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E D I T O R I A L
The aim of this issue is to stand against a psychology

that remains neutral in the face of racial injustice and

colonisation. Any form of therapy that fails to consider

justice as its core precept is insufficient. Any form of

therapy that fails to recognize the ways that the

political impacts on the individual is part of a system of

oppression.

In contemporary times, Northern European psychology

can perpetuate oppression, given that it positions the

individual as responsible for their own problems and

fails to recognize the roles of poverty, racism and

structural inequality. 

Much of this issue is dedicated to the perspectives of

First Nations communities. If you are a Western

trained therapist, this is an opportunity for you to

practice humility and learn. We invite you to reflect on

not only your individual practice but also how you can

use your privilege to work for justice on the larger

scale.

In addition to First Nations' voices, other international

and local friends share their journeys towards

decolonization in the practice and teaching of

psychology.

We pay our respects to the traditional owners of

the First Nations on which this issue of The Activist

Practitioner was written and acknowledge that

sovereignty was never ceded.
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G A T H E R I N G  B Y  J A D E  J A C K S O N ,  A  W I R A D J U R I  W O M A N  

T H E  S T O R Y  O F  T H E
C O V E R  A R T  

"This original artwork is
Aboriginal people
gathered around,
listening and learning, as
they have done since
the beginning of time.
To decolonise, the
settlers in Australia need
to learn to listen."



1. Operating in the Heart of Darkness

The journey, understood as moving through

boundaries, presence in between, intellectual, spiritual

and existential transition, has characterized my

intellectual, formative and academic path for the last

20 years: poised between science and art, nature and

culture, between care and suffering, ease (understood

in its ecological and multifaceted forms of well-being)

and dis-ease (idiomatic expression of deprivation of

subjective well-being), between love and death,

between the desire for justice and the deprivation of

fundamental human rights.

The object of knowledge I have been confronted with

since the early days of my academic life has been

mental health, as a clinical psychologist in transition -

and perhaps still in between psychobiological, cultural,

and socio-constructivist models. During this personal

journey, often perilous and full of uncertainty, the

need arose to identify Northern Lights, anchor points,

fathers and theoretical friends who would accompany

me in the troubled waters of knowledge, making me a

resilient and resistant scholar.   

To sum up, there were many fellow travellers. 

They continue to be, in fact, those stars of the North

that allow nomadic and transhumant thoughts, to

maintain direction, and not to get lost in the night of a

single narrative and lose the differences in the

monological dictatorship of the empirically supported. 

In the most recent phase of my journey, I have more

clearly outlined a possible goal; perhaps even more a

mirage than anything else, the goal that can restore

meaning to my life as a researcher and to the scientific

work of the last two decades: the search for social

justice and the salutogenic (Antonowsky, 1979)

redemption, over the oppressors, of the oppressed, of

colonized bodies and minds. 

The very painful focal point that I have been confronted

with (and still am) is the awareness that my training as

a clinical psychologist lies at the intersection of having

been raised in a Western academic context in the

global North, of being a male and white psychologist

and therapist. In summary, I found myself maturing

intellectually, scientifically, professionally, and humanly

on the side of the oppressor. The double realization

that civilization and colonization are two sides of the

same coin. Borrowing Joseph Conrad's words and

translating them, I found myself, unintentionally,

operating in the heart of darkness.

Once again, it is my theoretical fathers and friends who

come up to help, to populate the stage of the scientific

theatre of which I am an actor/figurant, to provide

those conceptual tools and those keys of reading, the

backpack, which accompanied me and will continue to

accompany me on the complex journey in search of

meaning in the deeper Brunerian sense (Bruner, 1990).
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The first of them is the Italian thinker and psychiatrist

Franco Basaglia (1965) and his irreducible desire for

the re-humanization of the psychiatric discipline, that

of the correctional world of Michelle Michel Foucault

(1961). The one who stood against the society of

control, of that resocializing control that looks at the

psychiatric patient as a body to be dominated,

subjugated and isolated within the narrow de-

territorialized walls of correctional psychiatry and

asylum. 

Basaglia (1965) questioned the essentialist and

sacrificial discourse of the asylum institution. The need

(essentiality) to isolate, for their own safety and that of

their social body, the person who is mentally ill.

Whether dangerous for themselves or for others, or

uncontrollable and intolerable to the community to

which they belong, the essentiality of the contention

goes hand in hand with the need to sacrifice the

dignity of the 'lunatic' and the 'mentally ill'. Thus, they

are reduced to captivity, dehumanized, and exposed to

exploitation of basic rights so as not to dismay the

equilibrium of the patriarchal status quo. 

Basaglia (1965, p.1) says, “From the moment they cross

the wall of internment, the sick person enters a new

dimension of emotional emptiness [...]; they are

entered in a space that, originally born to make them 

harmless and at the same time cure them, appears in

practice as a place paradoxically built for the complete

annihilation of its individuality, as a place of its total

objectification.”  If the mental illness is, at its very origin,

loss of individuality, freedom, in the asylum the patient

finds nothing but the place where they will be

definitively lost, made the object of the disease and of

the rhythm of internment. The absence of every

project, the loss of the future, being constantly at the

mercy of others without the slightest personal push,

having punctuated and organized their day on times

dictated only by organizational needs that – precisely as

such – cannot take into account the individual and the

particular circumstances of each one: this is the

institutionalizing scheme on which the life of asylum is

articulated.

The second theoretical friend who accompanies me in

search of meaning is the radical postcolonial

psychiatrist Frantz Fanon (1952). Fanon moves beyond

Basaglian anti-psychiatric thinking and clearly defines

the lines of demarcation and confrontation between

two human species in opposition: oppressed and

oppressors. The White psychiatric discipline is thought

as a colonial technology in the service of power that

takes possession of Indigenous geographical and

mental territories to prey on and dominate them, to

expropriate, through cultural, physical, and

psychological genocide, that wealth to be exported to

Western countries. The divide between global North

and South, in Fanon’s thought, is not only of an

economic and territorial nature, but also psycho-

emotional. The global North operates and goes for the

economic, political, emotional, and cultural domination

of the global South, creating material and psychological

subjugation also through the sophisticated

technologies of psychiatry:
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"The White psychiatric discipline
is thought as a colonial
technology in the service of power
that takes possession of
Indigenous geographical and
mental territories to prey on and
dominate them"



“the negro, having been rendered inferior, moves from

a sense of humiliating insecurity through a strong self-

charge that leads them to despair. The attitude of

black man towards white, or towards their race, often

almost completely duplicates the constellation

delirium, often bordering the region in the

pathological” (Fanon, 1952, en. ed. 2008, 44).

Finally, to accompany my nights on the journey, the

Pedagogy of the Oppressed by Paulo Freire and the

urgency of a self-awareness of the oppressed that can

lead the damned of the earth (Fanon, 1963, ed. ing.,

2007) in the fight against that economic, political, and

psycho-emotional subjection to the colonizer. Such a

subjection forces the victim to self-devalue and

surrender to the oppressor, as well as to the social

reproduction of inequalities and colonial, political

violence. 

Only when the oppressed clearly discover the

oppressor and engage in the organized struggle for

their liberation, do they also begin to believe in

themselves, thus overcoming their 'connivance' with

the oppressive regime. This discovery cannot be made

on a purely intellectual level, but on an action level;

however, it seems essential to us that action should

not be limited to pure activism but should be

combined with a serious commitment to reflection, in

order to become practice (Freire, 1971 p. 51-52).

In my very personal intellectual journey, the despaired

radicalism of the Fanonian matrix had to laboriously

coexist and find a synthesis with Freire's pedagogy in

action, making conflict, the clash - even violent -

between contrasting and irreconcilable species a

liberating pedagogical and psychological tool. It is the

psychology of the liberation (Montero, 2009) of

 Indigenous South American communities, elaborated

and promoted by the Spanish Jesuit priest Martìn-Barò

(1983), murdered in San Salvador in 1989, that come

with a very difficult, perhaps impossible, synthesis of

my nomadic thought. The liberating process must lead

to a rupture that has a transformative power of the

conditions of iniquity and oppression, as well as to the

dissolution of institutions that contribute to the

reproduction of such conditions (Montero and Sonn,

2009).

2. Colonial Psychiatry and the PTSD industry. 

The cycle of humanitarian intervention, including

psychological intervention (IASC, 2007), is based on the

fundamental assumption of an objective nature of

empirical validation, developed in Western academies,

mainly in the United States and the United Kingdom.

Thus, interventions and their efficiency and

effectiveness must be scientifically measured and

therefore prove their empirical solidity. Humanitarian

psychological aid and reductionist objectivism are

combined and build some interesting colonising

premises in the world of care in the global South and

beyond. It is interesting briefly to discuss these

premises and their implications, as well as to use as a

case study, the construct of post-traumatic stress

disorder (PTSD) among the most commonly used

diagnoses to describe the psychiatric suffering of

populations affected by extreme traumas such as war,

forced migration and systematic violence.

The first consideration, or premise, to dwell on is of an

economic nature. A care project to be organized and
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implemented must have its own financial and

economic sustainability. This sustainability is closely

dependent and linked to funding requests and

guidelines controlled by large (or small) donors. For

the project cycle to come to life, it must be attractive to

the donor and therefore comply with the demands

and expectations of the funding source. Subsequently,

the care project will have to be accountable to its

donors and demonstrate that it has fully complied with

the guidelines that allow fundability. 

Let us briefly shed some light on the most common

guidelines allowing access to large funds. The project

must be based on data and evidence that prove its

usefulness and sustainability, such data must respond

to principles of scientificity, replicability, exportability,

and generalisability. Hence, the project must

demonstrate that it is based on solid empirical

premises using validated tools built in the main

Western academic institutions. The grammar of

funding most understandable to the wealthiest donors

is constructed and scientifically proven in Western and

white contexts. 

The rules, maps and outcomes are dictated by Western

scientific thinking, where the playing field is and

remains mostly the global South. Intervention and

evaluation tools are designed, tested and cross-

validated by those who will later ask to account for

how the money is spent, Western institutions

belonging to the countries the most responsible for 

colonial crimes from the 19th to the 21st century

(United States, United Kingdom, Europe). 

The financial, political, and humanitarian management

of care projects remains firmly in the hands of those

neoliberal and capitalist countries that for centuries

have colonized and expropriated the global South of

environmental, economic, and cultural resources,

reproducing that relationship of subjugation

denounced by Fanon, Freire, and liberation theorists.

Science based on empirical evidence, attractiveness of

money and power in the name of care, proposes itself

as a new device for a sustainable colonization, in which

it is the patriarchal and white North that manages

instruments and keep the purse strings, while the

South chokes, suffers and adapts to the rules of the

capitalist game. This is how billions of dollars move

annually from the North to the South in the name of

intervention and humanitarian psycho-social care,

money that will return to the North in the form of

training, supervision, evaluation, etc. 

A clear example is the so-called 'PTSD industry' which

produces enormous profits from the tragedy of mass

trauma in oppressed populations everywhere in the

world, working on the suppression of symptoms and

re-adaptation of victims rather than on removing those

premises that maintain the conditions of inequality and

subjagation and therefore produce extreme trauma

and inflict suffering on civilian populations, who are

victims of political and military violence. Derek

Summerfield, unpacking the main steps that

characterize the history of PTSD diagnosis, goes so far

as to set out seven assumptions that expose its deep

neoliberal and colonial nature (Summerfield 1999).

The first assumption concerns the notion of the impact 
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of traumatic events. The tragedies of war are so acute

that they cannot lead to ordinary suffering. Instead,

they will necessarily result in "traumatization" in the

victims. The second assumption foresees in the

Western point of view an absolutizing and

universalistic interpretation of human responses to

acute stress, objectivized and generalized by the

dominant scientific paradigms. The third assumption

sees the victims of wars and atrocities mainly as in

need of specialised and professionalised interventions.

Once again, these interventions are attended by a

dominant Western matrix. The fourth assumption

clears the psychological approaches coming from the

global North as the only ones relevant in explaining the

effects and intervention on violent conflicts,

everywhere. The assumption of vulnerability is the fifth

axiom. In fact, mainstream scientific literature clearly

identifies human groups and types (e.g. women,

children, particular ethnicities) as psychologically more

fragile and exposed to the consequences of trauma.

The sixth assumption sees the war as predominantly a

"psychological emergency". Quick and immediate hit

and run interventions can reduce psychological risks.

The last assumption excludes indigenous health

professionals from the possibility of managing the

emergency as they too are traumatized and

psychologically in want.

The author concludes that the medicalization of the

consequences of war has a victimizing and passivizing

effect on the affected populations; it reduces a

complex socio-political problem to a predominantly

medical/psychiatric issue; it stifles Indigenous

differences and competences in recovering from the

wounds of war; it reproduces a relationship of

subjugation between those who intervene (often also

complicit in the management of the war events

themselves) and those who suffer the intervention,

victims of the conflict as well as of the humanitarian

care system.

 victims of the conflict as well as of the humanitarian

care system.

My personal journey as a clinical psychologist talks

about all this. It talks about places preyed on and

deprived of freedom by neocolonial greed. It is about

power. The power of a privileged minority over masses

of oppressed and landless. It speaks of man's violence

against another man and the right to resist of the

voiceless, "the wretched of the earth", of whom I have

been, and still am, a privileged witness.

3. Conclusion

The first conclusive consideration when operating in a

 context of abnormality is that violence and war

concern both mental health and human rights and that

the two frameworks are worthy of equal dignity also

and above all in the scientific arena. The medicalization

of human suffering is a Western perspective that is

globalized also because of strong economic, power,

control, and surveillance interests. Individual suffering

in contexts where what is abnormal, the denial of the

most fundamental principles of humanity, becomes

normality overlaps with and is part of the social and

collective suffering of oppressed populations. 
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A second lesson learned in my personal experience

suggests how the victims of injustice, war, systematic

and political violence do not ask for interventions of a

psychological nature.

They demand justice, listening and participation in the

process of redemption and liberation. Thus, they are

not resilient, they are not passive and resigned actors

of an imposed condition. Rather, they are resistant,

fighting for the affirmation of their own and others'

existence. They have no advantage from the

millionaire machine of PTSD and Western treatment,

they are exclusively unwitting users of it. Our

standardized system of scientific evidence, global and

universal, has erased and is erasing, in a sort of

cultural genocide, Indigenous and traditional care

systems of meaning, alternative to the dominant

discourse of science and medicine.

Third, it appears unavoidable, in a subjectivizing

process of cure, that the voices of the victims should

not only be included but also will generate the guide

towards the solution of both individual and collective

suffering; above all, it is necessary that such processes

will value and assume the perspective of those voices

that demand justice and reparation. Whoever

produced the disaster cannot and must not be the

owner of the repair. In the Fanonian perspective, those

who are guilty, those who have failed, must pay for the

damage caused and the voice of the victim to become

 the guide for their own salvation and for the liberation

of the humankind. Healing capitalism has shown and

shows its true face: colonial and oppressive. Ultimately

it did not respond to the deepest needs of the victims

and failed.

