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ABSTRACT 

Over the last 20 years there have been repeated calls for an Indigenous 

perspective on program development and implementation connected with 

Indigenous people. 

The focus of this thesis was on understanding how some Aboriginal people 

can successfully live across two cultures. It is underpinned by the concept of 

'resilience'. According to Reich, Zautra and Hall (2010) '…resilience is best 

defined as an outcome of successful adaption to adversity' (Reich et al. 

2010, p 4). Nevertheless, concepts such as resilience must be understood 

from an Aboriginal perspective. Cultural values, principles, practices and 

beliefs must be considered before the concept of resilience can be deemed 

safe for Aboriginal people and their communities. An essential first step in 

understanding resilience from an Indigenous perspective is for researchers to 

examine in detail the lived experience of Aboriginal people. Therefore, 

answering the question 'What makes a successful Aboriginal person 

resilient?' demands urgent consideration. 

As an Aboriginal person, it was important to provide context for the study and 

for the researcher to explain where she was from and how she was 

connected. This is normal behaviour for Aboriginal people throughout 

Australia. Thus, the first section of this research provides background 

information of the researcher’s Aboriginality 'in a lived way'; it also provides 

the reader with a comprehensive understanding of the researcher’s 

relationship to this research study. 

In order to obtain information for this research project, Aboriginal Standpoint 

Theory was applied. As an Aboriginal person, the researcher realised that to 

understand resilience it was essential to go back to the lived experience of 

Aboriginal people. The knowledge for this research project was acquired by 

following important Aboriginal protocols that are valued by the researcher. 

What was important is—not what you do, but how you do it. Applying 

Aboriginal Standpoint Theory facilitated access to a rich understanding of the 

lived experience of successful Aboriginal people. 
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The method of 'Yarning' was used to collect data from study participants. 

Yarning is often referred to by both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

professionals as a way of having conversations about various topics or 

issues with Aboriginal people at both an individual and group level. It was 

necessary to explain the meaning of yarning from an Aboriginal perspective. 

The study involved recorded interviews with 16 study participants using a 

method called ‘life-lines’ to assist them to recall certain events pertaining to 

their life story. The ‘life-lines’ approach involves the participant drawing a line 

and writing the positive life experiences on one side and the negative life 

experiences on the other. 

A number of themes emerged from the life stories of the Aboriginal people 

interviewed. The lived experience of these individuals was described in their 

interviews. Many of these themes are consistent with the mainstream 

literature on resilience. However, in this study, the themes were explained 

with the unique voice of the Aboriginal people interviewed. These themes 

represent insights into the social construction of resilience for Aboriginal 

people and add to the literature by including concepts not previously 

mentioned, or inadequately mentioned, in mainstream literature. Thus, the 

results identify some new aspects of resilience from a cultural perspective. In 

addition, they redefine other aspects of resilience and expand on the 

explanation of resilience from an Aboriginal perspective. 

A number of resiliency characteristics were identified that demonstrate how 

Aboriginal people have overcome adversities they have had to face. Based 

on the findings, a new definition of resilience was developed. From an 

Aboriginal perspective, resilience was defined as: 

The ability to have a connection and belonging to one’s land, family and 
culture: therefore an identity. Resilience allows the pain and suffering 
caused from adversities to heal. It is having a dreaming, where the past 
is brought to the present and the present and the past are taken to the 
future. Resilience is a strong spirit that confronts and conquers racism 
and oppression strengthening the spirit. It is the ability not just to survive 
but to thrive in today’s dominant culture. 

An Aboriginal Resiliency Framework was developed from this research 

highlighting key concepts such as healing, forgiveness and letting go. This 
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framework provides a means of facilitating a culturally safe and respectful 

strategy for building resiliency with Aboriginal people. It could be used to 

develop programs aimed at building resilience in Aboriginal people; one of 

the recommendations of this research is to establish a resilience program. 

The results of this research identify some gaps in the western construction of 

resilience when applied to Aboriginal contexts, particularly the experience of 

living between two cultures and some of the adversities faced by Aboriginal 

people. Important characteristics of Aboriginal people’s life stories that reflect 

resilience have been discovered. They provide a way forward for researchers 

and health professionals alike, aimed not only at working more successfully 

within Aboriginal communities but also at improving the overall health status 

of Aboriginal people. 
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1 MY STORY 

Our Aboriginality is something we are proud of, not in a verbal sense, 
but in a lived way. It’s a good place to be (Franchesca Cubillo 2001) 

 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

This is my story as a Noongar—an Aboriginal person from the south west of 

Western Australia. My story is about my Aboriginality ‘in a lived way’. As an 

Aboriginal person it is important for me to explain where I am from and how I 

am connected. This is something that we as Aboriginal people do throughout 

this great country of ours. It is important for other Aboriginal people to know 

where you are from and how you are connected or linked. Therefore it is 

important to me that the reader of my research understands my background. 

The information presented in this chapter—My Story—should help the reader 

understand why this topic is important to me as a researcher. This chapter 

also provides the reader with a comprehensive understanding of my 

relationship with the research. Ultimately, the data will assist the reader to 

understand how I came to my conclusions that emerge from the data 

analysis. I place My Story upfront as I wished to reveal to the reader how I 

embedded myself in this research over many years. I also wanted to explain 

the impossibility of bracketing my life from my eventual analysis of data. It is 

my intention to provide the reader with this story and add to the 

trustworthiness of my findings. My story is from an Aboriginal knowledge 

position (Arbon 2009). 

This chapter also reflects what drove me to conduct such a research project, 

and I believe it answers the questions often asked of me throughout my 

working life: 

 Why are you so successful when so many other Aboriginal people 

are not? 

 Why are you able to hold down a good job and do it well and others 

of your culture are unable to? 
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 Why are you able to live as a white person and others of your kind 

are unable to? 

The chapter finishes by addressing the concerns of many Aboriginal people 

who state that: Aboriginal people are unable to live in two cultures 

successfully. Many individuals find it difficult to adapt to a western way of life. 

They try to hold on to what they believe is the Aboriginal way of life. There 

are others who are unable to bring their Aboriginal way of doing things with 

them, they find it difficult to remain within and stay involved in the Aboriginal 

community. Therefore, many state it is too difficult to live in two cultures 

successfully. You are either Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal. 

1.2 MY STORY 

To talk about my Aboriginality I must first start with my Dreaming. I say 

Dreaming rather than Dreamtime. Why? Because the word Dreamtime gives 

the impression that it is finite. Whereas the word Dreaming has a continuum. 

It is not a set period but continues with me throughout my life. My Dreaming 

is the past, present and future and it includes everything. 

My story will unfold throughout seven important headings: My Country, My 

Family, My Identity, My Spirituality, My Culture, My Education and finally My 

Resilience. 

1.3 MY COUNTRY 

My country is the small town of York and surrounding areas. York is the 

oldest inland town in Western Australia and is located 100 kilometres east of 

Perth. Ensign Robert Dale is said to have discovered York in 1831 (Hallam 

1998). Of course he was the first white man to discover York, as it had been 

discovered thousands and thousands of years prior to 1831 by the Noongar 

people. 

My father often spoke of our country. This was our traditional land and our 

family had been there for generations. It was our country and not too many 

Noongars can say where their original family came from. My father spoke of 

Beverley, York, Quairading, Kellerberrin, Northam and Toodyay as being 

land of the Ballardong (language group for these areas) people. However, he 
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would say the Kicketts belonged to Beverley, York, Quairading, the lakes and 

Sawyers Valley right down to Mundaring. This oral history is supported by 

Bishop Rosendo Salvado who had a great deal to do with Aboriginal people 

around New Norcia and surrounding areas including the Avon Valley around 

Toodyay. 

Every individual has his own territory for hunting, gathering gum and 
picking up yams, and the rights he has here are respected as sacred. I 
have often heard them say in dispute—even to their friends—'Nichia n 
—agna cala …' ('this is my district, yours is… get out of here straight 
away'). Consequently each particular family regards one particular 
district as belonging exclusively to itself, though the use of it is freely 
shared by nearby friendly families… (Salvado 1851: cited in Stormon 
1977, pp 130–131) 

My father called this part of our country 'our run'. Birdsall acknowledges the 

term stating: 'The long family association with the region in which they live is 

called by Nyungars a ‘run’. It is a set of towns used by the family and is a 

product of family history' (Birdsall 1990, p 182). 

My grandfather, Thomas Kickett Junior, moved between certain towns and 

the bush (his run) to prevent his children from being removed to a mission. 

However, in 1932 he made the decision to stay permanently on the reserve 

in York. The land allocated for the purpose of a native reserve in York was in 

fact a traditional camping site of the Kickett family. My grandfather had a 

strong connection to this site, as he had stayed there on many occasions 

with his parents for most of his young life. My father informed me that there 

were many other camping sites throughout their run, however most of these 

traditional camping sites were no longer available to the Ballardong people. 

As a child, my father told me the dreaming stories of York and surrounding 

areas. He knew them all as he had been told these stories over and over 

from a young age. I was often told about the burning of the undergrowth. My 

father called it farming kangaroos. He would laugh and say 'the white farmers 

farm sheep but Noongars farm kangaroos'. When the undergrowth became 

thick it was burnt. This was part of taking care of the land and the people. 

The new sweet shoots of grass encouraged various animals to come and 

feed making it easier for them to be hunted. 
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I was always amazed at such stories and I remember asking when I was a bit 

older, how the fire never got away and caused a great bushfire. My father’s 

answer was 'the old people knew their environment they could read the 

weather pattern and they understood the seasons. They had the knowledge 

of how to light a fire and control it'. Early white settlers were certainly aware 

of such a practice and acknowledged the skill of Aboriginal people. 

It is true we might ourselves burn the bush, but we could never do it with 
the same judgement and good effort as the natives, who keep the fire 
within due bounds, only burning those parts they wish when the scrub 
becomes too thick… (Bunbury cited in Bunbury and Morrell 1930, p 105) 

I am so fortunate to have been taught by my father and other members of his 

family about my country. This knowledge has enhanced my strong 

connection to country making me feel a part of it and it a part of me. Such is 

the case with so many other Aboriginal people throughout Australia. 

Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann sums up my feelings very well by her 

statement: 

My people could not read, they did not write. They remembered and 
they told and retold. Interest was always fresh like new discovery. The 
countryside was somehow part of me and I was part of it; it was filled 
with named places and I came to learn so many of them. It was my 
home it was me (Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann 1986, p 13) 

1.4 MY FAMILY 

1.4.1 Father’s Side 

My father’s family traditionally is from York and the surrounding areas. We 

have always identified as Noongars but are from the Balardong language 

group. My great, great, great grandfather, 'Cowitch' was an Ejanok 

tribesman. The Ejanok were a small group of Aboriginal people living in and 

around the York area and were recorded as such by the first settlers in York 

(Villiers 2001). This coincides with the oral history of my father, only he refers 

to the small group as his family 'us Kicketts' when in fact their tribal group 

was Ejanok. 

Cowitch was my great, great, great grandfather’s traditional Noongar name. 

He was referred to by the resident magistrate Revett Henry Bland (Controller 
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of Natives from 1841–1846) in January 1842 by his Noongar name and was 

mentioned as 'working for settlers in the York (Avon) district' (Colonial 

Secretaries Office January 1842). 

According to Villiers: 

There are some fourteen references to him from 1848 to 1868 in the CSO 
Records and ‘the Inquirer’ newspaper. 

Mr John Drummond, the head of police at York, used a man named 
Cowits as a tracker. He was the first native police assistant in York and 
was employed by the government for nearly 20 years. He appears in the 
records as ‘Native Constable Cowits’ (Villiers 2001, p 13) 

Although Cowitch worked as a Native police assistant it is unlikely he tracked 

his own people. These beliefs are drawn from the oral history handed down 

from generation to generation 'Aboriginal people would not track their own for 

fear of pay back from others in the family'.' 

My great, great, great, grandfather Cowitch assisted with a number of 

expeditions taking on the all-important role as guide. It is obvious that he was 

well-liked being referred to as 'an excellent fellow' by Henry Maxwell Lefroy 

(Lefroy 1934). Cowitch accompanied an early settler named Walkinshaw 

Cowan on his visits from York to the Williams River and back. In his diaries, 

Walkinshaw Cowan spoke very highly of him and reported that Cowitch died 

of influenza in 1868. From these records, it is obvious that my great, great, 

great, grandfather Cowitch not only had the ability but was successful in

adapting to the new way of life. 

Notably the documentation on my great, great, grandfather, Cowitch’s son, 

refers to him by a non-Aboriginal name, being Thomas William Kickett. 'The 

father of these brothers was Thomas William Kickett, a full blood of York. His 

father was Cowitche/Cowitch/Kowitch/Cowits supposedly born in York in the 

1790s' (Villiers 2001, p 12). Although there is no written documentation 

referring to him by a Noongar name I have been told his Noongar name was 

'Noongally'. However, it is possible that he may have been at times confused 

with one of his sons known as Billy Noongale Kickett! Although he was not 

referred to as ‘Noongally’, Thomas William Kickett had one daughter and 
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three sons: Mary-Jane Kickett, Thomas ‘Doogar’ Kickett, Billy ‘Noogale’ 

Kickett and my great grandfather, James ‘Yombich’ Kickett. 

I was informed by my father that the early settlers were unable to pronounce 

Cowitch’s name correctly. So many Noongar people at that time were given 

English names as their first and middle name. The traditional Noongar name 

(or something sounding close or similar) was used as a surname. Hence, my 

great, great, grandfather’s name became, Thomas William Kickett. Kickett 

being used rather than Cowitch. What must be acknowledged is some 

traditional Noongar names have survived not being changed at all. Obviously 

such names were easier to pronounce by the early settlers. An example of 

this is the well-known traditional Noongar name of 'Winmar'. Such a process 

assisted non-Aboriginal people to connect family members with the same 

surname. It was also a form of imposing their European cultural ways on to 

Aboriginal people. Nevertheless, the name Kickett has stuck, being one of 

the largest and oldest Noongar families today. 

As noted earlier, my grandfather, named after his Uncle Thomas Doogar 

Kickett, moved to York in the early 1930s and stayed permanently on the 

York reserve with my grandmother until his death in 1967. My grandmother 

would have spent at least 50 years on the reserve and died in 1971. Many 

Aboriginal people have told me that my grandfather was a bit of a trouble-

maker with some even saying he was a nasty character and he thought he 

owned the reserve. The latter comment is one I heard most often. 

Records in my grandfather’s Native Welfare file certainly show he argued 

with many people, often threatening them in one way or another. I think of my 

grandfather as having a strong spirit, someone who would fight for his rights 

and certainly fight to protect his family. My father and his brothers and sisters 

were never removed to a settlement or mission. 

One of my earliest memories involving my grandfather was sensing his fear 

on seeing a white car. Welfare officers always drove white cars. He would 

gather us kids all up and place himself between the person driving the car 

and us. I don’t remember him ever greeting the officers. He would just tell 

them 'You’re not taking any of these kids' or sometimes he would ask 'What 

do you want? Why are you here on our land?' 
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Such memories are quite strong as I remember feeling just a little frightened 

hearing my grandfather telling such individuals they were not going to take us 

kids. Thinking back I believe I became fearful because I sensed my 

grandfather’s fear, even though he always displayed a certain 'toughness' 

when confronting individuals in white cars. 

My father, although not born in York, often told me of the places he stayed as 

a child. My grandparents stayed on the move in order to keep all their 

children together. Due to the fact that more and more bushland was being 

taken and cleared for farming purposes, they were forced to move closer to 

townships. 

My father had stayed on the reserve many times with his parents moving on 

when the authorities harassed them. He was 12 years old when his parents 

decided to stay permanently in York. It was the year he started work at a 

poultry farm in York owned by a Mr Mercer. He worked for food not money 

and supplied his family with the occasional chook, but mostly cracked eggs. 

One of my aunties often told me how, as a little girl, she would be hungry. 

Her mother (my gran) would tell her 'Don’t worry you won’t starve you will 

have something for supper. Your big brother is out there working for us right 

now'. My aunty explained how she and her sisters and little brothers would 

wait for my Dad to come home with something for them to eat. Aunty often 

told me 'it was enough for him to see us eat and be satisfied going to bed 

with full bellies. That’s just how your father was and all of us knew, only for 

him we would have starved'. 

My father helped his parents raise and support his younger brothers and 

sisters during the 1930s and 1940s through the hard times when they never 

received any government funding. He and his younger brother worked 

together with their father, not giving the authorities any reason to remove 

them to a mission. However, they were threatened with removal many times. 

Many Aboriginal children lost their lives due to different diseases and 

illnesses. Today, a major problem for many families is the financial cost of 

burying a family member. 
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Three of my father’s sisters, three of his cousins and his 

nephew. Photo taken on the York reserve in the late 1930s. 
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My father, far right, aged 12 with his brother-in-law Pinnie 

Wally (middle) swimming in the river at the back of the 

reserve in York. 

Such photos show the importance of the river and my family’s 

connection to it. To many old Noongar people, the river was the 

life force of the land as it provided water for everyone including the 

animals. Ballardong is the Noongar language group for the York 

area. The name of the river Avon River in the Ballardong language 

is Gogulgar Bilya. 
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Left to right: Thomas Kickett (Pop), Walter Kickett (Uncle), 

Josephine Blurton (Gran), Nellerine, Pauline and Eileen 

(Aunties). After the funeral of two-year-old James Kickett who 

died of meningitis on the reserve. 
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It is well-known that Aboriginal people were refused entry into the army 
during World War I. Many denied their Aboriginality to get into the army. 
During World War II they were allowed to enlist. 

My father George Kickett, 1st back row with cap on. 

His cousin is in army uniform (Uncle Scott Blurton) 

The Importance of Oral History 

I was most upset, after checking for some time with Veteran Affairs, that 
there were no records of this uncle going to war. 

On mentioning this to one of my father's sisters, at the time in her 70s, I was 
informed that he never went to war. He had the uniform and always put it on 
whenever photos were taken. 

It was an ongoing family joke and made everyone laugh. I was not 
impressed as I had spent hours looking for his war records. 
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In his early 30s, my father married my mother; she already had four children 

of her own. This was during the early 1950s. My father provided for my 

mother and her children. They had five more children raising all of us on the 

York reserve until the early 1970s after the death of my grandmother. 

I have both positive and negative memories of living on the reserve. 

However, I believe the positive memories of the reserve far outweigh the 

negative. I grew up knowing my grandparents very well. I also knew all my 

father’s sisters and his two brothers. There were many, many cousins both 

old and young as well as people coming and going from the reserve. Many of 

my father’s family came to visit; some for the day, others for a week, and 

then there were those who stayed for months at a time. 

