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E D I T O R I A L
Welcome to the first issue of The Activist Practitioner, dedicated to the sharing of ideas, practices and
stories about psychology and social justice concerns. We aim to provide you with a resource that
introduces new dialogues about psychology beyond the traditional focus on individualism, rationality,
numericisation and the psy-industries.     
 
This magazine was born out of a group called Psychologists for Social Justice, a Sydney-based coalition
of psychologists, therapists, academics and students which was formed two years ago in response to
dissatisfaction with our current profession. In particular we have been engaging in personal and
professional dialogues regarding issues of decoloniality, including the need for greater cultural humility
a recognition of the socio-structural basis of “mental health” problems, and our collusion with the
neoliberal agenda. 
 
We hold regular meetings to wrestle with these issues, engaging in open dialogue including the
interviewing of guests. We have held dialogical events on the psychology of climate change,
embodiment, refugee psychology, community psychology and more.
 
There are a number of characteristics that are novel in respect to this publication. Our editorial
committee is a democratic group consisting of students, academics and psychologists in the field from
multiple generations. 
 
All of our content is culturally accountable, reviewed for acceptability by First Nations community
members from Baabayn Aborignal Corporation. Further review is conducted for special issues with
representatives with lived experience related to the issue’s theme.
 
We aim to publish quarterly and will make calls for Guest Editors and papers. Our next issue will focus
on Climate Change.
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A theoretical article which is more academic in nature
A Community Voices piece written by a community member related to lived experience 
An interview 
A practice-based paper
A creative piece, including art, poetry, creative writing etc. 
A piece called Ideas That Changed Me

Each publication will follow a specific theme related to social justice and psychology. Each will also
contain the following:

 
I hope you enjoy our first issue. Please write to us and let us know what you think. Join the dialogue
and let’s get active!
 
Paul 
 
 
The editing of this issue of The Activist Practitioner took place on Gundungurra and Dharug lands. 
We pay our respects to the traditional owners of these nations and acknowledge that sovereignty was
never ceded.
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W E L C O M E  T O  A
F L A W E D  P U B L I C A T I O N

 
It is important to recognise, in this first issue, some of the current limitations and problems with this
magazine. It represents an effort by a variety of privileged academics and psychologists, mostly white, to
grapple with issues of resistance to a profession that responds poorly to diverse populations and issues
of injustice and the psyche. We recognise the limitations of cultural diversity on our board, despite the
fact that we do embody diversity in other ways. 
 
We are still in the process of coming to understand some of the implications of this in the articles we
publish, the reviews we conduct and the pieces we write. We acknowledge that we are still part of the
system of settler colonialism and the power structures it has created and it is inevitable that we enact
them. We thought that by trying to be aware of some of these issues, we could overcome the fact of our
Western centric worldview. But, in fact, it's not something that we can just overcome because we
embody it. We don't want to hide the fact that we are making these mistakes. We want to make
mistakes out in the open, to try and listen to voices that say, “You used a white body to talk about the
lives of people of colour, you know, you got that wrong.”
 
We are still doing our own personal and collective work on these issues. We need your help in this
process. Please write to us with ideas, suggestions, critiques, volunteer yourself as a Guest Editor, send
us articles, etc.
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C O R E Y  L O N S D A L E

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

Emu Gathering by Corey Lonsdale
 

“A special part of
the outback land
where all emu
mobs can get
together to catch
up and celebrate
life.”
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V I S I B I L I T Y  A N D  S P E A K I N G
O U T

 

S A H R A  B E H A R D I E N  O ’ D O H E R T Y

oppression and injustice. Their courage and anger were
forged in a country where oppression and segregation
permeated throughout everything; some people were
killed, many more were displaced and their homes
bulldozed, the land salted in spite so people could not
return. They were told what their place was, and so they
left. Upon immigrating to Australia, my parents, particularly
my mum, continued to demonstrate their activism in
joining protests and activist groups supporting the rights of
Indigenous Australians, advocacy for refugees, supported
sporting boycotts against their country of origin, and more
recently protests against climate inaction, amongst other
issues.

No White Saviors post from 29/12/2019 on Instagram
(@nowhitesaviors)

With similar values to my parents, I have comfortably added my voice to those of like-minded and
diverse people in the advocacy of social justice issues on a broader scale, knowing I was one of many.
When I turned my attention to Psychology, and began to regard critically the knowledge bases and
practices within a profession I love, I became acutely aware of feeling like the only, or one of the few,
people of colour, women of colour, in the space I was occupying.   I recall feeling incredibly
uncomfortable as an undergrad studying research predominantly conducted by white men on majority
white, female undergraduate cohorts. I recall working in disability services as a Provisional Psychologist
and questioning why privileged academics with limited on-the-ground experience were presenting 
 
 

 
 
 
 

I don’t often feel like the only person of colour in a space. Sometimes I am. In some of my circles,
at times in my local community, in previous workplaces, at professional development events, for
example, there have been times when I’ve looked around and noticed a distinct lack of diversity.
This has rarely bothered me; as I said, I don’t often feel like the only person of colour in a space,
despite this occasionally being the case. I recognise that I have other layers of privilege that have
allowed me to inhabit those spaces and feel as though I belong. One of those layers is
confidence, and my belief that I have something valuable to contribute. I include myself, even
when I feel othered or sidelined, pushed to the periphery explicitly or through invisible and
implicit structures.
 
I come from a family of includers. Activism and social justice are in my blood. My family and my
people fought for their right to occupy spaces, stood up and raised their voices against 



  

papers at a conference informing my colleagues and I about “best practice”. In my early career, I noticed
with frustration that the majority female workforce I was a part of were often represented by male
voices and governed by male management. This was rationalised by colleagues and peers as women
preferring flexibility in their jobs, and preferring client-focused work over people management roles. I
called bullshit.
 
Psychology, like many professions grounded in a white, Western history, has been guilty of excluding
voices different to the dominant norms. Psychological research into women’s experiences, the
experiences of migrants and refugees, the experiences of LGBTIQ+ individuals, First Nations peoples’
experiences, are represented as niche focuses, not necessarily applicable to “the general population”, 
 
 
 

 
 

When non-normative (i.e. anything other than the cishet, white, male, English speaking, able-bodied,
Judeo-Christian archetypal “norm”) perspectives and experiences are brought to the fore and studied, I
have seen, more often than not, that the hero revered for bringing the issue to light, has several
normative layers of privilege attached to them. They’re the White Saviour, self-aggrandising about their
journey to enlightenment through exposing the Other’s traumas, or taking it upon themselves to
advocate for the Other’s rights; an academic version of Eat, Pray, Love. They’re the Token Representative;
the only woman, or brown person, or LGBTQI+ person on a panel, tasked with representing their
“community”, but only in a way that conforms to culturally accepted Western standards.
 
As Nakkiah Lui and Miranda Tapsell describe in their podcast, “Pretty for an Aboriginal”, the concept of the
“good Aboriginal” is someone who conforms to Western norms, and occupies a middle class, urban,
educated space. This concept can be extended to the “good” Token Representative; not too loud, not too
radical, not wanting to be caught out making too many waves. This was a space I occasionally occupied
myself; reclining in my privilege, not feeling othered but also not feeling visible, knowing I could
participate if I participated in a way that was tolerable.
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whatever that means. The theories we draw upon often
reinforce and therefore tacitly approve of the biases
inherent in those norms, or, in the case of mindfulness
and third wave behavioural therapies such as ACT, present
a sanitised, almost Stepford-like version of Eastern
philosophies for our Western therapeutic palate. The
feeling here is akin to cultural appropriation.

taking it upon themselves
to advocate for the Other’s
rights; an academic version
of Eat, Pray, Love



  

Having grown up in the 80’s and 90’s, where two of the Hawke-Keating era buzzwords were
“multiculturalism” and “tolerance” (these two constructs were often paired), I developed a distaste for
being “tolerated” but knew that conforming meant safety, while visibility often did not. Eventually, as a
passionate person is wont to do, I grew tired of being complicit with the hegemonic structures of power
and privilege. Within my practice, I adopted a values-based approach, linking myself to my work,
bringing myself into the space more with clients, finding creative ways of decolonising my practice, and
sparking activism in others. I was growing into my authenticity.
 
When the opportunity arose to contribute to The Activist Practitioner, I knew I had to participate, so I
included myself. Despite not being an academic, despite not having known many of the other 
 
 

 
 

seen, could be. Where their voices could be heard and their contributions to the profession and social
justice issues within it could be recognised and acknowledged. Where they wouldn’t need a white
researcher, or a male supervisor, or a Western theory to discuss issues of value to them. Where
internalised biases could be brought to the surface, critically examined, and hopefully discarded.
 
The Activist Practitioner is a space where true allyship can occur. Where we hand the reins to you, the
person and practitioner whose experiences matter, and recognise that we need to step back, and give
space to the genuine, authentic voices with lived experiences of oppression, scars from
intergenerational and complex trauma, you who have first hand knowledge of the “violence inherent in
the system”. Silence, neutrality, and inaction equate to complicity with the oppressor and the status quo.
Translating experiences through a voice representing the archetypal Western norm presents a watered-
down, reconstructed account, at best.
 
And so, we let go of convention, and instead approach this led by our values. We do not own or craft this
publication; you do. We are willing to learn, and be imperfect, and be guided by you. We offer you
visibility and the chance to speak out. Please join us, and make of it what you will.
 
DISTRICT SIX: These two photos were taken by my mum as a teenager in 1974 and 1973, respectively. The first photo, with the rainbow, was taken from mum's bedroom window, after several
houses had been bulldozed in District Six, Cape Town, South Africa. District Six had been declared a "whites only" area. The second photo shows the demolition in progress of a the (perfectly
good) house opposite my grandmother's house. The old couple who owned that house were only given a couple of months to move to a "coloured" area on the outskirts of Cape Town.
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collaborators previously, despite my own sense of
imposter syndrome, I knew this was more important and
bigger than me. Here was an opportunity to not only
elevate and shine a light on issues of social justice that I and
others really cared about, but to help carve out a space
where others who had felt as though they hadn’t been 

Silence, neutrality, and
inaction equate to complicity
with the oppressor and the
status quo



 
As mental health practitioners, we support people to confront some of life’s greatest challenges.
Histories of trauma and abuse; human rights violations and injustice; social, political and economic
marginalisation; ongoing legacies of colonisation; personal tragedies, loss, sadness and fears. These are
social challenges. Often these social challenges are accompanied by psychological problems, which may
amplify them. The psychological sciences have given us a great deal of tools to help people confront
psychological problems, but they have not done enough to help us take on and overcome social
challenges. In some cases, these social challenges have been formulated as individual problems, causing
more harm. We argue that this is because something is missing from the world view of the scientist
practitioner and this is what we hope to address with the concept of the activist practitioner. 
 