The choice that today we as cure workers are called to

make is an indispensable and not optionable choice,

which must involve a paradigmatic revolution and lead

to the assumption of a true postcolonial Western

perspective. It is summarized in the following question:

must the worker (of education as well as of care) be an

agent for re-adaptation and re-socialization or for social

change? The choice is crucial for the future of the

human species endangered by epochal climate

changes, conflicts, genocides, man-made disasters and

pandemics.

“To love. To be loved. To never forget your own

insignificance. To never get used to the unspeakable

violence and the vulgar disparity of life around you. To

seek joy in the saddest places. To pursue beauty to its

lair. To never simplify what is complicated or

complicate what is simple. To respect strength, never

power. Above all, to watch. To try and understand. To

never look away. And never, never to forget.”
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When you look at racial injustice, it’s something that's

much like this Coronavirus pandemic. It's in every

corner of the world. And you look at decolonization in

the same sentence. The racial injustice and inequality

that arise from colonization are pretty much to blame

for all of the problems that we experience in a societal

setting, in today's environment, in Aboriginal

communities. We talk about the Stolen Generation. To a

white person on the street, the Stolen Generation

means that a lot of Aboriginal children were taken from

their families and placed into an institution. That's

basically all they know. But when you look at it in a

racial context, from an Aboriginal perspective, we see all

the inequalities and injustices that are reflective of past

policies, legislation, practices, and all of those things

that impact on an Indigenous community. 

One of our biggest problems that we face in terms of

our mental health, in an Australian Aboriginal

community, is derived from being dispossessed of our

homelands. That's basically the main problem that

keeps all of these other injustices turning over. That is

something that has been arrived at from colonization.

Prior to colonization, Aboriginal communities had their

own communal structures, they had their own

sovereignty, they had their own self-governing

structures.

That allowed for society then to live in peace and

harmony with one another. Since colonization, that

lifestyle has been overturned, and our communities

have taken on a different setting. When we look at the

problems that we suffer in our communities, coming

from colonization, it's evident that the world itself has

to create and establish a decolonization process.

Decolonisation has to come in the form of a process so

that it maintains its integrity, so that it is ongoing, and it

doesn't cease. That process happens within a

community so that the decolonization of one's mind

clears and cleanses itself of all of the ill feelings that

come from a race of people being colonized by an alien

force. That decolonization process has to have input

from a wide collective of Indigenous populations,

because they come from all parts of the country. And

the more people that have got input into that process,

the stronger it becomes, and the more feasible the

outcomes become for the communities that are

entering into that decolonisation process. 

If you're talking about decolonization, you have to fully

understand how you're colonized. I have to

acknowledge that I'm colonized in this area of my own

life. So maybe I need to break that down a little bit.

W E ’ R E  N O T  I N V I S I B L E  N O  M O R E :
R E F L E C T I O N S  F R O M  T H E  T E N T  E M B A S S Y ,
C A N B E R R A ,  A U S T R A L I A ,  O N  R A C I A L  I N J U S T I C E
A N D  D E C O L O N I S A T I O N

U N C L E  A L B E R T  H A R T N E T T ,  S H E K A R A
H A R T N E T T ,  C A S S A N D R A  E B S W O R T H

 
A S  T O L D  T O  R U T H  N E L S O N
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You’ve got to understand where the colonization comes

from to be able to decolonize it. Interracial relations and

racism and mental health, they're separate, but they're

all one. It all comes first from the individual self. We

have to understand that on the individual level, so it can

come to the collective level. And if there's a breaking

down in the community, how is anything else going to

happen outside of community?

An example of finding some part of myself that’s

colonized is the way we’re all conforming to get up and

start work at 9 o’clock. Who said that? Why does it have

to be that way? I have some sister girls who love

 working nine to five. They absolutely love it. They can

work that into their lives. Good on you. That means that

you can embed that into your life. But there's other

people out here that just can't fit into that. The faster

that you acknowledge and accept that, the faster you

can move forward in life, because there's so much

difference in the world.

When you find that little bit of colonization within

yourself, then it's up to you to be able to ascertain what

strategies you pick up or develop to combat it.

Decolonization in that context, it means that all you do

is say, “Well, I'm not going to be conforming to waking

up for 9 o'clock.” If I'm going to establish a

decolonization process for that problem, then first, I'm

 not going to turn on my alarm. The alarm's not going

to ring at 7.30am.

But your colonized mind is telling you to turn that

alarm on, turn your alarm on, you have to go to work,

you've got to go there. So you decolonize and say stuff

it. If I'm not going to work at 9, I'm not going to work at

9, I don't need the alarm on. You're creating a

decolonization process for yourself. 

It is the same with education. If you want to create a

decolonization process for educating your children, it’s

simple. Don't send your kids to school. Home school

them and you develop the curriculum that you're

teaching your children. We have access to that. We

have so much access to knowledge and wisdom, we've

got rights, we've got so much here that our ancestors

never had access to, that they fought for us to have, but

we're not using it the way that we should be. We're not,

and we're not actually giving it back to the kids, we're

not giving it back to the youth. It's just taking it away

from them really.

With eating, I say I'm not going to go to the takeaway

shop no more. I'm going to go out and I'm going to

catch my food. I'm going to teach my kids how to scale

a fish. I'm going to make a shanghai and I'm go and

catch a top knot and I'm going to pluck it and I'm going

to eat it. So that's a decolonization process that you

create for yourself and you enter into.

But in the context of social injustices and mental health

within a communal setting, the decolonization process

has to be a little bit more challenging of systemic errors

and human error that are being used to further

oppress, suppress, manipulate and control Aboriginal

people.

"Interracial relations and racism
and mental health, they're
separate, but they're all one. It all
comes first from the individual
self. We have to understand that
on the individual level, so it can
come to the collective level"
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The decolonization process that has to be created and

established for social injustice and inequality has to be

one that is made up of a collective of people that are

expert in the field of psychology, expert in the field of

Aboriginal disadvantage, expert within the field of

Aboriginal people’s support. You're going to have this

whole heap of professional experts, plus community

members that are going to have to take on the role of

establishing this decolonization process that other

communities can start to adopt and become a part of.

Another thing that I witness is the comparison of

trauma. When everybody's together, there's so much

comparison of the trauma that they all individually feel.

I feel that a lot within communities. It's not about

comparing our trauma. It's about creating the space for

us to just talk about it, just to release it. We've got to sit

down and be able to teach our kids how to transmute

that energy.

Once that energy flows and once that communication

and dialogue start to get to the middle of the table, and

it's not escaping through other avenues, it's all just

flowing around, all that energy within your circle. Then

it's easier and more simplified for solutions and

outcomes to be achieved.

It creates understanding and from that understanding

you develop better outcomes for yourself and for other

people that are part of that circle as well. That's what's

so important about our Aboriginal life and having a

circle as a means of our communication. When we use

that circle as a communication vessel, all it's doing is

sending the message around and around. It

reverberates and reverberates until we're all on the

same path, and we're all clear on what we should be

doing to maintain and achieve certain things within our

community.

That's the ripple effect. We've got different stories, but

we can relate to each other when we sit around the

table and say, “That happened to me. I've lost my

identity. The system has got my kids in jail. I’m

wondering why they're getting big sentences for petty

crimes.” 

Some people are noticing that they could be with

friends that are white, and they go to the Court

together, and the blackfullas get a jail sentence and the

whitefullas walk free. We share that ripple effect,

because all our mob have experienced injustice. We’re

not a stranger to jail. None of our families are free from

kids being stolen. None of our families are free from

deaths in custody.

There's another phrase that gets thrown around.

Transgenerational trauma. People don't understand

transgenerational trauma. Is anybody actually

explaining what it is? I know what Stiff Djinn was. Do

other Aboriginal kids know what Stiff Djinn is? That's an

example of transgenerational trauma. 

Stiff Djinn is coppers raping black women. When we

were young kids growing up in Bourke, we'd hear

stories about the police driving around to the pubs.

"The decolonization process that has to
be created and established for social
injustice and inequality has to be one
that is made up of a collective of
people that are expert in the field of
psychology, expert in the field of
Aboriginal disadvantage, expert within
the field of Aboriginal people’s
support"
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They'd pick up black women, take them out on the road

and rape them, then just leave them out on the road.

Stiff Djinn is transgenerational trauma. The chains that

our ancestors felt when they were chained, we still feel

them. They may not be physically there, but that is

transgenerational trauma. All these words get thrown

about. We need to come right back and really try to

understand this energy. 

Same as the decolonization word. If you don't

understand what it is and you don't have any

contribution to making it work, then why bother

throwing it around? When the whitefullas came over

and invaded Black countries, they had a means, they

had a purpose, and they had a plan of how to achieve

what they wanted. All of those past heartaches and pain

are our transgenerational trauma. So for us to enter

into decolonization, we're going to have to look at all

the bad aspects of colonization, and the true effects on

us as a people and a community. We've got to modify,

and we've got to change. We've got to manipulate.

We've got to fabricate. We've got to do things with it so

that it meets our cultural needs, in terms of us coming

to terms with how we act in today's society, because we

are heavily colonised and because we've been so

heavily colonized, we're now starting to shed our

responsibilities and our obligations as Aboriginal

 

 people. Because our minds and our psyche have been

so heavily brainwashed by the colonization process, we

just don't care.

We’ve been broken over time. Break after break after

break. And we aren't going to heal because they sit at

the hospitals and take our babies off the mum before

she’s even put the baby on the breast. They're breaking

that connection before it's even connected. Denying

our children a moment when you create a bond that is

more unique than anything else on the planet. 

That connection is the whole transition of life and it has

to be done in a certain setting. And you can't do that if

you're flagged with child protection services. If you're

flagged, you don't even want to go for your check-up.

Because you don't know what, when, how, or why. I’m

going to go to an appointment and they're not going to

come back with my kids. We'll go there and they'll lock

me up.

I'm just going be honest and true. I have found a lump

on my breast. When I went into the doctor's, they found

two. Because I'm 30, I can't go for a mammogram. The

doctor ordered a biopsy, a double biopsy, but the

radiologist said no, we just want to keep an eye on it.

They want me to be a guinea pig? They want to watch

what cancer does to an Aboriginal person? Would they

do that with their own sister? I sit there and I think how

many women in my community have found a lump and

gone in and they've spoken to them like that.

We’re always suppressing pain, suppressing hurt,

torment. It's something that in these past three weeks

I've sat and really thought about. We sit around in our

own communities, in our heads.

"Same as the decolonization
word. If you don't understand
what it is and you don't have any
contribution to making it work,
then why bother throwing it
around?"
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We go to our Aunties and our Uncles, but because that

trauma is so deep, they don't have that space and time.

The Aunties and Uncles have got deeply embedded

trauma. That trauma is so deep that the space isn't

there for them to be able to sit down.

How can we offer comfort and ease the pain of trauma

when it's so woven into your own soul? When so much

has been ripped from you? That's how I'm sitting here

now as a mum, trying to decolonize my brain and the

ways that I've picked up in society. What have I

embedded into my kids? It shows you how you project

energy. And that's what it comes down to - how we

project back into society, how we project back into

ourselves, and how we project back into our families.

Decolonization is a big journey. It’s every time we talk

about building up the capabilities and capacity amongst

our own people to say, I can govern this country, I can

sit down, I can participate in talks about things that are

happening in this country. I can contribute decent worth

to making a fair and equitable and just society. If we can

instill this within a lot of our young Indigenous peoples

and our Indigenous children, then taking over a place

like this, and then creating the structures of a sovereign

government is highly achievable. These are things that

we aim for, above the trauma and the heartache and

the pain that we suffer as well. We can use those things,

as a motivational tool, as an empowerment tool, to be

able to say, “We're sick of this, we're going to move

forward, this is how we're going to do it.” 

One thing that lets us down in this country is there's no

authority for Black people. There's not one single

authority that gives us Aboriginal people say over what

happens in our lives, in our communities, on our

country.

 

We need to change those dynamics. The only way we

can do that is to establish a strong structural

foundation, that allows us to house our own

governance, to be able to determine what happens. We

rescue all of the funding and all of the Indigenous

portfolios off the white government, we bring them

down to our government. We decide what happens in

community. When mining leases are sent in for

approval, we're the ones that approve those mining

leases or disapprove them. We're the ones that should

be making a say of what's happening in this country,

and if we are given that opportunity, then we will make

those decisions in favour of everyone that lives on our

country, not just our own mob, and for the good of the

land.

All we've got to do is we just plant that seed and we just

got to water and nurture it and feed it, give it what it

needs to be able to grow into what we want, and that's

our sovereign government. We got sovereignty over

our countries and we take whatever is being exploited

from our lands, and we're the ones responsible for it.

And if it's going to destroy a country, and we're not on

top of it, we're not in tune with our culture, then we're

the ones to blame for it, not the white person.

It's something that torments us. Mother Earth doesn't

let us sleep, Grandfather Sun doesn't let us sleep.

Grandmother Moon or Father Sky, they just keep

coming at us because it's something that we're

"How can we offer comfort and ease
the pain of trauma when it's so woven
into your own soul? When so much has
been ripped from you? That's how I'm
sitting here now as a mum, trying to
decolonize my brain and the ways that
I've picked up in society"
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inevitably connected to. Even when we're on drugs, out

of our face. No doubt our brothers and sisters are

sitting there, and they're connecting. But they're trying

to suppress it. They're trying to get rid of it. Because

that world out there tells us it's wrong. And we're not

doing it the right way.

You'll find four dots over there, (on the letters that spell

out sovereignty at the Tent Embassy). Those four dots

are the four elements of life. Brown for the earth. White

for the oxygen we breathe. Yellow for the sun and the

heat. Blue is for the water that makes up 60% of our

body mass. Without any of those elements, life ceases

to exist.

And there's a fifth. Without four, there is no fifth that

exists. The fifth is spirit. If four elements are aligned, it

connects straight to spirit. Connects straight to source.

It lines with your country. It lines with your power

source.

First and foremost, we need to understand earth, fire,

water, and air and how we connect to them individually.

We've all got our own different interpretations. But

they're the four things that should drive us to equality,

justice, truth, honesty, integrity. To wanting to be good.

When I'm spiralling and I can't grasp this world or

what's going on, that's the four things I go back to. 

 My fire, my water, my air, my earth. My fire is in my art.

When I need to ignite my fire, I go straight to my pencils

and pens. My water is me remaining connected to my

family. My water is my emotion, it's everything that

flows through me. It's the only thing that really controls

me on this earth. If I don't connect with my water, my

family, my emotions, then I haven’t got earth. I can't

find my place here. I can't find my physical connection

to that tree, that bird, anything, because I don't have

emotion. Water is our safety net. Air is my mentality,

what I think in here, before I speak it into the world. So

if I don't have those four things down for myself, I'm

doing nothing, I'm talking to no one. I need my fire

intact, I need my earth intact, my water and my air so

my spirit can go and walk out there.

Those four elements are life and the more you put into

them, the more you strengthen your life and your

connection to your power source. When we lose that

and detach ourselves from that, when faced with all of

the ills of an oppressive society, it's downright no good.

