
IDENTITY: WHAT IS IT? 

• Is it how we identify ourselves, or is it 
how other people pigeon-hole us? 

 
• Is identity who you are, or who you 

think you are, or how others define 
you? 

 
• But inevitably, even though the 

Shorter Oxford Dictionary says identify 
is the “ quality or condition of being 
the same”, it is defined in contrast to 
others. 



GROUPS 
 
 

• The gene is the basic unit of heredity, but genes need 
partners to propagate. 

• When do partners become groups? Among animals the 
choice of mates comes within the species, but humans 
fine tune the marriage pool into social groupings. 

• Why do groups exist? A question Ian Hodder asks in his 
book “Symbols in Action”: the social group is a complex 
unit that negotiates territory, economics, marriage 
partners, dress/material culture, etc. and group symbols 
are often important components in how the group is 
defined, giving the group its identity. Among pastoral 
groups in East Africa, boundary maintenance increases 
with greater competition over resources (manifest in 
maintaining quite different dress symbols). 



• We all have different identities: nationality, social 
grouping (what school you went to), parent, 
football/rugby supporter, etc. 

• Richard Dawkins (An Appetite for Wonder) suggests 
there is a “general characteristic of human 
psychology, the tendency to see individuals as badged 
with a group label”. 

 

Multiple identities 



• When Chimps patrol their territory 
against outsiders, is this “identity”? 

 
• Would this be similar to hunter-

gatherers identity? Or to our early 
ancestors? 

 
• What about nationality? 
 



• What happens when identities conflict or 
become confused? 

• Apartheid categories? 

 



TERRA NULLIUS (EMPTY LAND) 
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Terra nullius: ‘empty land’:   

 
Papal Bull of Pope Urban II 
in 1095, giving the 
Crusaders carte blanche in 
taking over the lands of 
unbelievers, and continued 
by Pope Nicholas V’s Dum 
Diversus and Romanus 
Pontiflex in 1452 allowing 
the seizure of the kingdoms 
of unbelievers, which 
justified war, colonialism 
and slavery.  

 



• By 1444 the Portuguese had travelled to West 
Africa, and were off the coast of Senegal. In 
1488, Bartolomeu Diaz had rounded the Cape, 
and Da Gama onto India in 1497.  

• In 1492 Columbus had reached the Americas. 

• Thus the colonisation of Africa, the Indies and 
the Americas started with the total approval 
of the Vatican. 



• In 18th century English Common Law terra nullius 
could allow settlement of country deemed 
‘uninhabited’ or ‘barbarous’. 

• This opened the door to British colonialism in 
North America, Africa, Australia, etc. 

• The assumption was that because aboriginal 
people had no writing they could not possibly 
have legal concepts of land ownership. 

• Aboriginal identity was ignored, and subsumed 
within colonial legal structures. 

 



 

• Trudgen’s title: Why 
Warriors Lie Down 
and Die.  

 

 

 

 

Through anomie 

and loss of identity. 



Australia 

• Terra nullius is commonly known in Australian aboriginal 
legal circles. 

• Trudgen outlines the intertwined social, legal and economic 
system of Yolŋu of Arnemland called  Madayin which 
encompasses: 

• All property laws (political, religious, moral, economic) and 
includes their legal chamber 

• Song cycles (dealing with legal agreements) 
• Trading routes, embassy sites (giving travellers protection), 

and controls to regulate trade 
• Protection, conservation and production of economic sites 
• Diplomatic rules among all clans and nations 



Southern Africa 
• The /Xam informant //kabbo told Bleek & Lloyd that his 

place was the Bitterpits. 
 
 
 
 

• An identity which was more than just geographical. It 
would have been social (where the extended family lived), 
economic (where hunting and gathering for the family took 
place), religious (where rites would have been performed), 
etc. Probably much more, but Bleek and Lloyd did not know 
the right questions to ask, e.g. how was the landscape 
delimited, what rules mediated moving across different 
territories, search for a marriage partner, etc.? 



• In the rest of Southern Africa conditions continue 
to be dire for aboriginal descendants. 

• In Botswana the Bushmen are prohibited from 
occupying the CKGR, even though the reserve 
was set up for the Bushmen by Sir Seretse 
Khama. His son wants the diamonds there for 
himself, and uses the worn cliché “the Bushman 
should not be primitives”, but does not offer a 
viable alternative. 

 



• In Namibia, the Bushmen are losing out to the 
expansion of cattle herders. 



‘Coloured’ Identity 

• Recent discussion shows how people in the 
Western Cape are struggling with where they 
should fit since the ‘demise’ of apartheid. 

Apartheid documentation defined who you were. 
The perceived need to keep groups in their place 
was, in reality, to find cheap labour. Among people 
classified as ‘coloured’ not being white enough in 
the old regime was only replaced by not being black 
enough. And remember there is no Khoisan 
language an official language in South Africa (they 
want to make sign language the 12th language). 



Conclusions??? 

 
• We can go back to Hodder’s original question: why do 

people need groups? Is it to protect interests, like land, 
resources, or power over others? 

• How far back in time can we see this need for identity? 
• Colonialism separated groups according to class, and 

forced identities onto rulers and workers (as was the 
case in the countries from which the colonists came, 
particularly Britain). 

• This was initially decreed by religious authority, but 
what has changed since the 11th century? We still have 
religious wars in the 21st century. 