The concept of the activist practitioner is for anyone working in the field of mental health who feels that
the traditional paradigms of psychology or mental health training and practice need to be viewed
critically, for those who seek a way to collectively confront social challenges. It is for those who would
prefer to prevent social harm, rather than just rush in to pick up the pieces afterwards. You may be a
person with lived experience of mental health challenges, a mental health nurse, a peer worker, a
doctor, a counsellor, a psychologist, a social worker or a psychiatrist. 
 
We hope to provide an inclusive space for people who seek something more, to reflect together about
what that ‘more’ might be. And that's because, while we critique the status quo of the exclusive scientist
practitioner model, we don't want to throw the baby out with the bathwater. We still need to have
practices that can ensure that what we do is of the highest standard. The problem is that the scientist
practitioner model excludes many voices, including those who have not had specialist tertiary education.
It is a model with walls, which determines whose voice is valued and whose is not. We would like to
trouble those walls.
 
Why do we need to trouble the walls of the scientist practitioner model?
When we are taught the history of Western science and philosophy, we generally begin with Ancient
Greece or the Enlightenment in Europe, when famous dead white men began to question religious
doctrine.
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W H A T  I S  A N  A C T I V I S T
P R A C T I T I O N E R  A N D  W H Y
S H O U L D  I  B E  O N E ?

 

R U T H  W E L L S  A N D  S A H R A
B E H A R D I E N  O ’ D O H E R T Y



 

This story generally skips over the contributions of medical doctors and mathematicians from the
centres of Islamic civilisation in the intervening period. This story also tends to leave out that the history
of the development of science is intertwined with the history of colonisation and the extractive
technologies that came along with that. The project of creating taxonomies of the natural world, of
building categories to understand human bodies and human minds, was about trying to understand the
world, and also helped powerful people and institutions to have dominion over it. Western science
helped colonisers control and steal land, to extract things from the earth, and to extract labour from
people categorised as non-human.
 
The history of psychology springs from this history of colonisation. It is crucial that we openly 
 

 
 

acknowledge and question this, because this history
gives power and legitimacy to some voices, while
excluding others. It is a history which presents the
West as rational, objective and civilised, and the rest
of the world as superstitious, emotional and
backwards. When we exclusively 

hitch our ride to the wagon of science, we exclude so many other voices and forms of knowledge. This
doesn’t mean that the scientific method and the knowledge brought through science isn't valuable, just
that it's not necessarily more valuable than those other forms of knowledge. When we call ourselves
activist practitioners, we acknowledge that certain economic, social and political forces privilege certain
forms of knowledge and marginalise others to maintain social hierarchies and international hierarchies
of wealth and power.
 
Psychological research, much like other forms of scientific research in the West, has been historically
largely dominated by men. Names like Pavlov, Jung, Freud, Skinner, and Eysenck come to mind.
Psychology as a profession in Australia is dominated by women, with the most recent statistics showing
women make up 80% of the Psychology workforce (Psychology Board of Australia Registrant Data for
the period ending 30th June; https://www.psychologyboard.gov.au/About/Statistics.aspx). However,
within our profession, as in other professions, men tend to dominate positions of management and
higher academic positions. The risk this poses is that areas of continuing research and investigation may
uncritically adhere to existing paradigms with their inherent biases, with the “every man” (cishet, white,
male, English speaking, non-disabled) principle at its core. Areas of research that focus on issues relating
to women, LGBTIQ+ people, people of non-Western and non-English speaking backgrounds, and people
with disabilities would then continue to be ‘othered’, or considered niche areas. 
 
It is interesting that “cultural competency” and the value of including marginalised peoples is now being
pushed within treatment methodologies and general Psychological practice these days, rather than
questioning the entire structures those modalities are built on. This is part of what we aim to do here.
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When we exclusively hitch our
ride to the wagon of science,
we exclude so many other
voices and forms of
knowledge



 

What does this have to do with my clinical practice? 
When someone comes to a mental health professional for support, we generally do an assessment, and
perhaps determine a diagnosis or formulation. Hopefully we work together with that person to identify
a central concern to be addressed. For the scientist practitioner, the next step is supposed to be that we
go to the evidence base to decide on the best way to help. But what if that evidence base hasn't taken
into account what the experience might be like for queer people, or for people from different cultures,
or from different linguistic backgrounds or from different religious backgrounds, or people of different
genders, or people with disability? What if that evidence base doesn’t acknowledge the contribution of
social marginalisation to our suffering? What if that evidence base is part of the same tradition that has  

 
 

marginalised the voices of First Nations Peoples, women,
trans people and people of colour. The same tradition
that categorised homosexuality as a mental disorder?
 
All these questions show us that it is not enough to assume that
a scientist practitioner position is value-free and harm-free.
When we work as activist practitioners, we acknowledge 
 
 

 that there is an extra step in this process. One which asks us to stop and consider whose voice and
whose knowledge is being silenced or amplified. A step where we stop and ask ourselves whether we
want to continue to silence those voices, or to do something different. 
 
Practising as an Activist Practitioner
Most mental health professionals, when asked why they entered the field, talk about wanting to help
others. Many of us approach our work with open-mindedness, respect, and genuine acceptance of our
clients and their situations or experiences. We are curious about their experiences and the meanings
they have made from them. We support and encourage them, and we show compassion, and support
them to be compassionate to themselves.
 
When we employ the scientist practitioner framework, we suggest and teach strategies backed by
evidence to support them to treat their issues. We tackle the thoughts, emotions, and behaviours – the
symptoms – of the mental health concerns they have. As activist practitioners, we take the scientist
practitioner approach to formulation, and extend it to include systemic, cultural, historical, colonial, and
other factors which may have had an impact on the individual. We see the individual not necessarily as
having the ‘problem’ which needs fixing contained within them, but as existing within a problematic
system, inclusive of their environment, interpersonal dynamics, political climate, or aspects of their
history or culture which have shaped their experiences.
 
In supporting clients to become more aware of the systems in which they operate, an activist
practitioner may support the client to develop skills based on the values of fairness and justice, equality,
courage, and assertiveness. 
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stop and consider whose voice
and whose knowledge is being
silenced or amplified



 

Supporting the client to have a critical view of the socio-political and other systems around them,
encouraging them to connect with like-minded individuals, and speak or act out to challenge these
systems, may form part of an activist practitioner’s treatment plan.
 
Similarly, just as a scientist practitioner is encouraged to partake in self-reflection and ongoing self- and
professional development, an activist practitioner is encouraged to become a values-based practitioner;
engaging in self-reflection, identifying our own values, identifying issues or concerns of our own within
the systems in which WE operate, and advocating for change where and how we can. In our practice and
in our research, we are active in lending our voices to human rights, social justice, climate and
environment, and First Nations’ issues.

 
 

We rally our peers and participate in consciousness
raising. We write letters and submissions, at times
meeting with politicians and those with influence
and power to have our voices heard. We defer to
and respect voices with lived experiences, and
support them to tell their stories. 

We humbly stand corrected, and acknowledge when 
we slip into the language of oppression and status quo. 
We learn, we practice, and we challenge.
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We humbly stand
corrected, and
acknowledge when we
slip into the language of
oppression and status
quo



*Research Officer, College of Education, Psychology & Social Work, Flinders University
+ Clinical Psychologist, Private Practice

Activism is contextual. We often think of activism as being boisterous, emphatic and dogmatic − taking to
the streets with megaphone in hand − when, in fact, activism can also manifest as modest or latent acts.
 
Our professional fields of clinical psychology and academia differ in many ways, but our respective
practice is shaped by shared values of inclusiveness, equality and social justice. The ‘idea’ that changed
us both, that facilitated a shift in mindset and had a profound impact on our practice, came not from a
book or a paper, but from diagnostic reports: our own diagnostic reports.
 
In our mid-thirties, we were both formally diagnosed as Autistic. We both felt the sting of being failed by
the fields we each work in; as two educated individuals living in an advanced country, we had gone
undiagnosed for decades, slipping between the cracks in systems that should be better. We lost a great
many years of our lives not knowing our own minds in both a literal and figurative sense.
 
Furthermore, we were concerned about what this might mean for us professionally. As a clinical
psychologist and an academic with a language specialisation, our roles both demand a high order of
socio-communicative skill which is an area frequently viewed as deficited, rather than developmentally
divergent, in Autistic individuals. We are required to exercise care for our clients and students, and we
wondered whether our competence would be questioned. We feared being undermined due to stigma
and misconceptions.
 
Over time, we each came to embrace our Autistic identities. We delight in observing the things that
others seem not to notice and sharing our different view of the world we live in. We have realised that
our neurotype shapes our ways of being and doing. Our monotropic focus produces detailed and
thorough work; our forthright manner fosters earnest collaboration with each other that is built on a
foundation of honesty and trust; and our enhanced sense of justice, a rarely discussed though common
characteristic of autism, has been a driving force throughout our lives that has shaped our professional
perspectives.
 

S P E A K I N G  A U T :  R E F R A M I N G
P R A C T I C E  T H R O U G H
A U T H E N T I C I T Y
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A B B Y  S E S T E R K A *  &
E R I N  B U L L U S S +

I D E A S  T H A T  C H A N G E D  M E
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We realised that the system that had let us down had also silenced us, and after years of feeling invisible
and misunderstood, we each reached a point where we could be silent no longer. We both ‘came Aut’ in
our professional lives in spite of the potential hazards and costs. Moreover, we decided to shift our
independent and collaborative writing efforts out from behind the academic paywalls that offer a
modicum of protection. It became clear to us that genuine impact was not to be found in publications of
prestige, but in producing evidence-based material that also incorporated our lived experience, and
publishing in spaces that were accessible to clients and practitioners alike. More importantly, being open
sends a clear message to our Autistic clients and students that we are not ashamed. 
 