This is the kind of dialogue we need to create on a

larger scale. We need a whole population talking about

it. How do we want to live? How do we want to be a

part of a wider society that protects and preserves

those four elements of life? Because if one of them

goes, then we're gone. For our country up there in

Bourke, the blue is almost disappeared, the brown is

almost gone, because of all the destruction in mines,

agriculture, and all the commercial industries that are

impacting up on country. The air quality is deteriorating

because we're chopping down all of our native trees.

And the damage done to the ozone layer and all the

climate damage that's been done in creating

detrimental effects that are coming from the heat and

energy of the sun. All of those elements are under

"All we've got to do is we just
plant that seed and we just got to
water and nurture it and feed it,
give it what it needs to be able to
grow into what we want, and
that's our sovereign government"



P A G E  N I N E T E E N | T H E  A C T I V I S T  P R A C T I T I O N E R  I S S U E  N O .  5 ,  A U G  2 0 2 1

threat and at risk at the moment. And it's only just a

matter of time with ignorance and neglect, one of them

is going to deteriorate and extract away the other

elements from what we call life. Therefore, that means

that we cease to exist as people. That bird over these

ceases to exist as a bird. This tree ceases to exist as a

tree. That mountain up there ceases to exist as a

mountain.

You need to realise that they don't exist for themselves.

They all exist for each other. That tree doesn’t stand

there and live just for it. It lives for us and the animals to

breathe. It provides for us. It covers us and gives us

warmth. It holds a lot of balance. And it’s the same with

us. We balance one another out. It's like all of them

cockatoos. There's about ten of them now. That's a little

tribe, a family, and they've got a responsibility to this

environment. They got to work in harmony with the

trees, and they got to work in harmony with us as

human beings. And they got to live in harmony with the

other living things in this space.

There's another word that gets me all the time, the

word system. Why it does is because there's so many

systems out there. There's the education system,

there's this system, there's that system. Then there's

one really important system that I make sure I connect

with no matter what, and that's my kinship system. But

then once I started really digging into that, I was like,

What about my internal kinship system? Me. And that’s

how I reconnected with my elements. I can understand

that I have my own mind, I have my own heart, I have

my own gut, I have my own hands. They are mine. I

have to really sit with that and really accept that. But

then that's when all the other systems come in. How

can my hands interact with that system? How can my

mind interact with that system, because they all affect

me. I don't want to go and project that negative energy

 back out, because I want to shift it, I want to change it. I

want to be able to embed certain things there to say

this is what you can do, these are little steps that you

can take. If that doesn't work for you, go and do it this

way. Go and try music or go and do that.

It's like this, you're placing all the weight on one system,

but to ease the burden, all you do is share the weight.

It's that simple.

We forget that we are a reflection of each other. We

reflect each other. Same as the white person. Your

science tells us that we are the oldest living people in

the world. Our stories take us back to the first sunrise,

to time immemorial. What that says to me as someone

 that's got a little bit of knowledge, it says, we've been

here for so long, we're the oldest living race of people

in the world and our stories go back to the Dreamtime.

If we're the oldest living people on this Earth, then to

me, this place they call Australia is the birthplace of

creation. This is where creation began. When you look

at this place as the birthplace of creation, then we are

traditional owners and custodians of our countries.

Therefore, custodians of creation. We are the

custodians of your creation because we are the oldest

living race of people on the Earth. You only have to look

at our lifestyles and the way that we were dressed and

the way that we lived within our own environmental

settings. We are the only race of people that go back to

the Neolithic era, and have maintained their connection

to the Neolithic era.

"We are the custodians of
your creation because we are
the oldest living race of people
on the Earth"
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You look at Africa, for instance, all of their colourful

headdresses and big long robes that they wear and the

way that they built their houses and they made their

spears, it's totally different to us. We're still cavemen.

Look at the Indians, got their bow and arrows and their

beautiful clothes and their feather headdresses, riding

around on horses. They're not Neolithic. You look at the

Papua New Guineans, living in trees. Building a shelter

in trees is not Neolithic. That's not cavemen. Not one

Indigenous race has maintained its native connection to

that Neolithic period other than the Aboriginal race.

Your history tells you that. You look in your books and

you can see how our race of people have never

modified or transformed their natural environment

from that caveman era up until 200 years ago when we

were colonized. So that means we are the birthplace of

creation and we are the custodians of that creation.

This yarn is so these fullas reading it can take it back

and read it again and again and share it. That's what it's

made for, for the readers to empower themselves.

Although they will never walk in our shoes, they’ve got

an idea of how we feel. 

We've got a big journey ahead of us, but the only way

we're going to complete that journey is by doing it

together and holding on to each other so that when one 

 

 of us does fall, we always have someone there that's

 going to pick us up. As Aboriginal people, we're doing

what we always do, sharing and caring.

We've always been nurturing. We were always family-

orientated. Even though they tried to break in our

system what we had going. They put all the wedges that

they know can tear families apart. But we stay strong in

our bond and that doesn't change. We start to restore

our systems and start acting on things in our own ways.

A lot of our mobs aren't living on country anymore. A

lot of our mobs aren't practicing culture anymore. A lot

of our mobs don't speak language anymore. A lot of

our mobs don't dance and sing. But that doesn't mean

that we can't revive those things. That doesn't mean

that we can't go around that fire and dance now. We'd

be dodging bullets back in our days. When we used to

walk down the river to catch fish, or go down to the

orchard, we’d get shot at. But we're not invisible no

more. It's about respect.

"Even though they tried to break
in our system what we had going.
They put all the wedges that they
know can tear families apart. But
we stay strong in our bond and
that doesn't change. We start to
restore our systems and start
acting on things in our own ways."



 

o brown daughter of eve
who weathers the reproach

& storms of those born
of blood & fire & whose –

 
innocence & undiminished

faith walks the way of
angels & you whose kisses

move heaven to tears –
 

in your life so far
some have tried to cast
you aside & called you

simple & sought to defile –
 

the preciousness of your
innocence but still you rise 

& redress injustice with
forgiveness with grace –

 
with kindness beyond

what this world affords
& laughter & smiles enough;

to bring the sun 
 
 

 

T O  B R I N G  T H E  S U N

R U A H  G R A C E
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As a Black woman, daughter of Haitian immigrants,

born and raised in the United States, there is a way

that I have often felt that I live in the margins. Indeed,

Anzaldúa’s (1999) invisible borderlands live within me

as I live within them. And so there is the tension of

coming to understand healing at the feet of my

Grandmothers, Ma Fan and Ma Doune, both healers in

their own right. And coming to understand healing

housed in the complexities of clinical psychology as I

have been taught in the Western academy. And now as

a member of both the academy and my Haitian

community, I reflect. It is from this perch that I begin

my interrogation, my unraveling, my deconstruction,

my reconstruction. My quest to decolonize our clinical

psychology curriculum. 

There has been a historical and recent call to address

the settler colonial influence in our field of psychology

(Fanon, 1967; Martín-Baró, 1994; Singh, 2020). In Black

Skin, White Masks, Franz Fanon (1967) notes that

“traditional psychology” was created without

considering Blackness. Liberation psychologist Ignacio

Martín-Baró names that we must understand humans

in context and that psychology must name and

address oppressive structures in order for any

individual or system heal (Martín-Baró, 1994). 

In her recent address to the Society of Counseling

Psychologists, Dr. Anneliese Singh implores us to ask

critical questions such as: 

 “Who wrote the history of our field?

 For what purpose and whose benefit does it exist?”

  (Singh, 2020)

Decolonizing our clinical psychology curriculum means

asking ourselves Dr. Singh’s (2020) important questions.

Decolonizing our curriculum means examining how these

important issues are reflected in our curriculum broadly

(overall philosophy) and specifically (each course).

Decolonizing our curriculum means ensuring that we

share the “fullest story” of our field, by ensuring that a

multiplicity and diversity of voices are represented.

Decolonizing our clinical psychology curriculum means

that we will teach our students what has been, what has

been missing and why, and how they are a part of

bringing forth a clinical psychology that will be expansive

and inclusive.

Experts in our field are calling for us all to continue to

address diversity, equity, and inclusion by decolonizing

our curriculum in order to address structural inequality

(Singh, 2020). However, like most innovation, there is no

blueprint for such an endeavor. We are at the cusp of a

question that many, likely most, clinical psychology

training programs have not even begun to ask

themselves. Therefore, we need to deeply reflect and

define what such an endeavor will mean in order to be

able to implement an effective plan with the impact we

intend. 

In the first step of this endeavor to decolonize our clinical

psychology curriculum we are embarking on our very own

Hero’s Journey. We intend to: 

1. Engage faculty, students and alumni in a reflective

process, guided by an expert consultant. 

2. We will conduct an initial assessment (survey and
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W H O  W R O T E  T H E  H I S T O R Y  O F  O U R
F I E L D ?  D E C O L O N I S I N G  C L I N I C A L
P S Y C H O L O G Y

C Y N T H I A  L A N G T I W



focus groups) of faculty, students and alumni to

understand their perspective on how structural

inequality is exhibited and perpetuated in our clinical

psychology curriculum. 

3. We will analyze and review the data from surveys

and focus groups.

4. The faculty will embark on data-driven examination

of how to decolonize our program and each of our

courses in order to address structural inequality. 

5. We will use this information to develop a systematic

process that will allow us to continue to transform our

entire curriculum such that it reflects the diversity of

our evolving field. 

It is a Herculean task before us. We are at the

beginning of our own version of Campbell’s Hero’s

Journey. There are many aspects of this journey that

remain in the fog. However, there is certain clarity

when I am asked what it means to decolonize our

curriculum and indeed our field.

To decolonize clinical psychology is to centre voices

and perspectives that mainstream clinical psychology

has pushed to the margins. To decolonize clinical

psychology is to ensure that our conceptualizations,

theories, assessment, interventions, and evaluations

consider all the beautiful messy possibilities and that

they are not just integrated into the whole, but we

recognize them as integral to the whole.
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Sahra: Thank you so much Averil and Xi for joining me

today, for the Activist Practitioner magazine. I would like

you both first of all to introduce yourselves, and then

we'll get stuck into it.

Averil: Thanks, Sahra. Thanks for having us. I'll start off,

my name is Averil, and at the moment, I run the Masters

of Clinical Psychology training, and also the Masters of

Psychology Practice (Clinical), which is a new program

that's been developed for an endorsement in the area

of Clinical Psychology. I'm also a practicing psychologist,

I do a day a week of private practice and loads of

supervision as well, which I really enjoy. I'm really

interested in this topic, and have come to work in this

area, I think, just because of my own experience of

coming from two different cultures. And also just the

experience of being a young woman in leadership, and

being a young woman with ideas and a voice has meant

that there have been many challenges along the way

that I have personal experience with. So I'm looking

forward to the discussion today.

Xi: I’m Xi, and I'm a clinical psychologist, as well. I have a

practice based in Newtown in Sydney, Gadigal country,

and I see a range of adults, both couples and

individuals. I have a special interest in working with

clients who are folks of colour and who identify with the

range of the LGBTQIA+ family. I see a lot of trans clients

at the moment as well, and I work with some of them in

couples, working on looking at how our intersections of

gender or gender identity, sexuality, race, and all these

things have an impact on our clients lives. So looking at

things from a systemic lens is really wonderful, I think,

and looking at how they interact in our private practice

and with our personal lives, and our family of origin

history. I myself, like Averil, I have been informed by my

own experiences. I grew up in China and Pacific Islands

and Australia, and I'm a non-binary person myself, and

so I often exist between these intersections, and they

fascinate me, being able to work with them, and to talk

about them with other organizations is something that

really excites me.

Sahra: Amazing. So just picking up on some of the

points already that you both have raised: the interest in

intersectionality, and how that affects any issue that we

talk about, in regards to any marginalized group, it's

never really just about one thing. It's about potentially

several layers of marginalization. And the other thing

that Xi, you raised, was the systemic and structural

issues that can affect people from diverse backgrounds,

not just on an individual level, but on a larger, broader

playing field. So to give you both a bit of context, in

regards to this issue of the Activist Practitioner,

originally, the issue was supposed to be centered

around the Black Lives Matter movement, and then we

realized that in Australia, that is one issue that 

D E C O L O N I Z I N G  P R A C T I C E
I N T E R V I E W  W I T H  Z I  L I  A N D  A V E R I L  C O O K
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we unfortunately can't talk too much about there.

There's some aspects that we can talk a little bit about

and deconstruct, but we found that there were so many

larger discourses that we wanted to also tap into, so we

decided to broaden the topic into anti-racist practice,

and decolonizing practice. So I first wanted to ask about

some of the projects that you both have been working

on. A couple of big ones by the sounds of things. Averil,

would you like to go first to talk about your work with

ACAP?

Averil: Yes, so I guess the idea of decolonizing practice,

I think, has always been a bit in my blood. I think

wherever I've gone, I've tried to understand what I've

seen and rally against some of the constructs that I felt

were archaic or didn't make sense. And I guess as I've

moved along in my field, I've been able to apply it into

different settings. So the most recent being in my work,

redeveloping the Masters’ programs for psychology

training, as well as the fifth-year part of the training,

which is the MPP (Masters of Psychology Practice), and

was fortunate enough to meet some very like-minded

people in ACAP, who also had very similar ideas. And

what we've been able to do is actually completely

redevelop the programs with this view in mind. 

I think it's a starting point, actually casting a critical lens

on our practice. And it's starting to be included in the

way we think about psychology; we think about

ourselves as clinicians in a more reflective space rather

than ignoring that race or other issues of power exist.

 So I have been rewriting the programs, redesigning

with my colleagues how units look. A critical piece

involved in that is having cultural competence included

in a very real way in unit learning outcomes, as

opposed to a lecture that's being tagged on the end.

And then, in practice, asking how the staff actually bring

these issues to life in everyday learnings. How do we

practice with the view that not everyone is a white,

middle class, member of a mum and dad, two-kid kind

of family, which tends to be our typical case study that

we look at. 

Another practical element of what I do is that I'm

involved in a working party, which looks at decolonizing

our practice across ACAP. We have various champions

for different identified groups that we want to target,

one being LGBTQIA+, and another one being

Indigenous peoples, and I'm the person on the

Indigenous group there. We meet once a month and

we look at our physical spaces, how units are covered,

we look at policies and procedures, and we speak from

those perspectives and the research we've done in

representing those various areas. 

Sahra: Xi, could you jump in and maybe talk about

some of the work that you and Averil have done

together? 

Xi: So Averil and I were invited to join an organization,

another education organization, to talk about similar

issues around decolonizing and supporting staff and

students to have these conversations around what

does inequity looks like in their course content, in how

staff and students interact, and in policies. It was such

an exciting opportunity. I was so glad when I was asked

to do this, and Averil was able to come along, it was just

"we think about ourselves as
clinicians in a more reflective space
rather than ignoring that race or
other issues of power exist"
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so wonderful to have Averil’s expertise, and to have two

psychologists really making this out. It was really great,

because we were able to bring to this consulting work

our expertise, as therapists and our trauma informed

lens, our ability to hold space for people who are

accused of problematic behaviours, to those who are

doing the accusing, to, you know, really work on

something I think is so important in this work, to not

shame people in this process, right? To really hold that

space so that you can have, you know, encouraging

accountability. That's really important, but at the same

time, not shaming people because we know when that

happens, they shut down or this shuts down room for

reflection, and any motivations to change. People can

become super defensive, or they feel like “I've done

enough already, what do you want from me”. And so,

being able to hold the space for organizations, we

found that we were able to have a broader degree of

change, which you normally just see in our individual

work, so that was really exciting.