I knew them all and if I couldn’t remember them, they always knew who I was 

even as an adult. Two of my father’s sisters were unable to have children. 

One of these aunts was what is today termed 'mentally challenged'. This was 

my aunty who I remember running to when I had hurt myself. Wanting at 

least some attention and certainly more sympathy I would go to aunty. She 

always made me feel special and fussed over my cuts and bruises. She had 

wonderful 'coloured stuff' that was much better than what Mum had. One 

could not see the flavine (yellow in colour) that my Mum used very well on my 

skin. But for me it was important that everyone knew I had an injury and with 

Aunty Joyce, I had a choice of red (mercurochrome) or purple (gentian 

violet). These colours stood out. Sometimes my wounds were so well-

dressed one of my uncles laughing asked me 'which war have you just come 

home from?' Of course, on going home, my mother would assess the 

situation and tell me 'I would live'. 

Fortunately, I lived at the time when my grandparents were eligible for a 

pension. Hence, the wonderful term 'Pension Day'; this was a happy day and 

most people were in high spirits which brought great joy to us as kids. Gran 

supplied us every fortnight with lollies, cordial and biscuits. Items we very 

rarely saw. 
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Left to right: Uncle Andy Kickett (a tent boxer who taught me 

and many others how to fight) holding my cousin, Aunty 

Joyce who always saw to our injuries and Pop dressed in suit 

and hat ready for town. 
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Thomas Kickett (junior) and Josephine Blurton, my 

grandparents ready for town on ‘pension day’ mid-1960s. 

Another memory was a Mr Whippy Ice cream van coming to the reserve. The 

old people called him 'Mr Trouble Maker'. I remember my father doing a deal 

with Mr Whippy 'the trouble maker'. 

The deal was he would come once a month to the reserve on a Sunday 

afternoon during his seasonal visit. I remember always getting an ice cream 

as my father was rarely out of work. Other kids seemed to do all right though, 

as every adult on the reserve managed to, as we called it, ‘patch up’ for an 

ice cream, ensuring most kids got one or shared half of someone else’s. 

Times were hard and it would be fair to say that I lived in poverty. However, 

looking back I had a great deal of love and I felt very safe and certainly very 

secure as a child. 
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There were of course the negative times on the reserve. Being a reserve, any 

Aboriginal person could visit. My grandfather and father had the say as to 

who could stay on the reserve and who could not. There are accounts of 

sexual abuse; however as children most of us reserve kids had a strong 

sense of intuition or a gut feeling. We also took care of each other and 

always stayed playing together in groups. Never allowing one child to stray 

away from the others and if anyone did, one or two kids would run and let a 

parent or parents know. It was the responsibility of the oldest child to care for 

the younger ones. I remember once a man arrived to stay. He spoke kindly to 

us but I had an instant dislike for him. My instinct told me there was 

something ‘not right’, the way he watched us kids made me feel 

uncomfortable as I was not accustomed to being looked at in such a way. He 

coerced one of my cousins to take a walk with him down to the river. He had 

a bag of lollies and some chocolate. She was the only child he offered lollies. 

Something I found strange, as most adults on the reserve always made us 

share such rarities. 

My older cousin followed them towards the river and another cousin and I 

instinctively ran back to our mothers. Our mothers ran towards the river and 

collected my cousin and the others taking us all back to our homes, where 

we remained until my father arrived home. This particular man left 

immediately and I heard my father say to him: 'be glad you’re able to walk off 

this reserve, the others are not home yet and my father is an old man'. 

Living conditions were harsh on the reserve. Issues such as overcrowding, 

alcohol abuse, aggressive and violent behaviour and domestic violence 

occurred every one to two weeks depending on who was on the reserve at 

the time. As children, we became accustomed to these issues and in a sense 

learned how to cope. We had our strategies to deal with such behaviours. 

One strategy was to leave a group of people when their voices started to rise. 

We were constantly on guard and had learned to read body language. One 

particular uncle always took his shoes off when he was ready to fight 

someone. So when his shoes were off, so were we. We knew to move away 

when adults started physically fighting, as things would be thrown and kids 
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who got in the way were never considered especially by someone who was 

drunk. 

I remember when I was about 20 years old and was nursing in a country 

town in the south-west, I was asked to assist in the immunisation of a group 

of Noongar babies. After a very busy morning, I sat down to have lunch with 

what I thought was a very old and tired looking child health nurse who was 

retiring the following week. Like many before her, she asked me where I was 

from, I told her York. She replied 'it is such a small world'. Then she asked 

me 'what’s your name again?' On hearing my name she asked 'you're one of 

the reserve kids aren’t you?' I nodded. She went on to say 'No Kicketts ever 

lived in town'. 

I was then told how she used to visit the many babies on the reserve and I 

was one of them. She remembered my mother well, also my grandfather who 

she considered 'a nasty old man' as he had cracked her unexpectedly a 

couple of times with his walking stick, whilst she removed equipment from the 

car. My first instinct was to defend my Pop, but I let it go as I thought about 

her age and her ignorance. 

Finding it difficult to comprehend that I had not only survived living on the 

reserve but was here working alongside her as a nurse, she continued to tell 

me a number of times that the reserve was a horrible place. It was a breeding 

ground for crime, violence, disease and sickness, making her job very hard. 

My mother stayed in her memory because she was such an educated 

woman. I was informed how this was very uncommon, a woman 'Aboriginal 

or not' with such intelligence living of all places, on a reserve. I felt so proud 

when she admitted that during her ten or so years of working in York, my 

mother had taught her a thing or two about babies, and would often correct 

her, quoting from articles she had read in different books or magazines. 

Even though she spoke in such a condescending way, praise was given to 

my mother for the way in which she cleaned the toilets on the reserve. She 

went on further to tell me my mother did an exceptional job on the reserve, as 

well as raising her children. The conversation ended with 'I shouldn’t be too 

surprised that you’ve made something of yourself even though you lived in 
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such a wretched place. Your mother was an exceptional person. I also have 

only ever heard good spoken of your father, and what a hard worker he was'. 

The reserve was approximately six kilometres out of town. In 1971, my 

parents moved into a housing commission house the same distance from, 

but at the other end of town. I lived all my life in York. I knew who I was and 

who I was related to, such knowledge passed down by my grandfather and 

father. I know I am one of the fortunate ones who have life experience as an 

Aboriginal as many of my elders tend to say 'you have lived it'. When talking 

about Aboriginals such as myself, an Aboriginal person made the following 

statement whilst being interviewed on ABC radio: 

I had to know the history, to know where I came from and to be really 
knowledgeable. There are a lot of Aboriginal people that wouldn’t know 
what I know, although they know it in a different way than I do. A lot 
that I know is from books, but they know it because they lived it or their 
father or their grandfather lived it and it’s been passed down that way 
(Bowden and Bunbury 1993, p 17) 

1.4.2 Mother’s Side 

My mother was born at Moore River Native Settlement in 1924 and remained 

there until she was 12 years old when she was sent to Perth to attend a state 

school. My grandmother, my mother’s mother, was taken from her mother’s 

campsite on the outskirts of Ceduna in South Australia at the age of two. 

Grandmother was placed in a Salvation Army mission in Kalgoorlie. When 

she was old enough she was sent to Moore River Native Settlement. Older 

females were trained as domestics at Moore River. When trained as a 

domestic, the girls were then sent to work either on farms, stations or homes 

in the more affluent suburbs of Perth. It was the suburbs of Perth that my 

grandmother was sent to work as a domestic. 

My grandmother became pregnant to an Englishman who was visiting one of 

these homes she cleaned. The Englishman wanted to marry and support my 

grandmother, but because of the times and government policy, was not 

permitted to do so as it was against the law. My uncle was born in 1922 at 

Moore River Settlement and remained there for most of his life. My 

grandmother was again sent out to clean homes in Perth. She returned to 

Moore River for a holiday and of course was able to see her young child. 
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My grandmother became pregnant again, giving birth to my mother in 1924. 

In order to save my biological grandfather (who was the Aboriginal storeman 

at Moore River) from going to jail, she named a white man as my mother’s 

father. Such circumstances were quite a joke in the family as this white man 

just happened to be passing through at the time. Nevertheless, his name is 

on my mother’s birth certificate and also in her Native Welfare files. I 

remember hearing my grandmother saying the following about the 

government officials or the protector '… they thought they were so high and 

mighty and were always lauding it over us. Well the mongrels could only write 

down what we wanted them to write down. I wasn’t the only one they had no 

idea who the fathers were of many babies'. 

My grandmother ended up marrying Frank Narrier and had seven more 

children. My brothers and sisters and I always referred to Frank Narrier as 

Grandfather Narrier. He was the only father my mother ever knew and she 

called him 'dad'. Grandfather treated Mum as his own and always referred to 

her as his daughter. They had a close relationship. Grandfather Narrier 

worked as a tracker at Moore River Settlement, a positive for Mum as she 

was able to see more of my grandmother. 

 

 

 

My grandparents on my 

mother’s side: Grace and 

Frank Narrier on their 

wedding day, 1920s. 
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Back row: My mother's 

mother Grace Brown, 

grandfather Frank Narrier, 

one of my mother’s younger 

sisters, Aunty Edith Narrier. 

Front: My mother's youngest 

sister Agnes Narrier, her 

youngest brother Joseph 

Narrier and her nephew 

Phillip Narrier is the little boy 

in front. Taken on the Moore 

reserve early 1950s. 

 

Regardless of the position Grandfather held, he and Grandmother had no 

rights with regard to Grandmother’s two older children. Both had to remain at 

Moore River Settlement and both came under the protection of A.O Neville, 

Protector of Aboriginals in Western Australia. 

As mentioned earlier, my mother was sent to Perth at the age of twelve to 

attend a state school. My grandparents were away working at the time and 

on return to the settlement my mother was gone. The following from my 

mother’s Native Welfare records is one of the many reports made to Mr. 

Neville of my mother’s progress. 
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My mother was educated until she was 16 years old. It was then that she 

started to rebel. Things were fine until the authorities wanted her to change 

her name. She was also missing her mother and father. In the hope of going 

back to Moore River Settlement, my mother refused to attend school and 

continue with her nursing training. 

 

My mother Pearl Brown on the right with her friend Rosie 

Jones in nursing uniform as trainee nurses. 
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Rather than being returned to Moore River Settlement, my mother was 

escorted by a police woman to Carrallup Mission, 295 km south of Perth. 

Even further from Moore River and her parents. The following letter to her 

mother shows her devastation and pain. 

 

My mother remained at Carrallup and assisted teaching the younger children 

until she married her first husband. Once married and out of the mission she 

made her way back to Moore River, where she gave birth to my oldest 

brother. Eventually my mother returned to the south-west with her husband. 

After some years, her husband died suddenly leaving my mother with three 

young children, the youngest being five months. Grief stricken she returned 

to her parents for support. 
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Life in general was difficult for Aboriginal people, it was the late 1940s and 

many, many Aboriginal children were being removed from families all over 

the state both far and wide. My mother’s greatest fear was to have her 

children taken from her. Both she and her mother had been removed and she 

was determined that her children would not suffer the same fate. She sent 

her eldest daughter to live with her sister and brother-in-law for a short period 

of time. Aboriginal people received no benefits and, in order to keep her 

children, my mother went to work whilst her parents helped take care of her 

children. 

My mother worked hard however she would not just work for anyone. 

Knowing and believing money meant power she chose to only work for the 

very wealthy. When government officials came, my mother made sure they 

met her employer, who would inform the government officials that they 

provided work for my mother and that her children were well cared for. 

After forming another relationship, my mother had another child (a girl). 

However the relationship did not work out and my mother moved back down 

south to her in-laws, now with four children. Again she worked, continually 

stressing and worrying about her children, knowing she was a target for 

government officials as she had no husband to support her. 

My mother worked for a number of years supporting her children as best she 

could until she met my father. Collectively they worked hard to keep the 

family together; however there was the constant threat of their children being 

removed. Mum ensured that we were clean, fed, dressed and educated. 

Such requirements had to be adhered to if you were to keep your children. 

Together my parents worked tirelessly in meeting all such requirements. The 

living conditions that they endured on the reserve were harsh and, during 

their earlier years together, they lived in a camp made of tin and hessian 

bags with a dirt floor. The camp, like so many others on the reserve, was 

erected by my father. 
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My father George Kickett and older sister Merle at the side of 

my parents camp on the York Reserve 1952. 

When I was seven years old, Mum became a Jehovah’s Witness. She liked 

what she heard from the Jehovah's Witnesses and for the first time in her life, 

in 1969 and after the 1967 referendum, she chose a religion she wanted to 

be, rather than it being forced onto her via a mission. The family was picked 

up from the reserve to attend their meetings. They provided us with 

appropriate clothes and shoes to wear. We followed the teachings very 

strictly, I used to think sometimes more strictly than some white people. We 

read the Bible every day and had to apply what we learned. 

Looking back, I felt deprived of many things such as Christmas and 

birthdays. These two events impacted on me as we used to celebrate them 

and I remembered doing so. Sometimes I just wanted to stay home and 

watch TV with Dad, but Mum never allowed us to miss the Jehovah Witness 

meetings. 

I remember the last major belting my mother gave me. It was because of the 

religion. I followed country footy and the grand final was right smack in the 

middle of one of our Sunday meetings. Most of the meetings I found far too 

long and boring. I planned the whole thing, making sure to wear the right 

dress, pretending to have earaches all week, which enabled me to wear a 

woollen scarf. I managed to listen to the entire grand final with my new 

pocket radio and earphones hidden safely away. I was giving my older 

brother the scores as well and he was passing them on to his friends. I felt 



Chapter 1. My Story  24 

quite important until an elder (minister) ripped the radio and earphones from 

me and threw them at my mother who just about died of 'SHAME'. 

It wasn’t all bad though. On reflection, I learnt a lot growing up as a 

Jehovah's Witness and not just about religion either. However, I will not give 

the religion credit for the values and principles instilled in me from a young 

age. Both Mum and Dad had strong values and principles and of course Dad 

never went to church unless it was a close relative’s funeral. 

What I did learn was to socialise with white people. This was something we 

never ever did prior to Mum becoming a Jehovah’s Witness. We visited many 

different families and were always welcomed into their homes. This was 

something Mum always had trouble doing. She never felt good enough and 

this stayed with her for years. Not many white people were invited into our 

house. 

I remember being invited time and time again to stay overnight at a girl’s 

house. We were the same age. I kept refusing so her mother approached 

Mum at one of the meetings and asked if it was possible for me to spend the 

weekend with them. Mum of course smiled sweetly and said 'of course 

Marion can stay for the weekend'. During that very week I was given a crash 

course on how to eat with a knife and fork ‘correctly’. We always ate with just 

a fork or spoon and if there weren’t any left we ate with our fingers. Mum also 

made me my first set of Shorty Pyjamas. This was the beginning of learning 

the ‘white’ way of doing things. I was just so shocked and surprised that Mum 

knew all the ways of white people. But of course, at that age, I never 

appreciated the high standard of education my mother had obtained or her 

experiences living with wealthy white families. 

One of the most important things the religion taught me was 'Public 

Speaking'. We were encouraged to give talks from a young age. The talks 

were only for five or six minutes but we presented them quite regularly and 

over the years I became a very confident public speaker. I have also never 

had any problems mixing with white society unlike so many of my cousins. 

Like many community groups there were clicks within the religion, we didn’t 

quite fit into one group as we were not wealthy, but there were also poor 

white people who never fitted in either. 
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From the age of 11 to about 14, I visited one family quite often, spending 

school holidays and weekends with them. I never felt left out or discriminated 

against when I was with them. Although I felt it by some of their relatives but 

no comments were ever made in earshot of this couple. They were truly a 

wonderful family who were not just doing their Christian duty. I felt accepted 

and loved by them and if there is one thing they showed me, it was that there 

are genuine white people out there who are not and could not be racist 

against anyone. Because of this family, I have never been racist towards 

white people. Even though, many have been quite racist towards me. 

 

Me holding Veronica (my friend Lea-Anne’s younger cousin). I 

was 11 years old and the photo was taken in Perth while 

visiting relatives of the family I used to stay with. 

I feel very strongly about what I have said above about not being racist to 

white people. The reason is that I have observed and lived amongst people 

with a fierce hatred of 'white people'. I have also seen and felt a deep anger 

towards them. I have been physically attacked, criticised and ostracised for 

associating with 'white people' for most of my life, by my own Aboriginal 

family and community. I refused to be intimidated, and stayed loyal to those I 

had become close to whether they were from my religion, school or local 

citizens of the town in which I was raised. I believe I did so because of my 
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parents. They forgave, moved forward with their lives, never becoming 

victims of the past, making the best of all situations, not just the bad. They 

taught me to do the same and led by example. 

1.5 MY IDENTITY 

My identity is something that I have always had or known. Having such a 

strong identity, I believe, has helped shape me into the person I am today. 

However, for most of my life I took it for granted. It was not until I was an 

adult and had started to mix with Aboriginal people other than my family that I 

realised what I had. 

I was amazed at the stories people had. How some were so easily removed 

from their parents. Others, not removed, described their childhood as being 

terrible, with perhaps some love and affection but certainly not the security I 

felt. Many did not know who their relatives were. This was due to their 

parents being removed to missions. Those that did eventually meet their 

family had no bond or connection with them. Other individuals never mixed 

with Aboriginal people because they did not know how to mix, nor did they 

know how to fit in within an Aboriginal community or family. Being raised in a 

mission or by a non-Aboriginal family is very different to being raised as an 

Aboriginal; the cultural differences are huge. 

Something common within Aboriginal communities all over Australia is to ask 

another Aboriginal person where they come from. From such a question the 

individual is then able to explain who they are and name the family groups to 

which they are related. This is, of course, if you have such knowledge. 

Having connections is so important within Aboriginal communities. In order to 

obtain such connections you must be linked to someone known by members 

of the community. This was never an issue for me living in or around York. 

On many occasions, some Aboriginal people would just have to look at me. 

Most times, knowing your identity was a positive experience. However there 

were some occasions when it was quite a negative experience. 

I remember nursing a Noongar elder in Northam (36 km from York). She 

could hardly see, even with her thick glasses on. One day she grabbed my 

hand, pulling it up close to her face and laughingly said 'And I thought you 
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was a white girl, talking flash way and all'. Then she asked where I come 

from. 

I told her, hoping we were not related, because if we were I should have 

known who she was. However, one of her visitors, a woman in her 40s, told 

her exactly who I was right down to where I fitted in to the family. I was very 

surprised as I had picked up negative vibes from this woman each time she 

visited. So I asked her how she knew me. She replied with an angry tone 

'You look like a Kickett to start with and you haven’t changed much, I 

remember when you were still ‘shittin’ yellow’. I am your cousin and this here 

is your aunty'. 