This ‘idea’, though more of an understanding, has enhanced our practice and changed the way we relate
to colleagues, clients and students.
 
 

 
 

Being open means that we can better assert our own
needs and, therefore, work more effectively. Some
people have reacted negatively and quietly kept their
distance, but others have drawn us in closer, valued
our perspectives and created new spaces to work in.
In many ways, vulnerability has created strength. 

Activism is contextual. And for those in the margins, situating yourself authentically and speaking your
own truth is a radical act.

 
 
 

We both ‘came Aut’ in our
professional lives in spite
of the potential hazards
and costs



 
The listing of the authors has been done according to the chronology of the conversations. So, those
participating in the first conversation are listed first and so on. Each author is equally respected. The
outcome would have been different if any of them were not there.
 
Feedback and permission was given by the Directors of Baabayn: Aunty Jenny Ebsworth, Aunty Elaine
Gordon, Aunty Daisy Barker, Aunty Margaret Farrell. Without all of the elders, none of the work of Baabayn,
including this research process, would be possible. 
 
Acknowledgements: Dr Ruth Wells for guidance; Peta Rogers for scribing; Helen Dunstan for her patience;
all of the members of Baabayn.
 
This is a paper co-authored by members of the Baabayn community, Mt Druitt, Sydney, Australia. It is about
a model of healing that is offered at Baabayn, an Aboriginal-led family centre. Baabayn is a Gambangyir
word, meaning ancestral women.
 
The message of the paper is that before colonisation, Aboriginal nations were strong and resilient.
Colonisation disrupted this life and caused trauma. The fear of colonisation is still imprinted in Aboriginal
people. The elders, in surviving this, are the strongest people in the world. They have kept culture alive. The
trauma of colonisation has caused disconnection of the spirit and loss of belonging. Life is out of balance.
The Baabayn community tries to offer healing according to values important to Aboriginal cultures. The
healing works on three levels: the individual, the family, and the community, and aims to restore resilience.
The ways in which this happens involves listening and yarning, practising just being able to sit and be quiet
and to listen and share.
 
The purpose of sharing this paper is to let people know that Baabayn is a safe haven for respectful cultural
healing, for everyone who wants that in their life, and for mainstream services to learn how we do it here.
The journey needs to be shared to help others.
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B A A B A Y N  W E A V I N G  A N D
R E W E A V I N G :  J U S T  S I T  A N D
B E  Q U I E T  A N D  L I S T E N

 

C A S S A N D R A  E B S W O R T H ,  B E R N A R D  H O F F M A N
R U T H  N E L S O N ,  A U N T Y  M A R G A R E T  F A R R E L L  
A N N - M A R I E  M E L I T O ,  L I L L I  B A R T O ,  
A U N T Y  P A T  F I E L D S ,  L E A H  P E A R S O N ,  
R A C H E A L  M U N R O ,  A U N T Y  C H R I S T I N E  O ' S U L L I V A N



 

Participatory action research seems like a circle as well, in which each researcher’s different skills,
knowledge and experience are valued and important. 
 
The process used was that of a series of yarns, each building on the other. The members of Baabayn led
the yarns. Responsibility for the write-up of the yarns, for turning the oral discourse into a written
discourse that could be shared through the Activist Practitioner, was given to Ruth Nelson, a Western
clinical psychologist employed at Baabayn. Ruth has participated in Baabayn’s community life for about
four years and is trusted to write up this process, in consultation with the community members.
 
This paper weaves together several conversations: They are presented in reverse chronological order.
The first conversation presented here addresses the disruption of Aboriginal life and society by
colonisation; the second talks about the ways in which listening and sharing at Baabayn brings healing
to people’s lives; the third conversation addresses the values of Baabayn; and the fourth conversation,
which is called Baabayn Weaving and was the impetus of this project, talks about the way in which the
elders have created this community of Baabayn.
 
More details on the methodology are available at the end of this paper.

 
 
 
 

This paper was created first through oral discourse, the ancient practice of yarning, and a Western
clinical psychologist employed at Baabayn was tasked with being the “interchange”, the person who
translated the oral discourse into written form.
 

Brief Method
 

Yarning is an ancient method of listening, sharing and connecting. Participatory action research is a
process that emerged out of Latin America. The research process documented in this paper can
perhaps be described both as a series of yarns about trauma and healing, and as a participatory action
research process.
 
Baabayn is an Aboriginal-led culturally safe space, in which healing from trauma can happen for people
who want that in their life.
 

The purpose of this yarning process is to explore the cause
of trauma for Aboriginal people, which is colonisation, and
to reflect on some of the ways in which Baabayn creates a
safe healing space. The hope is that other services can
learn more about creating respectful healing environments
for Aboriginal people. A yarn is a circle, each person fits
into the circle and brings their own bit of energy in that
direction.
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knew where they were. The settlers don’t have a concept for this. Ownership is a white word. There is no
English word that represents our meanings of “no ownership”.  
 
Living conditions were destroyed. Our homes, our systems of kinship care for raising children, our
medicine, our understanding of the seasons in our homelands were destroyed. Our traditional methods
of land management and land protection were destroyed, such as burn-off. The land now suffers. The
rivers are empty.
 
Colonisation attempted to destroy lore and law. Culture and custom were destroyed; language, land and
children were stolen. Through these losses, and the violence of the ways in which these things were
taken, colonisation imprinted fear in all of us. The trauma is genetically encoded. 
 
We are still hypervigilant and we still have to protect ourselves from discrimination every day. As
children, we had to learn behaviours to protect ourselves from being taken, our elders had to teach us
how to hide or run when we saw a black car coming. 
 
Despite this, there is still all different types of cultural stuff that has survived. We live in a Sydney
suburban area and they think our culture is dead. But it’s still alive. It’s still strong. It went underground.
 
No matter what happens, you are still Aboriginal, you still think as an Aboriginal.
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

What colonisation has taken and how mental health institutions are part of colonisation
On the 5th November, 2019, an impromptu group of people gathered outside at Baabayn: Cassandra, Leah,
Bernard, Aunty Pat, Racheal and Ruth. The focus of the discussion, led by Aunty Pat Fields, became the damage
done by colonisation. This is presented as the first important learning of the paper, because the healing work
at Baabayn is done in response to the ongoing trauma of colonisation. It is written in a mixture of present and
past tense, and first person plural and second person, as it is a collective narrative. 
 
Colonisation disrupted everything
There was so much loss. Other people have written down models of this as well. We are talking about
this now to explain why the model of healing offered at Baabayn is important.

 
 

Before colonisation, there was no ownership. Everyone
shared. If you caught a kangaroo, it wasn’t yours, it was for
everyone to eat. Don’t feed anybody if you can’t feed
everybody. We belonged to the land. Settlers came and
saw no buildings, no walls. But we had boundaries, we 
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problem. We don’t ask what’s wrong, we ask what happened. The Aboriginal way looks at the
disconnection of the spirit and loss of belonging. You can have an alcohol addiction but it means you’re
disconnected: emotionally, psychologically, culturally, spiritually. Something’s out of balance. 
 
The Western framework teaches us to try and control too much. We do not take time to just stop and
practice. Trauma does not dissipate. We have to rise above it and we have to weave it into connections
with earth and each other. We need to learn to just sit and be quiet and listen. You can be guided by
someone who is sitting with you. Just by sitting and being connected, we start to heal. As we start to
connect again, other people can feel and see these effects. It is important to just sit and be guided and
be part of nature.
 
It has been a learning curve for the community with trauma. In the communities there can be some
resistance as you have to face yourself. We have only survived due to our kinship, and we need to
remember that we are all links of a chain. We only need one link to be severed and we don’t have a
chain. It is hard to rebuild the chain. As we offer connection, people are afraid. There is fear of being
hurt, of being misunderstood. Many people fear physical touch because of their trauma. They haven’t
learnt to be touched. There has to be a natural process to health and to slowly rebuilding the chain.

 
 
 
 

Colonisation pathologises; Aboriginal practices connect
The worst thing about mental health systems is that things that are part of our culture are pathologised. 
They used to put people in mental institutions. Send them to Morrisett and Callan Park (that was the
worst one of all). When they started drying out from alcohol, they started hearing the spirits talking to
them. We hear our spirit people talking to us. But the psychiatrists didn’t understand about spirit
country. They put it down as us hearing voices, and start telling us what to do. 
 
Another thing, English is our second language. Not our first. They forget this with our people. English
was introduced here. They think English is our first language and that’s really sad.
 
These psychologists and psychiatrists need to have an understanding about Aboriginal cultures and 
 
  language. Now they do practice trauma-informed care. But it

needs to be blackfulla-informed trauma care. In the Western
viewpoint of illness, they pathologise. They say what’s the illness?
They put a label on it, depression, all that sort of stuff. For our
mob, we focus on resilience, our protective factors. Language,
culture, custom, kinship, land, belonging. Those things that were
nearly destroyed by colonisation.The Western framework looks at
cause and effect and the Aboriginal way looks at the history of a 
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Our elders are the strongest people in the world. They have been assailed all the time. Punished,
arrested, abused. Put your head up and speak up, people disappeared. If you didn’t have your dog tag,
you weren’t allowed to walk around. The Stolen Generation is the punished generation. 
 
Colonisation has affected us all and today people still live in fear. There are two discourses in this
country: white and black. And there is a built-in white culture thing that says, “I don’t want to know.” I
don’t think most psychologists are aware of this. There is so much stuff that is subconscious. Even if we
stay positive, there is so much of the iceberg below the surface. We need more people to be aware of
this. Change is individual-based. It is not in departments or organisations. It is individuals saying “this is
not the right way. I’m going to change what I do.”

 
 

ruptured. We want to connect, to join. 
 

Reflection on Baabayn Weaving
Cassandra and Ann-Marie sat together outside at the back of Baabayn on the 24th of October, 2019. It was a
warm afternoon, and they were relaxing with a coffee after spending the day doing traditional weaving with
adolescent girls. They listened to an excerpt of the conversation between Bernard, Cassandra and Ruth that
became called the Baabayn Weaving, which was the first conversation in this yarning process. After listening,
they were asked the question, “What is important in what you just heard? What has stayed with you?” 
 