Sahra: That's awesome. I'm really curious about coming

at this from a trauma informed perspective. I think that

as people from very diverse backgrounds, in a, I don't

like the term “multicultural society”, but in a

multicultural society, we assume that the systems that

are in place are normal and that we need to just be

accepting and resigning ourselves to these sorts of

dominant power structures. When we're approaching it

from a trauma informed perspective, what was that like,

looking at existing educational systems from that sort of

lens?

Averil: Yeah, it was fascinating. I come from a family

therapy background myself, and the amazing thing to

see was just how my training and my perspectives in a

 family system, then could be applied to and played out

in a much larger system, which was the organization

we're dealing with, which operated in very similar ways.

In ways that could be harmful, just like in a family

system. There were elements that were working, and

there were elements that really didn't work. Certainly,

from the work that we did, Xi and I together, we saw

that there were certain people that were being harmed,

and then there were certain people that had a great

deal of power. That was quite an eye opening

experience, from my perspective. 

Xi: Family can harm and it can heal.

Averil: Yes, that’s right. I guess the interesting thing for

me when applying this on a much larger scale was also,

like Xi mentioned, trauma informed care. But also,

when you're working with a family, you have to be

careful of all the moving parts, you have to be able to

hold all the different pieces in the picture. So, in order

to be able to create change, you have to be able to find

a way to work with people who have harmed, people

who are being harmed, and often those two roles are

not clear - it can go both ways.

Sahra: There are people who benefit from the system

and perpetuate the system, and people who perhaps

fall victim to the system?

Averil: Yes, I guess what I'm saying is that they can also

inhabit both spaces as well. And so it does become very

difficult. You can't actually figure out “Oh, who's the

good person in this situation and who is the bad

person?” There isn't one. But there is, at the end of the

day, an overall picture of harm being done to a certain

group, and I think that's what we're talking about when
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 we're looking at decolonization: What are the systemic

issues that ensure that a certain group of people

continually are favoured, and a certain group of people

are continually disadvantaged or hurt or harmed? And I

guess that was our task, to actually pick that apart to

find a way that all parties involved would get on board

with the formulation. I mean, to speak, as a therapist,

what is the formulation here? How do we understand

why each party is doing what they're doing? What need

does it mean for them? What advantages did they gain

from this? What is the outcome here, and then to find a

way to get everyone involved in wanting something

different, and being the change that is needed.

Xi: Just what Averil said about how who is doing the

harming is not always clear, absolutely, this is the

systemic lens, we can absolutely see the patterns of

who's benefiting, but we really had to, at various times,

work with individuals who were at times the person

doing the hurting and the person getting hurt, and

really work with each of them to hold them

accountable. So, really helping them understand when

they've been hurt, how do we proceed? How do we

proceed with dignity? How do we move through these

really difficult spaces without holding their own difficult

feelings and trauma, and being able to make the best

decisions for themselves at times so that they can be

the best advocate for themselves. So it was really very

complex work in that way. Very much like family

therapy, which I think was why it was really wonderful

to have our background in that case.

Sahra: One of the things that The Activist Practitioner is

attempting to do, for and within psychology as a

profession, is to be able to turn a bit of a critical eye

onto our profession, almost in that systemic family

"What are the systemic issues
that ensure that a certain
group of people continually
are favoured, and a certain
group of people are
continually disadvantaged or
hurt or harmed?"

therapy sort of way. I guess I'm wondering, from your

perspectives, how might some of the learnings, the

outcomes, or even the process that you both applied in

these cases, how might they be useful in turning this

critical lens on to psychology as a discipline, as a

profession? 

 

Xi: I think I'll speak from a private practice perspective,

because that's where I go. You know, for most of the

clients that I see they specifically come to see me

because they want the systemic lens passed on the

struggles that they're experiencing. But I think for any

clinician, even when you're working with an Anglo,

middle class, Australian person, they still experience

these intersections at play, whether it's gender,

whether it's class, whether it's anything. So I think it's so

important that we are taught to understand our clients,

not just from a developmental perspective, or looking

at them as individuals, or even the family systems, but

really understand how they're placed in the society at

large. When a client comes in who has issues with

consent and dating, we want to understand it from a

gender lens; we want to understand what sort of

messages they were taught as a child from society as

well as from their family origin, and help inform them

that their decisions that they make, the choices that
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they make, aren't just about them being silly or

anything like that, as often clients come to blame

themselves for these decisions they make, but really

understanding the broader context of the world that we

live in. And I think in doing so, we do our clients a great

service.

Averil: I think the thing that I've certainly noticed is that

there is a great divide in the understanding around

these issues. And I think that divide is so large, because

in Australia, we haven't had this discourse for a very

long time. It's been a really repressed or

unacknowledged conversation. I think, in many other

countries like South Africa, this has been a conversation

that has been at play for a very long time, and so the

population as a whole has a bit more maturity in

understanding the issues, than I think Australia does. I

don't know that we've really had our black lives matter

movement yet, to be honest. We kind of tried to get

there, and it just didn't quite get there, and I think that

is definitely one of the big issues, I feel I'm dealing with

at an organizational level. 

Certainly, what we encountered in working with this

external organization, is that people who live this day in

and day out, have had a lot of time to think about how

this affects them, and a lot of time to think about the

issues at play. For those that it doesn't affect, or for

people that maybe fit in the middle, who, you know,

might be “white-passing” or might have just not had the

same experiences as some of their peers, it's not a well

developed process of thinking. 

For me, when I've been working with students and in

their psychology training, I've had to start right at the

beginning. So a lot of my lecture content is, have a think

about what life is like every single day, as an example,

this is what life is like if you're a woman, what life is like

as a coloured man, or as a pregnant black woman,

these are the issues that they have to deal with moving

through every moment of their life. And then, on a

larger scale, this is what they have to face. So really

starting right at the beginning and getting psychologists

of the future to kind of think, this is just the tip of the

iceberg here. How is this going to affect me in the

therapy room? How is this going to affect my clients in

the therapy room? What work do I have to do to even

begin to be able to wrap my head around that

dynamic? And why is it that we haven't had to think

about these things before now? Because I think that's

actually a really critical question, is if you've never

thought about this, why have you never had to think

about this before? What degree of privilege have you

experienced that you've never had to think about this

in much detail? So for me, these conversations are very,

very preliminary. They're really about cracking open the

possibility that life is not as one has experienced for

yourself your whole life. And from that comes a lot of

discomfort. Particularly when I'm looking at

undergraduate studies. I actually put together a lecture

series on decolonizing psychology practice, and it was

done in a few of the undergraduate programs, and I

was checking in to see how they were going with the

unit coordinators. And they're like, “It's going great,

great”, and I was like, hang on a second is it really going

great? And then boom! There were fights, there were

complaints, there were people storming out of

classrooms, and I thought, right, that's actually what I

was expecting to happen, and it started. So I think we

"What degree of privilege have you
experienced that you've never had
to think about this in much detail?"
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 need to have that moment before we can have more

sophisticated conversations.

Sahra: I so agree with you, I think that this is not a

conversation that up until maybe now psychologists

and a lot of current students and newly registered

psychologists may not have even started to address or

question. There's a lot of power, there's a lot of

privilege. There's a lot of that ‘one size fits all’ mentality

at times of ‘this is gold standard, or ‘this is best practice’,

and if I'm not doing best practice, then I'm not doing

psychology properly. And I feel like there is, along with

that sense of privilege and maintenance of that power

dynamic, there is a lot of reticence to do that self-

reflection and sort of dig a little bit deeper within

ourselves because, you know, as therapists we know

best!

Averil: I think alongside that, Sahra, is an anxiety that

we might be doing the wrong thing, because there's a

right way to do it. And if you're not doing it the right

way, it's the wrong way. 

Sahra: Well there’s ‘Big Brother’ hanging over our head.

There is Medicare compliance, there’s AHPRA

registration, and there's a lot of tick-a-boxes that have

to go with those sorts of things. 

Xi: The way that we're taught to do ‘the right way’, is

based on these very heteronormative, white examples

of the ‘typical’ client that comes into a therapy room.

Those are the examples that were used again and

again, and so that becomes the norm. So anyone who

deviates from that norm is seen as too hard, too

difficult, “Oh, I'm not sure if I could take that on”. Even

those examples, they're often all women, and they're

 often all white. That's also really problematic for the

clients who are actually fitting those two stereotypes as

well. It's just so demeaning for everybody.

Averil: Something that I point out in the lectures that I

do is that there is very little validation of any of this on

non-“WEIRD" populations. So it's Westernised,

Educated, Industrialised, Resourced and Democratic.

And so actually, our foundations of what we think we

know, doesn't necessarily apply in many clients we may

see outside of that narrow definition. And I guess what

my purpose is, is to say we still think about the scientist

practitioner model. But if we're truly a scientist

practitioner we will go, “this is who the science has

been tested for, and this is what we know about this

particular culture, and is there any overlap? Or do we

actually need to create a new therapy based on the

things that we know for this particular individual in

front of me?” Helping them engage in that critical

evaluative and self reflective process to be able to come

to that conclusion because, you know, it is so much

easier to support a set of guidelines. It's so much

harder to actually have to think about this all the time

for each new person that walks in your door. It's quite,

quite tricky.

 

Xi: I think for clinicians who don't fit into that norm that

we are taught, it's a really tricky thing, right? Because I

think we end up having this kind of a double-mind,

doublespeak situation happening, because on one

hand, I'm told that this is what a typical client looks like,

and yet how can I practice something that doesn't

intuitively fit for me? Having to go through the

education system always having to think that somehow

this just doesn't fit. Like something just doesn't sit right

with me. I think for a lot of clinicians who have the
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 privilege to not examine that, I feel sad for them that

they have to start this process so much later when

they're confronted with this. Whereas, you know, I don't

think the three of us in this Zoom Room, have never

had to think about this.

Sahra: I think, just on that Xi, that's a really important

point, and I guess what I'd like, as maybe one of the

outcomes of this discussion is getting some tips for

practitioners to really be doing that reflective

introspection and maybe even start that process of

decolonizing themselves first, and then their practice

subsequent to that. I mean, from my own perspective,

I’m probably about 10-ish years into my career, so I

would probably consider myself to be a mid-career

psychologist, and this concept of decolonizing practices

has really only come about for me in the last couple of

years. So I feel like I've taken the time and the steps to

engage in this, and I really want to be able to share how

we can encourage and get other practitioners to do the

same. What are your thoughts on this idea, first of all on

decolonizing not just being from a race or ethnicity

basis, but from all different forms of marginalization

and advantage / disadvantage?

Xi: Yes, because all systemic oppression, all forms of

oppression, they are linked. They're all, whether it's

based on race, or gender, or sexuality, or any of those

things, I think, ultimately, there is a very common link.

So if you dig deep enough, we can't dismantle one

without the other.

Averil: Yeah, I agree. I mean, I think it would be nice if it

was as simple as some tips (laughs). I think,

unfortunately, it's quite complicated. I guess I can share

my thoughts on what's helped me in my journey. One of

"looking at how power has
played out in an individual's
life, whether that be loss of
power or the experience of
power being used upon you,
and how that influences your
experiences"

the issues that has come up for me is looking at how I

formulate a client and where that comes from.

Certainly, having done a lot of work in the field of

trauma I've had to reflect on how does the DSM

understand trauma? How does the DSM define that

experience? And what is my relationship then with

things like the DSM or the ICD-10, or whatever it is that

you're using. When does that serve this client

population, and when does it harm them, and how do I

participate in that, or how do I perpetuate that? For me,

I have developed my own way of formulating and

understanding these types of populations. But I think

the thing that most fits for me is models that are

becoming better known, like the Power Threat Meaning

Framework, because that makes sense of the

populations that I work with, in a way that other

methods don't.

Sahra: Can I just get you to explain how you would go

about using the Power Threat Meaning Framework,

because I believe that this is not as commonly used in

Australia as it might be in places like the UK.

 

Averil: The cut and thrust of it is looking at how power

has played out in an individual's life, whether that be

loss of power or the experience of power being used

upon you, and how that influences your experiences,
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 the way you relate to other people, and then also how

that may be interfering, with where you want or need to

be in life. Feel free to correct me because I'm definitely

not specifically trained in this field. 

I guess my own way of understanding things has

actually come about through developing a little model

that I talk about with my students, almost like Maslow's

Hierarchy of Needs, but looking at how therapy fits into

that. So, the approach I take is that the therapeutic

intervention that we often provide, like “here is CBT”, or

“here is DBT”, or “here is a treatment”, is actually at a

much higher level of Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs,

being able to kind of look at self development, to be

able to look at one's contribution in the world. Someone

has to be at that level in order to be able to access

those treatments. So all those things below that are like,

do you have connection with family or community? Your

people? Do you have safety? Are you safe in your home?

Are you safe in your body? Do you then have food,

shelter, basic needs met? And I think that's something

that we forget, as clinicians, because we're talking about

specific treatments that work for people that are

depressed, which is great, but that's on the assumption

that they have a home that they go to each night that is

safe, that they have people around them that they're

connected to, that they can socialize with, that they

have access to the basic resources; that they're engaged

in schooling, or work, or whatever it is, and then you

can access [therapy]. But a lot of people that come

through the doors, go home to an alcoholic parent at

night, they may not sleep in the same bed each night

because of that, they don't have basic safety, they don't

go to school, because they're so dysregulated or

disrupted inside, and so those treatments don't work.

Within that, there are the ideas of politics, and racism,

 and experiences like that come into it, because you are

not safe, if you're experiencing racism every single day.

You are not going to respond to a treatment like CBT, if

your experiences are of being unsafe in your world

every day. And I think that's where we need to start

using our critical lens and our understanding of

systemic factors at play to say, “maybe we shouldn't be

working at that level, maybe we actually need to be

working at a systems level”, whether that be simply

helping individuals to open their eyes and understand

that this is not something that's necessarily within their

control. This is something that is in the air that they

breathe, that they might not be able to see or they may

not be able to comprehend the level of damage that it's

doing to them. I think sometimes as well, there is

almost like a gaslighting that happens for people who

experience discrimination, in that we as psychologists

say, “you're suffering because you haven't done this

work”, rather than, “actually, this is what we would all

be experiencing if we were exposed to that

environment every single day, and exposed to that

harm”. 

Sahra: Absolutely, and I can think of so many

examples, in my own work and in the work of my

colleagues, where it sort of feels like the burden of

whatever the person is experiencing is being put on

them, and the circumstances and situations, and

systemic forms of oppression, individual forms of

oppression are ignored. I feel like this is something that

everyone who is a psychologist is able to relate to,

where we're almost taught to ignore a lot of those

external factors. And if we abide by DSM and “best

practice”, then we are individualizing the problem and

treating the deficits that we might see in the individual

rather than in their systemic issues. 
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Xi, just to add to what Averil has been saying, Averil has

been talking about the systemic case formulation of the

client. I'm wondering, what are the next steps beyond

that? If we are truly practicing, from a decolonized

perspective, how do we engage that client? How do we

sit with that client, support that client, once we've

gotten that sort of formulation, hopefully, alongside

them?