I felt ashamed not knowing who they were or how I was related to them and 

apologised to my old aunty. She told me not to worry and pulled me closer so 

she could get a better look. She told me I looked just like Dad with a spoonful 

of Mum’s looks. I then got a lecture on ‘the importance of knowing who your 

family are'. Accepting the lecture, I again apologised for not knowing her. My 

aunty was quite forgiving, explaining she had moved away from York years 

ago. Her niece, not so forgiving, spat the following words at me as she left 

'don’t forget where you come from, you’re not white now and you never will 

be'. 

Feeling annoyed and wanting to have the last say, I responded pointing to 

my face 'I will never be white. This doesn’t fade nor does it wash off'. 

Dad had been gone for about six months and I remember telling Mum of the 

incident. I was confused as I had been polite to the elderly woman and all her 

visitors, not giving any of them reason to talk. Yet that so-called cousin of 

mine would look me up and down with contempt each time she saw me. In 

my opinion, they should have told me that we were related. 

Mum gave me some advice that I never forgot and have used whenever 

possible. I was to always strike up a conversation with Aboriginal people, not 

just Noongars. Get in first and ask them where they come from and find a 

connection. I knew what Mum was saying. I had witnessed her and Dad 

doing this all my life. Always greet people first, she said, and smile to show 
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you mean it. Mum said this would work most of the time but for the times it 

didn’t I needed to just accept that it was the individual’s problem, not mine. 

On reflection, and after some other close encounters with this particular 

cousin, I believe it was jealously on her part. Many of our relations looked 

down on us because we lived on the reserve and did so prior to its closure in 

1973. So there were those who were somewhat surprised when seven out of 

nine completed Year 10 at high school. My second oldest sister completed 

Year 10 in 1962, becoming the first Aboriginal student to do so at the York 

District High School. Overall, most of my brothers and sisters have been 

quite successful in obtaining further education and employment. 

There have also been the comments such as 'who do they think they are?' or 

'they think they’re white'. My family and I received such comments due to the 

way we dressed or how we spoke. My mother had standards and we 

followed such standards. These standards were followed even whilst living 

on the reserve. 

I have always been able to relate to Aboriginal people, even when I travelled 

interstate. There were times when I could make no connection to a 

community other than just being Aboriginal. However, I had the confidence 

and ability to communicate with Aboriginal people in general, allowing me to 

quickly build rapport with certain individuals and eventually gain acceptance 

from the community. 

Regardless of the negative experiences due to my identity, I believe much of 

my success is due to knowing my identity, which has further enhanced my 

ability to relate to Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. 

1.6 MY SPIRITUALITY 

My spirituality is my Aboriginal beliefs and values passed on to me by both 

my parents. My father was of course stronger in his spirituality than my 

mother. This was due to the fact that my father was raised by his parents on 

his traditional land. He had learned and experienced a great deal of cultural 

practices during his life. 
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I learned many of our traditional beliefs from Dad. One of the most important 

traditional beliefs is that an individual’s spirituality is central to everything else 

that is significant. My spirituality is central to my identity, my country, my 

family and my culture. It is all connected and rolls into one. 

My father believed in and spoke with spirits, at times scaring the hell out of 

me and many others. Dad taught me to accept and more importantly respect 

the spirit world. By doing so, I lost what fear I had of spirits at a young age. 

I was five-years-old when my grandfather died. I remember seeing his spirit 

many times on the reserve. Being only five, I told just about everyone 

including Mum. Mum's explanation was ‘I was just dreaming’. I remember 

answering her with a question. 'Well why is he sitting on Gran’s veranda 

where he always sat? Also he jumped out of the taxi yesterday with Gran'. 

Mum asked me how did I know it was him and not someone else? I 

responded 'I know what he looks like. He had his hat on and he waved to 

me'. Frustrated Mum would tell me not to talk about people who had died, 

because it wasn’t right. 

My father on the other hand never questioned what I saw. Rather, he told me 

that Pop was making sure we were all right. He told me the spirit’s 

responsibilities, which were to protect and care for us, as well as our land 

and the animals. Spirits, my father told me, would also warn us of bad news. I 

soon learned to only speak to Dad about the spirits I saw, as he was the only 

one who never got frightened. I could vacate the whole house in a matter of 

seconds by informing family members that a spirit was in the house. 

Mum had her own cultural beliefs. Even though she would say she didn’t 

believe in 'those things' she respected the spirit world. Mum also believed in 

'the signs sent' and did so until she died. She would often say 'that little bird 

isn’t hanging around for nothing' and sure enough someone would ring or 

turn up with some bad news. I also remember that she never said her first 

husband’s name. She referred to him as ‘my first husband’ or 'Phillip and 

them’s father' In her own way, Mum still held onto some of her cultural beliefs 

and practices even though she was strongly involved with her religion. 
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My father’s sisters, on the other hand, although practising Catholics, also 

practised their own Aboriginal religion having their own cultural beliefs and 

values; unlike my Mum, they were never ashamed of their beliefs. They 

spoke openly and were always willing to do so. In fairness to Mum, my 

aunties never grew up in a mission. They were never made to feel ashamed 

of their cultural beliefs or practices and certainly were not influenced the way 

she was. 

I loved to visit them on my own, just to listen to their stories. Similar stories to 

what my father had told me. I would often prompt them about certain stories I 

wanted to hear again. They were both great storytellers just like Dad or as 

other family members would say 'they could tell some great yarns'. 

I remember visiting them after they returned from their first trip outside 

Western Australia. They had been to see Pope John Paul II in Alice Springs. 

They were so excited, showing me photos of their trip and of the Pope. They 

showed me their copy of the Pope’s address and drew my attention to his 

words: 

For thousands of years you have lived in this land and fashioned a 
culture that endures to this day. And during all this time, the Spirit of 
God has been with you. Your ‘Dreaming’ which influences your lives so 
strongly that, no matter what happens, you remain forever people of 
your culture, is your own way of touching the mystery of God’s spirit in 
you and in creation (Hendricks and Hefferan 1993, p 90) 

My aunties were so proud that the Pope had acknowledged our ‘Dreaming’ 

and in doing so, our ‘Aboriginal culture’. My aunties had always practised 

both but they now had permission to practise their culture along with their 

western religion. I remember one of my aunties saying 'Permission not just 

from anyone, it was from ‘The Pope’ next one up from him is God himself'. At 

the time I didn’t really appreciate where they were coming from, but can 

certainly understand now. To me, my aunties are two great examples of 

being able to live in two cultures, taking the best from both worlds in a 

spiritual sense. 

Today, I try to express my own spirituality by reaffirming my cultural beliefs 

and values taught to me by my parents, grandparents, uncles and aunties. 

To me it has always been important to hold onto the cultural knowledge given 
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to me as a child, and to pass such knowledge onto the next generations just 

as it was passed onto to me. 

1.7 MY CULTURE 

Throughout this thesis, ‘culture’ refers to Noongar culture or dynamic culture. 

The following two definitions of culture relate to Noongar culture. 

Culture refers to the cumulative deposit of knowledge, experience, beliefs, 

values, attitudes, meanings, hierarchies, religion, notions of time, roles, 

spatial relations, concepts of the universe, and material objects and 

possessions acquired by a group of people in the course of generations 

through individual and group striving (Hofstede 1997). 

Culture is symbolic communication. Some of its symbols include a group's 

skills, knowledge, attitudes, values and motives. The meanings of the 

symbols are learned and deliberately perpetuated in a society through its 

institutions (Liu 2009). 

So each individual has a different relationship with their particular culture and 

is able to grow and develop their relationship with culture. Resilience is about 

both knowing your culture and learning how to continue to live in that culture 

as circumstances change (e.g. colonisation changes the relationship with 

culture). Survival becomes a process of continually accommodating the new 

experience and is never good enough. Thriving is about retaining individual 

control over how you may respond. While this may be different for each 

individual, it is about retaining your own personal humanity and sense of 

control of your life. So the thriving person 'keeps one foot in the past while 

walking into the future'. Such a person is able to live in two worlds—the 

western world and their own Aboriginal world—and move comfortably 

between the two whenever necessary. 

The following definition of culture by Liu (2009) is related more to an 

individual’s dynamic relationship with culture. So culture will not change but 

the person’s reaction to it is dynamic. 'Culture is a dynamic interaction, ever 

changing and depends on communication between individuals within groups 

where meanings applied to symbols are shared and yet dynamically co 

constructed through conversation' (Liu 2009). 
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Culture is a word misunderstood by many Aboriginal people. I have heard 

some Aboriginal people say that they have 'lost their culture' or 'they have no 

culture'. I believe education is to blame for such misunderstandings. Some 

Aboriginal people do not know the true meaning of the word ‘culture’ and are 

thus unable to recognise cultural practices or beliefs. 

On the other hand, I have also heard and experienced Aboriginal people 

stating that ‘their living conditions are a part of their culture’. As a child we 

went to visit our grandparents living on another larger reserve. My sister and I 

needed to go to the toilet. We both were unable to use the toilets as they 

were filthy; excrement on the floors, smeared on the walls and the toilet 

seats, the smell sent us running and dry retching back to Mum. I still 

remember the looks we received from different ones on the reserve and the 

sneers 'flash little kids who think they are white', 'what’s wrong with you this 

is how blackfullas live' and 'what are you two trying to prove?' 

Mum had obviously had such an experience before and retaliated saying 'my 

kids are not used to living in filth. Just because you live on a reserve doesn’t 

mean you have to live in filth and no, it is not the way all blackfullas live. It’s 

the lazy good-for-nothing people who have no pride in themselves who live 

like this'. My sister and I were taken into the bush to go to the toilet by our 

mother. She then found out who held the cleaning equipment for the toilets, 

which was provided by Native Welfare. Together we cleaned the toilets, my 

brother helping to clean the men’s. The toilets were inspected each day and 

if necessary, cleaned during our stay on the reserve. 

Sadly, years later many people my own age use culture as an excuse to 

justify their living conditions. Many Aboriginal people have more or less 

stated that living in a dirty house is all part of being Aboriginal: 'it’s our 

culture' they would say. If you lived in a clean house you were white or at 

least thought you were white. I always questioned how my own people could 

de-value our culture in such a way. 

But then again, there were many non-Aboriginal people who believed 

Aboriginals to be dirty: it was, and still is, a stereotypical view. Perhaps many 

Aboriginal people believed and accepted what they were told. As the saying 

goes 'if you are told something enough, you start to believe it'. 
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I have had a great deal said to me over the years. One of my pet hates, often 

stated by nursing colleagues, was 'we don’t consider you to be Aboriginal, as 

you’re so clean and you don’t smell. You’re the same as us'. I hated such 

comments and would often respond with something like '… that is so 

offensive and so insulting. I am Aboriginal and proud to be one. I don’t want 

to be white, just because I am clean and don’t smell doesn’t make me a non-

Aboriginal'. Those who got to know me well, started to change, accepting me 

for what I was: an Aboriginal. 

Being a lecturer for many years, I have had the opportunity to teach many 

Aboriginal people of all ages, from diverse backgrounds and from all over the 

country. I remember co-teaching a class of 70 students with a non-Aboriginal 

lecturer who was presenting a session on culture and the meaning of culture. 

During the session, she was challenged by many of the students about her 

culture. One student even stating 'white people don’t have a culture, they 

don’t even know what culture is'. I was horrified that many other students 

agreed. Although my colleague tried to defend herself, I had to come to her 

defence explaining that she in fact did have a culture. 

I have discussed the topic of culture with many Aboriginal people who have 

stated that culture to them is the 'Aboriginal way of life' or it is 'our traditions 

and customs'. It’s 'attending funerals and other ceremonies', 'how we do 

things', also 'how we communicate body language and sign language'. There 

are many views on such a topic of culture leading to many definitions. 

After much discussion with these Aboriginal students, I understood why they 

came to these conclusions about my colleague and her culture. Some 

students related culture to conducting ceremonies and having traditions and 

customs. I believe at the time it was their personal anger with the dominant 

culture. Some gave personal examples of how non-Aboriginal people never 

acknowledged Aboriginal culture. Others sadly explained how they had been 

ridiculed and told 'they had no culture'. Eckermann, Dowd, Martin, Nixon, 

Gray and Chong (2008) support such claims in their book Bridging Cultures 

in Aboriginal Health: 
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When we review Aboriginal affairs, both past and present, it becomes 
clear that although Australian society has grown to value some aspects 
of Aboriginal cultures, such as art, craft, dance and music, there is still 
little recognition of Aboriginal people as human beings with distinctive 
cultural strengths and legitimate aspirations (Eckerman et al. 2008, p 
83) 

I have strong views on what my Aboriginal/Noongar culture is. Firstly, my 

culture does not standstill nor is it inactive, my culture is changing. Yes 

culture is a way of life, but includes how I behave and think. Many of my 

decisions in life have been influenced by my culture. Throughout my life I 

have learned to adapt when changes occur. Some of the changes were not 

easy and there were times I did not want to change. However, whatever and 

whenever the change occurred, I carried my cultural beliefs and values with 

me. 

Eckermann et al. (2008)'s definition of culture is one that closely matches my 

personal view on what culture means to me: 

Culture, for us, then, is more than ‘a people’s way of life’. Culture tells us 
what is pretty and what is ugly, what is right and what is wrong. Culture 
influences our preferred way of thinking, behaving and making decisions. 
Most importantly, culture is living, breathing, changing—it is never static 
(Eckermann et al. 2008, p 3) 

1.8 MY EDUCATION 

Both of my parents wanted their children to receive a good education and did 

everything within their power to ensure that happened. Mum was well 

educated and, I believe, before her time. My father on the other hand was 

not. I remember he often told me how important school was and would say 

'Go and learn all you can so you can get a good job and make a better life for 

yourself'. Dad often told us that he was not permitted to go to school. When 

he was young, Aboriginal girls only went to Year 2 and Aboriginal boys went 

to Year 3. This was the government policy. So Dad learnt to write his name 

and in his words 'a little bit of reading and counting'. 

My parents, especially Mum, expected most of us to complete Year 10. This 

was a good expectation in those days, as many Aboriginal children were not 

completing Year 10, dropping out either in Year 8 or 9. Our parents did not 

push us into completing Year 11 and 12, so no one did. 
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Like most of my brothers and sisters, I started school whilst still living on the 

reserve. With school came great change and it was change I did not 

welcome. It was a whole new and very different world for me. I sat with Mum 

waiting to be enrolled. I was five years old and had not been able to attend 

kindergarten because, as Mum explained, we lived too far out of town. For 

Year 1s, the first two weeks of school were only half-days. Mum explained 

that she was unable to pick me up, so I would need to remain at school the 

full day, catching the bus home with my brothers and sisters. 

I found school extremely hard; I had no friends and found it difficult to make 

friends. During the first week, some of the girls told me quite openly, they 

were not allowed to play with me. At the time, I never really understood why, 

but I soon learnt that many parents did not want their children associating 

with a native from the reserve. I also remember it had a lot to do with my 

colour. The first day at school one of my cousins, who lived in town, 

explained that I was too black to play with. She informed me that it wasn’t a 

good thing to be so 'black'. Angry, I told her I liked being black and I was glad 

I didn’t belong to no 'milkman'. My uncle had often told me 'white Noongar 

kids belonged to the milkmen who were milk white'. He would always laugh 

at my serious face and add 'aren’t you glad to be black like me?' My 

response was always 'yes I am glad to be black'. 

I remembered being surprised at school one day when one particular girl’s 

mother explained to us both how we were related. At first I thought she was 

lying, as I had never seen them on the reserve, and all my relatives came to 

the reserve or so I thought. This girl was quite fair having blonde hair. 

Although she told me she wasn’t, I knew she was a Noongar and told her so. 

She told me in a very serious tone that I was a 'Boong from the Boongs' 

camp'. I understood the camp bit because I had heard the reserve being 

referred to as the camp before by our Sunday school teacher, Miss Jones. 

My so-called cousin got away with calling me a 'boong' that day being the 

first day of school and all. However, it was the only time she got away with it. 

I soon learned the meaning of this term. It was also a term I would hear for 

the rest of my school life. 
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Mum had tried very hard to make school as smooth as possible. I had a 

school uniform like everyone else, a new school case, pens, books and 

crayons; whatever was on the list. My teacher was impressed and told me 

so. I remembered this as I had never heard such a word before and asked 

Mum what the word 'impressed' meant? My older brother George, who was 

at high school, or my sister Janice would wait for me outside a particular 

shop and wait until I had bought lunch. Once I had started walking back to 

school, George would ride off back to high school and Janice would walk me 

back to school. Thinking back, I believe they took turns. 

Even though I had such support, I hated school, my teacher and the other 

kids. I was experiencing racism at its best. No child would drink from the 

fountain after me nor would they use the same toilet I had used. I heard the 

song 'nigger nigger pull your trigger bang, bang bang' every day as well as 

the terms 'black boong', 'Abos' and 'Boon-a-rig-in-e' rather than 'Aborigine'. 

Regardless of such suffering, Mum never allowed us to stay home from 

school. We had to go every day. I was always getting into fights, and often 

threatened to tell my oldest brother Fred on the bigger kids. It was Fred’s last 

year at school and I used it to my advantage. I envied him so much as he 

was finishing and I was just starting. 

The first term at school was the most difficult for me. On reflection I think 

school was a total culture shock. I had never experienced racism at this level 

before. Everything was foreign and new to me. After an exceptionally bad 

week I decided I needed a day or two off. Dad was the best person to talk to 

about school. 

The following is a personal story I first wrote when I was ten years old. I 

called it a Willy Willy; it basically describes the Noongar meaning of the Willy 

Willy. I kept the original story as it was the first time I was ever asked to take 

something to show the Principal. The Principal was impressed with my 

story—he gave me the biggest gold star I had ever seen, explaining his gold 

stars were made especially for good children. 

Believing it was a winner; I re-wrote the story for an English assignment in 

Year 7 and won a prize. The following is the same story, revamped for a Year 
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10 English assessment. There was no point in wasting a good story and it 

was a proven winner so, of course, I won a prize again. 

 

A Willy Willy 

It was a hot Sunday afternoon in February 1968. I sat on the veranda of our 

house on the reserve talking to my father. I was five years old, I remember 

this as I had started school and had just finished telling Dad about the 

whole school experience. I hated everything about school, the smell of the 

classroom, the white kids, the school bus, the school bus driver but most of 

all I hated my teacher. There was a long period of silence and I remember 

thinking how Dad had shown no interest in what I was saying. But, I kept 

talking as my aim was to try and get out of going to school tomorrow. 

