/stolen-generations/a-guide-

to-australias-stolen-

generationshttps://www.creativespirits.info/aboriginalculture/politics/stolen-

generations/a-guide-to-australias-stolen-generations. More and more Aboriginal 

children are stolen from their families even today. In 2020, more than 8 times as 

many children were in out-of-home care than when the Bringing Them Home report 

was published. These statistics make it evident that governmental strategies have 

not been effective enough and the intergenerational trauma and loss of culture 

caused by the assimilation policies continue to negatively ramify on going Indigenous 

generations. 
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