 

Xi: Beyond the formulation, there's a model of working

with trans clients that we talk about. It's not enough just

to be a therapist, but it's important to be an advocate as

well. So part of that work around advocacy, when you

are choosing to work with a population that is

marginalized, is understanding the issues that are

systemic, that they experience systemically. One

example that Averil mentioned, the issues of the DSM-5

and understanding the histories around some of these

things, like that Gender Identity Disorder was in the

DSM. There's been a long history of how transness has

been seen as an illness, and that as a result of this,

based on the DSM and ICD within our profession, this

has led to so much gatekeeping and concerns about

treating trans folks as capable and making decisions

about their own body. So, understanding the histories

of how our profession have perpetuated some of these

problems is so important, right, and actually then acting

not just, you know, from seeing this individual in front

of us, but also understanding the context of what

they're experiencing, and how they interact with the

 health system, the medical system and government

systems, and why they may have been developed

 certain schemas. I’m a Schema Therapist, so how do

they develop mistrust and abuse schemas? How do

they develop defectiveness? Looking at impacts of

media representations of this group, how has that

impacted on their sense of self? All of these things are

really important to see our clients in their world, in the

world that they live in, in OUR world that we live in. 

Now, another example, I was thinking how attachment

models that we've come to know so well, that we grew

up on as psychologists, that's being used to justify the

removal of children, that's systematically affected

Indigenous families more than anyone else. So we need

to examine this, even if we can't take up this work

politically, we need as individual therapists to think,

“Hm, if that is the case, is the problem with these

families? Or is the problem with our attachment models

that we work on?” We need to think critically about

these things and seek out organizations, seek out

bodies which are having these critical discourses. Like

Psychologists for Social Justice [Facebook group], which

has been wonderful, and The Activist Practitioner; people

who are interested in really critically thinking about the

things that we take for granted, it's almost like

examining the things that have built the foundations of

psychology, because without doing that, we're gonna

keep repeating the same mistakes over and over again.

And I was looking actually, for the name of the well-

being model that has been developed.

Averil: It’s Tracy Westerman? It talks about how

Indigenous peoples experience well-being and health,

as opposed to more westernized models of well-being

and health. 

Xi: I think it's Tracy Westerman. I think you're really

"It's not enough just to be a
therapist, but it's important to be
an advocate as well."
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 being curious about this, wanting students who are

coming into the program to start looking at these

things, it's not just a matter of being a good clinician in

the way that we are taught that you need to tick all the

boxes, and being good for Medicare. We have to not

just be good students, we have to be critical students.

Sahra: Can I bring this back to the very, very big

question of why. Why is any of this important? Why

should we, as a profession, be turning this critical eye

on ourselves? Why is it so important for us, moving

forward in the progressive (hopefully) directions that

we're moving into? Why is it important that we do this

now? 

 

Averil: The first thing that came to mind is, we should

be doing no harm. And we participate in a great deal of

harm when we don't understand our power, and we

don't understand how our actions cause harm. I believe,

even though I think and talk about this a lot, I continue

to have to grow in this space, and I continue to have to

learn. I won't stop learning about this for my entire life, I

think.

Xi: This keeps me up at night, this power question,

right? Because for a lot of therapists, and I do a lot of

supervision, and I provide therapy for a lot of therapists

as well, and a lot of them come in with their

own…”wounded healers”, you know? We all have our

own family histories, and a lot of clinicians come in

feeling very powerless. They feel pressured by clients,

they feel a great deal of self sacrifice and subjugation,

and sometimes when we look at that, in and of itself,

the clinician might feel very powerless in the face of

their clients. But that is not the case. When we're in a

room with clients, the most powerless person is our

 clients. We have with us these pieces of paper that tell

us and we have these amazing powers of assessment

and gatekeeping, and all of that. So we have enormous

power that we wield with our clients. So we need to

understand what that power means and what happens

when we have sustained biases, which we all have. In

the way that we're starting to accept that we're all

racist. Of course we are! We were raised in this

environment, how can we deny that. I'm racist too!

Because we're pickled in this juice, right? Same way that

we're all sexist, we're all transphobic, we’re all

homophobic, I mean, in this existential way, we have

that in us, we have these tendencies and biases, so we

have to examine them.

Averil: I think just to carry on from that, the idea of

harm. In one of my lectures, I actually exemplified what

that meant by using amalgamations of real cases of

where the clinical outcome for a client was poor, or

they were harmed as a direct result of racism, and

where a clinician may be doing best practice by the

book, but may be engaging in racism and what that

meant for the outcome of a client. I think in very real

terms, unless, as Xi mentioned, we sort out our own

shit, we're going to be hurting other people. And we're

going to be defending that as if it's the right thing to do.

And perpetuating that and teaching others to do the

same.

I also do think that really, even though psychologists

haven't necessarily inhabited this space, as a

profession, that we are really vital for advocacy. We are

so critical, and we really should have a greater voice in

this space. Because we see people at their most

vulnerable, we see people at their most strong, we walk

alongside people in their most amazing states of
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 human existence. And if we can't advocate for them in

that space, then I don't know what we should stand for

as a profession.

Sahra: I'm just thinking about psychologists who might

struggle with feeling as though they were imposters in

the room there with our clients. Now we're going to

have another level of imposter syndrome. Thinking,

maybe “I identify as white, or cis, or heterosexual, how

am I going to identify with this client in front of me who

might identify as varying marginalized identities?” How

do we make sure that we can be in that space with

them in a way that is going to be supportive and helpful

and not contribute to furthering the harm?

 

Averil: It's a really tricky one. I think just like working

with any person whose experiences you may not share,

you have to have a healthy respect that you may not

know. And that you must ask, and you must check in,

and you must learn from your client. But also, at the

same time, that we all have threads of the same

common experience that we can tap into, which helps

us to get close to understanding perhaps what is going

on for the other person in the room. We've all

experienced loss, shame, sadness, grief; these are

human experiences. We may not have completely

experienced what the other person in the room has, but

we can learn from them through tapping in through

these common human experiences.

Xi: I think, on that, I feel I'm in two minds with that,

because on one hand, there's a great movement for

clients to look for clinicians who have shared identities

with them. I know there's a directory of BIPOC (Black,

Indigenous, and People Of Colour) therapists that's

been created in Australia and New Zealand, and more

 and more, I have clients who are looking for therapists

who have not just experience but sometimes lived

experience in a certain area. So, I think, sometimes

there's a benefit to that, because there is this,

especially for clients who have experienced a great deal

of alienation, then there is a wonderful experience of

having a therapist sitting across from you, who looks

very similarly, or who identifies with you and shares

inside jokes; that's a really amazing thing. 

But at the same time, there's just not enough therapists

as well. And sometimes, when you're able to connect

with someone you don't look like, who you don't share

the same experiences with, that can also be a really

incredible experience in itself as well. So, like with

anything else, we have to work with what we've got,

right? For the therapist, whatever we bring in the room,

that is the best that we have in that moment with the

client, and we just do the best that we can, in trying to

learn not just from our clients, but through literature,

movies, communities, various things, especially if we're

choosing to specialize in a field, we want to try to

immerse ourselves in the culture of the group. Because

every group has a culture, and so understanding the

culture, the popular culture, all the things that come

along with it, that's actually a really fun aspect of our

work that can really help to inform it if we don't share

those common lived experiences. 

Averil: Yeah I agree with you Xi. I think there's a

challenge out there for existing clinicians and the

profession at the moment, I think our job is to go away

and learn more about it. We have a duty to do that. We

have a duty to really self-examine and reflect as

clinicians and to change our practices based on our

reflections. And that's going to something that happens
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 within yourself, something that happens in supervision,

something that happens in spaces like this. And then we

have to be open with the client that it's okay, if we don't

get it, and they need to go somewhere else. That is

having a healthy respect for what you can and can't do,

and at being up to the client at the end of the day to

say, “No, this is actually really working for me”, or “This

is not quite what I need at the moment”. And that's not

personal.

Xi: I wanted to add something about the

[self-]examination, because I saw this wonderful TED

talk about creative thinkers, and procrastinators or non-

procrastinators, people who can get things done really

early, or those who leave things to the last minute; we

all have self doubt, everyone has self doubt, that is just

across the board. But there's something about the self

doubt, implicit to who we are, versus the work we do.

We can doubt our work, we can doubt how well we're

doing the work, and when we start to feel really critical

and start to feel really defective or harsh about our

identities, then that shame that comes along with it

stops us from learning. So, have a critical analysis of the

work, have a critical analysis of our profession, but I do

want to kind of reach out to clinicians who are feeling

like imposters in the way of, “Am I a good enough

person at the core”. That actually stops us from learning

and actually freezes us on the spot. 

Sahra:Thank you both so much for joining me and The

Activist Practitioner today. 

Averil: Thank you, Sahra. It's been a great conversation. 

Xi: It’s been a pleasure talking to both of you.

"We can doubt our work, we
can doubt how well we're doing
the work, and when we start to
feel really critical and start to
feel really defective or harsh
about our identities, then that
shame that comes along with it
stops us from learning"



Abstract

This is a duoethnography about First Nations Peoples’

trauma and resilience. Kim Tilley is a Joondoburri

Saltwater woman, from Yirin, a First Nation in

Queensland, Australia. Kim shares her father’s

experiences of being removed from his family as a

child, and the impact on her life. Ruth Nelson is a

Western psychologist. Enculturated into a colonising

worldview, Ruth has been learning to listen deeply to

First Nations perspectives on colonisation, trauma and

healing, in order to practice ethically in a First Nations

setting. Throughout this article, the voice of Kim is

represented in italicised font; Ruth’s voice in non-

italicised font. 

Keywords: Liberation psychology, colonisation, First

Nations Knowledge, yarning, duoethnography,

narrative processes

Introduction

This is a two-voiced story. It uses duoethnography, a

method of inquiry developed by Sawyer and Norris

(2015) in response to a crisis of representation in

qualitative research, namely that it is both unethical

and impossible to represent another person’s views. In

duoethnography, the narratives of researchers of

difference are juxtaposed in an act of dialogic

imagination (Norris and Sawyer, 2012). 

 One voice in this story represents that of Kim Tilley, a

Joondoburri Saltwater woman, from Yirin, a First

Nation named Bribie Island by the colonisers, in south 

east Queensland, Australia. Her narrative concerns the

removal of her father from his family as a child, and

some of the ways in which that has impacted on her

life. Kim’s voice is represented in italicised font. The

second voice is that of Ruth Nelson, a British-born and

Australian-educated psychologist. Ruth’s narrative

concerns her attempts to understand what Kim’s story

teaches about processes of colonisation, trauma and

resilience for First Nations Peoples. The voice of Ruth is

represented in non-italicised font. 

 The aim is to share some of Kim’s life experiences, and

what she taught Ruth about how those experiences

stem from colonisation, and relate to resilience and

trauma. The aim is also to share some of the ways in

which Ruth has incorporated what she has learnt from

Kim into her practice in a First Nations setting. The

hope is to provide opportunity for other settlers who

may work in First Nations settings to learn from Kim’s

wisdom.

In this article, First Nations Peoples refers to the

Indigenous peoples of modern Australia, whose

Nations were invaded by the British. The word

‘Aboriginal’ is also used, as this is the word used by Kim

and also used in Ruth’s workplace. The Directors of

Ruth’s workplace have given permission for this article

to be submitted.

Psychology, Colonisation and First Nations

 Psychology colonises First Nations. What is typically

referred to as psychology in Australia emerged from
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 northern Europe and spread through the world via

colonisation (Nelson and Phillips, 2018).

Colonisation meant not only imposing authority over

First Nations land, modes of production, and law and

government, but also over all aspects of knowledge,

language and culture (Smith, 1999). This includes

emotional and mental health. Northern European

beliefs about human behaviour were assumed to be

universally relevant and were imposed on people in

colonised nations (Dudgeon and Walker, 2015). The

dominant lens of psychology has been used to

marginalise and oppress First Nations ways of being

(Dudgeon, Rickwood et al. 2014). 

Psychology diminishes First Nations knowledge and

skills. Northern European psychology typically

addresses the mental and emotional health of

individuals within a culture that strongly values

individualism (Nelson and Phillips, 2018). Other

cultures hold their own beliefs about mental and

emotional health, as well as about people, identity and

community. Northern European, or colonial,

psychology actively dismisses and negates these

beliefs, as part of gaining control of the psychological

resources of First Nations Peoples (Adams et al., 2015;

Smith, 1999). First Nations ways of knowing are

excluded and marginalised, in order to destroy every 

 last remnant of alternative ways of knowing and living,

to obliterate collective identities and memories and to

impose a colonial order (Smith, 1999). 

 Psychology typically divorces itself from social and

political forces. Northern European psychology sees

individuals as responsible for their own mental health,

rather than locating problems in a political and

historical narrative. Psychologists tend to look for

pathology in the individual while overlooking pathology

in the environment (Dudgeon, 2000). Colonial violence

affected people physically, emotionally, linguistically

and culturally; grief and loss are the legacies of this

(Smith, 1999; Towney, 2005). A system that primarily

recognises individual factors and has been used to

oppress and obliterate First Nations lives and culture is,

at best, ill-equipped to contribute to First Nations

healing.

 I came to realise these truths while learning how to be

an English-Australian psychologist in an Aboriginal-led

family centre. Given the importance of community to

Aboriginal people, I identify the centre itself as my

client, not the individuals. The relationships I have are

multilayered. They know my children and I know theirs.

A culturally appropriate way of relating, it does not nest

easily within the paradigm of mainstream psychology. I

needed to learn about the processes of colonisation

within me so I could embrace a culturally appropriate

way of relating, rather than sticking fearfully to the

clinical paradigm in which I was trained. 

Colonisation permeates me, through enculturation and

clinical training. Both as person and therapist, I am a

cultural being (Dudgeon, 2000). As Michael White notes

(1998), the culture of therapy is not exempt from the

ideology of the dominant culture. The practice of

psychology is not exempt from the processes of

colonisation. To counter these processes, it is my

responsibility to listen deeply to First Nations

perspectives.
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"The dominant lens of
psychology has been used to
marginalise and oppress First
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Learning about First Nations People’s knowledge,

especially those relevant to healing. Dudgeon and

Walker (2015) talk about the importance of listening

deeply to First Nations views and practices. So, I

sought out conversations that helped me learn about

resilience and trauma from a First Nations perspective.

I have learnt that a position of critically examining my

own clinical training can be called learning cultural

humility (Conyer, 2018). Cultural humility lets me begin

to decentre what I have been taught in order to listen

to First Nations Peoples about their knowledge and

skills. 

 I had a conversation with Kim Tilley (2019). It was part

of a podcast, called The Creating Space Project, in

which I listen to stories from people who identify as

women and together we talk about what these stories

reveal about their values. The purpose of the

conversation, for me, was to respectfully understand

more about colonisation and its impact on First

Nations Peoples. The aspect of colonisation that Kim

chose to focus on was the story of her father, his

removal from his family, and some of the ways that

has impacted her life.