After some time, we saw a Willy Willy form from across the main road, it 

gathered up the dust and started to swirl, it crossed the main road and was 

heading towards our house. We sat and watched as it built up momentum 

collecting everything in and around its path. The wind was both hot and 

strong. It stopped, running out of steam and dumped what it had collected 

on the way at the side of our house. 'Quick, go see what that old fulla brought 

you'. said Dad. I didn’t look for the old fulla, I knew he was a spirit in the 

wind of that Willy Willy. I went and retrieved some pretty bird’s feathers 

and different coloured leaves. 

Again a long period of silence as Dad sat and rolled a couple of smokes and 

then as he lit one said 'See that Willy Willy? See how it kept them good things 

and let go of that bad stuff? That’s what we gotta do in life'. I looked towards 

some old bits of rusty tin and wire that had been dragged across the road 

but came no further, also bits of paper that had been thrown out of the 

Willy Willy. Again a period of silence and then 'Stop being wild (Angry) it’s 

no good for ya, you’ll make yourself sick. Best to let it go now, you’ve had it long 

enough, time to let it go'. All I could think of at the time was how many years 

I still had left to go to school. There were times after this that Dad would 
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say 'What did I tell ya about that Willy Willy?' However, the most memorable 

was after a physical fight with an older sister who had eaten my chocolate. 

Although I got a couple of good hard hits in and felt satisfied with my effort 

she was older and bigger so I came off the worst. However, she must have 

felt guilty as the next day she threw the same chocolate to me stating 'here'. 

Still angry and not wanting to as Dad said 'let go'. I threw it back at her 

using language unfit for a five year old, and copped a good belting from 

Mum. 

As I sat on Dad’s knee crying and looking for comfort he said 'Now what did 

I tell ya bout that Willy Willy? mmm what did I tell ya?' My sister, feeling bad 

for causing me to get a belting again, came with the chocolate, this time 

holding it out for to me to take. I looked at Dad, he looked at me and I took 

the chocolate. 

 

During the winter months I had infections in both ears but I still went to school 

with discharging ears. Mum supplied me with cotton wool to place in each ear 

and I would change it during recess and lunch. To me, it was useless going 

to school. I had no idea what the teacher was saying. There were days when 

the pain was unbearable and I remember some days vomiting a number of 

times, forcing a staff member to take me home. I attended a number of 

appointments at Princess Margaret Hospital and Mum was informed that I 

needed an operation on both ears. I was not permitted to go into Year 2 and 

had to repeat Year 1. I was devastated when I overheard my teacher 

explaining to my mother that I was ‘slow’. My mother refused to accept I was 

‘slow’, explaining to my teacher I was partially deaf and was awaiting an 

operation. Nevertheless, I was kept down in Year 1, something that would 

have a major impact on the rest of my life. 

In 1969, I started Year 1 all over again. My niece Donna started school and 

another cousin, whose mother was one of my older cousins. They were 

always visiting Gran at the reserve. This second time around was better in 

that I had family I accepted and knew with me in class. Funnily enough, my 

cousin who lived in town was kept down as well. 
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There was also a new non-Aboriginal family that had moved to town that had 

bought the farm next to the reserve. There were three girls. Lyn the youngest 

was in Year 1 with Donna and I. We became friends and Lyn invited us to go 

to her house to play after school. We would walk down the road to her home 

after school. Lyn’s parents treated us the same as any other kids that visited 

their home. I will never forget going to Lyn’s sixth birthday party because it 

was the only birthday I was ever invited to during school. 

Feeling quite at home and comfortable with Lyn’s mother, who seemed 

young like my older sisters, I asked her why she liked ‘black people’. She 

laughed at my question and responded with 'I like all people, doesn’t matter 

what colour they are and I teach my girls to do the same'. Such a response 

had renewed my faith in ‘white people’. I had the operation on both my ears 

in 1970, and life was much easier especially at school. However, my Year 1 

teacher’s words that I was ‘slow’ stayed with me and unfortunately I believed 

what she said. 

When I was at high school, the grades were Basic, Intermediate and 

Advanced. For maths there were four categories Basic, Elementary, 

Intermediate and Advanced. I remember when I started high school, all of us 

‘Noongar kids’ were put into 'Basic' for everything. It didn’t really matter how 

well we performed in primary school, this is what our grade was. I found the 

first half of Term 1 in Year 8, a piece of cake. So much so, that I completed 

the work set for me and then I completed a couple of my friends’ work. Being 

the good friend that I was, I let them copy my work especially in maths. My 

friends and I did this for a couple of weeks. I thought high school was going 

really well, until I was called up to see the Deputy Principal. 

I wasn’t afraid, as I liked the new Deputy Principal. He seemed to be a fair 

person and made me feel good about myself. He told me I had some 

excellent reports from primary school and was a good student. We had what I 

considered to be quite an in-depth discussion about learning. How to learn? 

How not to learn? Why we should learn? By the end of it I understood what I 

was doing was wrong. I was not helping my friends at all. That day my 

teacher taught me the meaning of the word ethics. He set an assignment for 

me. It was to find out the meaning of morals and principles. The best part 
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was I could work on this assessment during class, as I was usually the first to 

complete my work. I had one week to complete the assessment. 

I liked this teacher and wanted to please him, so I worked on the assessment 

at home. I asked Mum for help. She would never write any of my 

assignments. As always, I was told I had to do the work as it was my 

assignment. Mum gave me ideas of how to set the assignment out. She told 

me to read about my topic and then explain it to her. Something I remember 

Mum always saying 'If you can explain something to others confidently and 

they understand you, then you know your topic. If you can’t do this then you 

need to learn some more'. She would prompt me, asking for examples of 

what was morally correct as well as what was morally incorrect. Mum and I 

discussed morals and principles and their meaning. At the conclusion of this 

assignment I explained the correct way to help my friends. I received ten out 

of ten. I learned 'How to Learn' which was the title of my project. I ended up 

being placed in the higher grades of Intermediate and Advanced for my core 

subjects, but refused to be moved into a higher class. After much discussion 

with the Deputy Principal, I remained in the same class with all my friends 

and relatives, but was provided with a higher standard of work to complete. 

Over the years, I have doubted my abilities and never made the most of the 

opportunities that came my way. Some of my teachers tried hard to convince 

me that I was a capable student, encouraging me to further my studies. I 

never really believed them, thinking they were being kind and took the long 

way around to do things. 

As a student, I always accepted help but refused to allow anyone to complete 

or do my work for me. Something my mother had taught me to do early in life. 

At university, in my view, I noticed that some Aboriginal students allowed 

others to write their assessments. They were setting themselves up to fail. I 

came to believe that these students certainly had a different attitude towards 

study than I did. I was shocked at the marks I received at University as they 

were good and, although I did well, there was still some doubt about my 

ability until another in-depth discussion occurred, this time with one of my 

lecturers. 
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This lecturer made me realise a few things. The first was that I had never 

wanted anything handed to me because I was Aboriginal. I wanted to be 

treated the same as non-Aboriginal students and he had seen this in my 

attitude. This lecturer believed in me, making me finally believe in myself, so 

when he told me I was very capable of doing a PhD, I enrolled in one. 

1.9 MY RESILIENCE 

I believe all of the above experiences, situations and events—My Country, 

My Family, My Identity, My Spirituality, My Culture and My Education—have 

played a major part in making me the resilient person I have become today. 

There are other contributing factors, some I believe to be skills learned after 

experiencing adversity. I think it is important to acknowledge that, in order to 

be resilient, you must first experience adversity. 

As a child, I believe I was resilient, as were my cousins with whom I grew up. 

However, I question whether any of the adversities we dealt with as children 

impacted our lives as adults. I have heard many people say most children are 

so resilient they tend to bounce back. Of course, most children do bounce 

back, however are they going to be okay as teenagers or as adults? 

I believe Aboriginals, as a group of people, have been and still are resilient. 

Having the oldest tradition in the world is certainly not achievable without 

resilience. So what made us resilient? Many would say a strong culture 

developed and adapted over the past 40,000 years (Eckermann et al. 2008). 

However, the oldest tradition in the world was disrupted just over 200 years 

ago when our country was invaded and then colonised by European invaders 

(Eckermann et al. 2008). Such invaders had a very different world view and 

traditions. 

When the colonists arrived, Aboriginal societies suddenly had to 
accommodate a group with a very different world view, economy and 
social structure. European society, on the other hand did not have to 
adapt to traditional Aboriginal Australia; it simply took over. 
Consequently, the onus fell on the traditional owners, the subjugated, to 
‘fit in’, to find a new niche in their own country. This niche was, and still 
is, largely defined by the more powerful non-Aboriginal majority 
(Eckermann et al. 2008, p 5) 
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The expectation has always been for Aboriginal people to assimilate and 

integrate into the dominant society. Many Aboriginal people have chosen to 

do so, while others passively resist white society. Then there are those who 

have learned to live in two worlds: Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal. I believe 

this is what I have learned to do. However, I was often challenged for doing 

so, always having to defend myself and my culture to both Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal people. 

I remember when I was 22 years old having what I would call now, a very 

heated discussion, with an older male nurse who was English. This English 

nurse and his wife had spent time working in and around Kalgoorlie 'where 

the real Aborigines were'. Like many non-Aboriginal people who had spent 

short periods of time working with Aboriginal people in communities, he 

thought he knew it all. 

For the first time in my life, someone was openly challenging my 

Aboriginality. I remember the anger I felt; actually it felt more like rage. He 

and I had many heated discussions. On reflection, I did not handle this man 

very well. I let my anger get in the way and he used this to his own 

advantage as he was older and wiser. The way I dealt with such people in 

those days is very different to how I deal with them now. Since then, I have 

learned the importance of education and the importance of controlling my 

anger. 

I believe it has been my attitude towards different adversities faced 

throughout my life that helped me to develop resilience, by: 

 Hoping 

 Adapting 

 Learning 

 Coping 

 Surviving 

 Humour. 
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1.9.1 Hoping 

Both my parents hoped for a better life for all their children and expressed 

their hope for us often. They endeavoured to do the best they could, living 

during an oppressive and controlling time. 

I remember life in the '60s when we as Aboriginal people had no rights. I still 

have memories of the rules and regulations, curfew laws and seeking 

permission to leave our town to go to Perth. Yet I remember the hope felt by 

many relatives on the reserve, none more so than my parents. Their positive 

outlook on life and making the most of any situation rubbed off on me. 

I believed my parents insisted that we attend school because they feared us 

being removed to a mission. However, on reflection, this was not their main 

reason. We did not have to just attend school. Our progress whilst at school 

was closely monitored by my mother, who then informed my father. We were 

supplied with all the necessary items uniforms, books, pens, pencils, school 

cases and bags. We had exactly what non-Aboriginal children had, 

sometimes we had more. Mum had an account at the newsagents; at times it 

would take her three to six months to pay this account. 

If there were any issues at school, Mum sorted them out, often coming to 

school to speak with teachers and the Principal. School parent days were 

attended and if it was a parents' night, Dad attended. I remember receiving 

an award in Year 10 at a parents’ night and both my parents attended. Hope 

meant being positive and having a positive attitude towards life. I believe that 

when I have a positive attitude my self-esteem improves. I tended to doubt 

my abilities, always thinking I was not quite good enough. However, when I 

changed my attitude to a positive one, I was able to set goals that were 

achievable. 
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Mum and I home on the reserve. I remember the day this 

photo was taken. It was one of the rare occasions that I was 

permitted to stay home from school, due to both my ears 

being infected. 

1.9.2 Adapting 

The ability to adapt is something I learned early in life, when at school. On 

reflection, I learnt some western ways of doing things. One of the most 

important areas was language. My Year 1 teacher would often correct my 

English and told me I needed to speak ‘proper English’. This led me to 

believe that the way my relatives spoke on the reserve was not ‘good 

enough’. I also thought about this situation and my mother. My mother, being 

so well-educated, was constantly called upon to speak for different members 

of the community. These community members were not just from the 

reserve, many lived in town. 

I learnt to adapt but to also keep my cultural ways and certainly my values. I 

remember sitting around the fire listening to one of my uncles talking. He kept 

saying the word ‘worser’. Such a word was used by many on the reserve, 

including myself; however my teacher made it clear that there was no such 

word and I was to use the word ‘worse’. 

I thought it would be good to educate uncle, so the next time he used the 

word ‘worser’, I corrected him. I knew by the look he gave me that he wasn’t 

impressed, nor was an older cousin who asked me sarcastically if I thought I 

was ‘white’. I immediately said ‘No’ and dropped my head not wanting eye 

contact with either of them. My cousin went on further to tell me ‘little girls 
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want to remember what they learnt at home before they started school, and 

that was respect for older people’. 

I learnt my lesson. Never again would I correct anyone especially an adult. 

Over the years, I learnt to adapt in many ways, but I always managed to keep 

my cultural ways and white cultural ways separate, becoming skilled at 

moving between the two. 

1.9.3 Learning 

Learning new skills or another way of doing things assisted me in being 

resilient. I believe accepting help from others was important, along with 

learning from one’s own mistakes. 

At school, I was learning all the time and, although I was not top of my class, 

I learned from others. When I was in about Year 4, my teacher insisted that 

we know our ‘times tables’. She gave us a period of time to learn all the 

tables. I panicked as I only knew ones, twos and threes and I used my 

fingers to help count for these. I never had enough fingers for anything higher 

than threes. 

I remember a boy who was constantly picked on at school. We got on well as 

we were both in the same situation. He explained that I just needed to 

memorise 4, 6, 7, 8, and 9 times tables. The rest were easy, he explained 

about 5, 10, 11 and 12. I listened to him and of course, it all made sense. 

Following his advice, I learnt my ‘times tables’ and was one of the top five in 

the class to get them all right. I felt really proud of myself as I had shocked 

the teacher who marked my paper twice just to make sure. 

I believe I always tried to conquer tasks. If I didn’t know how to do something, 

I learnt how to do it. So when this same teacher told me my reading was not 

the best, I did something about it. My mother was my biggest supporter and I 

believed there was no-one more intelligent than her. Mum explained that 

reading out loud was one of the best ways to improve your reading. So I read 

out loud to whoever would listen, including Dad who could not read very well 

at all. Nevertheless, he would listen to me read at least one book a day. Mum 

encouraged me to take breaths at commas and full stops, and to read with 

expression showing I understood the meaning of a question mark. She made 
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me use a dictionary for the words I did not understand. Mum would underline 

words she knew I did not know the meaning. I had to then look up these and 

write their meaning. By the end of Year 4, my school report stated I was an 

excellent reader. 

Mum was very proud of my achievements and gave me one of her ‘pearls of 

wisdom’. 'Reading gives you knowledge and knowledge gives you power. Try 

and understand what you are reading, underline main points that you think 

are important; if you are unable to understand the information just keep 

reading it, giving yourself a break of a day or two. You will find after a break, 

when you read the information again it will make more sense'. I remembered 

Mum’s advice well because she made me write it down in my first journal or 

diary which I named ‘Pearls of wisdom’. Not liking my childish writing, I 

rewrote this journal a number of times and added much more as I got older. 

Whilst studying at University, I remembered Mum’s advice. There were 

readings I had for some units that made no sense to me. Rather than give 

up, I followed Mum’s advice. I saw many students, Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal, get bogged down with difficult readings. Some would take the 

easy way out and leave or defer their studies, saying University is too hard. 

Others sought the help of tutors expecting these tutors to complete their 

work. 

Learning for me was something I had to do. If I didn’t know how to do 

something, I learnt how to do it and I learnt how to do it well. If I made 

mistakes in life, I learnt by these mistakes and endeavoured not to make the 

same mistake again. 

1.9.4 Coping 

Some of us are much better at coping with adversities than others. These 

individuals are often called upon to work for those who are not coping as 

well. I have thought about the many occasions throughout life when I have 

had to cope with injustice, inequity, discrimination and racism. Being able to 

cope with such adversities is a major part of being resilient. 
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One of my coping strategies is to look at others who are suffering and how 

they cope with similar adversities. The following is an example of a refugee, 

seeking asylum in our country: 

This visit turned out to be a sober lesson in what it was like to be a 
refugee or a person seeking asylum. I was in awe of this man, who could 
rise above the racism, discrimination and injustice of mandatory 
detention and work for those who were not coping as well as he was 
(Mares and Newman 2007, p 83) 

I have coped with life’s adversities from a young age. I believe my success is 

due to the strength in my parents, who worked for those not coping as well as 

they were. 

1.9.5 Surviving 

From a western perspective, the meaning of the word ‘survive’ is to continue 

to live or exist, in spite of danger or accident. Throughout my life I have often 

heard the word survive within my family and community, and it was often in 

regards to food and shelter. My mother often stated 'we’ll be fine, we will get 

through this, we’re survivors'. People often survived until payday or pension 

day, making the most of what they had or stretching their food until they 

received the next amount of funds. 

My father was a seasonal worker so there were times when he was not able 

to obtain any work, work that he would be paid for in cash that is. It was times 

like this that he and my mother worked together. My father would often work 

for food allowing us to survive until he obtained regular work. My mother 

would seek work such as house cleaning and ironing often leaving home at 

5.30 am to arrive at 6.00 am to commence work. 

I remember these occasions as it was so unusual for Dad to be home 

cooking us breakfast and sending us off to school. He would even listen to us 

read, and sign his name in our reading books. Not being able to read very 

well he looked at the pictures to work out what we were saying. We survived 

such periods. 

The major adversity for me as an adult was not poverty. I was working, 

earning far more than my Dad ever did. Racism was the major adversity I 

had to face and during my nursing training I dealt with it every day. 



Chapter 1. My Story  48 

Sometimes I would hear Aboriginal patients referred to by a racist term such 

as ‘Boong’ or ‘Abo’ throughout my shift. At times I would let it go and did so to 

survive the day or the shift. Another reason I let it go was I believed the 

individual using such terms wanted a reaction from me. Not reacting was far 

more satisfying. I felt empowered because I walked away. I had already 

experienced such feelings at school. 

Like many Aboriginal people, I have countless experiences of racism, far too 

many to discuss. However, as I reflect on such experiences, I remember how 

I dealt with some of them and I must ask myself: Did I just survive these 

experiences of racism?, and If I did just survive these experiences, would I 

be where I am today? I think not. 

I, my parents and other family members are where we are today not because 

we just survived or existed, although there were times when we were doing 

just that. It was because we had hope, were able to adapt, cope and learn. 

We also laughed at ourselves and made the most of the situation we were in. 

I forgave people’s ignorance. Being able to forgive was letting go, not holding 

on to the negatives, just as my father had explained when I was only five 

years old. Letting go enabled my family and I to face and then conquer 

adversities we faced each and every day. 

1.9.6 Humour 

One of the best coping mechanisms for many Aboriginal people is humour. 

