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Abstract: Aboriginal community owned and run businesses have proven to instigate 

social and political change for Aboriginal communities in Australia, and the nation as 

a whole. Integral to this change is recognition of the enduring effects of colonisation 

and realisation of social, cultural and identity capital as valid forms of economic 

contribution. 
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The social and political advancement of Aboriginal peoples in Australia has been constrained 

by the enduring process of colonisation which discriminates against and undermines the 

value of Aboriginal peoples. Aboriginal peoples have been dispossessed from cultural 

economic practices and excluded from the introduced settler-colonial economic model. 

Failure of the settler-colonial economic model to recognise contributions to the economic 

sector beyond economic capital or human capital has consequently undermined the 

contributions of Aboriginal community owned and run businesses. Aboriginal businesses 

provide suitable opportunities for engagement with the settler-colonial economic model 

where Aboriginal people can draw from, and strengthen, culture and identity. Social, identity 

and cultural capital contributions of Aboriginal businesses are closely related to instigation of 

social and political change. Aboriginal businesses generate economic participation—and 

improve social and political outcomes—of Aboriginal peoples through employment, 

supporting culture and identity, and investment within families and communities. In addition, 

economic participation increases revenue for Australian governments, by increasing the tax 
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base, and reducing expenditure, particularly in the health and social security sectors, due to 

increased independence and improved socioeconomic outcomes. 

 

Colonisation dispossessed Aboriginal peoples from their land, consequently separating 

Aboriginal communities from cultural economic practices. Cultural Aboriginal economic 

participation is characterised by complex systems of land management, production and trade; 

primarily, through nomadic foraging, that is, hunting and gathering (Jones et al. 2018, p. 1, 

Lloyd 2010, p. 25). Aboriginal culture and economic practices are inextricably connected to 

the land (Lloyd 2010, p. 25). However, this conflicts with the process of colonisation—which 

seeks to establish sovereignty over a territory—that requires removal of Aboriginal peoples 

from the land for expansion of colonies (Morris 1989, p. 7; Morris 1992, p. 73). Economic 

activities of colonisers reduced land available for Aboriginal communities, thereby disrupting 

cultural economic practices of Aboriginal peoples (Wolfe 2006, p. 388). The settler-colonial 

economic model is characterised by land use and extraction, and development, described by 

Lloyd (2010, p. 26) as a ‘distinctive form of capitalist regime’. Of note, this consists of 

agricultural practices. Agricultural practices were introduced to support the growth of 

colonies; a practice which, unlike the practices of the traditional owners of the land, is 

sedentary (Wolfe 2006, p. 295).  

 

Morris (1989, 1992) establishes representation of Aboriginal peoples as the ‘other’ as a 

‘constitutive form of violence’ relating to colonisation (Morris 1992, p. 73). Constructs of the 

Aboriginal identity situated Aboriginal people as inferior, (Morris 1992) justifying 

‘elimination of the native’ (Wolfe 2006, p. 389). These identities were produced by those 

who sought sovereignty and was ‘part of the political act of colonialism’ (Morris 1989, p. 7, 

Morris 1992, p. 73). The fictional construct of Aboriginal peoples as the ‘other’ authorised a 

culture of terror which involved massacres and dispossession of Aboriginal peoples from 

their land (Morris 1989; 1992). Morris states these representations ‘established knowledge 

and imposed truth which was inseparable from the exercise of the power on the colonial 

frontier’ (1989, p. 30). 

 

The ongoing process of colonisation, and its effects, are exemplified through the high rates of 

labour market discrimination experienced by Aboriginal peoples. Labour market 

discrimination is exclusion from the dominant economic system—that is, the settler-colonial 

model—which, unlike Aboriginal cultural economic models, focuses on income and 

acquiring wealth through waged labour. Racism against Aboriginal peoples has been 

prefaced by a history of legislative provisions which sought to eliminate and alienate 

Aboriginal peoples from society (Martin 2005, p. 108). These discriminatory policies have 

led to persistent exclusion and disadvantage of Aboriginal peoples in Australian society 

(Martin 2005, p. 128). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have lower rates of 

labour force participation compared to the Australian population’s average (58 per cent and 

65.9 per cent, respectively) (ABS 2016, 2019). Of those participating in the labour force, 46 

percent of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders are employed compared to 62.5 percent for 

the total Australian population aged 15 and over (ABS 2016; 2019). In addition, 

unemployment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is more than four times the 
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rate for the general population (20.6 per cent compared to 5.1 per cent, respectively) (ABS 

2016; 2019). Aptly argued by Keen, exclusion from the dominant economic model is a 

deliberate act which alienates Aboriginal peoples from Australian society, causing 

dependency on government welfare payments and thus limiting ‘political mobilization and 

autonomy’ (2010, p. 7). 