Baabayn brings change at the level of the individual, the family, and the community
You come to Baabayn and it helps you as an individual. That flows back into your family, which flows
back into you, and it flows into the community which also flows back into you. Baabayn brings change at
the level of individual, family and community.
 
When people walk in the door at Baabayn, even if they don’t want to express themselves, they listen.
With what Bernard said (in Baabayn Weaving), the most definite thing I found, when we have gatherings
like Yabun (the annual Aboriginal music festival on the 26th January), everyone comes from everywhere
for the day, but then goes home, and it’s very lonely. Baabayn fills that gap. You can come to Baabayn
any day of the week and feel that same feeling and it closes the circle.
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

To heal from these traumas, we need to return to our
history. To go back to traditional thinking about just being,
and walking with mother nature. We are reweaving. When
we are ready, and when white people are ready, we can
teach white people as well. The chain is as strong as the
weakest link and so many links are 
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or on that Koori vine where you hear about a lot of things, everything can change so quickly. 
 
I can have something on my mind, a problem, and I notice that as soon as I walk through the doors here
at Baabayn, that problem is minimised straight away. The problem wasn’t as big as I thought. Baabayn
gives you the space to deal with it. But you don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to. 
 
When you’ve got all that weight on your shoulders with everything that’s happening in your family at
home, another thing I like about here, is that we’ve all got our own family stuff that we have to deal with.
It’s at home waiting for us, and when we come here and we know that each other’s got those problems
too, and it makes it seem not a burden anymore. It’s easier to deal with: We’ve all got the same family
issues.
 
And then you get that bit of perspective on how to talk to your family about it. You get tools. And you’re
not alone in it. Past, present or future, one of us has gone through it. There’s someone to confide with
and you can feel good. Just listening helps too. Even when you don’t want to express it, you know that
just hearing that, you can take that away and know, well, I can deal and handle this in a positive way
where it’s going to benefit my own self.
 

 
 
 
 

For me, it feels like I’m always home. Since being at Baabayn, I’m always at home now. Before Baabayn,
I’d go to these community gatherings, and I’d be sad. But now I’m proud, because it’s filled that gap. And
it’s not just one person that does it. It’s everybody here. 
 
I look forward to walking in the door, seeing that familiar face, that smile, that sense of belonging. The
more people that come in, it’s like we’re all here. I’ve never felt anything like it. I’ve felt a lot of beautiful
things, but I’ve never felt that amount of togetherness.
 
Yarning is important. Yarning about the little things and the things that are on your mind. You feel you
can express it here. You’re not the only one feeling it. And everyone’s aware. If you don’t want to talk,
everyone’s aware of what’s going on with you anyway, and they still make you feel comfortable and
cared for. That’s very much true.
 
 

You know when someone’s emotional. You’ve got that nurturing
mother instinct to say, “You’ll see it through,” to say, “We’ve got
you.” The problem, whatever it is, it’s not a thing you can fix up in
one day, but expressing it, and people express themselves in
different ways, you’ve always got someone at Baabayn who’s got
your back.
It’s that sisterhood, it’s just being there for a brother. With our
everyday life changing so fast, it could be in that one phone call, 
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You know when you’re stressed out and your blood’s boiling, you could just sit and think about it
instead, hear the elements of nature around you. 
 
So before you jump into that conversation at home that’s going to go right up, you can do that, you can
express yourself or just listen at Baabayn, where it’s a positive yarn and you’re getting the feedback on
how you feel. You’re getting the information that you need to manage the situation at home. 
 
I know coming here has helped my family. My relationships with brothers and sisters, mum and dad,
have all improved. They’ve said things to me I’ve never heard before, positive things that I never thought
I’d hear.

 
 

We’ve never walked in their shoes, but it’s that ripple effect that we hurt from their hurt. 
 
And our bond is so close in our families, when you lose that family member, you’ve still got their
wounds. You’re still wearing them. 
 
I know what I’m to face. I haven’t yet lost my closest family members. But I know that when the time
comes, I’m safe. Coming here, I know I’m safe, because you all have experienced it. I know that I can
come here and you will have me and you can help me get through it. I’m not afraid of that anymore. 
 
You never really think that would ever happen, losing that person.
 
One thing I really admire, our aunties and uncles, with all they have been through, they might have had
alcohol problems, but they never took drugs, or hardly any of them. The way we are, and how we were,
compared to them, they really held their own. They knew that what happened to them, they didn’t want
that to happen to their family. When they became the provider, they really changed. They have been so
strong. 
 
When I hear all this, and I look at Baabayn, I think that Baabayn should be the core of all Aboriginal
communities around here.
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

The way we come home calmer, it opens them up.
Especially with our parents being Stolen Generation. It
helps us understand our parents more for the treatment
and the lack of respect they had growing up, the racism.
They are always trying to be that person for everyone else,
helping and supportive, but not taking care of themselves.
And that would be hard.
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On the 8th October, 2019, Cassandra, Bernard and Ruth recorded a conversation at Nurragingy Reserve, while
the barbecue cooked and children played. Aunty Margaret Farrell sat in on the conversation, providing
oversight. The conversation was initially referred to as Nurragingy Weaving, but after feedback from the elders,
it was renamed Baabayn Weaving, as Baabayn is a word reflective of the female energy and spirit of the
centre, as it means ancestral women, whereas the warrior Nurragingy was a male. No disrespect is intended to
Nurragingy in this decision. Below is the excerpt of the conversation which has been used for reflection and
yarning.
 
Bernard: My name’s Bernie. I’m Yorta Yorta Gundidjmurra from down south – I’d just like to
acknowledge Darug mob whose land we’re now sitting on and having a good old chinwag as well as a
feed. Acknowledge their ancestors past and present as well as our ancestors past and present.
Acknowledge the people here with us, Ruth, Cassandra and myself, having this yarn. Welcome any
ancestral spirits. We’re at Nurragingy Reserve, which is nice, can feel the really good energy here. So
yeah, I’m just looking forward to having a yarn.
 
Cassandra: Baabayn is a group of elders that’s been working with the community. We’d love to have it
as a healing place. Actually a lot of the people that come really feel very relaxed in the environment that
we’ve set up, breaks a lot of the isolation for a lot of our community.
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The values of Baabayn
On the 23rd of October, 2019, an excerpt of the conversation from Baabayn Weaving was read out to
Cassandra and Lilli. After listening to it, they brainstormed what they heard in that conversation about the
values most important at Baabayn. The Directors at Baabayn are very clear that anybody who works there has
to share the values that are important.  
 
The values that Cassandra and Lilli heard in the Baabayn Weaving excerpt were Belonging, Unity,
Respect, Culture, Healing, Connection, and Welcome.
 
Cassandra reflected on the purpose of sharing these conversations in a paper for this magazine: 
Our people are always crucified: deaths in custody, children stolen. We get blamed for problems 
 brought about by trauma and colonisation. Baabayn is a positive

place of healing. It is a place for talking and listening. That is the
thing that helps our people, listening and yarning. They’re not
holding that aggression in. This can stop our suicide and self-harm
in all its ways. Other services should learn how we do it here.
 
Baabayn Weaving
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(chopping time into seconds with hand), and Aboriginal people, time is like this, and he just stretched his
arms out, that’s our time. That feels better, that just feels better. 
 
Cassandra: Yeah, the bush is a different atmosphere to the city. Feel very urbanised and to come to
Baabayn with all of the Kooris, Gooris and Murris and all that, it just makes you feel that connection to
your people. Times are different around here, where all the Kooris used to mingle, but Baabayn is a
place where they’re feeling safe, welcome and that belonging. 
 
Bernard: And that was my first experience of Baabayn two years ago, going there. Western Sydney was
a bit of a shock for me. I grew up in Melbourne as well. So many blackfullas, different environment in a
way. Baabayn to me represented bush, culturally and spiritually. As soon as you went in there, it was so
grounding. Cassandra said you’re straight away out of that urbanised feel. And you come in there and
things slow down. You dusted off yourself, polished up your identity a bit and you realised very quickly
who you were, surrounded by these beautiful elders, reminding you very much about processes, not
through instruction, but just through -
 
Cassandra: their wisdom and knowledge -
 
 
 
 
 

 

We are there just to help assist in any way, even though we might not have the answers, we outreach to
help our community. Baabayn’s a space where people come to sit, relax, have a good yarn, and just be
there. We don’t put no pressure on anybody who walks in. Mainly that belonging. Being with Aboriginals.
Could be over 20 different Aboriginal nations that come to Baabayn, so it’s a collective, all joining in
together under one place, still having their own traditions and lingo and everything in their own hearts,
sometimes they share it. It’s a really wonderful feeling being there. Keeps you grounded. 
 
Bernard: That’s the word I use. Grounded. Very grounding. 
 
Ruth: It reminds me to slow down. I can be a bit Western time.
 
Cassandra: Yes. And we pull Ruth up for that (laughter).
 
 
Bernard: Even blackfullas get caught up in Western time. It allows
you to dust off your own identification as well. You realise very
quickly who you are. Something authentic. It feels real.
 
Ruth: I’ve just come back from Brewarrina with the Yaama
Ngunna Baaka trip. Lilli, Jade and I went. At the museum, I
remember him saying, Westerners, we are tuk-tuk-tuk-tuk
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know, drunks, bludgers, aggressive and that. In that space, you don’t feel any of that kind of stuff, any of
that kind of animosity, that’s all out the door as soon as you walk in. It’s not only for people who
regularly come, it’s even for first-timers, they come back because they know that there’s none of that
animosity or any of that kind of feeling towards anyone and anyone can talk, anyone can just sit there.
It’s just being there, being acknowledged. We are there. Sometimes you don’t even realise that you’re
healing them, just by letting them have that talk.
 
Ruth: Why is that healing? Can you guess at what happens that makes it healing? 
 
Cassandra: It grounds them. It gives them that sense of belonging. Some of them don’t even have that
kind of talk with their own families, but they can express themselves when they’re around us or they
hear a story and then they’ll come over and say “I’ve had that – I thought it was only me feeling that” or
they don’t realise that all of us have the same kind of different feelings and there’s so many different
feelings that we feel, when they realise that, well, I suppose, we bleed red just like them when the
wound’s open, you know.
 