When faced with adversity we, as a people, can laugh at ourselves and 

others and I believe we do this quite well. Having a good laugh is considered 

to be healthy and I have often heard the old people refer to it as ‘good 

medicine’. 

As kids we laughed at each other or I should say ‘with each other’ in a 

teasing sort of way. However a lot of the time we laughed at the oldies. Of 

course never within earshot, we knew better than to do that. Low levels of 

education made it even more difficult for many to say certain words. As 

pointed out earlier, it is disrespectful to correct an older person. So humour 

was a way of coping. 



Chapter 1. My Story  49 

One of my aunties would often tell us to go and ‘repair’ ourselves rather than 

prepare ourselves. After having his appendix out, my Dad told everyone his 

appendix ‘erupted’ rather than ruptured. Another aunty explained that she 

had a ‘urinary traction infection’. Another common term was ‘Arthur-itis’ rather 

than arthritis. 

Some kids at school liked the idea of having an Aboriginal name. One boy 

was given the name ‘Goona Cart’ meaning ‘shit head’. He dropped the word 

cart but proudly kept the name ‘Goona’. On parents' night he won an award 

and the teacher presenting the award referred to him as ‘Goona’. My Dad 

was still laughing months later. 

On another occasion my oldest sister’s partner Steve, a Koorie from 

Melbourne, took it into his head to steal a prized blue ribbon turkey from a 

house on the way to the reserve. He wrung its neck, brought it home and told 

us kids it was Christmas. Known to have quick fingers, Mum sensed he had 

stolen the turkey and had a back-up plan. The turkey had been plucked and 

was cooking on the stove when she saw the police arrive on the reserve. The 

turkey, pot and all, was hidden in a wardrobe in Mum and Dad’s bedroom, 

the pot was well covered with clothes. 

The police came straight to our house where turkey feathers lay everywhere. 

Steve and the police were well acquainted so they asked Steve 'Where is the 

turkey?' His reply was 'What turkey?'. Turkey feathers lay along the road 

leading to the reserve and our house. We were playing with the feathers on 

the front lawn when the police arrived. Only finding the feathers and not the 

bird, the police had no choice but to leave without charging anyone. People 

in my family still laugh about the ‘Blue Ribbon Turkey’ to this day. 

1.10 CONCLUSION 

I believe I am resilient for many reasons. However, the most important 

reason is my parents and my family. Without them I would not be the 

Aboriginal person I am today. It was my parents who gave me my identity; 

they and other family members taught me my culture and my spirituality 

therefore reinforcing and strengthening my Aboriginality. My parents insisted 

on and supported me to obtain an education. They helped me develop a 
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healthy attitude towards life that not only enabled me to face adversities but 

also to rise above these adversities. 

Resilience was not given to me. It was something that I learned from my 

parents and family, as they were resilient. In order to be resilient, you must 

first face adversity. My family, like many other Aboriginal families, faced 

many adversities. However, I believe my family not only faced adversities, 

they rose above and conquered those adversities and taught me to do the 

same. 
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2 UNDERSTANDING RESILIENCE: BACKGROUND TO 

THIS RESEARCH 

I have seen white babies starve and not be fed, I had seen white men fall 
sick and not be treated, I had seen white women sell themselves for a 
few shillings worth of groceries. But no white man, even in the depths of 
the depression, has suffered as much as the black man suffers now in the 
height of the nation’s boom (Hardy 1963) 

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

As seen from Chapter 1, the research question emerged from my life 

experiences and my constant companion in life—trying to understand why I 

am able to rise above adversity while so many of my friends, family and 

acquaintances cannot. As I attempted to convert this life question to an 

academic endeavour, I began a thorough and disciplined review of literature 

in and around the topic of resilience, including autobiographies. As an 

Aboriginal person, the objectification of self from the collection and analytical 

process is, as Laverty (2003) would suggest, absurd. 'He (Gadamer) viewed 

bracketing not only as impossible, but attempts to do so as manifestly 

absurd' (Laverty 2003, p 25). 

In order to develop this section so that it is true to my learning journey, I have 

included a number of personal anecdotes which helped me to better 

understand the relevance and importance of what I was reading. This is a 

process in qualitative research known as embedding the researcher in the 

research. Embedding this research enables the reader to know my 

experiences, to see how they influence my thoughts, as well as how the 

collected research data add to, improve or completely refute my present 

position. For this reason, personal anecdotes are included so that I can be 

completely honest and open about my personal position on the topics being 

covered. 

The first section considers the impact of colonisation on Aboriginal people’s 

health, Aboriginal health, social determinants of Aboriginal health and 

wellness. The second section considers 'What is resilience?' and then 
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discusses resilience characteristics from both a western and an Aboriginal 

perspective. The rationale for defining resilience is also discussed in this 

section. The third section is a combination of the writer's understanding of 

resilience from her lived experience as an Aboriginal person, as well as 

findings in the literature. The fourth and final section includes the research 

aims and objectives and a summary of this chapter. 

2.2 COLONISATION AND ITS IMPACT ON THE HEALTH STATUS OF 

ABORIGINAL PEOPLE 

2.2.1 Introduction 

The health status of Australian Aboriginal people has declined since their 

country was invaded and colonised in 1788 (Elder 1998). However, Australia 

was not alone '…colonial processors have, since the 18th century, had a 

pervasive influence on the lives of Indigenous peoples across the Pacific 

region' (Anderson et al. 2006). 

In 1901, Aboriginal affairs were defined in the constitution as the states’ 

responsibility rather than the Commonwealth of Australia. This was due to 

the constitutional arrangement restricting the role of the Commonwealth of 

Australia in Aboriginal Affairs. Briscoe suggests: 'As the end of the century 

approached, the care of Aborigines became the responsibility of the newly 

created Aborigines department established by the colonial government under 

the Aborigines Protection Act' (Briscoe 2003, p 82). The belief was that 

Australian Aboriginal people would die out (Anderson et al. 2006). 

2.2.2 The Impact of Colonisation on the Health of Aboriginal People 

There is much evidence that colonisation has had a detrimental effect on 

Aboriginal people throughout Australia. However, Aboriginal people were not 

only affected in a physical sense, but in a holistic way as described by 

Collard (2000): 

To understand the health and social issues that affect Aboriginal people 
today, it is important to understand the impact of colonisation; a process 
that had a devastating impact on the physical, spiritual, social and 
cultural wellbeing of the many different societies (500 clan groups), 
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which remained relatively isolated for between 40,000 and 70,000 years 
(Collard 2000, p 23) 

One effect of colonisation on Aboriginal people was violation of their land, law 

and identity. Their needs as human beings were removed, making them feel 

hopeless and helpless. Aboriginal people were forced to live in poverty and 

were discriminated against (Eckermann et al. 2006). 

Racist policies were used to exclude Aboriginal people, giving them no rights 

or dignity (Doolan 2000). They were prohibited to speak their language, 

practice traditional customs and rituals, and were denied access to their 

traditional lands. The historian Henry Reynolds (1982, 1987, 1996, 1999) and 

anthropologist Rowley (1970, 1971) explain that this was due to the 

introduction of segregation and assimilation policies and the 

institutionalisation of Aboriginal people. This created long-term physical and 

psychological effects on Aboriginal people which are transgenerational 

(Atkinson 2002). The pain and bitterness of such memories resulted in 

emotions such as anger, hatred, alienation, depression, grief and frustration 

(Miller 1993). 

As discussed earlier, the health status of Aboriginal people has dramatically 

declined since colonisation and not improved a great deal, despite various 

efforts to redress disparities. Therefore the question must be asked, does the 

history of colonisation still have an impact on Aboriginal people today? 

It could be argued that the attitudes, beliefs and practices of 
colonisation were well and truly extinguished in the 1960s, but we do not 
agree. Aboriginal people are still subject to attitudes, beliefs and 
practices born out of the history of colonisation—and there is still no 
recognition of Aboriginal sovereignty (Eckermann et al. 2006, p 22) 

The answer is ‘Yes’, the history of colonisation still has an impact on 

Aboriginal people today. However, there are many resilient Aboriginal people 

who have bounced back from the impacts of colonisation. And it is the 

experiences of these Aboriginal people that must be shared with other 

Aboriginal people, allowing them to learn how to be resilient from an 

Aboriginal cultural perspective. 
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2.3 ABORIGINAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING 

2.3.1 Introduction 

In 2010, many Aboriginal people still do not have the basics required for a 

healthy life such as adequate shelter and suitable nutrition, and have low or 

no income. Opportunities to achieve are limited for many Aboriginal people; 

leading to low self-esteem and a continued sense of hopelessness (Carson 

et al. 2007). 

In 1989, the National Aboriginal Health Strategy report stated: 'Aboriginals 

have the worst health of any identifiable group in Australia' (National 

Aboriginal Health Strategy Working Party 1989). In 2007, the health status of 

Aboriginal people was similar to what it was 18 years before. Aboriginal 

people die nearly 20 years earlier than non-Aboriginal Australians (Anderson 

et al. 2006; OXFAM and NACCHO 2007). A positive health statistic in recent 

years is that of infant mortality. According to the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (2008) 'There have been significant declines in recorded infant 

mortality for Indigenous Australians in recent years and the gap between 

Indigenous and other Australians has narrowed' (p 185). 'Despite these 

improvements, the infant mortality rate for Indigenous Australians is still three 

times the rate for non-Indigenous Australians' (Australian Bureau of Statistics 

2008, p 185). 

2.3.2 Aboriginal History and Health 

Many Australian scholars acknowledge that history is an important factor in 

Aboriginal health. Well-known medical researcher Ernest Hunter (2002) 

believes it is important for medical professionals to have some knowledge 

and understanding of historical processes '… medical professionals must not 

presume some privileged neutral space outside of the historical process' 

(Hunter 2002, p 575). Throughout history, many health professionals were 

either executors of violence or they stood by allowing violent acts to occur 

against Aboriginal people. Hunter (2002) discussed this when he described 

health and medical professionals throughout Australian Aboriginal history to 

have assumed positions of either perpetrators or bystanders of violence 

(Hunter 2002). 
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However, Aboriginal history must be considered and acknowledged by all 

Australians in order to improve the health status of Aboriginal people today. 

Taylor et al. (2008) argued for Australians to become educated about 

Aboriginal history '…there is a need for all Australians to become educated 

about the true nature of Indigenous history and to join the struggle for 

national healing and the celebration of Indigenous values' (Taylor et al. 2008, 

p 222). 

From 1863 to 1873 German naturalist Amalie Dietrich, known as the angel of 

black-death, collected human specimens for the Godefroy Museum in 

Hamburg. Dietrich was supported by other scientists at the time, as well as 

medical professionals (Monaghan 1991). Scientists involved in such a trade 

were well-known and respected in the Scientific World '…some of the 

greatest names in British science were involved in a body snatching trade of 

huge proportions. Between 5000 and 10,000 Aborigines had their graves 

desecrated, their bodies disinterred and parts dismembered' (Monaghan 

1991, p 33). There are many oral stories about bodies being removed from 

graves and Aboriginal people being murdered for their bones especially their 

skulls. The following is a personal experience of the writer relating to such 

historical events. 
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Thus, Aboriginal history must be acknowledged by all Australians. Richard 

Trudgen (2004) describes the importance of acknowledging Australian 

Aboriginal history when discussing the health of the Yolnu people from 

Arnhem Land stating: 

…the process of colonisation for Yolnu has been nothing short of 
disastrous. This sad history is an important factor in the current Yolnu 
health crisis, and the fact that it is largely unacknowledged in the 
contemporary Australian context is another (Trudgen 2004, p 67) 

We used to swim in a part of the river close to the old hospital in York, 

this place we called 'the Sandy'. Nearby was the remains of an old bridge 

which was used to cross the river in order to get to the hospital. For as 

long as I could remember, we were never to swim in a certain area near 

this bridge on the opposite side of the river. The location was on the same 

side of the hospital and close to the bridge. I often heard my aunties say 

'their spirits are still there'. When I was older my father told us one night 

about the bodies of Noongars being taken from the graves by scientists. 

We were also told of some Noongar people who had died and their bodies 

were brought to the hospital to be cut up and then taken down to the 

river where their flesh would be washed off the bones. The bones would 

then be collected and sent to museums. He explained the reason for not 

allowing us to swim in that area of the river, as he and his brothers and 

sisters were never permitted to swim there either. Although it had made 

sense to me at the time I still thought my father had heard wrong and 

perhaps it was just a scary story told to him by my grandfather. 

Many other similar stories were told to me by my father’s aunties. They 

explained how Noongars feared for their lives as they could be shot for 

their skulls. Also how the Noongars feared the hospital, because of what 

was performed there by the doctors. 

 Marion Kickett 2008 
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Given their knowledge and influence, health professionals can make a 

difference in service delivery. It is therefore vital that health practitioners 

understand history from the perspective of Aboriginal people. Knowledge of 

past historical events and their impact will assist them to appreciate how 

history has defined Aboriginal people’s concept and beliefs about the western 

health system. 

This brief history of contact between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people is 

not intended to prick the conscience of readers, but to highlight that racism in 

one form or another is continuing to impact on the lives of Aboriginal people 

today. And this research will determine resilience from an Aboriginal 

perspective. 

2.3.3 Primary Health Care 

Primary health care (PHC) delivery is an important approach to improving the 

health of Aboriginal people and their communities. It is an approach that 

many Aboriginal health workers and community-controlled health 

organisations have tried to implement for decades (Eckermann et al. 2006): 

Primary health care is a philosophy underpinning the delivery of health 
care which, among other things, takes a client-centred approach. This 
minimises the potential for harm by health professionals with different 
or conflicting understandings of health. Health care that is client-centred 
demands that the consumer's values and preferred approaches to health 
are respected. Indeed, these should be a core part of the evidence that 
guides all health professionals to deliver high-quality, culturally safe care 
(Eckermann et al. 2006, p 154) 

According to Eckermann et al. (2006, p 154) 'PHC is a philosophy that 

permeates a complete health system, not a component that can be isolated 

and described succinctly'. The Alma Ata Declaration defines PHC in Article 7, 

stating: 

Primary health care is essential health care based on practical, 
scientifically sound and socially acceptable methods and technology 
made universally accessible to individuals and families in the community 
through their full participation and at a cost that the community and the 
country can afford to maintain at every stage of their development in 
the spirit of self-reliance and self-determination (WHO 1978) 
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Primary health care practice is therefore vital for Aboriginal people’s health. 

When delivered by Aboriginal people it is about Aboriginal people being 

empowered to take control of their own health. Johnson (1990) states: 'In a 

‘nutshell’ PHC is health for the people, by the people ' (Johnson 1990, p 1). 

Health professionals both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal should know the 

basic principles of PHC. According to Eckermann et al. (2006), there are 

three major principles that health professionals should use as a checklist to 

ensure that they are using the health care approach of PHC. These are: 

'community participation; a wholistic approach; and outcomes which include 

empowerment and self-reliance as well as improved health' (Eckermann et 

al. 2006, p 158). 

There are many health professionals who have a good understanding of the 

above principles and endeavour to apply them. However, Johnson (1995) 

makes an important point concerning PHC. She suggests that 'Primary 

Health Care is not so much about what you do, but how you do it'. This 

statement is not only true for dealing with Aboriginal people. Nevertheless, it 

is important. The following personal experience not only demonstrates the 

importance of PHC but also ‘how you do it’. 
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I was working in a country town in the south-west of Western Australia 

where the winter months were very cold. I was asked to follow-up on an 

Aboriginal woman and her four children. The three older children 

attended primary school whilst the youngest was still at home. All 

children were suffering from a bacterial infection mostly on their hands 

and feet although there were also signs of infection on their knees and 

elbows. The children continually suffered from such infections however 

the youngest child suffered the most. She had taken ten courses of 

antibiotics within a 12 month period. 

The mother explained how concerned she was for her children. She 

agreed with the school nurse that her children were having too many 

courses of antibiotics. However she was not accepting the school nurse's 

opinion that she was a dirty person. 'I am a responsible person and I am 

trying really hard to take care of my kids. That nurse has no idea what 

it is like for us as Noongars. She has no idea whatsoever. She won’t even 

sit down and talk to me about the situation. She reckons she’s frustrated! 

Well how does she think I feel, after all these are my kids that have been 

suffering, and suffering for a while now. She’s not there for us Noongars. 

Anyway she got no idea how to talk to us, all she does is make 

judgements of us. The woman’s never been in my house yet she says my 

house must be dirty'. 

The referral was from the school nurse who had verbally complained to 

me that she did not know what to do with this family. Her main concern 

was the children’s immune systems and their resistance to antibiotics. On 

receiving the referral I contacted the nurse and asked if she had spoken 

to the child’s mother. She informed me that ‘she had not because it was 

an Aboriginal problem and that these people (Aboriginal people) needed 

to be educated about hygiene issues, especially how to keep their homes 

clean’. I was then given a quick lecture about the importance of basic 

primary health care. 
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I went to see the mother whom I had met at a community meeting when I 

first arrived in town. We talked on a number of occasions at different 

community events. I was invited into her old housing commission home 

and given a tour of it. Although it was a warm autumn day it felt quite 

cold inside. The house was very clean and in my opinion, hygiene was not 

a problem. The floors were all bare except the lounge room floor where her 

youngest child sat watching TV and playing with some wooden blocks. 

I immediately saw where the problem was, and over a cup of tea I asked 

how old was the carpet? I was informed the carpet was in the house when 

the mother and her family moved in five years ago. She was waiting for a 

new house and had been on the list for three years. I asked if I could take 

a sample of the carpet and have it tested. Permission was given along 

with the explanation that no matter what I found, the carpet would not 

be thrown out. Winter was coming and the lounge room was the warmest 

place in the house because it was the only room that had carpet. I 

explained that I understood but I just wanted to see what was in the 

carpet. I cut a piece of carpet near the fire place which appeared to be a 

warm moist area. There was not enough money to continually buy gas 

bottles so much of the cooking was done over the open fire which meant 

the area was usually warm. 

The same bacteria found in swabs taken from the children’s skin were also 

found in the carpet. Before going back to this mother, I went to see an old 

colleague who I had worked with at the hospital a number of years ago. 

She was now retired and was a volunteer at Anglicare. After explaining 

the family’s situation and much negotiation, I was able to obtain two 

remnant pieces of carpet. With the promise of new carpet for the lounge 

the mother agreed to have the old carpet removed. With the carpet 

removed the children’s suffering was over and they never had skin 

infections whilst living in this house which they did for a further 18 

months. 