 The purpose of this article, then, is to share some of

what Kim has taught me. A passionate and skilled

educator, she freely and generously shared with me

some of her own life experiences. I learnt so much that

I want to share Kim’s insights, and how they relate to

trauma and resilience, with other settlers who work in

First Nations settings. As Kim explains:

 My father has passed away. He walks with the ancestors.

My mother gave me permission to share this story. It’s the

truth and it needs to be shared. My father is one of so

many Aboriginal children that were supposed to have a

better life in a Western way. 

Below are excerpts of the conversation with Kim. They

are arranged in two parts: excerpts that Kim and I see

as reflecting 1) trauma, and 2) resilience, although I

recognise that these are deeply intertwined. Following

the excerpts, I highlight the ways in which I make sense

of what Kim has taught me through a liberation

psychology framework, which can be described as a

psychology in the service of oppressed people’s

struggles for freedom and justice (Martín-Baró, 1996). I

also discuss how this has shaped the work that the

community and I participate in together at the family

centre. 

Kim’s story and how it speaks to trauma and

resilience

Trauma from colonisation

 Kim’s story highlights some of the ways in which

Aboriginal people experience trauma: 

I found out I was Aboriginal at 21. My father kept that from

us because he had endured such hardships. At 7 years old,

his mother was persuaded to send him away to a Catholic

boys’ home, to learn the Western way. 

 My grandmother was a housekeeper for a Western man.

He was quite well to do. He encouraged her to give dad up.

When I was born, they were still taking children away. In

Queensland, up into the 1970s, they were taking children.

 Dad ended up in a living nightmare, persecuted because

of his Aboriginality, with emotional, physical and sexual

abuse. He used to run away all the time. They would

thrash him for running away. All he wanted to do was go

home but it wasn’t to be. When he told his mother, she 

 didn’t believe him. She thought he was naughty, wanting

to come home and run wild in the bush. I love being

outdoors. I can relate to that. I’m never afraid. It’s that

connection, I guess. 

 I picture a little boy scared. Sleeping at night, frightened,

by yourself, with strangers in a strange place. Abused the

way he was, it’s awful. He was a scared little boy wanting

to go back on country, as opposed to being stuck in this
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nightmare. 

 My father had a very troubled adult life. He tried to

suicide. I only found out as an adult what dad had

endured and how he suffered. 

Colonisation is very visible in the abuse of Kim’s father:

Australian government policies on child removal from

Aboriginal mothers, the pressure that the wealthy

Western man is able to exert on the Aboriginal mother,

and child abuse in religious institutions.

 Trauma is passed down through generations. Violence

spills from the hurt individual onto family. Kim’s father

did not enact lateral violence on his family, which is

testament to his strength, but no indictment on people

who don’t manage to avoid doing that. 

Sometimes the abused becomes the abuser. We were very

lucky to have the most loving dad. I appreciate that I had

an amazing childhood. 

The impact can perhaps be witnessed in Kim having to

discover for herself her cultural identity, and having to

unlearn a sense of shame in being Aboriginal. 

 My mother didn’t know dad was Aboriginal until she was

pregnant with my younger brother. It came out in

conversation, as did I find out when I went back up on

country. I visited an old lady who happened to mention

Aboriginal family.

 ‘Didn’t you know? You’re Aboriginal.’

 I was dumbfounded. But everything made sense. I

 hounded my mother as a child, asking my mother if I was

adopted. She kept saying, ‘You are not adopted’. She

showed me a birth certificate and everything. But

something didn’t feel right. When I found out, everything

fell into place. 

 I had always wondered who I was. I would think, ‘Who am

I? I’m me, but who?’ I remember feeling this as a young girl.

I can relate to Aboriginal people who don’t know where

they’re from. That piece of me was missing.

 When I found out, I became whole as a person. I’m still

learning about my culture. But I know where I’m from. I

know where my ancestors walk. I know where I belong. 

 When I found out I was Aboriginal, my father said ‘Be

careful who you tell’. It wasn’t until I went to university, as

a mature age student, that I became comfortable sharing

who I was. I thought of myself as a second class citizen. I

was hiding, not telling anybody. 

 This trauma is experienced by all Aboriginal people. It is

the impact of genocide.

Within two years of settlement, 95% of people died. 200

years ago, we were 100% of the population. Now, we’re 3%

on our own land. To lose 65,000 years of culture, to lose

my stories. I don’t know my language. I would love to. I

know the name of my language. It was Oondoo. But I don’t

know anything. It’s a sad thing. But I look at the half-full

cup. I know where I’m from. I can connect to my ancestors.

I can connect with my country. 

Resilience from culture

 Kim speaks to the historical resilience of Aboriginal

people. It shows through in many ways, including pre-

colonial history, kinship, cultural identity and

connection to country. 
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"When I found out, I became whole
as a person. I’m still learning about
my culture. But I know where I’m
from. I know where my ancestors
walk. I know where I belong."



Pre-colonial history demonstrates ancient resilience.

 Evidence supports that we have been here for 65,000

years. We believe it is up to 100,000 years. We are the

oldest living culture in the world. I live my culture, as best I

can, with what knowledge I have. I’m learning all the time.

 Kinship bestows resilience, through knowing family

members, and through feelings of belonging.

 My great-great-grandmother was a heroine. She rescued

settlers from drowning in Bribie Island passage. A

housekeeper, she worked in houses around that area and

was allowed to stay because she was highly thought of for

an Aboriginal woman.

 My dad’s cousin, who is my cousin and, culturally, my

mother as well, the elder of my family, she knows a lot of

our history. After I found out about my Aboriginality, I

looked into my heritage and came up with her. It was

amazing meeting her. I am quite close with her now. It’s

liberating, finding lost family. 

 Cultural identity is important in resilience processes.

Kim knows this for herself and endeavours to teach it

to others. 

 As I get older, I embrace my culture more. I live in a

Western world, so of course I’m going to live that way. But

my culture is my religion. My environment is my church.

My ancestors are my faith. My dreaming stories of my

culture, my clan, they’re all lost, which is really sad. I’d give

anything to have a couple of dreaming stories. 

 Resilience is in a lot of Aboriginal people today. We’re

fighters. For us as Aboriginal people, everything we get we

have to fight for. We have a voice. We are the First People.

This is our place.

We’re resilient and strong. Sometimes, your brokenness

brings strength and resilience. The Aboriginal kids of today,

they’re our future. I encourage these Aboriginal kids to be

proud of who they are. They are our voice and need to be

heard. Never be ashamed of who you are. This is who you

are. An Aboriginal person. Be proud of that. We are the

First People here. The stories need to be heard. The youth

need to stand up, stand tall and be strong. 

 Connection to country builds strength, for those who

are able to connect. It explains Kim’s understanding of

why her father, as a child, kept returning to country

from the boys’ home.

 We’re very fortunate where I am from in Bribie. We were

handed back a piece of our country, by the Queensland

government. It is the last known sacred site. When I first

 went there, I just knew how to address the ancient ones of

that sacred site. I knew how to go in, with openness,

humility and utmost respect. 

 When I’m on country, kookaburra visits me, always comes

close and laughs at me. I asked an elder about that. She

said kookaburra’s chosen you. In Sydney, kookaburra

sometimes comes to visit. Where I work, I was outside, and

a kookaburra landed next to me. The children were

amazed. It flew up right next to me, stayed a few minutes,

then flew off. It was a powerful thing.

 We believe that ancestors go into animals or trees. On our

sacred site, we have a tree. I call it old man tree. One of
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 our ancestors, his spirit lives in the tree. When I go on

country, I always pay my respects to old man tree. There

are many Aboriginal cultures, with different beliefs. In our

particular clan, when you pass on, your body and bones

are buried under a Moreton bay fig. We believe that your

spirit goes into that tree. That’s where my father’s ashes

are, and where my great-great-grandmother is buried.

That’s where my ashes will go. It’s literally a family tree.

 There is a sense of peace that my father is on country. He

got to go home. He visits me. He’s walking with the

ancestors. I’m at peace with him being at peace, safe and

sound. 

Discussion

 Kim’s story taught me a great deal about trauma and

resilience, and I am very grateful. I better understand

that any efforts concerned with building resilience and

healing from trauma need to put First Nations

perspectives first. First Nations lives and health are

strongly influenced by the relationships between

cultural identity, kinship and land (Dudgeon and

Walker, 2015; Terszack, 2008). I learnt from Kim the

importance of each of these, they are strongly visible

in her story. In the Aboriginal family centre, my role

needs to focus on supporting community members in

their work of strengthening and building these

relationships.

 The social, cultural and psychological impacts of

colonisation include pervasive trauma, grief and loss,

as well as the devaluing and silencing of these by the 

 dominant society (Wanganeen, 2014). The impact on

Kim’s father and her family are clear in Kim’s story. So

too is the importance of countering the silencing: Kim

and her mother agree that the story of her father is

important and must be shared.

The stories of trauma must be told, in ways chosen and

supported by the storytellers. 

 As a member of the dominant society, if I choose the

ways of telling, then I participate in devaluing the

impacts of colonisation as I am giving preference to my

colonial perspective. Colonisation sought to impose its

own order and to obliterate First Nations culture and

identity (Smith, 1999). So, the order of any healing work

needs to be created by First Nations People (Dudgeon

2000). I have learnt, from the community members at

the Aboriginal family centre where I work, that ‘yarning’

is an important and appropriate way of telling stories.

Yarning

 Terszack (2008), writing of her experiences of being

forcibly removed from her family as a child, describes

yarning as a way of ‘making meaning, communicating

and passing on history and knowledge’ (p.90). This

resonates with both what I heard as being valuable to

Kim, and the lived experiences of people at the

Aboriginal family centre. As  Larry Towney describes

(2005, p.41), ‘All our values have histories. And by telling

the stories of these histories, we remember what we

treasure’.

 Yarning is a very important way of telling the stories of

these histories: Informal, relaxed discussion to places

of interest that are relevant to the topics of trauma and

resilience, discovering opportunities for thick

description (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010). Relationship is

at the heart of yarning, and, as a psychologist, it is a

way for me to remain accountable to the community

(Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010). 

 Yarning, it seems, performs the function described by

Smith (1999), of reclaiming a voice, of reconnecting and

reordering ways of knowing that colonisation sought to 
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obliterate. But yarning is a practice that has existed

since time immemorial. What need could an Aboriginal

community have of a psychologist in a yarn? 

An Invitation into Dialogue

 Yarning is dialogue. Dialogue is transformation of

ourselves and reality (Freire, 1972). It is us, together,

grasping the mechanisms of oppression and

dehumanisation, exposing them in the yarn (Burton

and Kagan, 2005).

 In the yarn, how do I make sense of my relationship

with the community, combining, as it does, elements of

Northern European psychology and the First Nations

values of reciprocal trust and connection (Pederson,

1997). I am a member of the oppressing group,

hopefully with a growing critical consciousness of the

structures which I embody. The community of

 this Aboriginal family centre have their own dynamic

and thriving processes of critical consciousness of their

reality; its members are criticising their social situation

and seeking to change it (Freire, 1972). They have

immeasurable skills and strengths, including historical

resilience and their ability to withstand and survive

colonisation. They have invited me into dialogue, a

series of processes by which, together, we approach

liberation (Burton and Kagan, 2005). 

 So that, perhaps, is what we are doing. How are we

doing it? Freire (1972) is very firm that central to

Kim’s story offers dignity to her family history, and

to other First Nations Peoples, who are affected by

an official history that largely dismisses the

consequences of colonisation, and locates the

causes of problematic behaviours within

individuals, offering shame and blame to First

Nations Peoples

 conscioentizacao, this process of growing critical

consciousness, is the leaders’ own conviction of the

necessity for transformation, their involvement in

reality within a historical situation. The telling and

retelling of the historical situation becomes critical in

this process of dialogue. It is a reclaiming of historical

memory (Martín-Baró, 1996).

Commemorating historical memory

 Reclaiming historical memory is a practice described

by liberation psychology, itself a way of standing

alongside people that experience oppression, allied

with their concerns and values, and collaborating in

personal healing and addressing socio-political injustice

(Burton, 2013; Burton and Kagan, 1995; Martín-Baró,

1996). Commemorating historical memory seems a

practical way of building community and individual

resilience, while honouring trauma. For example, Kim’s

storytelling can be understood as an important act of

commemoration: recovering and making public these

historical memories of her father and family. Kim

locates the story of her father in the history of

colonisation, her family’s history, and the events of her

life. She locates it in the history of the oldest living

culture on Earth. 

 There are four functions of commemorating historical

memory (Gaborit, 2007, in Burton, 2013). These four

functions are described below, using Kim’s story as

illustration.
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"It is us, together, grasping
the mechanisms of
oppression and
dehumanisation, exposing
them in the yarn"



  It takes Kim’s private feelings and makes them

public and objective. She validates her feelings, and

those of other First Nations Peoples who may hear

her story. It draws a connection for all of us

between those feelings and the present condition

of social relations and wellbeing in modern

Australia for First Nations Peoples;

Kim’s storytelling intensifies feelings of pain. There

is sadness in her story, but this also facilitates

solidarity and social mobilisation. Kim’s generosity

in sharing her family’s experiences of injustice

opens the opportunity for increased understanding

and solidarity from non-Aboriginal people who

hear her story;

Kim’s storytelling dignifies, not only her father, but

also those who have not survived institutionalised

violence. Proper acknowledgement of people who

have not survived or continue to experience

dreadful consequences of trauma is repeatedly

refused in Australia.

    

 These functions are important, in part, for

deconstructing a reality that seems natural, and for

regaining pride in belonging and strengthening a sense

of cultural identity (Burton, 2013; Martín-Baró, 1996).

Kim’s story offered an important way of exposing the

impacts of oppression on families. It spoke to the

trauma of colonisation that effects all First Nations

Peoples. It also offered an illustration of First Nations

processes of resilience, which stem from thriving for

more than 65,000 years, and include kinship, cultural

identity and connection to country. 

 Reflecting on Kim’s story through the dialogical

practice of yarning, and understanding yarning as, in

 part, a way of reclaiming and commemorating

historical memory has shaped how I work. Traditional

practices of Northern European psychology are not

typically taken up by members of the community at the

Aboriginal family centre where I practice. They prefer

gathering as a group to explore individual and collective

stories of trauma and resilience, within the history of

colonisation.

 Yarning and commemorating historical memory can

perhaps also be understood as narrative therapy

practice, as narrative therapy explicitly recognises

colonising forces, socio-political forces and First Nations

psychology. As Barbara Wingard (2001) describes it,

narrative processes help link justice and grief. Stories

need to be told and acknowledged, and working on

grief is working towards justice. 

Healing Circles

 At the Aboriginal family centre, we have co-created

Healing Circles, which could also be described as

narrative therapy groups. A series of yarns which

honour trauma and centralise First Nations healing

practices, they permit me a non-centred place in the

circle as both witness to and participant in healing

processes. 