Ruth: What do you mean by grounding? We do keep talking about grounding in this conversation. What
do we mean – how do you describe it?
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Bernard: yarning, sharing, laughing, just something you grew up with, if you were lucky enough to grow
up in a bush environment like I was, even grew up in a mission like I did too, it had that feel about it. It’s
like sitting around a table with all the old fullas when you were younger, and they’re just having a
chinwag, having a feed, having a laugh, a cuppa. Had that same feel to me. It’s the first time and the only
time I’ve ever felt that in Sydney. It’s the only space where I feel that really strongly. So for me I just
connected to it straight away, such a safe nurturing energetic cultural space. I’ve really appreciated that
connection, because I haven’t got a lot of family in Sydney, I’m from down south. I’ve got Aunty Daisy, but
really no other family in the area. So to feel that for me has been really powerful and something I want
to share in and help broaden and help Baabayn in their dream of providing a strong safe cultural
healing place for people to share and care and elders to pass on their wisdom.
 
 
 

Cassandra: Like Bernie said, growing up in the bush and
surrounded by all of that knowledge and the wisdom of
our elders, Baabayn has all of that and it takes you back to
the bush when you can sit around and have them deadly
yarns. Just being there, you don’t really have to say
anything, when one of the Aunties or the elders are talking,
you feel that “bringing you home” feeling.
 
And I think they downcast Aboriginals always as, you 
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Bernard: For me, it means connection, and Cassandra used the word too, belonging. Straight away you
feel like you’re welcome and you belong there. You feel like you fit in. It’s automatic. There’s room for
you just to fit in there and just be part of the whole routine of things, and it’s just so comfortable. There’s
no expectation. No obligation. It’s just to be there and share. And experience together, so that’s what I
like about it. There is not a lot of judgement there. Just reminded me of growing up in the bush again in
those safe circles. You can’t cocoon yourself against the life of politics and everything that’s out there but
you can do it in a lot better way. The Baabayn elders typify the wondrous way in which I was brought up.
The elders can still talk about life and the negative, but in such a way that fingers aren’t pointed, voices
aren’t raised, people’s esteem isn’t threatened. It’s such a beautiful feeling to see that. That sort of
experience is under threat, because less and less does community get an opportunity to weave their
stories that way 

back again. It’s that sort of environment you nurture, and that’s something you don’t have to work
heavily at, it’s just accepting that you can just be. You can dust off the ego, you can dust off the external
world, some people might take longer because they haven’t experienced something like that before. But
you know instinctively, in your own genetics, whether white or black, this feels safe. I can just be me or
find out what me is and practise it here. That’s so empowering. It’s invigorating because you share that
with others and others share that with you and you learn from each other, that process, and little by
little you’re just weaving it. The more you attend places like Baabayn, the more you carry it away with
you. You become the template for that sort of feeling, that sort of way of being. And amazing for
Aboriginal people, you don’t have to reinvent the wheel. It’s just maybe an opportunity for somebody to
come back, maybe one or two people, to say, well, this is what this place is like, and people remember
this stuff. They remember it and it’s an opportunity externally to share this and do it. Today’s a perfect
example, sitting out in Nurragingy Reserve, a different environment but we’re still weaving it. It’s
beautiful.
 

What vision has this paper opened up?
Baabayn is a group of elders that’s been working with the community. It is a healing place that breaks
the isolation for a lot of our community. Baabayn is a space where people come to sit, relax, have a good
yarn, and just be there. The dream of Baabayn is of providing a strong safe cultural healing place for
people to share and care and elders to pass on their wisdom.
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

and experience things. So for me, looking around, as a
counsellor as well, but having a lot of life experience also,
just realising that’s what I think’s needed, what’s missing.
For myself, it was just like Cassandra said, as soon as you
walk into Baabayn, anybody, first timers, the number of
people that just say continuously, this feels so safe, this
feels so comfortable, feels so inviting, I can’t wait to come 
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This paper has explored the model of healing that is offered at Baabayn, through a participatory action
research process that has been made up of a series of yarns. Yarning is an ancient method of holding
conversations in a circle, where each person is equally valued, and where storytelling and reflecting is a
relaxed way of gathering and analysing information.
 
In this series of yarns, it is hoped that we somehow contribute to that dream of continuing to build and
strengthen Baabayn’s model of healing the harm done by colonisation and intergenerational trauma.
 
There has been enthusiasm for continuing to use the material generated in the yarns. Ideas that have
opened up so far have included the creation of videos, in order not to lose the oral tradition, which is 
 
 
 

valued in Baabayn more strongly than written form and is a more inclusive format. Also, it has been
suggested that we create a booklet, with artwork, to share this vision of Baabayn and its values more
widely in the local community. To that end, an ongoing yarn, called a Healing Circle, has started
storytelling about the values identified in this paper.
 
More detailed Methodology over the page
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Yarning Process
Typically, the co-researchers would gather in an informal circle, wherever we happened to be, and at a
point that felt natural, the conversation would turn to discussing the themes of this paper. The
conversations often concerned quite serious subject matters, but there was also the sense of
playfulness and humour that exists in yarning circles. For example, while an elder, Aunty Pat, wrote
down on butchers paper a model of the harm done by colonisation, a toddler simultaneously scribbled
all over it. This was met with amusement, rather than irritation, and he was not stopped.
 
Most of the conversations were recorded, with permission, and transcribed. Conversations that were
not recorded included an impromptu analysis of the harm done by colonisation and the lived experience
of people, and one-to-one impromptu conversations that concerned matters of methodology, such as
agreeing to undertake this process, and deciding when to meet and where. 
 
Writing Process
The paper was written down by Ruth Nelson, a Western clinical psychologist. She was given the task of
being the “interchange” whose role it was to translate the oral tradition of yarning into a written paper
that would suit a Western magazine. Each section that has been written has been read back, at least
once, to check accuracy and to obtain reflections that were also incorporated into the paper.
Consultation over the writing process took place predominantly face-to-face, and also via telephone,
email and text messaging.
 
Making decisions about the structure of the paper was difficult. The structure that emerged that seemed
to make sense was to present the conversations, in the main, in reverse chronological order. This was
because the final conversation was about colonisation and the harm it has done. This provided a useful
context for framing why Baabayn does what it does. Then, the reflection by Cassandra and Ann-Marie on
the original conversation describes Baabayn’s three-level approach: the individual, the family and the
community. The next conversation speaks to the values of Baabayn, the container in which all the
healing work is held. Then, the excerpts from the original conversation, Baabayn Weaving, on which the
reflections are based are presented in interview form, to give a sense of the depth and richness of the
material from which the reflections came.
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M E T H O D O L O G Y



A crucial part of the write-up was seeking reflections from and approval of the elders, who are the
Directors of Baabayn and other elders of Baabayn who were present at different times. There is no
specific section regarding the feedback from the elders, as it was simply woven in as we progressed. It is
the elders who set and hold the values for us, both in this research paper and throughout Baabayn. It is
their strength and their wisdom that makes all  this possible, and for that we are endlessly grateful. 
 
Composition of Research Team
The researchers have consisted of whoever is available and enthusiastic about participating. Each
person who has contributed has been listed as an author. Each author is an Aboriginal adult, with their
own individual experiences of trauma and healing. The authors come from a variety of Aboriginal
nations. The two exceptions are the “interchange”, that is, the Western clinical psychologist tasked with
the write-up, and Lilli, who is one of the staff members at Baabayn.
 
Nature of Researchers’ Involvement
The spark for this research project was a request from the Activist Practitioner that Baabayn contribute a
Community Voices piece for the first issue of the online publication. Ruth Nelson, the clinical
psychologist employed by Baabayn, is on the editorial team of the Activist Practitioner. 
 
Yarning is a collective process in which no one person is in control or elevated over the others. Each
person is equal and respectfully acknowledged as such by all contributors being listed as authors. So
too, a circle is inclusive and does not recognise differences such as “researcher” and “research
participant.” Each person is recognised as capable of deciding upon their own involvement and
boundaries.
 
Permission for this project was sought from the Directors of Baabayn, the elders who hold the wisdom
and knowledge of culture, and who continue to remind us, in their beautifully circular way, what our
purpose is. They were in the background and the foreground, providing all that love, encouragement
and support, fitting this project into their vision of having a healing space for our people.
 
Where possible, decisions were made jointly. In practice, this usually looked like a conversation between
whoever was present at the next step of the process, together reaching an agreement as to the next
step and as to the overall plan. The strong valuing of community means there is a high degree of trust in
the decisions people make, so it wasn’t necessary for every researcher to be present at every moment of
the process. None of the authors have ever previously attempted a participatory action research project.
ecause of this, Ruth used Best practices in the reporting of participatory action research: Embracing both the
forest and the trees (Smith, Rosenzweig, & Schmidt, 2010) as a guide.
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Guidance was also provided by Dr Ruth Wells, in the form of a phone conversation with Ruth Nelson and
in reading drafts of the write-up.
 
Each author brought their own skills to co-create the methodology, including deep cultural knowledge,
lived experience with mental health systems, and clinical training and experience. We shared a
theoretical lens, that the yarns themselves are a culturally safe space for sharing knowledge and healing,
and are a relaxed and informal method of observing, describing, analysing and imagining. The listing of
the authors has been done according to the chronology of the conversations. So, those participating in
the first conversation are listed first and so on. This decision was made jointly and it is important to note
explicitly that each author is equally valued and equally respected. The outcome would have been
different if any of them were not there.
 
Time Frame
These conversations took place between the 8th of October, 2019, and the 6th of November, 2019. After
the 6th of November, the focus became writing the paper. It is acknowledged that other people also
have created and worked with similar models to those presented in this paper. 
 
Addressing the Challenges and Pitfalls
The primary challenge is that, in having one person, in particular a non-Aboriginal person, responsible
for being the “interchange”, doing the write-up, is the risk of bias in terms of material selected from the
yarns to represent in written form. 
 
The time constraint was also a challenge. In the busy life of a family centre, some planned yarns had to
be moved or shortened, and meeting the deadlines for the Activist Practitioner was not always possible.
The spontaneity of the process was both a strength, as people who were present by coincidence became
part of the process and added invaluable depth, and also a challenge, as it was hard to plan and to move
forward with reflections and writing. 
 