 Marion Kickett August 2008 
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This personal experience indicates the inappropriateness of the perceptions 

and actions of the non-Aboriginal school nurse. She lacked any 

understanding of Aboriginal people, and did not want to deal with any 

Aboriginal issues, as she felt inadequate and was ill-prepared. She 

completed her nursing training some twenty years prior and had received 

little or no information about Aboriginal people during her training. Although 

cultural awareness workshops were offered (and the researcher personally 

conducted these), they were not compulsory. Like many of her colleagues, 

this particular nurse refused to attend. It is also clear that, although she was 

able to discuss PHC as an important health care approach, she really had no 

understanding of what real PHC was, or its principles. 

Such an example is very true of what Johnson (1995) states: 

Every time health care creates an atmosphere that allows people to take 
their own power; takes the time to have true dialogue and negotiate; 
takes a wholistic, people-centred approach; includes cultural safety 
measures; fosters self-reliance; acts as a resource and values a process 
that leaves people feeling responsible for their own health, then it is true 
Primary Health Care and the way forward for the whole of Australia. 

Every time health care is paternalistic; does not take the time to set up 
true dialogue and negotiate; takes a narrow disease-centred approach; 
does not take cultural safety into account; creates dependence; becomes 
an imposition or tries to take control, then it is prolonging the imbalance 
of power in our society. It is doing more harm than good, no matter how 
many diseases it cures (Johnson 1995, p 1) 

Primary health care is an important health care approach when dealing with 

the health of Aboriginal people. When health professionals truly practice this 

health care approach, Aboriginal people’s values and their favoured 

approaches to health are respected. Another important factor of PHC is 

having a holistic approach. This means moving away from the medical model 

and looking at health care in a holistic way. 

The PHC health care approach means Aboriginal cultural issues and values 

are considered when dealing with their health care and needs. Community 

participation and control of health issues are considered. Health is 

considered from a holistic approach not just from the diseases. Aboriginal 

people need to be empowered at an individual and community level. 
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Ownership and control of their own health issues will ensure positive and 

successful results. However, health professionals working with Aboriginal 

people, who only apply the western medical model of health, will do more 

harm than good. 

The PHC model of health (www.healthnetworks.health.wa.gov.au/.../1112_) 

has been proven to work for Aboriginal people as it takes a client-centred 

approach. Aboriginal people’s cultural values and their preferred approaches 

to health care are respected. 

However, what must be noted is that not all people who claim to do PHC 

have the same commitment to respecting individuals the way it is advocated. 

Although the PHC model of health has been proven to work, it is still not 

universally practised this way. 

The PHC model of health, as an example, demonstrates how important it is 

to define the concept of resilience from an Aboriginal perspective. 

2.3.4 Aboriginal Mental Health and Wellbeing 

Aboriginal Australians tend to suffer a higher burden of emotional distress 

and related mental health problems than non-Aboriginal Australians 

(Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2006). Reports of suicide rates for 

Australian Aboriginals is more than double the rate of non-Aboriginal 

Australians (Edwards and Madden 2006). This signifies a dramatic increase, 

as the suicide rate for Aboriginals was previously much lower than those for 

the wider Australian population (Hunter 2007). 

According to the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2006), Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander men and women are 2.0 and 1.5 times more likely 

to be admitted to hospital for ‘mental and behaviour disorders’ than other 

Australians. The rate of mental disorders due to psychoactive substances is 

about four times higher than that of other Australians and for psychotic 

disorders the rate is double. 

There are many issues related to Aboriginal mental health services in 

Australia with a number of significant problems in contemporary services. 

Such issues and problems were acknowledged in the Royal Commission into 
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Aboriginal Deaths in Custody Report (1991) and the Burdekin Report on 

Human Rights (1993). Both reports identified that mental health professionals 

did not fully appreciate or understand Aboriginal culture and this resulted in 

misdiagnosis and inappropriate treatment of some Aboriginal patients. Just 

over ten years later the Australian Health Minister’s Advisory Council (2004) 

acknowledged that the health system: 

…overall does not provide the same level and quality of care to treat 
illness for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and is so 
culturally inappropriate or inadequately resourced that their needs 
cannot be met (Australian Health Minister’s Advisory Council 2004, p 5) 

A National Consultancy Report on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Mental Health was published in 1995. Since this report, there has been 

increased recognition that mental health and wellbeing are essentially 

connected to the ‘whole of life’ for many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people. This relationship is summarised as: 

The Aboriginal concept of health is holistic, encompassing mental health 
and physical, cultural, and spiritual health. Land is central to wellbeing. 
The holistic concept does not merely refer to the ‘whole body’ but in fact 
is steeped in the harmonised inter-relations, which constitute cultural 
well-being. These interrelating factors can be categorised largely as 
spiritual, environmental, ideological, political, social, economic, mental 
and physical. Crucially, it must be understood that when the harmony of 
these inter-relations is disrupted, Aboriginal ill-health will persist (Swan 
and Raphael 1995, p 19) 

Concepts of mental illness from a biomedical perspective fail to address 

mental health problems that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders face. 

Ascribing illness to disease is not only inappropriate but also irrelevant to the 

beliefs of some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (Westerman 

2004, p 3). 

2.4 SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF ABORIGINAL HEALTH AND 

WELLNESS 

Much research has been conducted on an individual’s particular 

circumstance; for example, looking at people from the poorest socioeconomic 

circumstances and where they live. What resources are available to them 

and how do such circumstances affect their health status? 
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For many years now, research on these pathways have tended to focus 
on resilience and vulnerability, or risk and protective behaviours, as a 
way of identifying the particular circumstances and contexts which lead 
some individuals to poor health and others to better health (Carson et al. 
2007, p 8) 

The circumstances of people and their communities have an impact on their 

health. Being healthy and staying healthy depends upon the individual’s 

circumstances. It is not just about the provision of health services. According 

to Acheson '…health is a matter that goes beyond the provision of health 

services' (Acheson, in Marmot and Wilkinson 1999, p. xi). For Aboriginal 

people, it is not only socioeconomic factors such as income, employment and 

education that impacts on their health. There are other determinants that 

must be considered such as housing, transport, racism and country (i.e. the 

place that Aboriginals identify with). 

The poor health status of Aboriginal people can be prevented. Primary 

prevention programs can educate individuals, families and communities on 

the importance of having a healthy lifestyle. Early diagnosis and affordable 

treatment will help prevent many of the diseases that lead to premature death 

and many Aboriginal people being hospitalised. Social issues such as low 

income, overcrowding, poor nutrition, and low education lead to the inception 

of many communicable diseases (OXFAM and NACCHO 2007). 

The poor health status of Aboriginal people is related to numerous social and 

economic factors (Carson et al. 2007). Many of the diseases in Aboriginal 

communities are exacerbated by the inability to access appropriate health 

care. 

2.4.1 Accessing Health Services 

Accessing health services is by far one of the major issues that impact the 

state of Aboriginal health. Disparities in access are well known and have 

been documented for many years (Foster 2008). A major reason why many 

Aboriginal people find it difficult to access health services is cultural barriers 

(Eckermann et al. 2008). The clinical environment of hospitals and clinics, 

with their many rules and regulations, is usually developed for the 

convenience of staff, rather than beneficial to or appropriate for Aboriginal 
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patients. There have been numerous negative experiences and expectations 

by Aboriginal people when accessing services. Non-Aboriginal service 

providers tend to judge and stereotype Aboriginal people (Kendall and 

Marshall 2004). 

As a basic need, accessing health services is clearly still a major issue that 

impacts the state of Aboriginal health and is one of the recommendations in 

the 'Close–the–Gap' Briefing Paper (2007). 'Improve the responsiveness of 

mainstream health services and programs to Aboriginal people and Torres 

Strait Islander health needs' (OXFAM and NACCHO 2007). To improve the 

responsiveness of the health system, non-Aboriginal health professionals 

must understand, accept, acknowledge and respect Aboriginal people and 

their culture. 

However, improving Aboriginal health is not just about improving access to 

health services. The lack of culturally appropriate prevention programs, 

relevant to Aboriginal people and their communities, also impacts upon their 

health status. 

There are many successful Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health 

programs; however most have been developed and implemented within 

Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations, with both Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal professionals working together (National Aboriginal 

Community Controlled Health Organisation 2008): 

 Western Australia: Caring for Women and Children: Ngunytju Tjitji 

Pirni is an incorporated Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander maternal 

and infant health service which has been running since 1993. 

 South Australia: Nganampa Health Council Antenatal Care Program 

1984–1996, Anangu Pitjantjara lands. 

 Northern Territory: Congress Alukura Women’s Health Program, 

Alice Springs: Congress Alukura’s health and birthing centre 

developed in the 1980s to address the needs of Aboriginal women in 

Central Australia. 

 Queensland: Mums and babies project, Townsville where the local 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community identified a need for 
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a mums and babies clinic. The aim was to provide comprehensive 

and integrated primary healthcare for young Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander families. A two year pilot project began in 2000, and 

continues to this day. 

 Northern Territory: Strong Women, Strong Babies program which, 

according to Northern Territory Health, is a shining example of what 

can be achieved when Indigenous and non-Indigenous health 

professionals work together. 

Researchers have shown that programs are successful when there is 

community ownership and control (Hoy et al. 2000). As demonstrated by the 

following personal experience, there are some non-Aboriginal health 

professionals who do not accept, acknowledge or respect the culture of 

Aboriginal people. 
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Working in the sensitive area of sexual health in the Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander community was not only challenging but also very 

frustrating. In May 1989, I was the only Aboriginal nurse working with 

a group of non-Aboriginal professionals in Queensland, a foreign country 

to me. The biggest challenge for me, was contact tracing. Trying to obtain 

information about individuals sexual partners was one of the biggest 

challenges I had ever faced in my nursing career. I soon learnt from trial 

and error that the only way to work was my way, the Aboriginal way. I 

used all the cultural practices I knew and had learned throughout life. 

I worked out the prominent elders (mainly the females) within the 

community and started visiting them, building rapport and trust. After 

working for eight and a half weeks I received a letter from the Program 

Manager (a doctor). I had to attend a meeting with him and my line 

manager (a nurse). The meeting was about my work performance. A 

decision about my three month contract had to be made. 

I was immediately informed by my line manager that I was not suitable 

for the position. Her reason was that I visited old Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander women for hours on end drinking cups of tea and 

gossiping [about god knows what]. 

I was then given a lecture from the program manager, and I was spoken 

to in a very patronising and condescending way. It took a great deal of 

energy on my part to control the anger burning inside me. 
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During the 1980s and 1990s and even today, there have been and still are a 

number of specialised programs targeting Aboriginal health. Such programs, 

although well-intentioned, are often inadequate for Aboriginal people and 

their communities. One of the major reasons is that these programs are 

mainly controlled by professionals—professionals with little or no knowledge 

or understanding of the social and cultural issues of Aboriginal people and 

their communities. However, there are many non-Aboriginal health 

professionals who do try and gain knowledge and understanding of the 

cultural ways of working for Aboriginal people. Unfortunately many of these 

health professionals' hands are tied so to speak. The attitude of their 

employer and some other health professionals is to provide services for 

rather than with Aboriginal people, hence the programs have not worked. 

The following is a personal experience of a Remote Area Nurse in 2005. 

I found that the most productive times of getting to know people in the 
community and them getting to know and trust me were our trips out 
bush. Sometimes I was invited to go out with a family over a long 
weekend or for longer during bush holiday. Out there I was dependant 
on the local people for everything—I was certainly the guest. It was 
during these times that friendships were forged and trust was deepened. 
After a bush trip I always found that my health care job became easier—

However I was prepared and stayed calm. Not wanting to even respond 

to the lecture I handed him the latest statistics, which showed that my 

number of contacts in the last 2 weeks were double that of my colleagues. 

The only explanation I could give was, as an Aboriginal person, I worked 

in a culturally appropriate and sensitive way and I was not about to 

change. I then handed him my letter of resignation. 

The Program Manager apologised a week later and asked me to stay and 

sign a two year contract. He had studied the stats which had increased 

within a week. However I decided not to stay. On reflection I believe at 

the time I was too young and too inexperienced to cope and deal with 

negative ignorant health professionals, it was easier to leave. 

 (Marion Kickett August 2008) 
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negotiation and partnership fell into place. Yet this type of activity was 
never seen as legitimate work by my employer. We used to go out bush 
with the diabetics where we would all learn from each other, but this 
had to be done in our own time (Remote Area Nurse 2005 in Eckermann 
et al. 2008, p 151) 

The above experience is an example of the situation today of a health 

professional trying to care for Aboriginal people with their best interests in 

mind. However, it was her employer (the Health Department) who was 

unable to see the cultural issues and the value of working with Aboriginal 

people rather than for them. 

Following are two fictional anecdotes, a summary of original texts. The first is 

derived from a departmental report in 1910 by CF Gale, Chief Protector of 

Aborigines for Western Australia. The second is derived from Daisy Bates 

book 'The Passing of the Aborigines' from 1938. The texts from which these 

two accounts are drawn describe the same situation and are written within 

one year of each other. Both accounts illustrate the human value of caring for 

the less fortunate, which of course for the authors is ‘the Aboriginal people’. 
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CF Gale, Chief Protector of Aborigines Western Australia 

It has come to this office's attention that the natives of North Western Australia 

are ravaged with the disease syphilis. This has been introduced into the tribes 

by drovers who in spite of heavy penalties continue to cohabit with native 

women. As uncivilised natives these people have no understanding of how the 

disease has spread or how it is treated. 

As it is my responsibility to protect the natives and at great cost to the 

department, we have established lock hospitals on Bernier and Dorre Islands. 

These islands are positioned well enough off the coast to make it impossible for 

the infected to return to their homes until they are cured of this horrible disease. 

Dedicated doctors and nurses have personally sacrificed a great deal to go to 

these locations to care for and treat the sick and infirm natives. 

Police constables from the north of the state are engaged to undertake long and 

dangerous journeys into the desert to find the infected. On arrival at native 

encampments they inspect the members and separate the infected from the rest 

of the group. As the journey to transport vessels is often through hostile country 

the people are prevented from escaping for their own good by locking them in 

neck chains. This extreme measure is necessary as if they escape they are 

doomed to certain death from their tribal enemies. 

The hospitals dispense the best treatment and on a regular basis discharge the 

natives fully cured. Of course as would be expected many of the natives come to 

the island in such a poor state that death is inevitable. The staff who sacrifice so 

much for the benefit of these people need to be congratulated for their efforts at 

finding a cure for the poor ignorant natives. 
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Very different outcomes are described in both these accounts. CF Gale, the 

protector of Aborigines, talks about a humane effort to help these helpless 

Aboriginal people. Daisy Bates, ‘the Anthropologist’, provides a clear critique 

of the same events, but based on the impact that these events had on 

Aboriginal people's lives. 

These two separate accounts have been repeated throughout Australia’s 

history; an apparent inability to reflect on past events and learn by them. The 

two stories raised concern; ‘to care can lead to harm for the cared for’ 

(Westerman 2002). It is not only important but essential for caring 

professions today to continually reflect on what it is they do for Aboriginal 

people and their communities. 

Daisy Bates 

Prior to departure to Bernier and Dorre Islands I witnessed the police actively in 

rounding up natives from all over the North West. People from different locations 

and different tribal groups were drawn together by the retched chain that bound 

them. On seeing my approach the people who knew me pleaded for help but 

there was nothing I could do. The natives believed they were being taken to 

certain doom and many died undertaking this arduous journey and were buried 

in the hillsides behind the town. 

When I eventually arrived at the Island I witnessed some very dedicated medical 

staff tending excellently to the natives in their care. But it was apparent that they 

had no idea of the despair that had befallen many of their patients. 

The people in fear of their island neighbours who in the minds of the primitive 

were sworn tribal enemies forbidden by ancient law from communicating or 

sharing with each other. And worst of all there was no real relief in death for 

these people, as death away from home would dam their spirits to endless 

wandering wreaking havoc to innocent victims whose paths they came across. 

Men and women would often sit in the dunes looking forlornly across the waters 

towards their homes and be driven to madness and suicide by their dreams of 

freedom. 
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There are some programs that have worked well within Aboriginal 

communities; this is because health professionals have worked with 

Aboriginal people in these communities. One such program is the provision 

of swimming pools in remote Aboriginal communities. The objective of this 

program was to determine the health impact of swimming pools. The aim was 

to improve quality of life and reduce high rates of pyoderma (skin sores) and 

otitis media (middle ear infection). 

Clinic attendances for skin infections in both Jigalong and Mugarinya 
declined after the installation of swimming pools. There was also a 
significant decline in attendance for middle ear and respiratory 
infections in Jigalong, where attendance rates for these illnesses were 
higher in the pre-pool period than in Mugarinya (Silva et al. 2008, p 597) 

The introduction of swimming pools has had a positive impact on ear, skin 

and respiratory problems in both these Aboriginal communities. Such a 

program is a clear indication of providing services with Aboriginal people and 

their communities, and producing positive results. For people who have spent 

their lives in communities, the real measure of success will be seen over an 

extended period of time. This requires a commitment of government funding 

for the upkeep, management and maintenance of the program. 

I have presented a number of examples of how well-intentioned people can 

harm Aboriginal people. Today well-intentioned people recognise the 

importance of promoting resilience in the lives of Aboriginal children. The 

issue arises when western constructs of ‘resilience’ are imposed on 

Aboriginal children without consideration of Aboriginal terms of reference for 

the concept. Raising the issue once again that ‘to care can lead to harm for 

the cared for’ (Westerman 2002) 

2.4.2 The Future of Aboriginal Health 

Much is said about improving the health status of Australian Aboriginal 

people. However, it is important to look at what Aboriginal people say about 

the cause of their ill health and their communities: 

While epidemiologists and sociologists may quarrel over the imprecise 
delineation of causal pathways linking social conditions to health, 
Indigenous people’s narratives of ill-health, with some notable 
exceptions (Pearson 2000), are inextricably linked to narratives of 
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dispossession and exclusion from land and its economic and sacred gifts, 
from family and culture, and from full participation in the social, political 
and economic life of post invasion Australia (Carson et al. 2007, p 16) 

It is also important for health professionals who work with Aboriginal people 

to adjust their usual way of working with people. The injustices of history 

must be considered when working with Aboriginal people to make health 

situations fair and equal. 

…for health practitioners in Australia who intend to work in Indigenous 
communities, the conferring of a health degree carries an enormous 
responsibility, namely to take an active role in processes that contribute 
to redressing the injustices of history (Taylor et al. 2008, p 223) 

Many Aboriginal people believe it is also important to provide Aboriginal 

individuals and communities with skills that will enable them to take control of 

their own lives. This is supported by many Aboriginal people, one being 

Donna Ah Chee: 

When we talk about the health of Aboriginal people, the lack of 
education our people have had, we see the importance of providing 
them with the skills to take control of their own lives and communities 
(Ah Chee cited in Tweedie 2001, p 14) 

If the health of Aboriginal Australians is to improve, it is important that 

Aboriginal people take control of their own health issues. All Australians must 

be educated about Australian Aboriginal history and need to acknowledge 

this history. Having such knowledge will assist health professionals to work 

more competently and successfully with Aboriginal people and their 

communities. However, ultimately the role of the health professional is to 

facilitate Aboriginal people taking control of their own health. 