 As we sit and tell stories, the community

commemorates historical memory. There is dignity for

community members and their families, as well as for

those who have passed, in the storytelling, and

validation of their personal feelings. While we certainly

feel extraordinary pain in those groups, we also feel joy

and playfulness. We increase our own sense of

solidarity, and it gives us ideas for social mobilisation. 
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 Social transformation

 For example, we have produced a poster, that

commemorates the Healing Circles themselves, and

features the artwork of a community member. The

artist was commissioned, through funding by Western

Sydney Primary Health Network, to create a painting

that reflected the stories we had been telling. An elder

sat with her to shape the stories in the artwork and

there was ongoing consultation with other community

members, to ensure consensus. 

 There is personal healing in this process of telling and

retelling, through word and picture. There is also socio-

political action, as the poster, widely distributed,

reflects the values of the community and the impact of

colonisation. For people experiencing oppression, such

as First Nations communities, it can be argued that

there is no personal healing in the absence of a

movement for social transformation. Social

transformation is about making changes in the

dominant structural and cultural institutions, seeking

more equitable and sustainable social arrangements

to satisfy the basic needs of all people (Montero, 2009).

In this sense, my role as psychologist is used in the

service of social transformation (Montero, 2009). 

 In the Healing Circles, I currently make sense of our

relationship by viewing myself as an external catalytic

agent (Burton and Kagan, 2005) invited into dialogical

process with community members. We seek to expand

our critical consciousness and to work towards social

transformation, and thus, personal healing as well. It is

the relationship between community and I that is

somehow the source of new knowledge, as I come to

grasp the nature of oppression and dehumanisation of

First Nations lives in Australia and in this particular

  community more fully (Montero, 2000). This enables

the community, in part through my witnessing, to open

up for themselves new possibilities for action and

transformation (Combs and Freedman, 2012; Martín-

Baró, 1996). Transformation, most importantly, is with,

not for, those who are oppressed (Freire, 1972). 

 From here, one possibility is that the process of

dialogue deepens towards Participatory Action

Research, an emancipatory process that combines

education, research and political action, while building

the power of the community (Fals Borda, 1985;

Montero, 2000). However, clearly, it is the community

members who will decide and direct, not me, and it is

this place of not knowing that will enable us to come

into a knowing of where we go from here. 

References
Adams, G., Dobles, I., Gómez, L. H., Kurtiş, T., & Molina, L. E. (2015).

Decolonising psychological science: Introduction to the special

thematic section. Journal of Social and Political Psychology

https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v3i1.564.

Bessarab, D., & Ng'andu, B. (2010). Yarning about yarning as a

legitimate method in Indigenous research. International Journal of

Critical Studies, 3, 37-50. https://doi.org/10.5204/ijcis.v3i1.57  

Burton, Mark. (2013). Liberation psychology: a constructive critical

praxis. Estudos de Psicologia (Campinas), 30(2), 249-259.

https://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0103-166X2013000200011

Burton, M., & Kagan, C. (2005). Liberation Social Psychology: Learning

from Latin America. Journal of Community & Applied Social

Psychology, 15(1), 63-78.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/casp.786

P A G E  F O R T Y - F O U R  |  T H E  A C T I V I S T  P R A C T I T I O N E R  I S S U E   N O .  5 ,  A U G  2 0 2 1

"Transformation, most importantly, is
with, not for, those who are
oppressed." 

https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v3i1.564
https://doi.org/10.5204/ijcis.v3i1.57
https://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S0103-166X2013000200011
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1002/casp.786


Combs, G., & Freedman, J. (2012). Narrative, poststructuralism, and

social justice: Current practices in narrative therapy. The Counseling

Psychologist, 40, 1033 – 1060.

http://doi.org/10.1177/0011000012460662  

Conyer, M. (2018, June 14). A Conversation with Merle Conyer [Audio

Podcast]. Retrieved from

http://creatingspaceproject.libsyn.com/podcast/a-conversation-with-

merle-conyer 

Dudgeon, P. (2000). Counselling with Indigenous people. In P.

Dudgeon, D. Garvey, H. Pickett (Eds.), Working with Indigenous

Australians: A handbook for psychologists (pp. 249-270). Perth,

Western Australia: Gunada Press, Curtin Indigenous Research

Centre.

Dudgeon, P., & Walker, R. (2015). Decolonizing Australian

psychology: discourses, strategies, and practice. Journal of Social and

Political Psychology https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v3i1.126.

Dudgeon, P., Rickwood, D., Garvey, D., & Gridley, H. (2014). A history

of Indigenous psychology. In P. Dudgeon, H. Milroy, & R. Walker

(Eds.), Working together: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mental

health and wellbeing principles and practice (2nd ed., pp. 39-54).

Canberra, Australia: Australian Government Department of the

Prime Minister and Cabinet.

Freire, P. (1993/1972). Pedagogy of the Oppressed. NY: Continuum

Martín-Baró, I. (1996). Writings for a liberation psychology. (A. Aron &

S. Corne, Eds.). New York: Harvard University Press.

Montero, M. (2000). Participation in action research. Annual Review

of Critical Psychology, 2, 131 – 143. 

Montero M. (2009). Methods for liberation: Critical consciousness in

action. In M. Montero & C. Sonn (Eds.), Psychology of Liberation:

Theory and Applications (pp. 73-92). Springer, New York, NY.

Nelson, R. & Phillips, D. (2018). Borderlands: An Australian Duo-

Ethnography of First Nations and Western Psychology. Human

Arenas. https://doi.org/10.1007/s42087-018-0047-

Norris, J., & Sawyer, R. (2012). Toward a dialogic method. In J. Norris,

R. Sawyer, & D. Lund (Eds.), Duoethnography: Dialogic methods for

social, health, and education research (pp. 9-40). Walnut Creek: Left

Coast Press. 

Pederson P. (1997). The cultural context of the American Counseling

Association Code of Ethics. Journal of Counseling and Development,

76, 23-35. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6676.1997.tb02372.x

Sawyer, R., & Norris, J. (2015). Duoethnography: A retrospective ten

years after. International Review of Qualitative Research,

https://doi.org/10.1525/irqr.2015.8.1.1 

Smith, L. T., (1999). Decolonising methodologies: Research and

indigenous peoples. Dunedin: University of Otago Press. 

Terszack, M. (2008). Orphaned by the colour of my skin: A Stolen

Generation story. Maleny, Queensland: Verdant House. 

Tilley, K. (2019, January 19). Back on Country [Audio Podcast].

Retrieved from https://creatingspaceproject.libsyn.com/back-on-

country 

Towney, L. (2005). The power of healing in the yarn: Working with

Aboriginal Men. The International Journal of Narrative Therapy and

Community Work, 1, 39 – 43.

Wanganeen, R. (2014). Seven phases to integrating loss and grief. In

P. Dudgeon, H. Milroy, & R. Walker (Eds.), Working together:

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander mental health and wellbeing

principles and practice (2nd ed., pp. 475-492). Canberra, Australia:

Australian Government Department of the Prime Minister and

Cabinet.

White, M. (1998). Part VII: Some notes by Michael White. In C. White, &

Denborough, D. (Eds.), Introducing narrative therapy: A collection of

practice-based writings. Adelaide, South Australia: Dulwich Centre

Publications.

Wingard, B. & Lester, J. (2001). Telling our stories in ways that make

us stronger. Adelaide, South Australia: Dulwich Centre Publications. 

P A G E  F O R T Y - F I V E  |  T H E  A C T I V I S T  P R A C T I T I O N E R  I S S U E   N O .  5 ,  A U G  2 0 2 1

http://doi.org/10.1177/0011000012460662
http://creatingspaceproject.libsyn.com/podcast/a-conversation-with-merle-conyer
https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v3i1.126
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42087-018-0047-1
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6676.1997.tb02372.x
https://doi.org/10.1525/irqr.2015.8.1.1
https://creatingspaceproject.libsyn.com/back-on-country


repeat 

repeat 

repeat 

and so, 

she wore her life 

like a noose. 

a sorry State. 

they’re calling it an epidemic 

they’re saying that we’re sick 

a crisis of such scope and size 

there seems to be a glitch 

but we’re richer than we’ve ever been 

and more connected too 

and yet we’re overmedicated 

and it’s the only glue 

that’s holding us together now 

secluded and withdrawn 

the drowning in our sorrows 

as this dolour won’t let go
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“This article was produced in a series of Yarning Circles at

Baabayn Aboriginal Corporation, on Darug land.

There’s a lot of injustice in what they do here in

Australia. The sickening thing is that you tell your story

over and over. And you wonder whether anyone's

actually listening. You get sick of talking about racial

injustice. They want to do surveys, tests, but nothing

changes. But every now and then, later on, someone

will say that really helped and it's like it was worth it.

And the more I tell it, the less painful it gets, the more

I'm able to look at it in another way to do something

better with it than let it keep hurting me. It still hurts,

but I can do something with it. In this article, we talk

about some of the systems that we interact with, such

as the justice system, police, housing, child protection.

Each system compounds our trauma, over and over.

There is no time or space to heal.

The justice system

Two young black men and two young white men were

arrested for the same crime. The young black men went

to jail and the young white men were let off. One of the

young men was working six days a week and had

excellent reports from his employer, one of the young

white men was on Centrelink. It didn’t make a 

 difference. There is real stigma against Aboriginal boys.

The two young black men are brothers. They are not

allowed to be in the same jail or to write to each other.

When they get out, they are not allowed to be in the

same house. This splits our family apart, which

traumatises us further, and doesn’t help the boys heal

from the trauma that contributed to them getting into

trouble.  

There are so many Aboriginal women put into jail for

not being able to pay fines. They are punished for being

poor. They are usually the primary carer and get

separated from their children. That traumatises them

and their children. The trauma makes it more likely that

their children go on to offend. It’s a vicious cycle and

we’re trapped in it. 

There’s one law for black, one law for white. The jails

and detention centres are overpopulated with our

people. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples

are 29% of the adult prison population, but just 3% of

the national population (Human Rights Watch, World

Report, 2021). But jails are not suitable for our people.

They don’t help you heal from trauma. 

I feel like no one in the justice system cares. They make

J A I L  I S  N O T  T H E  A N S W E R :  F I R S T  N A T I O N S
E X P E R I E N C E S  O F  R A C I A L  I N J U S T I C E  
A U N T Y  M A R G A R E T  F A R R E L L ,  C A S S A N D R A  E B S W O R T H ,  T E R E E S A  P O T T E R ,
A U N T Y  C H R I S T I N E  O ’ S U L L I V A N ,  A U N T Y  E L A I N E  G O R D O N ,  A U N T Y  R A C H E A L
M U N R O ,  A U N T Y  K E R R Y  Y E O ,  A U N T Y  J E N N Y  E B S W O R T H ,  A U N T Y  H A N N A H
B O N E Y ,  S E L I N A  M O L O N E Y ,  L E A H  P E A R S O N ,  I Z Z Y  D E A V E S ,  R U T H  N E L S O N

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/country-chapters/australia
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 their own rules when it’s convenient to them. It makes

you think it’s one strike and you’re out, you find yourself

in jail. Especially people that haven't got a voice and are

really scared. Even if the Aboriginal person hasn't got a

criminal record, they give them time and they could

have had a good career, like finishing school, then

employment, but the justice system is not worried

about it. Jail takes a lot out of their life. They come out

of jail traumatised. In there, they are worried about

being bashed, about dying in custody.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait people are 10 times more

likely to die in custody than non-Indigenous people

(here is an excellent article breaking that down). 

What gives them the right? They twist the story around

where the whitefulla could be the one to start an

incident, and as soon as the blackfulla stands up for

themselves, they go to jail. For example, a relative of

mine was walking down the street and got assaulted.

When he defended himself, he was charged and

sentenced and told he shouldn’t be in that suburb.

Black witnesses can get into trouble even though they

aren’t involved. My son was stopped by police just

walking along the street, not getting into trouble, and

told he shouldn’t be in that suburb. I get wild because

 it’s my family. White people are believed over black

people. You’ve got a criminal record before you’re born,

and you can be slapped up, so how are you supposed

to get on in this society?

They tell you to have a voice and then you have your

voice and you get in trouble for having a voice, just

because you're Black. Because of the past, it's still built

into the policies in government and law. They think

they’re superior because they’ve got white skin. 

Overpolicing

With housing and police, when one Aboriginal person

moves out, they don't put whitefullas in that house,

they put another Aboriginal family in so they know

who's who around community, to keep track of where

people are. And when the police are called, they bring

three to four paddy wagons. But when a white person

calls, they come straight away with one police car. One

cop will stay in the car, one cop will get out if they’re

white.

My neighbour frequently made racial slurs. She said

awful things to me. If I reacted, she would call the

police. Once, the police dragged me out of my home in

front of my children. It was so traumatising for the kids.

We are always trying to explain to the police about

trauma, but they are just so smug. They don’t care. A lot

of police will antagonize us, make a person do

something. They put Aboriginal Community Liaison

Officers in police stations, but they have no power.

They are Black workers with no authority. Aboriginal

workers are tokenistic. 

"But jails are not suitable
for our people. They don’t
help you heal from
trauma."

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jun/11/deaths-inside-how-we-track-indigenous-deaths-in-custody-and-why-we-do-it
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Housing

White authority are still Mission masters. It feels like

that. There's a lot of empty houses and we know a lot of

people who need houses but it's not allocated to them

because it’s mainstream or it's not an Aboriginal house.  

We’ve got how many of our mob needing homes?

There's these big empty apartment blocks. But they're

not filling them. There's none of our people in that

housing and they're selling them all. It's empty

promises, empty talk.

My house has been broken since I moved in six months

ago. They haven’t fixed things. The kitchen cupboards,

the front door and security door are broken.

The Department of Housing makes you rent privately.

But you can’t find anything. People who rent out their

house will renege when they find out you are

Aboriginal. So you have young black mothers

couchsurfing with their children, from family to family

and refuge to refuge. They won’t rent to a single black

mother. Some women are trapped in DV situations,

because they can rent a house with a white partner and

if they leave the partner, they won’t find

accommodation. The irony is that this is Aboriginal land

that was invaded and occupied, and now non-Aboriginal

people don’t want to rent the houses they own on

Aboriginal land to Aboriginal people. We are homeless

on our own land.

Child protection system

There's also the injustice of the child protection system.

Our kids are already traumatised. And child protection

 services put another wall up. We talk to the authorities

about this all the time. Our children are removed from

family, removed from country. It traumatises the whole

community when children are removed. It traumatises

our kids even more. As a grandparent, you have to be

there at the hospital to make sure child protection

services don’t take your daughter’s baby. 

According to the Family Matters (2019) report,

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander kids were almost

10 times more likely to be in out of home care than

non-Indigenous kids. Our kids are 6% of the national

population, but are 37% of kids removed. And only 26%

of Aboriginal children are assessed as having a possible

 

reunification with families, compared to 37% of non-

Aboriginal children. Even the government’s Australian

Institute of Family Studies (2020) acknowledges that

this is connected to past policies and consequences of

colonisation, and to factors like housing accessibility

and poverty. 