Choosing whether to be clear when it was my voice, the Western psychologist, and when it was a
community member’s voice was difficult. My fear is of accidentally elevating my contribution. However,
in not making it clear, there is a certain lack of transparency. I have chosen to not differentiate between
voices, in order to honour the equality and unity of the circle.
 
The richness and depth of the yarns also presented the challenge of choosing what from these
conversations to weave into written form. This is only ever going to be an imperfect offering. It is hoped
that more material from the conversations is shared and yarned about.
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Sitting in the class, waiting for the teacher to arrive, contemplating the world from my 15-year-old
vantage. Restless, I turn my face downward to read the prescribed text; it is the work of profound poet,
Kahlil Gibran. The lines jump out at me:

Your children are not your children.
They are the sons and daughters of Life's longing for itself.

They come through you but not from you,
And though they are with you yet they belong not to you.

 
My breath catches in my throat, my heart pauses a moment longer. I do not grasp the meaning of what I
am reading at first but experience the visceral response. I re-read the lines and feel an immense sense

of relief and shifting of gears within that I would only come to fully appreciate in the ensuing years. 
 
The ethnic culture I was born into dictates that as a woman, my raison d'être is to marry and have
children. My worth judged by my ability to procreate. Any achievements outside of this, while
applauded, are regarded as distant, secondary accomplishments, golf-clap worthy at best. 
 
In that moment at my desk, the axis of my world shifted, no longer present in the room but lost in a
maze of thoughts. If any children I have do not come from or belong to me, then I was free from the
bondage of the cultural constructs imposed on me by my parents, for surely this meant that they did not
own me. An opening, a new internal space emerged. The seed of an inner freedom planted. But there
was more as I began to sprint through the maze. If children came from Life and I was simply the vessel
for this expression, then surely every child already here on the planet needed as much love and care as
any child from my own body. Holding back tears, I reflected for the first time on the plight of children
around the world. The starving children in Africa, the children losing parents and homes in the Gulf War.
 
A new paradigm was emerging inside of me; I did not have to live life as I had been told. ‘Maktub’ my
parents would say – it is written. But it was not. I resolved in that moment that I would adopt if I wanted
to have children in the future. I held this vision for over a decade until I realised the pain in our society
around trauma, families, the socioeconomics of our system. In my mid-30s, I returned to university to
start my studies in psychology from scratch. I relinquished the idea of adopting as I realised that loving
the children already here often meant helping to build bridges in the family: passages of love where
members could find their way home to one another. Four lines that continue to change my life with the
deepening realisation that every moment, every thought, every action, is an opportunity to birth life.
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A M A L I A  B A D A W I

I D E A S  T H A T  C H A N G E D  M E



 
Ruth - Merle Conyer, thank you so much for speaking to me for The Activist Practitioner.
The theme for the first edition of the Activist Practitioner is exploring ‘What is an activist practitioner?’ I have
my sneaking suspicions that most people who are practitioners, and also engage in activism, would feel a
little uncomfortable describing themselves as activist practitioners. I’d like to talk to you, though, about what
you understand activism to mean, and in your practice over time, and in your path through life; how you
awoke to the need for activism and how you became engaged in it. So, motivations as well as actions. So,
what is activism?
 
Merle - I’ll have to tell you a story…
 
Ruth - That’s fine. Start where you want. 
 
Merle - I’m going to tell you a story about four awakenings, because I don’t know how else to do it. I grew
up in Apartheid South Africa. I knew I was privileged, but I wasn’t politically awake. I left the country in the
mid-1980s and immigrated to Australia. And once again, I knew I was part of a privileged white country, but
I wasn’t awake to the genocide and racism here. 
 
What I came to learn some years later was that I had effectively been recruited to be a bystander to
oppression, and so I was completely adept at living a double life - knowing there were things that were
fundamentally wrong, and carrying on my life as if there was no reason to do anything else. Apartheid
means separateness – a state of keeping people apart - and I was brought up to not have a relationship
with people who were different, and who, through that political system, had been demonised and
dehumanised. I wasn’t acutely aware of this, I can only see this clearly in retrospect. So, whilst I don’t
consider myself as one who was a violent perpetrator of Apartheid, the fact that I have a white skin meant
that I participated in and benefitted immensely from the system. I was the archetypical passive bystander.
 
My first awakening occurred in 2001, when I moved from bystander to witness. I was in Phnom Penh,
Cambodia at Tuol Sleng which was one of the prisons where people were photographed and interrogated
before being sent to the Killing Fields. I had travelled there on the back of a motorbike and the driver
refused to let me go inside alone. He spoke no English and I spoke no Khmer, but he made it absolutely
clear that he was going to accompany me.
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W H A T  I S  A N  A C T I V I S T
P R A C T I T I O N E R ?

 

A  C O N V E R S A T I O N  B E T W E E N  
M E R L E  C O N Y E R  A N D  R U T H  N E L S O N



 

as the superintendent of the jail, couldn’t see the extent to which he had become complicit in the
brutality, so he too was co-opted by the system. No one was instructed what to do in their roles – the
prison guards were given khaki uniforms and reflective glasses so their eyes could not be seen, and they
performed their role as they saw fit. What was really significant for me was, for the first time, I saw how
people acted out a system of oppression. 
 
Ruth - Can we come back, when you’re ready, to what you mean by systems of oppression?
 
Merle - Yes, I'll talk more around that shortly. At that time, I had been reading about South Africa’s
apartheid impacts and legacy. When I had arrived in Australia, I tried to cut myself off from this aspect of
my past. Then, in 2008, I read an interview with the Dalai Lama before the Beijing Olympics. The
interviewer asked something like, ‘why are you not calling for sanctions against China because of human
rights abuses against your country?’ My recollection is that the Dalai Lama’s response was something
like, ‘if I have a diseased arm, do I cut it off? No’, he said, ‘I try and heal it so that the whole body becomes
stronger’. That was the second awakening. I had been trying to cut off my South African heritage and not
face it. Then I saw the Zimbardo documentary, and for the first time I thought, ‘maybe I’m not an awful
or evil person. Maybe, like those students, I acted out something from a system of oppression
dominated by power hierarchies and informed by assumptions such as dehumanisation’. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

I walked through what had been a suburban high school before the Khmer Rouge came to power. There
are two buildings - the first building showed the interrogation rooms as they were found at the time of
liberation, and then walls and walls of photographs … I get emotional thinking about it now. As I was
walking to the second building, which had been converted into torture rooms, there was a bench. I sat
on the bench and sobbed. The man, who I hadn’t wanted to accompany me, sat for those twenty
minutes next to me. He knew I had been profoundly moved and there was something significant about
being witnessed by him in the grief that arose. 
 
Ruth - Being accompanied?
 
Merle - Yes. Mary Watkins similarly talks about the role of us therapists as psychosocial accompaniers. 
So that was one awakening. Another would have been in 2010 when I saw a documentary on Phillip 
 
 
 
 
 

Zimbardo’s ‘Stanford Prison Experiment’. He was a
psychologist who recruited university students to
participate in a constructed prison system. After six
days the experiment was shut down due to the level
of brutality …
 
Ruth - Because his future wife came and visited. 
 
Merle – Yes, and he, who had been self-appointed 
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diseased arm, do I cut it off?
No’, he said, ‘I try and heal it
so that the whole body
becomes stronger’
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that’s where I found the intersection between activism and clinical practice. 
 
Go back about ten years prior to this, I had done years of training that had given focus to internalised
pathology. Constructs such as personality and disorders were fixed as essential truths. Because I was
moving into a third career by this stage, I was very diligent in applying all of this, learning from the
experts.
 
In 2012 there was another awakening. I’d been seeing a client weekly for about six months who had a
history of complex abuse - fifty minutes, same place, same time, every week - and she had spent every
session perched on the edge of her chair. On this particular day she had walked in and sat right back. I
said to her, ‘something seems different today’, and she said, ‘I’m leaning back in the chair’. I said, ‘what
would support you here today?’, and she said, ‘I’m exhausted, I want to rest’. I said, ‘Please, follow your
instincts, I will support you with whatever you would like’. She closed her eyes and she slept. I was deeply
moved that she would show such trust. 
 
Ruth - To be so vulnerable…
 
Merle – Yes. I was working at the time with a psychoanalytically oriented supervisor who was a very fine
practitioner and skilled trainer. I had to present a reconstructed, verbatim transcript of a session and so I
presented this one. She responded saying, ‘She only has fifty minutes with you each week, what a waste
of that precious time’. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

This was the first time I started experiencing a healthy shame for benefiting from systems of privilege
and underprivilege, a shame that would start to shift my choices and actions. 
 
This led me to examine the impacts of apartheid, and in particular I started reading the original
testimony from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). The TRC had happened 10+ years after I
left the country. There was something necessary about reading and facing that brutality. Then I chanced
upon the Register of Reconciliation where people who were the bystanders could express regret for the
past and hopes for the future. I read all the entries, from people like myself who had been complicit. I
become emotional speaking about this because it was like an accounting.  At the end of that time I wrote
my own Truth and Reconciliation statement which recognised how I had harmed others, how I had been
harmed 

I started experiencing a
healthy shame for
benefiting from systems of
privilege and
underprivilege, a shame
that would start to shift my
choices and actions

and how I had benefited from that system. It was also
around this time that I started reading around
discourse analysis, structuralism and post-
structuralism, modernism and post-modernism, and
political theory. I’d never grown up with any of that
understanding. And then in 2011 I enrolled in a Master
of Counselling and Psychotherapy, and within that did
a narrative therapy elective, and 
 
 
 



 

Ruth - You stepped out of the role of the bystander. Is that another way of saying that?
 
Merle – Yes. I stepped out of being predominantly externally referenced according to structures of
power and became more internally referenced according to what I conceived to be authenticity in
relationality. Also, I now had access to ideas of deconstruction and discourse and thus I started shifting
in my clinical practice as well. In 2013, in the very first clinical paper I presented, I shared emerging ideas
of the therapeutic space as a political space. I suggested that if we do not name the politics of power and
how it plays out in our therapeutic contexts, we risk being instruments of oppression by guiding people
to conform with what is fundamentally unjust in society. For example, with climate change, if a client
says they’re feeling despair and anxiety about the climate crisis, we as therapists are often trained to
dampen or alleviate these kinds of feelings, and sometimes to view them as pathology. I believe what is
needed in this instance is for us to acknowledge them as a healthy sign of deep caring and to shift the
lens from ‘what is wrong with you?’, to ‘what are the social and political contexts and power relations
that inform how you feel, and how might these insights support you to be with grief that honours your
love for what is at risk or being destroyed?’.
 