2.5 RESILIENCE 

2.5.1 Introduction 

It is important to look at resilience from a cultural perspective. Both western 

and Aboriginal cultural perspectives need to be considered. Also important 

are the resilient characteristics from a western point of view as well as 

resilient characteristics from an Aboriginal point of view. 
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Most research on resilience has been conducted on western populations by 

western researchers. In the western culture, individualism and self-reliance 

are valued and considered highly (Skodol 2010). In Australian Aboriginal 

culture, relationships to family, community and social groups are considered 

very important, along with land, culture and spirituality. The balance between 

the Aboriginal individual and communal resources, and the usefulness or 

value of these resources may move considerably when deciding the extent of 

his or her resilience in regard to the adversity or challenge faced (Skodol 

2010). 

Throughout much of the literature, there are many definitions of resilience. 

However, it is important that resilience is discussed from an Aboriginal 

cultural aspect, and defined from an Aboriginal perspective. This idea is 

expanded later in this chapter. 

Resilience is a relatively new concept with many definitions and 

characterisations. Reich et al. (2010) suggested that: 'Resilience may well be 

one of the most heuristic and integrative concepts to appear in 21st-century 

thinking in the social sciences' (p xi). As a concept, resilience has been 

studied from a psychological point of view. However, Almedom and Glandon 

(2006) believe '… resilience has recently been recognised as a common 

human response to disaster, particularly after the terrorist attacks of 

September 11 2001, in New York and Washington D.C' (p 127). 

2.5.2 What is Resilience? 

There are many definitions of resilience. 'Resilience is the human capacity to 

deal with, overcome, learn from, or even be transformed by the inevitable 

adversities of life' (Henderson Grotberg 2003, p 1). According to Reich, 

Zautra and Hall (2010) '…resilience is best defined as an outcome of 

successful adaption to adversity' (Reich et al. 2010, p 4). However, what also 

must be considered when discussing resilience is how well an individual 

bounces back and learns from and fully recovers from adversity or a 

challenge. This is known as recovery (Mastern 2001; Rutter 1987). Also to be 

considered is the individual’s ability to continually move forward when facing 

continued adversity or challenges. This is sustainability (Bonanno 2004). 
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How do individuals, families or communities deal with, overcome, learn from 

and be transformed by the many adversities of life? How do they become 

resilient? Is it 'a triumph of the human will' or is it 'the courage to be'? 

(Seligman 2006, p 30). Moreover these terms or labels do not explain the 

acquisition of resilience. 

Resilience is not acquired by a stroke of good luck nor by coincidence; it 

tends to emerge in individuals who have particular attitudes and cognitive 

thought processes: individuals who are profoundly determined to overcome 

serious challenges. Resilience usually develops in people who have worked 

hard to achieve a goal. 

American professor of psychology Martin E.P. Seligman was known for his 

study and understanding of learned helplessness after conducting laboratory 

tests on dogs in January 1965. 

…we exposed the first dog to shocks from which it could escape and the 
second dog to identical shocks from which it could not escape. The third 
dog was left alone. The next day, we took the dogs to the shuttlebox and 
gave all three shocks they could easily escape by hopping over the low 
barrier dividing one side of the box from the other. 

Within seconds the dog that had been taught to control shocks 
discovered that he could jump over the barrier and escape. The dog that 
earlier had received no shocks discovered the same thing, also in a 
matter of seconds. But the dog that had found that nothing it did 
mattered made no effort to escape, even though it could easily see over 
the low barrier to the shockless zone of the shuttlebox. Pathetically, it 
soon gave up and lay down, though it was regularly shocked by the box. 
It never found out that the shock could be escaped merely by jumping to 
the other side (Seligman 2006, p 23) 

Similar tests were undertaken on humans but rather than using electrical 

shocks, loud annoying music was played. It was up to each individual to try to 

escape the noise. The results were the same for humans '…one out of every 

three people whom he had tried to make helpless did not succumb' 

(Seligman 2006, p 29). The same applied to the animals 'One out of every 

three animals too did not become helpless following inescapable shock' 

(Seligman 2006, p 29). 
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There are some people in society that give up and some that never give up, 

regardless of the adversities of life. These individuals deal with adversity, 

overcome it and, most importantly, learn from the experience. An individual 

who demonstrates this character is said to be 'resilient'. 

Being resilient may not only enhance an individual’s lifestyle but their family 

and community's lifestyle as well. 'Everyone can become resilient. The 

challenge is to find ways to promote it in individuals, in families and in 

communities' (Henderson Grotberg 2003, p 3). 

Resilient characteristics or factors can be promoted for an individual, a family 

and their community. According to Henderson Grotberg 'Resilience can be 

promoted at any age (2003, p 4). She goes on to say '…promoting resilience 

in any age group is made easier if you think in terms of the building blocks of 

growth and development' (2003, p 4). 

These building blocks are trust, autonomy, initiative, industry, identity, 

intimacy, generatively and integrity (Erikson 1985). Many adults have not 

developed some of these resilience building blocks. So, as an adult, they 

may need to re-examine the developmental stages of such building blocks in 

order to find what is missing when dealing with adversity (Henderson 

Grotberg 2003, p 5). 

Are resiliency programs culturally safe? 

Operationalisation of resiliency programs has the potential to do harm if they 

are not culturally embedded. Research has shown '...difficulties associated 

with recruitment and retention of adolescents' (Shochet et al. 2001, p 304). 

There are a number of preventative programs developed for children and 

adolescents; these programs are usually developed and designed to be a 

part of the curriculum presented by teachers. 

One such program is the: 'Resourceful Adolescent Program—Adolescents 

(RAP-A), an 11-session school-based resilience building program as part of 

the school curriculum' (Shochet et al. 2001, p 303). 
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Another program is 'DRUMBEAT'. Originally developed in 2003 for young 

Aboriginal men in the wheatbelt of WA, DRUMBEAT is now taught to young 

people and adults throughout Australia. 

Both programs have been running in schools for a number of years and both 

have been evaluated. Although there have been positive responses from 

both students and teachers, there are issues with the programs. The major 

issue is that to benefit from such programs children must attend school 

regularly and that the programs must be ongoing. 

Culture 

There are numerous definitions of culture (Baldwin and Lindsley 1994). An 

individual’s culture must be considered when discussing the concept of 

resilience; cultural knowledge, practice and behaviour impacts how resilient 

an individual is or will be. Culture incorporates the combined belief systems, 

values and expectations of a group. Thompson (1969) explains '... culture 

encodes forms of problem solving that are useful for coping, adaptation, and 

survival' (Thompson 1969; as cited in Baldwin and Lindsley 1994). 

Triandis and Brislin (1984) discuss two elements of culture: objective and 

subjective. 'Objective elements are cultural items such as works of art and 

physical structures. Subjective elements include psychological factors such 

as beliefs, attitudes, norms, roles and values' (Castro and Murray 2010, p 

378). 

The subjective elements of culture such as beliefs, attitude, roles and values 

impact how an individual will address or handle everyday adversities or 

challenges that they may face. 

Acculturation 

Acculturation occurs when individuals or whole families migrate from one 

sociocultural environment to another, usually in search of better opportunities 

and a better life. One of the most common models of acculturation is Berry’s 

(1997) two-factor model (Castro and Murray 2010). This model defines four 

possible acculturation experiences: 
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(1) marginalisation (low affiliation with the new culture/host and with 
the native cultures) (2) separation (high native-culture affiliation, low 
new culture affiliation) (3) assimilation (high new-culture affiliation, low 
native-culture affiliation), and (4) integration (high affiliation with both 
cultures) (Castro and Murray 2010, p 380) 

Resilience from a Western cultural perspective 

Resilience is a relatively new concept and, until recently, any scholarly work 

conducted on resilience was mainly in the area of developmental psychology 

(Luthar 2006). In the field of developmental psychology, resilience has been 

studied as a process of successful adaption to any adversities or challenges 

faced by individuals. According to Zautra, Hall and Murray (2010), in the field 

of developmental psychology: 

... resilience has been studied as a dynamic process of successful 
adaption to adversity revealed through the lens developmental 
psychopathology across research and practice, there has been 
considerable debate over the definition and operationalization of 
resilience (Zautra, Hall and Murray 2010 p 4) 

The authors define resilience as 'an outcome of successful adaption to 

adversity. Characteristics of the person and situation may identify resilient 

processes, but only if they lead to healthier outcomes following stressful 

circumstances' (Zautra, Hall and Murray 2010, p 4). Although this is their 

definition of resilience, these authors ask some interesting questions about 

resilience: 'Is resilience best categorised as a process, an individual trait, a 

dynamic developmental process, an outcome, or all of the above?' Their last 

and possibly most important question is: 'In addition where does one draw 

the line at successful and resilient adaption verses non-resilient responses?' 

(p 4). 

As mentioned earlier, resilience is a relatively new concept and will continue 

to be researched, discussed and debated by future scholars from a variety of 

different professional and cultural backgrounds. Zautra, Hall and Murray 

(2010) suggest the following from a western cultural perspective: 'Meanwhile, 

there will be plenty of criticism of resilience concepts, and much healthy 

debate about measures and methods of change. In science, this is as it 

should be' (p 23). 
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What does health mean to an Aboriginal person, their family and community? 

According to the Australian National Aboriginal Health Strategy (1989): 

'Aboriginal health' means not just the physical well-being of an 
individual but refers to the social, emotional and cultural well-being of 
the whole Community in which each individual is able to achieve their 
full potential as a human being, thereby bringing about the total well-
being of their Community. It is a whole-of-life view and includes the 
cyclical concept of life–death–life (National Aboriginal Health Strategy 
1989) 

2.5.3 Resilience Characteristics from a Western Perspective 

Some psychosocial factors linked with resilience are: a sense of purpose in 

life, active coping strategies, positive attitude and social supports. Research 

revealed that these psychosocial factors promote successful adaption to 

stress (Reich et al. 2010). 

A sense of purpose in life 

Resilience has been linked to a sense of purpose in life along with an 

individual’s inner beliefs about right and wrong. However, traumatic events 

faced by individuals can not only impact the individual’s beliefs but also their 

sense of meaning or purpose in life (Janoff-Bulman 1992). Regaining a 

sense of purpose in life might be vital for recovering from trauma. A recent 

study of African Americans exposed to relentless trauma demonstrated that a 

sense of purpose in life was strongly linked with psychological resilience and 

recovery from a psychiatric illness (Alim et al. 2008). 

Active coping strategies 

Individuals with active coping strategies are those able to face their fear, and 

then plan and problem solve—particularly when faced with stressful 

situations, such as an illness or traumatic event. Resilient people are more 

likely to use their fear as a guide to assess their situation and then make the 

appropriate decision (Sothwic et al. 2005). Individuals who are unable to 

adapt to stressful situations tend to use maladaptive strategies such as 

avoidance, denial and disengagement in any stressful situation (Folkman and 

Moskowitz 2004). 
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Positive emotions 

Research has shown that resilient individuals have an optimistic approach to 

life. They tend to be open minded to new ideas and experiences (Klohnen 

1996). Techniques in relaxation (Wolin and Wolin 1993) and optimistic 

thinking (Kumpfer 1999) are thought to help buffer against stress (Folkman 

and Moskowitz 2000). A good example of a positive coping strategy is 

positive review, which involves reviewing a situation with a more positive 

point of view. Positive emotions are also a reward whilst recovering from 

negative experiences (Frederickson and Cohn 2007). 

Social supports 

Having social supports such as family, religious or church groups, sporting or 

social club groups such as quilting, drama or choir groups are all important 

for individuals facing any stressful situation (Reich et al. 2010). Research has 

shown the importance of social support and how protective it is in stress-

related disorders such as post-traumatic stress (Charuvastra and Cloitre 

2008). 

2.5.4 Factors that Build Resilience 

When considering resilience from the dominant western society’s 

perspective, there are a number of factors that build resilience (Flatt 2008; 

Fuller 2006; Henderson Grotberg 2003; Klohnen 1996; Reich et al. 2010; 

Westerman 2002; Wolin & Wolin 1993), including: 

 Self-esteem 

 Learning 

 Action 

 Optimism 

 Health 

 Humour 

 Adaption 

 Recovery 

 Self-efficacy 

 Social skills 

 Change 

 Endurance 

 



Chapter 2. Understanding Resilience  81 

Self-esteem 

Self-esteem is one resilience factor that is more personal or close to the 

individual as it '…refers to being able to appreciate your own worth and 

importance and to be accountable for yourself and to act responsibly to 

others' (Fuller 2006, p 158). 

Individuals need to have a sense of control over any situation or event that 

may occur within their lives. In order to be confident in one’s ability to 

manage a certain situation or event well, one has to have a healthy self-

esteem. To do this, individuals need to think positive thoughts about 

themselves. 

Resilience based on self-esteem doesn’t come from telling children they 
are doing well, if they’re not. It could do more harm than good. It’s wiser 
to give children opportunities where they can genuinely shine, and out of 
that will come a real sense of self-esteem (Deveson 2003, p 63) 

The opportunity to have good self-esteem in today’s society can be made 

difficult by those around us, be it our family, friends or work colleagues. 

However it is up to individuals to form and maintain a healthy self-esteem. 

Being proud of achievements assists individuals to trust themselves to make 

sound decisions and solve problems. For example, when enduring or 

surviving a stressful ordeal, one should acknowledge this by congratulating 

oneself for doing so. 

Ability to learn from experiences 

It is important to learn from positive and negative experiences in life. 

Reflecting on past successful coping strategies will help with future issues or 

problems. We can learn from similar experiences by working out lessons 

learned and how to apply them to our lives. Individuals should look back on 

past experiences and think about how they as a person have changed, what 

has made them stronger and how they may think differently about life. If past 

experiences have been negative, it is important to think about what will help 

to turn such negatives into positives. 
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This notion is reflected in the experiences of Meredith Murray whose life 

changed after being involved in a near-fatal car accident. During her recovery 

she stated the following about what she had learned: 

I learned that growth is not possible without risk. I learned strategies to 
help assist me through my challenges. I learned that it is not what 
happens to you that is important, but how you react to that which 
happens. My outlook on life was transformed. I now look for the good, 
or the lesson, in every situation and try to turn a negative into a positive 
(Murray 2002, p 3) 

Action to solve problems 

Action is required if problems are to be solved. Of course many people wish 

that their problems would just disappear or they try and ignore them. Many 

turn to alcohol or drugs to block them out. However, problems do not 

disappear nor can they be blocked; a solution to the problem must be sought, 

a plan must then be made and finally action must be taken to solve the 

problem. There are many examples of resilient people solving major 

problems by being active and finding a solution to their problem. One such 

example is Marc Brew, a 19-year-old dancer injured in a car accident: 

I was slipping. I knew I was dying and I didn’t want to die. I said, Okay I 
want to live. Then I thought, Okay, how am I going to live the rest of my 
life? Am I going to be someone who feels sorry for myself? I have a 
million and one excuses to become an alcoholic or a drug addict… but 
life is too precious; the reality is, it can be over any time (Deveson 2003, 
p 3) 

Action on Marc’s part enabled him to live and dance on wheels and live 

a fulfilling life to the best of his ability. 

Optimism 

Optimistic people are usually hopeful of better outcomes and a positive 

future, giving them the incentive to keep going. They tend to display a 

positive attitude that usually results in positive outcomes. Making the most of 

any situation, good or bad, encourages people to continue and makes them 

happy knowing that they have been able to do their best. 

The skill of thinking optimistically is an important component of 
resilience. Evidence tells us that pessimists may be more realistic but 
they don’t always make the most of situations and they aren’t as happy 
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as optimists. The ability to think optimistically can be taught (Fuller 
2006, p 135) 

Having hope can sustain an individual through difficult times during their life. 

There are times when we as individuals cannot change events or situations, 

but we can look to the future and see how the events or situation may 

improve. It is, however, important to work on improving, then believing that 

the situation will get better. Having a belief that things happen for a reason 

helps to accept certain situations, allowing individuals to move on. 

Learning optimism can only enhance an achievement or goal that has been 

set. 

Learning optimism does not erode your sense of values or your 
judgment. Rather it frees you to use a tool to better achieve the goals 
you set. It allows you to use to better effect, the wisdom you have won 
by a lifetime of trials (Seligman 2006, p 292) 

There have been many studies of cancer and individuals surviving the 

disease. One study showed that: 

…patients with metastatic (spreading) cancers, those who expressed 
greater hope at the time of their diagnosis, survived longer. In another 
study, over 400 reports of spontaneous remission of cancer were 
reviewed and analysed. The patients themselves attributed their cure to 
a broad range of causes, but only one factor was common to all the 
cases—a shift toward greater hope and a positive attitude (McGhee 
1999, p 3) 

Optimism is an important factor contributing to being resilient. Being hopeful 

is a sure sign of not giving up, or in, easily. 

Health 

Health is defined by the World Health Organisation as a 'complete state of 

physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease 

or infirmity' (WHO 1997). Having a healthy lifestyle improves an individual’s 

wellbeing; this includes eating a well-balanced diet, regularly exercising, 

having plenty of rest, and taking part in enjoyable activities. Being fit and 

healthy enables an individual to face adversity a lot easier, whereas ill-heaIth 

makes it more difficult, putting more pressure on the individual facing the 

adversity. An ill person may be more likely to give up, as the easier option. 
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While good health is desired by most individuals (Allen 2010), some people 

suffer from chronic illnesses and do not enjoy good health (Allen 2010). It is 

very difficult for them to face adversity, and illness may well be the adversity 

that they must face. Nevertheless, resilient factors are manifested in many 

individuals who suffer from ill health or have a disability that impacts on their 

health such that: 

…good health is not necessarily required for a person to be resilient …a 
health problem is sometimes the agent that provokes resilience. 
Similarly persons with certain fragile health characteristics may prove 
themselves strong in enduring, even using, illness or disability to propel 
special accomplishments (Henderson Grotberg 2003, p 141) 

Humour 

Many people use humour to cope in stressful situations and it is not 

uncommon for people to laugh at themselves. Laughing is a healthy activity, 

and is usually the result of happiness even if the situation was stressful to 

begin with. Resilient individuals use humour to express their emotions. 

'…high-resilient people proactively cultivate their positive emotionality 

through the use of humour …' (Werner and Smith 1992) 

Considerable research has been conducted on the use of humour to assist 

the healing process when fighting diseases and also as pain relief. According 

to Tugade et al. (2004) '…positive emotions produced by the behaviour of 

laughing may be important in predicting healthy outcomes for the immune 

system' (p 1163). 