 

The dominant economic model fails to consider forms of capital other than economic and 

human capital (McRae-Williams et al. 2016, p. 13). The settler-colonial economic model is 

based on human capital theory. Human capital theory argues ‘individual investment in 

knowledge and skills is motivated by a reward in the form of a return on investment or 

economic benefit’ (McRae-Williams et al. 2016, p. 4; citing Becker 1993). However, such 

reward—and consequent measures of economic participation—does not align with the 

motivations of many Aboriginal peoples. Specifically, whilst the dominant economic model 

focuses on gain of wealth, many Aboriginal peoples seek belonging, identity, community and 

connection to country and culture (McRae-Williams et al. 2016, p. 14). McRae-Williams et 

al. argue that the settler-colonial economic model fails to acknowledge and recognise the 

value of land, language and culture unless they ‘produce direct economic benefit’ (2016, p. 

18). 

 

Solely valuing economic participation through financial gain or economic capital and human 

capital undermines the contributions of Aboriginal peoples who utilise cultural economic 

activities to engage with the dominant economic model. An individual’s economic 

participation is not always financial capital or human capital; social capital, identity capital 

and cultural capital also contribute to generation of wealth and labour market productivity 

(McRae-Williams et al. 2016, p. 10). McRae-Williams et al. argue the settler-colonial 

economic model does not engage with different forms of capital as such forms of capital are 

viewed as problematic because they oppose the neoliberal ideology that informs economic 

policy in Australia (2016, p. 14). Failure to recognise and acknowledge alternate 

contributions results in a deficit discourse surrounding the economic participation of 

Aboriginal peoples which perpetuates labour market discrimination (PricewaterhouseCoopers 

Indigenous Consulting & PricewaterhouseCoopers Consulting (PwC) 2018, p. 6). 

 

Evidently, participation in the settler-colonial economic model is problematic for many 

Aboriginal peoples. Colonisation has forced many Aboriginal communities to engage with an 

economic model in a way which does not align with cultural values and practices. The 

process of hybridization has been used as a strategy for survival, and social and political 

change, amongst Aboriginal communities (Lloyd 2010, p. 31). Hybridization refers to the 

integration of elements of the settler-colonial economy into cultural economic models (Lloyd 

2010, p. 29). Aboriginal businesses are a key means of engagement with the dominant 

economic model as they allow for alternate participatory activities as opposed to mainstream 

pathways which have been found to fragment Aboriginal identities and undervalue 

contributions of Aboriginal peoples (McRae-Williams et al. 2016, p. 15; Martin 2005, p. 126; 

PwC 2018, p. ii). Aboriginal run and owned businesses provide avenues for economic 

participation where ties to land and cultural economic practices are strengthened and labour 
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market discrimination is reduced. Aboriginal businesses allow cultural Aboriginal economic 

participation to be recognised by dominant economic model indicators and consequently the 

value of Aboriginal peoples to Australia realised. Expansion of the Aboriginal business sector 

is driven by motivations to find alternative opportunities for employment, to provide for 

families and communities, to fill a gap in the service market, as well as an increase in 

government, and community funded programs promoting cultural Aboriginal economic 

participation (PwC 2018, p. i). Economic participation through Aboriginal controlled 

organisations, with effective and responsible leadership, can instigate social and political 

change for Aboriginal peoples, their community, and the nation as a whole (Martin 2005, p. 

126). 

 

Contributions of cultural economic participation initiatives must be realised. Aboriginal 

businesses employ more than thirty times more Aboriginal people compared to non-

Aboriginal businesses (PwC 2018, p. 19). Employment in an Aboriginal business not only 

allows cultural Aboriginal economic participation in the dominant economic model, but it 

also improves socioeconomic outcomes (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 

2016, p. 129). Employment reduces the gap between employment of Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander and non-Indigenous Australians (PwC 2018, p. ii). More so, employment is a 

social determinant of health (AIHW 2016, p. 129). The World Health Organisation (WHO) 

recognises social determinants—including income, education, employment and social 

capital—as ‘causes of the causes’; that is, social determinants influence health determinants 

and subsequently health outcomes (AIHW 2016, p. 129). Employment enables individuals to 

support themselves, their families and their communities. Importantly, income provides 

economic independence and development of autonomy; further, it allows for engagement 

through the purchase of goods and services. 

 

Culture is an integral component of health for many Aboriginal Australians (Jones et al. 

2018, p. 2). Health and wellbeing are understood as holistic processes which includes 

physical, social, emotional and cultural factors (Jones et al. 2018, p. 2; Schultz et al. 2018, p. 

2). Increased cultural engagement—that is, activities with culture and Country—is strongly 

linked to improved health outcomes, including reduction in health risk factors (Jones et al. 