So, when I consider what it means to be an ‘activist practitioner’ I think there are several ways to think
about this. The first is that we need to attend to how we embody power in the therapeutic relationship.
Are we enacting an oppressive discourse of power, or are we working within a liberative space? 
 

 
 
 
 

Ruth - Did she?
 
Merle - That was when my struggle started, because I knew the session was transformative and after
that my relationship with the client really deepened. What came to the fore in the intersubjective
dynamics with the supervisor was my embodied lack of power in the face of authority that I had
effectively learned under Apartheid, where people in authority were to be feared, and deference,
compliance and conformity were the ways to respond. So, it was the internalisation of not claiming
power that came up in that moment.
 
Ruth - You knew the needs of the young woman, you respected those needs, you entered into that
space with her, she gave you an opportunity to be trusted and to protect. And then, when you
presented that to the supervisor, the person who had power over you, she criticised and invited you into
shame about it.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Merle - Yeah, I’ve never really thought about it that
way. As well as the struggle, there was something in
me that didn’t go to shame, that honoured and knew
there was something of integrity that had occurred
with the client. When I eventually resigned from that
service, I stepped away from automatically deferring
to hierarchy and fear of consequence, towards taking
a more ethically informed position. 
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Do we internalise the source of distress and apply pathologising descriptions, or do we locate these
within external sources that are impacting upon a person and notice the many ways they are
responding? 
 
Ruth - So shifting the question from ‘what’s wrong?’, to ‘what happened?’.
 
Merle – Yes. ‘What happened?’ and ‘where are you located?’, and 'how have you responded?'. So often
the distress shared in the therapy room is located in people feeling they are outside of ‘normal’. When
you look at what is often referenced as ‘normal’ in our society, it is quite narrow - white, male, hetero, cis-
gendered, financially secure, and western educated. 
 

locate and name the sources of suffering and how we bring this into the relational conversation. I do
think that discourse deconstruction is a necessary part of our therapeutic work because, as a therapist, I
believe we are positioned as an intermediary between systems of oppression and the suffering in our
clients’ lives arising from those systems - and we need to take great care not to collude with them. It can
be liberating when a client reframes an internalised lack with appreciation of how external forces may
have shaped identity descriptions and ways they have resisted becoming entrapped.
 
The second way we can engage as an activist practitioner is by taking steps to bring about changes in the
systems that cause suffering. Also, it sometimes can be hard to sustain ourselves when we are
continually hearing stories of violence and abuse, and one of the things that sustains us is when we take
active steps to speak out against and change those systems, particularly when we do this collectively
with others who similarly care. The third way is when we use our privilege mindfully and use our voice to
advocate on behalf of people who hold less structural privilege. That’s just some of the ways. 
 
Ruth - I think that makes words like ‘discourse deconstruction’ much more accessible.
 
Merle - This orientation has completely changed how I sit with a client. My initial training told me that I
am the expert who holds constructs of pathology in mind and the power to apply what can become
lifelong labels for clients. I now view this as a way of centring the position of the therapist in a dominant
role over the client.
 
 
 
 

 

when people don’t fit into
that mould, a dominant
worldview suggests it is
because there is something
lacking in them

 
Ruth - Christian, but not necessarily religious. 
 
Merle - Exactly. And so, when people don’t fit into that
mould, a dominant worldview suggests it is because
there is something lacking in them. So, one way we
become an activist practitioner is by how we embody
and attend to power in the therapy room, how we  
 
 
 



 

work from different theoretical orientations to help with continually questioning the ethics and
effectiveness of my practice. I have also become more respectful of the value in all approaches as
potentially being helpful to different people at different times. And I consult with clients too. When
someone wants regularity of sessions, I provide it.  I also provide flexibility and don’t insist on hard edges
around how we schedule things. I invite client feedback and include reflexive practice as part of the
sessions. We carry so much power and I try to attend where I can to acts of care, kindness, and
hospitality. So, I’ve moved towards the idea of the accompanier, which does not disavow that I offer skill
and carry professional responsibilities.
 
Ruth - That’s right. And it recognises that clients bring skill as well. 
 
Merle - Correct. I also disclose what I’m thinking about when I’m considering applying something. I
might say something like, ‘This is coming to mind and I’m wondering about…’, or, ‘would you be
interested to perhaps explore …?’ and continually building an environment of two-way dialogue. By
doing so, it’s centred more around a process of attunement and accompaniment than imposition. 
 
Ruth - An accompanist is a very skilled person. I play the trumpet. When you’re playing a solo, you are
the focus. However, your piece would not be the same without the accompanist, without the pianist
accompanying you, putting a structure around your melody.  
 

 
 
 
 

Ruth - Centring their knowledge, their training, their worldview.
 
Merle - Yes. I have moved towards a different relational place. I am more comfortable with the
positioning as articulated by Michael White of being de-centred and influential, and Mary Watkins who
suggests being an accompanier. These include privileging the knowledge and insights of clients. I also
draw upon Buddhist frameworks of compassionate deep listening. I’ve come to learn, through my own
practice that, even though people’s reactions may sometimes seem curious, when you sit with that
person, their responses always make good sense when the wider context is taken into account. 
 
Once again informed by the work of Michael White, I have observed that no one is passive in the face of
trauma; whenever there is trauma there will also always be protest, and resistance and response. So,
when there has been a loss of agency or capacity for someone to act to keep themselves or others safe, 
 
 
 
 
 

therapy includes a journey of restoring the capacity for
agency. This is a very different orientation from a focus
on reducing the effects of, say, depression. 
 
Ruth - It is. And it is very different from, ‘you will come
next week, at 2 o’clock, for fifty minutes’. It makes that
slightly problematic.
 
Merle – I’ve been guided by a lot of supervision with
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It’s a crucial role, and a much more beautiful role than that elevated, centred therapist. I’m not sure how
you see this, but I’ve started to see those hard edges as amelioration of the therapist’s anxiety about the
enormity of the situation. We have these intangible boundaries, about what it means to be these two
people in this particular conversation. I learnt from a colleague, Lilli, that we impose these hard edges to
make the intangible, tangible. We put external boundaries, because it’s really difficult emotionally to
hold the internal boundaries and make sense of them.
 
Merle - That’s been very much my experience. As I’ve become more confident in my skill and
experience, I have more capacity to sit with people. Another thing in terms of power is that I’ve trained in
multiple modalities. One supervisor’s view was, ‘If you work with more than one modality, how can you
have a benchmark to assess your practice?’.
 

We are less able to offer a therapeutic experience if someone does not feel culturally safe. These are
some of the reasons that I draw upon more than a single modality and am also guided with cultural
supervision. It’s only recently that I’ve more fully accepted the validity of this position. I’ve been looking
for a theoretical frame as ‘my home ground’ and it’s taken me all this time to accept that the
interdisciplinary approach is as valid. 
 
Ruth - And so the home ground is actually the relationship with the person consulting with you and you
bring what is appropriate into that space. 
 
Merle - Yes, and me being resourced with different ways of understanding and listening in a spacious
way. So, there’s much more silence in my sessions and more attention to relationality. 
 
Ruth - That’s wonderful. 
 
Merle - I’m thinking about the concept of an Activist Practitioner. There’s another way I adopt this, which
is public speaking and teaching. This was another awakening – to mindfully and intentionally use my
power and privilege. For example, I’ve done a lot of teaching around trauma work. We have to have
done our work internally so that we have a strong ground from which to work. Then we can bring those
difficult conversations into relationships with other people or else we can potentially affect the ability of
other people to turn towards difficult materials. I can now teach complex trauma subjects and people
can leave at the end of the day saying that they feel enlivened. 
 

 

We have to have done
our work internally so
that we have a strong
ground from which to
work

 
I’ve trained in diverse modalities because I feel then we
not only have a toolbox to draw upon, but we reduce
the risk of imposing one way of knowing on clients. Also,
different clients will be supported by different
perspectives and knowledge systems, each with unique
contributions. And the other thing that goes with this is
offering cultural safety and respect. 
 
 
 



 

But I don’t really feel that to be true. I believe that it’s important to stay in that relationship where
possible. It’s important to hold their wellbeing in mind, to hold their whole being as worthy. 
 
Merle - That’s it. And this really ties into the beginning, when I talked about living in South Africa. I was
trained to dehumanise others. Dehumanising is the separation of connection. To me, activism is
connection.  It’s about moving back into relationships, moving back into a relationship with the natural
world, back into a relationship with the client and their essential humanity. Activism occurs when we can
no longer turn away as a bystander who is separate. I went through these phases. At first, I was a
bystander and didn’t even know it. Then I shifted to the witness, and then the activist. I’ve tried to move
more into allyship. I appreciate this a contested term. By allyship, I mean the way I use my privilege to try
to change the structural conditions of oppression. I have learned the importance of taking care to not
speak on behalf of others, and the privilege of stepping forward when others invite me to walk alongside
them. I think it’s my responsibility to use my privilege to name and change the structural conditions.
 
Ruth - Which brings us back to Mary Watkin’s accompaniment. And it also brings me back to your
recounting of the Dalai Lama saying, ‘do I cut the arm off?’. To extend the metaphor, the diseased arm
can’t heal itself, the whole body has to be a part of that. As a therapist, I am mindful of the systems of
power that cause suffering for clients. In a sense, those power structures are the diseased arm as well,
they need healing. I’ve gone too far off there.
 

 
 
 
 

So given what we know, and what we know how to do, we do have a responsibility to help them manage
the way they take in and process that information. 
 
We have a responsibility to name systems of power and violence, such as associated with ecocide, and
also to attend to the impact of what we’re sharing. We need to take care of people when we share
difficult information.
 
Ruth - It’s something about co-regulation. We have to attend to the co-regulation. The way we regulate
together as we get into this difficult material. 
 