A perfect example is my daughter’s school. I had all the

doctor's reports. I was doing all the right things. I had

seen all the right people. Doing everything I needed to

do to make sure she was getting looked after. And even 

"The irony is that this is Aboriginal
land that was invaded and
occupied, and now non-Aboriginal
people don’t want to rent the
houses they own on Aboriginal land
to Aboriginal people. We are
homeless on our own land."

https://www.familymatters.org.au/the-family-matters-report-2019/
https://aifs.gov.au/cfca/publications/child-protection-and-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-children
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though I provided all the medical paperwork to the

school, they still reported me and neglected to pass on

everything I had. I know a couple of other kids at that

school that were doing the same thing. They are white.

Nothing happened to them. The school made it all so

much harder and so much worse. They're threatening

her that she's going to lose me. They don't do that to

white kids. It's like they see ‘Aboriginal’ ticked and

they've got another policy that's secret in the desk.

If they're not removed from family, they're still detained

in a detention centre or jail. Aboriginal and Torres Strait

Islander kids are 21 times more likely to be detained

than non-Indigenous children (Human Rights Watch,

World Report, 2021). They won't let a white kid go at 16

or 17 to an adult jail, but they'll send a Koori kid.

Where's the justice for that? 

A lot of the workers in the child protection system have

never had a kid, and they’re telling you how to raise a

kid. They are textbook people. They send us to do

Positive Parenting Program. It doesn’t apply to

Aboriginal people. We don’t put kids in a corner. 

You jump through that many hoops to get your kids

back, daily urine tests, and you still don’t get them back.

 It’s so traumatising for the parents that they give up

and go back to what they know. It traumatises all of us.

Trauma never leaves the community. It never leaves

the family. It’s dangerous to put your kids through

trauma. You don’t know how they will come out the

other side. But the authorities don’t see the trauma and

its effects. I will never forget finding my two little

grandchildren curled up outside my bedroom door.

They had climbed out of their cots just to try to be close

to me. It’s traumatising for me, for the kids, for their

parents.

The parents need support, not to have the children

removed. I knew two parents who had a good routine,

around meals and sleep. It was devastating when their

children were taken. And the kids blame themselves. 

And they usually separate the kids. They grow up not

knowing each other. Child removal breaks connections

not just between generations but also between siblings.

They don’t have that closeness, they don’t have

memories together. Siblings have to have shared

memories. I’ve known kids who were just taken in a bull

wagon and given to white people. They don’t recover.

When you are raising kids who have been removed, if

you have your own kids who are over 18 in the house,

they have to have a police check, a Working With

Children check, because the removed kids are under

the Minister. It’s another wall between us, an

assumption that your kids are bad. It isn’t the Minister

or the workers that are there, changing nappies,

holding them while they cry for their parents. 

"They are textbook people.
They send us to do Positive
Parenting Program. It doesn’t
apply to Aboriginal people.
We don’t put kids in a corner."

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/country-chapters/australia
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The workers come from the outside and look in. They

ask you to speak honestly, and when you do, they

punish you for it and look down on you. They don’t

support you with what you were honest about. 

I had a worker write in a report that my place was

untidy and the washing was unfolded. I had 4 small

grandchildren and I was working full time. They give you

the kids, but they won’t help you when you need it. Why

didn’t the worker help fold the washing instead of

judging me? That would have been support. When I

have asked for support, or assistance to extend the

house so we all fit, there is no response. They don’t

care. 

All those stolen wages from our Elders, that’s where

child protection services got their money. That should

be Aboriginal money. Why spend it making a

government agency to remove Aboriginal children?

Public shaming

With COVID, I don't know the nationality of those black

girls that made it up to Queensland but the media

showed their faces. That white family over on the North

Shore knew they had COVID and still travelled around,

but they didn't name and shame them. Even with the

bushfires, all them little white kids made a lot of the

bushfires, that came to a real deadly impact. But soon

as the media heard there were Koori kids, they had the

cameras and were showing their faces. That's an

injustice. Because when they know that white people

are in the wrong, they don't name and shame.

When they were fining people during COVID, they were

 out targeting people that were homeless for being on

the street. People were just sitting there in the city,

sitting down minding their business, not causing

trouble. They got harassed and fined and arrested. I

thought, if they haven't got a TV or internet, how are

they supposed to know the rules? They might not have

even had masks. 

The saddest thing about it is that they can show a black

face and everyone will look down on black people. They

should have named and shamed all them whitefullas

too. The way the story is told in public is different

depending on whether it’s about black or white people.

Cultural differences 

Often when there’s differences between Aboriginal

cultures and white culture, the white people assume we

are wrong and judge us.

White people hoard all this stuff. That’s white privilege.

They've got way too much in their hands. Look at the

people with nothing, send it to them. Why let them be

disadvantaged?

White culture is about money. It’s like they forget they

have family. I don’t think they know how to grieve.

They’re greedy. They complain and are not grateful. It’s

all about power, position, possession. They come from

"White people see trauma in
Aboriginal people and think it’s
Aboriginal culture. It’s not culture,
it’s trauma and the consequences of
trauma"
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broken-down cultures. 

First Nations culture is about life and connection. Every

family's different. We grow and we move. But we've still

got that connection. Black families are all about

connection, nurturing, time, sharing. We’re more

sensitive, more spiritual. And there’s a ripple effect.

When one of us is hurt, the whole family hurts.  

White people see trauma in Aboriginal people and think

it’s Aboriginal culture. It’s not culture, it’s trauma and

the consequences of trauma. 

There are often assumptions from non-Aboriginal

family members. I had a white upbringing. My mother

and I have struggled to connect and to converse. My

mum wrote an article when I was little about how she

struggles with her identity all the time, being white.

When she was growing up, she never saw a black

person, because we were all kicked out basically. When

she started to see black people, she started questioning

things, but she was silenced. So now it hurts her that

she doesn't understand, because I'm her daughter. I’m

more connected to my black family than my white

family. 

There’s differences in the way we support our kids. My

 mum, who is Aboriginal, offers me things. She’s there

to help me when I need it. My white dad sees that as

babying. He thinks people should be independent and

get things for themselves. He has a different mindset. 

We grieve for longer than white people. I feel like white

people don’t know how to stop, how to take time to

grieve. Six months after my husband died, my

counsellor told me I should be over my grief. A teacher

told my daughter that she should be over the death of

her grandfather after a couple of months. But we were

all still feeling that grief. It’s weird that they don’t accept

that we grieve differently.

We’re not just grieving the person who is lost, we’re

grieving what they take with them, especially the elders.

They take their knowledge, and you might not have

been old enough for them to have shared it with you.

You’re also grieving all of the other losses you have

experienced.

When my aunties were stolen, they were taught to cook

and clean for white people, they had to raise white

people’s children. I had to do that too. We would care

for their children from the moment they woke up until

we put them to bed at night. And then the kids had to

stay in their own beds all night, away from their

parents. They weren’t raising their own kids. And they

say we’re not nurturing? 

Conquering Australia

When they came to conquer and divide Australia, we

were seen as savages, we were seen as flora and fauna,

we weren't part of the human race. If somebody had a

 

"We’re not just grieving the
person who is lost, we’re
grieving what they take with
them, especially the elders.
They take their knowledge"
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 property and they had some sheep and cattle, you'd be

marked down on that piece of paper as livestock. 

Archie Roach sings that they “fenced us in like sheep.”

We know we were fenced in. It’s horrible. We’re people. 

First Nations identity

I know who I am, I know who my people are, I know

where I come from. I grew up with nothing but I knew

where I came from, and I only go by what I know. I don't

go out and say I know all of this about other Aboriginal

people. We don't get to have our culture, and that’s

painful. I know when I don't get to come here to

Baabayn, it hurts. I wasn’t allowed to see culture

growing up. It was banned. A lot of our old people

weren’t allowed to speak language. The elders couldn’t

practise culture for fear of their kids being removed.

It’s sad and it’s depressing. We know we are Aboriginal

but we don’t know much about it. And that makes it

harder to pass onto our kids. 

Things aren't written down on paper. We tried to look

up our family. We've been told that our grandfather's

mother was an Aboriginal woman. But it's not written

anywhere. His birth certificate lists a woman as his

father's wife. But to me it's not right. That wasn't his

mum. All we know is that my grandfather was named

George, born in Georgetown. We got told that all the

paperwork in Georgetown was being deliberately burnt

and so we don't know.

I look at the photos that I find, and you can't deny that

they're Aboriginal. Even if they don't have as much

 colour, you can't deny the features. But you look at the

names and the paperwork and the history doesn't

match. 

Things are changed in written records. In mine, there's

lots of gaps. For my biological father, only his adoption

stuff is available. The rest is wiped.

We want to be like everyone else and to know. But if

there’s something missing, then it’s always missing. 

I don't remember my mother. I never saw my

grandmother. I never saw my dad's people. There's

nothing down there in the archives in Canberra about

my family. Nothing. 

That's why I feel very lucky to have the family that I

have today. To have grandchildren. That's why I do

everything I can for my family because I never had that.

But I was brought up with beautiful brothers and

sisters and they looked after me.

It’s why I need my kids around me. We’re trying hard

not to lose that connection now, because of what’s

been lost already. But it’s hard, because that gap is

always there. 

They teach you white history at school and the people, 

"Archie Roach sings that they
“fenced us in like sheep.” We
know we were fenced in. It’s
horrible. We’re people."
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whose white families can do their family trees, come

back saying, "My great great grandparent was a convict,

I'm related to such and such," and they're really proud.

And I've got nothing. I can't find anything. 

That's how I feel at times, you've got nothing. I feel

sometimes that we can't deal with the past, so we have

to get on with it. We have to live for now. We love our

children and who we have with us now is good. If we sit

too much on the past, it just makes us upset.

It’s heartbreaking. You want to know so much. We can

 go off what we’re told, but there’s no proof. My fourth

grandfather, to get married, borrowed his boss’s

surname, and that’s why that is our family name. The

past is hidden, you can't find your own identity.

For white people, if they’re raised in a racist family,

they’re going to grow up racist. It’s passed from

generation to generation. For me, as an Aboriginal

person, being born to a white mother was so hard. She

abandoned me. The family I was with kept telling me

she didn’t want me. I waited every day for her to come

back but she never did. I hated her for that. Growing up

in a racist family, as Aboriginal people, and being

abandoned, my siblings and I are all disconnected.

 There is a lot of conflict. Alcohol and drugs also tear

Aboriginal families apart. The drugs and alcohol are a

way to cope with the pain of the loss and the gaps in

identity, culture and connection. I don’t understand

why my son uses ice. He is ashamed of it. But instead of

tucking them in jail, they need more resources to help

the young fullas, especially those with kids. I know they

can get off drugs. But they need help. We need more

resources. Jail is not the answer. 

Acknowledgement of Country 

You see on the government websites that people do

Acknowledgement of Country. They only put it there

because it's in the policy. They don't know what it

means. They don't understand it and they don't care.

Don't do it if you don’t care. It's an insult that they're

doing it because they're told they have to do it.

Understand why you do it first. Otherwise what's the

point? It's a kick in the guts. And we get invited to do an

Acknowledgement. Why are you inviting me to invite

you? Especially when we don't want you here in the first

place. 

Racism

Or you're getting sworn at by people. They would

abbreviate us to Abos back then. They had that many

different names for us. You still know it could be

happening to your kids. You didn't like it when you

were little and they haven't changed it. And they call us

“You people…” It’s so insulting. You hear it at Centrelink,

in hospitals, everywhere. “If you people weren’t so

lazy…”

I overheard staff at a school saying to each other, “Go 

"And we get invited to do an
Acknowledgement. Why are you
inviting me to invite you?
Especially when we don't want
you here in the first place."
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 lock your cars, there’s Aboriginals out there.” Even the

principal agreed with them saying that. Racial slurs get

under your skin.

It makes us want to do the things they say we do. But all

we can do is grin and bear it. We don’t want to make it

worse for our people.

You see it in the sporting industry as well. White players

can be rapists, woman bashers and they still put them

on a pedestal. They get a radio show, they’re on TV. But

if you even grab an Aboriginal flag and say, “I'm

Aboriginal,” like Kathy Freeman in the Olympics, people

whinge. She won the race and got a world record and

they still went on about her carrying the flag. Adam

Goodes called someone out in the crowd for being

racist and he was booed and booed. It broke his spirit. I

give thanks that Stan Grant stood up for Adam. 

I have to laugh because it makes me angry when white

people are racist about Asians and Muslims and so on.

You go back home. You’re a boat person too. Asians and

Muslims were here before you.

They'll insult every race and then say that race is better

than this race. You haven't got a good race yourselves.

You came over here from stealing and raping in your

country. You forget your own history. 

Australia is built on a lie anyway. Terra nullius. They said

the land was empty. They knew they were coming to

invade and take the land. Because they knew what was

happening in their own country. They were

overpopulated, they had people rotting in boats on the

 Thames River. They had to find a place to send them

to.

Land crime

Another thing that I don't understand is land crime.

They say we never claimed ownership of the land. How

many times do we have to explain that? You can't own

it. They just want to own it. They're all about owning

things. Possession. Possession and control. They think

they're entitled to it. 

They only claim their ownership because then they can

charge for it. They claim the land so they can charge

someone to come in. Whoever's got money, makes the

rules.

A massive example of racial injustice is in the

connection to earth that mainstream society just

doesn't get. They take the water out of the rivers for big

corporations. In outback New South Wales, they’re

putting those pipelines in. Now there’s all these natural

disasters because of them disrespecting Mother Earth

and living out of balance. It's all still about the money.

They don't care but they want to whinge about it. 

***

This has all been really hard to talk about. And that's

probably why this is being written down now instead of

us keeping on explaining it. There are all these broken

pieces, like a jigsaw, and we can’t find them.
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i have gone walkabout &

ventured lands that straddle

the space between

the temporal & eternal –

 

& in the presence

of the ‘sent ones’

we chose to forsake

 the language of our colonizers –

 

standing defiant & silent

ever listening as the blood of

those so unjustly hewn

cries out from the earth for justice –

 

o great mother 

for the sake of 

those who have

laid down their lives –

 

may you the birther & harbinger

of light draw us to 

your breast & heal with tears ;

till our heart overflows

\

 

T I L L  O U R  H E A R T  O V E R F L O W S  
R U A H  G R A C E
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N E X T  I S S U E
I S S U E  S I X  -  F E M I N I S M  

We are seeking expressions of interest for submissions on the topic of Feminism and
Psychology.  

Send a short paragraph about your idea and a short bio and then we can get in touch
about next steps. Send your EOIs to activist.practitioner@gmail.com. Please see our
website for further submission information and contact details.

You can submit ideas in relation to each of our types of pieces: a theory piece, volunteer
to interview someone or be interviewed yourself, a practice piece about work you are
doing, a representation of community voices, ideas that changed you, a poem or art
work, etc.

We invite people from diverse and/or marginalised backgrounds to submit to this
magazine. For in-depth articles (theoretical, practice, community voices), we would like to
create opportunities for authors to develop their work through mentorship if you would
like. 

EOIs are due by 14 Aug, completed pieces are due end of Sep 2021. 
https://www.activistpractitioner.com/the-magazine
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