2018, p. 2; Schultz et al. 2018, p. 1). Using cultural knowledge and practices in business, and 

employment, strengthens identity and culture for all Aboriginal peoples involved: the 

business owner/s, employee/s, and communities (Jones et al. 2018; Schultz et al. 2018; PwC 

2018). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples own or control between 20 and 40 per 

cent of Australia’s land (PwC 2018, p. 11). Cultural connection to land, as well as ownership 

and control, has led to establishment of employment in Indigenous Land Management and 

Ranger roles (Jones et al. 2018; PwC 2018, p. 11; Schultz et al. 2018). Employment in these 

roles invites Aboriginal employees to draw from cultural as well as contemporary knowledge 

to manage lands and seas (Schultz et al. 2018, p. 2). Such roles have been noted in the 

literature as successful employment practices for achieving social and political change by 

affirming culture and identity and improving health and wellbeing (Jones et al. 2018; Schultz 

et al. 2018). 
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Benefits of Aboriginal businesses have been found to substantially outweigh cost and have 

high social return on investment (SROI) outcomes (PwC 2018, p. 20). Again, this reinforces 

economic participation should not be restricted to acquisition of income and wealth. Social 

return on investment (SROI) calculates a monetary value of social impact and compares this 

with the cost of that benefit (Hudson 2016, p. 4; PwC 2018, p. 20). Further benefits, 

acknowledged by SROI analysis, include strength and pride within families and communities, 

connection to culture, support of dependents in obtaining secondary and tertiary education, 

gain finance and management skills, and strengthen community and individual governance 

and autonomy (PwC 2018, p. 19–20). 

Aboriginal businesses, as a form of economic participation, instigate social and political 

change through investment in families and communities—preserving and extending social 

and political development. Noel Pearson is noted for arguing Aboriginal cultural economic 

models ‘demanded responsibility’ and ‘reciprocity’, whilst the settler-colonial economic 

model is an ‘artificial economy’ with ‘no responsibility or reciprocity’ (Pearson 2011, p. 

143). As such, the introduced economy ‘has undermined Aboriginal law’ and ‘traditional 

values and relationships’ (Pearson 2011, p. 143). It may be argued that the sustained cultural 

values, and systems of kinship, have led to the tendency to invest. PricewaterhouseCoopers 

reported Aboriginal businesses ‘reinvested asset generation into their businesses to provide 

increased business and family stability’ (PwC 2018, p. 19). Aboriginal businesses also use 

other Aboriginal businesses within their supply chain to ‘invest back into their communities’ 

by generating employment and demand for supply in other businesses (PwC 2018, p. iii, 5). 

In addition, Aboriginal trusts invest in ‘community development opportunities (such as 

education scholarships) for development opportunities that promote stability and an improved 

quality of life now and for future generations’ (PwC 2018, p. 20). 

 

Financial contribution of the Indigenous (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples) 

business sector to Australia’s economy is substantial, overlooked and undervalued. 

PricewaterhouseCoopers estimated the total economic contribution of the Indigenous 

business sector to Australia’s economy in 2016 to be between $2.2 and $6.66 billion (PwC 

2018, p. iii). This is equivalent to 0.1 to 0.4 per cent of Australia’s Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP) (PwC 2018, p. iii). This contribution has been absent from narratives around 

Australia’s economic history and economic participation of Aboriginal peoples (PwC 2018, 

p. I, citing Keen 2010, p. 1). 

 

Lastly, engagement of Aboriginal peoples with the dominant settler-colonial economy, in 

their own ways such as through Aboriginal businesses, increases economic independence and 

improves socioeconomic outcomes; thus, increasing revenue and decreasing expenditure in 

government budgets (Deloitte Access Economics 2014, p. i). Revenue from government 

budgets is restricted by reduced economic participation of Aboriginal Australians compared 

to the Australian average. This loss is associated with, but is not limited to, the 

incompatibility of Aboriginal activities with the dominant economic model, shorter life 

expectancy, social exclusion, and labour market discrimination (AIHW 2016, p. 4). In 

addition, government budgets include expenditure in other sectors, such as health and social 

security, to address disadvantage (Deloitte Access Economics 2014, p. 1). Deloitte Access 
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Economics estimate that improving Aboriginal outcomes to match the Australian average by 

2031 would result in a net gain of $11.9 billion for Australian governments (Deloitte Access 

Economics 2014, p. i). This is attributed to a larger economy and consequently a larger tax 

base for a $7.2 billion increase in revenue; in addition, improved income and wealth would 

see a reduction in health and social security costs of a total $4.7 billion (Deloitte Access 

Economics 2014, p. ii). 

 

Participation of Aboriginal peoples in Australia’s settler-colonial economy would instigate 

social and political change, leading to improved socioeconomic outcomes. However, 

Aboriginal peoples must be supported to engage in ways which suit them and are appropriate. 

Failure to recognise social, identity and cultural capital contributions to Australia’s economy 

inhibits social and political development in Australia. Recognition of alternate forms of 

capital would acknowledge and support the value of Aboriginal peoples. Aboriginal 

businesses have proven to be effective in generating economic participation of Aboriginal 

peoples. Businesses run and owned by Aboriginal peoples boost employment for Aboriginal 

peoples, strengthen Aboriginal culture and cultural identities, and invest in families and 

communities. Further, Aboriginal businesses increase revenue and reduce expenditure for 

Australian governments. Overall, economic participation allows individuals to develop 

economic independence and autonomy, which results in improved outcomes. 
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