Merle - Exactly. Another strand of the activist practitioner orientation is that I’m trained in body-based
practices, which are often marginalised by therapeutic professional organisations. Part of activist
practice 
 
 
 
 
 

for me is inclusiveness of body-mind-spirit-
ecosystem, as an alternative approach to
privileging cognitive models which sometimes
sideline other ways of knowing and being. 
 
Ruth - An inclusive relationship. I can get a bit
caught up, when I’m feeling angry, that ‘it’s their
job’. Whoever the ‘they’ is, I can think, ‘well, it’s up
to them to listen’.
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Dehumanising is the
separation of connection.
To me, activism is
connection.  It’s about
moving back into
relationships
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Merle - No, you haven’t. Because, for example, with the climate crisis, at the heart of this is not the
weather, it is the cultural and structural conditions of neoliberalism, patriarchy, colonisation and
capitalism, and religious frameworks in which “man” has dominion over nature. So, when people are
actively contributing to Black Lives Matter, The MeToo Movement and others like these, that is all part of
the same healing. 
 
Ruth - Yes, it is. When I continue to be in relationship with people who have fundamentally different
opinions to myself, for example, those who oppose marriage equality, deny the climate emergency, or
accept or even condone the conditions on Nauru and so forth, sometimes I feel very uncomfortable. Am
I complicit because I still remain in relationship with them? Then I think, on the other hand, no - because
if we don’t remain in connection it just gets worse. 

 
Ruth - As a white Australian, I am complicit. I always will be. 
 
Merle - I also think it is relevant to engage outside of our own echo chamber. The only way we bring
transformation and change is when we are able to stay in relationship with people who hold different
positions and perspectives. 
 
Ruth - Yes. Their position makes sense as well. Their position makes sense to them and I have a duty to
listen very deeply to the ways that it makes sense to them. 
 
Merle - I think we need those conversations across boundary lines, to find the spaces where values
align. They are very important. 
 
At the same time, for us to take actions that are strongly aligned with the values we stand for includes
being mindful of how we use our privilege. I had to move through the place of knowing I was privileged
but not really understanding what that meant. In that place, I could hold ideas such as, ‘I’m a nice person,
I can’t be a racist’. I had to shift towards, ‘How am I benefitting from the structures within which I’m living
and how am I going to use my privilege to try and bring about changes to these, including relinquishing
some of that unearned privilege?’.  I do think it’s important we have relationships across boundaries, and
we also need to be really clear on how we use our privilege.
 

 

The only way we bring
transformation and
change is when we are
able to stay in
relationship with
people who hold
different positions and
perspectives

 
They are co-opted into these systems just as much as
anybody else. In one sense, they are victims as well. 
 
Merle - That’s a view that I came to as well. I know that
as a white person I am complicit and I need to be ever
vigilant as to how white privilege will continue to trip me
up. 
 
 
 



 

with clients is to have conversations about ‘what does justice look like, for you?’ Something around
justice is important in this work, too. 
 
Ruth - It is, isn’t it? And the opposite of justice is forgetting. 
 
Merle - What you said is a really important point. Being a bystander comes with silence. And with silence
comes forgetting. What is required of us as activist practitioners is to continually turn towards, and to
speak, and to name. To not be silent. 
 
Ruth - Wonderful, thank you.
 

 
 
 
 

Ruth - It’s a really uncomfortable place to be, sometimes. An example for me was working in Northern
Uganda and being asked by local people to accompany child soldiers coming out of the bush. I made
this decision to support them and to walk with them. Literally to walk with them, to accompany them. I
had to take on board the criticism from other local people who said, ‘That looks like you’re colluding with
them. That looks like you condone all of the things they’ve done, their murders’. It’s an impossible
situation, really. Isn’t it? If you don’t walk with them, then you send them back to the bush and back to
the rebel army. Yet, if you do walk with them, then you appear to condone their actions. 
 
Merle - Yeah. This kind of awareness has brought more humility, that any of us could be perpetrators
given the right context. Then how do you engage without being seen to collude? There’s a fine example
of this in a documentary from Canada called ‘Hollow Water’ about a Native American community that
held people to account using traditional practices as an alternative to prison. The traditional way
includes a 
 
 
 
 
 

vision for justice and healing for the individual,
the family and the community. I learned about
this from Aunty Betty Connelly, what she calls the
three-way approach.  How we can have healing
and justice side-by-side. For Activist Practitioners,
I suggest that is a fifth arm of activism, that we
support others to explore justice, including
pathways that may be outside of official justice
systems.So, part of my work 
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Being a bystander comes with
silence. And with silence comes
forgetting. What is required of
us as activist practitioners is to
continually turn towards, and
to speak, and to name. To not
be silent



Several years ago, in honor of the new year, I chose a theme scripture to guide my year: 
 

Let all you do be done in Love - 1 Corinthians 16:14 
 
Little did I know how this would spark a revolution of love in my life. I started to examine how I
would/could/should make decisions based in Love, rather than fear, in all areas of my life, personal and
professional. I have learned so much about my interpersonal/professional relationships, my clinical
work, my teaching/research ethics and my advocacy.  
 
As a Haitian American and Black woman I had been taught many lessons about Love. They included
being docile, quiet, agreeable, nice, demure… silent.  
 
As I began to examine what it would look like to practice Love in my personal and professional life, I
realized that those idea(l)s were a muted version of myself. Love is a deep feeling of affection. I have
come to a fuller understanding of Black feminist Audre Lorde’s words: 
 

Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare. 
 
I realized that a muted version of myself is not the celebratory affection that I deserved. The messages I
had learned about Love did not include my voice, agency or wellbeing. What emerged as I explored
taking actions in the direction of Love was that it could only be done with truth-telling, vulnerability and
courage. My activism had to begin with a revolution of Love for myself. 
 
A critical piece of this examination was the exploration of powered relationships in all aspects of my life
as well as larger systems. I examined personal relationships, but I also examined professional
relationships such as those with colleagues, students, academic administration and clients.
 
In a poignant reflection with a great friend and colleague about a decision I had made, she asked me a
question I now consistently ask myself “Was the decision made from Love or fear?” I realized that my
uneasy residual feelings were because I had let fear rule my decision. 

 P A G E  F O R T Y - O N 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 .  1 ,  J A N  2 0 2 0  

L E T  A L L  Y O U  D O  B E
D O N E  I N  L O V E  

 

C Y N T H I A  L U B I N

I D E A S  T H A T  C H A N G E D  M E



I was concerned about powered relationships and felt the need to protect myself by exerting power. I
was reminded of Charlie Chaplin’s reflections: 

 
“You need power, only when you want to do something harmful. Otherwise Love is enough to get everything

done.” 
 
The journey to make decisions from Love rather than fear resonates and reverberates. Self-love has led
to a greater and deeper Love for those around me and consequently a deeper sense of justice and the
necessity for action. From my advocacy work with immigrants and refugees to my social justice stance in
the classroom, when I lead from Love my voice is clear. It may be shaky at times, but when I speak from
Love, it is impossible not to hear the resounding truth, justice and courage. There are days that are
better than others, but I know that when I do all in Love, I may succeed or fail, but I will not regret. The
idea that changed me and my activism was acting from Love not fear.  
 
Cynthia Lubin Langtiw, 
PsyDProfessor of Clinical Psychology
The Chicago School of Professional Psychology
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She was one of the forgotten ones
She didn’t fit neatly into their boxes 
All chaos and calamity
A tangle of torment worn like a noose
 She was a smear on their bright, shiny desks
Where things were ordered, made sense, and neat tick boxes were the primary
Mode of communication 
She was a bruise they would prefer to keep hidden
For a bruise needs no intervention 
 
He repelled his demons 
Single-handedly 
After just three sessions
The treatment was more aversive 
Than the torment 
Of the thoughts that invaded his mind 
Like a daily attack over enemy lines 
 
We’ll call you back when your children aren’t screaming 
The voice at the end of the line says
Indignant and stale like old coffee and yellowed paperbacks 
She sighs
A sigh as long and deep as four generations
She knows she will be a forgotten one
The phone will never ring
The screaming never stops
Not even in sleep
She is bone weary 
All she wanted was a little help
Some respite from the dark
It’s cold and bony fingers that press her ever on
 
 

T H E
F O R G O T T E N
O N E S

 

M I R A N D A  E .  C A S H I N
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He walked in reverse, wiping up his footprints
What he fears he can not say
Don’t be hysterical, he was told 
The worst you can imagine has already put on its shoes
And sprinted home
He opened his mouth 
But she couldn’t hear his response with her fingers in her ears 
It lay forgotten on the ground
Like a discarded piece of fruit 
Left to rot 
She adverted her eyes
 
We are for the forgotten ones
The ones that climb out of the box
That smudge the lines, blur the boundaries
And bleed over the page
We are for the ones whose voices have been muffled so long 
It sounds like a creak in the floorboards 
Slight recognition at the sound 
But easy to ignore 
 
We are for the forgotten ones
The overlooked ones
The ones that science left behind 
Sorry you don’t meet criteria for this clinical trial 
What treatment is best for you?
Sorry there is no evidence 
Your ticks are in the wrong boxes 
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We are for the ones who meet too many of the wrong boxes
And not enough of the right
We are for the ones that want something different
Something more
Than worshiping at the foot of cookie cutter acronyms
And manuals wielded like bibles
 
We are for the ones that want to make some noise 
Tell a different story
For sometimes stories
Have the answers 
To many 
Of the questions 
We didn’t know to ask
We are for the ones who want to plant seeds
Plant them in the earth
And dig them up like ripened fruit 
To be carried in our arms
The boxes left discarded
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We are seeking expressions of interest for submissions on this important topic. Send a short paragraph
about your idea and a short bio. 
 
You can submit ideas in relation to each of our types of pieces; a theory piece, an interview with
someone, volunteer to be interviewed, a practice piece about work you are doing, a representation of
community voices, ideas that changed you, a poem and art work etc. 
 
We invite people from diverse disciplines and 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. That is, rather than having a peer review process focused on
discipline specific criticism, we would like to connect you with a mentor in your field to help guide you
through the process of preparing your work for publication, if that is wanted.
 
Send your EOI's to activist.practitioner@gmail.com. Please see our website for further submission
information and contact details. 
 
EOI's are due by February 15 and, if accepted, completed pieces are  due by end of March.
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