Adaption 

A resilient person can successfully adapt to any situation, such as after an 

accident, debilitating disease, news of a terminal illness or negative 

experiences that may or may not be life threatening. Regardless of the 

situation, the ability to adapt and apply coping strategies is an element of 

resilience. According to Tugade et al. (2004) 'Resilient individuals may 

possess complex understandings of their positive emotions (reflecting higher 

positive emotional granularity) and use this knowledge to flexibly and 

resourcefully adapt in response to negative circumstances' (p 1183). 
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Actor Christopher Reeve, well-known for the role he played as Superman, 

was thrown from his horse, breaking his neck and leaving him totally 

paralysed. In his powerful story entitled 'Still Me', Christopher Reeve states 'I 

know I have to give, when sometimes I really want to take' (Reeves 1998, p 

3). Reeves believed that he had to live for his children and wife Dana. His 

sheer determination to overcome a severe accident that disrupted his life 

demonstrates his resilience and ability to successfully adapt. 

Recovery 

Most people recover from setbacks. However, the time it takes to recover 

depends on the extent of the setback or how the setback affected them 

personally. A setback could be becoming unemployed, losing a loved one, or 

being diagnosed with a debilitating disease such as cancer. 

Whatever the setback, each individual must look at the process of recovery. 

Bernice Grocke explains how she was inspired and encouraged by Ian 

Gawler, author of ‘You can conquer cancer’. 'He encouraged us to think 

positively about recovery, about adopting a whole food diet, avoiding 

processed foods of any kind, as well as the benefits of juicing and much, 

much else beside' (Grocke 2008, p 3). She goes on further to say '…my total 

commitment to Ian’s teachings and his inspiration that contributed to my 

recovery, I am here to give thanks each day for my life' (p 5). 

When discussing resilience as a response to stressful situations, Reich et al. 

(2010) state: '…resilience focuses on recovery, the ability to rebound from 

stress, a capacity to regain equilibrium quickly and return to an initial state of 

health' (p xi). 

Self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy is the conviction that an individual can accept a particular 

behaviour, even during difficult times or circumstances (Allen 2010). Positive 

emotions, self-esteem, learning, action and optimism are elements of self-

efficacy. This means a person believes in his or her own ability to change 

their behaviour to achieve a better outcome. We can change our own 

personal response to the circumstances we find ourselves in, and hopefully 
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get a better result. If not, we have enough personal belief in ourselves to try 

something different. 

2.5.5 Resilience from an Aboriginal Cultural Perspective 

Resilience is an important concept; however, it must be defined from an 

Aboriginal cultural perspective. 

Aboriginal culture has a huge impact on how Aboriginal people bounce back 

from an adversity or challenge, and depends on what the adversity or 

challenge is. By way of example: New York Times journalist David Brooks 

noted in 2008 how little trauma and grief was evident among survivors of an 

earthquake in China where 70,000 people were killed. He observed a 

practical and realistic mentality: 'Move on, don’t dwell, look to the positive, fix 

what needs fixing, and work together' (New York Times p A19). According to 

Zautra, Hall and Murray (2010) '... even in Western nations, quick recovery is 

the rule' (Zautra, Hall and Murray 2010, p 7). 

Yet the demonstration of grief is a major part of Aboriginal culture. Although 

practices are diverse throughout Australia, funerals are attended by many, 

and ceremonies and rituals are organised and performed by family members. 

The demonstration of respect to the deceased and their family is very 

important to the Aboriginal community. In some areas, there is a period of 

time set aside to mourn the deceased, known as 'Sorry Time'. In other 

locations, such as the researcher's country around York, it is expected that 

close family members will visit the immediate family of the deceased. This 

may mean travelling 100 to 200 kilometres for the visit and making the same 

journey again for the funeral a week or so later. 

In some cultures, a quick recovery is the rule but not so in Aboriginal culture. 

This is a major cultural difference and impacts greatly on the resilience of not 

just the individual, but the family and community. 

Acculturation was discussed earlier and usually occurs when individuals or 

families migrate from one sociocultural environment to another. Acculturation 

is usually experienced by migrants to Australia who are often in search of 

better opportunities and a better life. Although Aboriginal people did not 

migrate here, they were expected to adapt. From Berry’s (1997) two-factor 



Chapter 2. Understanding Resilience  87 

model, four acculturation experiences were mentioned: marginalisation, 

separation, assimilation and integration. Aboriginal people have fitted into all 

these categories. Many Aboriginal people refuse to associate with individuals 

from a western culture or from other cultures, preferring their own cultural 

ways and practices. Many Aboriginal people were forced to assimilate into 

the dominant culture and many suffered for doing so, by way of loss of 

cultural practices, language and identity. Some Aboriginal people have been 

able to integrate successfully, while the majority have not. 

2.5.6 Resilient Characteristics from an Aboriginal Perspective 

Cultural differences were accepted and considered by the researcher prior to, 

and during, this research study. Hence, there were no limits or boundaries for 

the researcher whilst identifying resilient characteristics from an Aboriginal 

perspective. Thurston et al. (2008) suggest 'Language and cultural 

differences had been recognised early on as potential barriers'. 

To understand resilience from an Aboriginal perspective, it is important to 

have some understanding of cultural values, principles, practices and beliefs 

as the capacity for resilience is affected by all of them. Such is the case with 

any culture, as stated by Deveson: 'Our culture, our laws, our values 

profoundly affect our capacity for resilience' (Deveson 2003, p 11). Moreover, 

Henderson Grotberg goes on further to acknowledge: 'Cultural variations are 

a factor in determining the different dynamics for promoting resilience' 

(Henderson Grotberg 2003, p 56). There are a number of factors that appear 

to have had a major impact on Aboriginal people's resilience. 

While a number of authors have called for an Aboriginal perspective on 

resilience (Merritt 2007; Ungar 2010; Westerman 2002) there is little 

evidence of research in this area to date. 

In order to gain a preliminary understanding of how Aboriginal people 

experience resilience, the researcher undertook a narrative synthesis of 

personal autobiographies and stories by Aboriginal people throughout 

Australia (Gorman 2005; Hayward 2006; Langford 1988; Langford 2007; 

Lewis 2008; Mellor and Haebich 2002; Morgan 1987; Morgan et al. 2007; 
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Moriarty 2000; Nannup et al. 1993; Pryor 1998; Terszak 2008; Ward 1988; 

Wingard 2001). 

She commenced reading the autobiographies and then re-read each one to 

extract themes from each novel. Each theme was then grouped under 

common headings. These headings are presented here and explained as 

characteristics of resilience. Whilst some of these factors overlap with a 

western perspective, they notably appear to be understood from the 

perspective of the Aboriginal person in relation to their cultural beliefs and 

practices. 

The biographies and autobiographies of Australian Aboriginal people were 

read for sources of codes which were included in the grounded theory 

process. The researcher read stories in the books to find new categories of 

life experiences. Categories that resonated with the categories found in the 

interviews that could be counted as resilient. These were then synthesised 

into the coding process used in the grounded theory approach to the 

interviews. 

The most common characteristics identified in autobiographies of Aboriginal 

people are: 

 Identity 

 Culture 

 Spirituality 

 Family 

 Land (country) 

 Environment 

 Sense of belonging and 

connectedness 

 Self-esteem 

 Humour 

 Hope 

 Get well 

 Survival 

 Resistance 

 Change 
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Aboriginal Autobiographies, Personal Stories and Reflections of Aboriginal 

People in Australia 

Author/s Title Year 

Sally Morgan My Place 1987 

Glenys Ward Wandering Girl 1988 

Ruby Langford Don’t Take Your Love to Town 1988 

Alice Nannup When the Pelican Laughed 1993 

Borri Pryor Maybe Tomorrow 1998 

John Moriarty Salt Water Fella 2000 

Donna Meehan It’s No Secret 2000 

Eric Hedley Hayward No Free Kicks 2006 

Mary Terszak Orphaned by the Colour of my Skin 2008 

B Wingard Telling our Stories in Ways that Make us 
Stronger 

2001 

Dorren Mellor & Anna 
Haebich 

Many Voices—Reflections on Experience 
of Indigenous Child Separation 

2002 

Sean Gorman Brother Boys—The Story of Jim and 
Phillip Krakouer 

2005 

Ruby Langford All My Mob 2007 

Sally Morgan, Tjalaminu 
Mia & Blaze Kwaymullina 

Speaking from the Heart—Stories of Life 
Family and Country 

2007 

Megan Lewis Conversations with the Mob 2008 
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Identity 

For many Aboriginal people, identity is very important. More and more 

Aboriginal people are taking a stance on the issue of identity; with many 

believing Aboriginal people should establish their own identity rather than 

having an identity forced upon them (Anderson 1994; Dodson 1994; Huggins 

1993). 

In previous years, when assimilation policies were adhered to, there was 

much confusion about identity for Aboriginal people in general. The colour of 

skin mattered and individuals who were too dark were considered lower or 

less intelligent than those with fairer skin. The situation has changed 

dramatically in today’s society, where individuals with darker skin colour are 

considered to be ‘more Aboriginal’ or ‘a real Aboriginal.’ This point is 

illustrated well by Noongar Elder Joan Winch in the following statement: 

The western world has always used the colour bar against us whether it 
has been white or black—once we were too dark, now we are too fair. 
It’s time we did the evaluating ourselves and move past statements such 
as, ‘You’re too white—you act like a white person and think you’re too 
good for us’. This is often a statement that is directed towards Aboriginal 
people who have engaged in tertiary education (Joan Winch cited in 
Oxenham et al. 1999, p viii) 

Identity is not just about one’s physical appearance, behaviour or lifestyle. 

Cultural knowledge is considered important: knowing who you are and where 

you belong, such as your land or your country. The country or area of your 

ancestors is commonly known as your ancestors’ run, i.e. the area in which 

they moved throughout the seasons. There is usually a strong spiritual 

connection with one’s country or land. Burges and Morrison (2007) explain: 

'… there is a marked difference in Indigenous peoples’ spiritual connection to 

places' (p 179). 

Identity is also how Aboriginal people are connected to different family 

groups or kinship relationships, as in the researcher’s case: 

I have always had a sense of belonging because my parents made sure 
we knew who our people were. This feeling prepared me well for the 
challenges to my identity which were inevitable in school and the 
township; although I felt vulnerable at times, I was always proud of who 
I was (Kickett cited in Oxenham et al. 1999, p 44) 
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Many individuals have fair skin and do not have the features of Aboriginal 

people. Such individuals are introduced to other family members at family 

gatherings such as funerals. An explanation of the individual’s parents or 

grandparents is given. Regardless of skin colour or features, this individual 

belongs to a family and kinship ties are explained. 'Aboriginal people do not 

base their identity on skin colour or outward features but on kinship ties, 

relationship to the land, spirituality and culture' (Droste 2000, p 12). 

Jupp writes that cultural identity by Aboriginal people: 

… is not a speculative philosophy, but one based on the performance of 
the land—the cycles of nature on a time scale which reached back to the 
dreaming … Aboriginal philosophy and world view has developed out of 
the experience of living in our country and is connected to our 
environment through strong spiritual and emotional ties with the earth 
… with this philosophy and time scale, individual life takes on much less 
importance than they do with European cultures. Thus for instance, our 
history is based on the group and its continuity rather than on the 
individuals. Harmony with the natural world is stressed (Jupp 1998, p 
223) 

With colonisation came government policies that legalised removal of many 

Aboriginal children and people from their land. Dispossession of land had 

major impacts on Aboriginal people's identity. What was important and 

valued by them was lost. Derrington states: 

Because of the Aborigines’ deep and elemental association with the 
land, their removal from it resulted in the erosion of many of their 
sources of identity, the loss of much of what was important and valuable 
in their lives (Derrington 2000, p 18) 

Anderson (1996) gives a good explanation of identity and how it is linked to 

an Aboriginal person’s health: 

Our Identity as human beings remains tied to our land, to our cultural 
practices, our systems of authority and social control, our intellectual 
traditions, our concepts of spirituality and to our systems of resource 
ownership and exchange. Destroy this relationship and you damage—
sometimes irrevocably-individual human beings and their health 
(Anderson 1996, p 15) 

Culture 

According to Jane Lester an Aboriginal woman from South Australia: 
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Aboriginal culture is one of the oldest if not the oldest Indigenous culture 
in the world. It has survived for so long. It was fragmented in a very 
short space of time but people are now going back to where they come 
from. We are finding ways of addressing the cultural homelessness that 
has been imposed on us. We must continue to find ways in which we can 
come home to our culture, to our land and families. Everyone will do this 
in a different way, to a different degree, but there is, I believe, a strong 
wave happening across the country. We are coming back home. We are 
reconnecting with our spirit places. Stories of homecoming are being told 
across the land. There is resurgence happening and it will change this 
country (Lester 2001, p 9). 

Lester explains the importance of continually finding ways to address the 

cultural homelessness imposed on many Aboriginal people. Lester states 

that every Aboriginal person will do this in a different way, to a different 

degree as stated earlier in this thesis (p 23). 

Since colonisation, many traditional Aboriginal cultural practices have been 

lost. A changed environment has meant Aboriginal people have had to adapt 

to change. It is not just adapting to a changed physical environment but also 

to a changed lifestyle, one that impacts on the roles and responsibilities of an 

individual. Aboriginal people are unable to practise their traditional cultural 

practices in most areas of Australia: practices such as ceremonies, rituals, 

language, and healing. 

Many Aboriginal people today suffer conditions of alcoholism, drug 
addictions, and psychological problems or are imprisoned; because of 
this, they continue to suffer the effects of the destruction of their loss of 
identity, family life and most importantly their culture and tradition 
(Carrodus et al. 2001) 

A historical, social, political and economical environment influences an 

individual’s lifestyle. How people act and interact with each other as well as 

how they think impacts the life decisions they make. 

For many Aboriginal people their culture influences how they live, how they 

think, how they behave and how they make decisions: 

Culture for us then is more than ‘a people’s way of life’. Culture tells us 
what is pretty and what is ugly, what is right and what is wrong. Culture 
influences our preferred way of thinking, behaving and making decisions. 
Most importantly, culture is living, breathing, changing—it is never static 
(Eckermann et al. 2006, p 3) 
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When Australian Rules Football Clubs started recruiting Aboriginal players 

from country areas in the late 1970s and early 1980s they were forced to 

consider each individual's culture. None more so than the Claremont Football 

Club who recruited not one Aboriginal footballer, but two. 

While the club had a long association with country recruits, this was the 
first time that many in the administration had anything to do with 
Indigenous Australians. They simply could not understand the cultural 
expectations; social obligations and Indigenous kinship structure that 
Jim and Phillip were a part of (Gorman 2005, p 86) 

Today, many Aboriginal people value their culture and try to hold on to as 

many traditions, principles, customs and Aboriginal way of life as possible. 

Spirituality 

The concept of spirituality is very important to many Aboriginal people’s 

health and wellbeing. There are many different views of spirituality and 

religion; for some individuals they mean the same, while others view them 

quite differently. Dr Anandarajah supports this when he says: 

People differ widely in the way they view the relationship between 
spirituality and religion. For some these terms refer to the same thing; 
for others, they are overlapping concepts; and for yet others, they are 
vastly different (Anandarajah 2008, p 6) 

Spirituality is multifaceted and has been quite confronting for the medical 

profession when dealing with Aboriginal people's health. However it is 

essential that health professions have some understanding of this concept. 

Dr Anandarajah states that 'Defining spirituality has been a challenge for the 

medical profession. Yet, in order to have meaningful dialog, a common 

understanding of spirituality is essential. Spirituality is a complex construct' 

(Anandarajah 2008, p 5). 

Psychologists are also finding spirituality to be an important factor to the 

health and wellbeing of an individual. Hill and Pargament (2003), from two 

schools of psychology at different universities in America, state that 

'…psychologists are discovering more about the distinctive contributions of 

religiousness and spirituality to health and well-being' (p 64). 
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Spirituality is expressed differently throughout the world by many different 

cultural groups from vastly different beliefs systems and religions. 

Anandarajah emphasises this: 

Human spirituality, therefore, is often expressed in specific language of 
religions or other world views. For example, to the question of what 
happens after death, Christianity might discuss heaven and hell, whereas 
Buddhism will refer to karma and rebirth. To the question of how to feel 
more connected and at peace, Islam might suggest specific prayers and 
the reading of the Koran, where as Hinduism might recommend specific 
Vedic chants and mantras. Regarding how to lead a good life and make 
good choices, Judaism might point to the Ten Commandments and 
Talmudic discussions. The questions and needs are universal, but the 
answers and approaches vary (Anandarajah 2008, p 6) 

Spirituality is expressed differently by Australian Aboriginal people and is a 

complex concept. Spirituality is constant and continually flows through the 

whole of one’s life from family, cultural traditions, personal cultural beliefs and 

practices. It influences beliefs about pain and suffering and is a way forward 

in the process of healing (Walsh 2009). 

When Aboriginal artist Emily Knwarreye was asked to explain the meaning of 

one of her paintings she replied. ‘It is my dreaming–everything’ (cited in 

Derrington 2000, p 35). What did Knwarreye mean? The term 'The Dreaming' 

is different to the more common term used by most non-Aboriginal people 

'The Dream Time'; such a term gives the impression that there is a beginning 

and an end. However this is not the understanding nor is it the belief of many 

Aboriginal people, including artist Emily Knwarreye. 'The Dreaming' is 

continuous; it has no beginning, there is no ending and it includes everything. 

Traditionally, and still today, Aboriginal people perceive events as being a 

continuum without an ending. They believe in the Past, the Present and the 

Future, and they believe the three to be inside the 'here and now' or as stated 

by Stanner (1987): the ‘everywhen’. 

This reflects a circular view, believing that there is interconnectedness to 

events. An individual's values can change; this depends on the lived 

experience and is usually related to the establishment of culture, law, kinship, 

care of land, social organisation, rites of passage (Edwards 1987; Stanner 

1987, 2009). Part of this ‘here and now’ also involves Aboriginal people living 
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in both worlds ‘the non-Aboriginal world’ and ‘the Aboriginal world’. However, 

not every Aboriginal person can do this. But there are many that live in both 

worlds. Aboriginal Artist Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann is one of them. 

Patricia Derrington (2000) writes the following about Miriam: 

She is a woman of two cultures, taking what is best from each in order to 
create a philosophy which is fundamentally Aboriginal but which allows 
her to cope successfully with the intrusion of an alien culture. 
(Derrington 2000, p 79) 

Between the 1890s and1950s, Aboriginal people were segregated from the 

rest of society, in the ‘Era of Protection’. It was up to the missionaries to 

civilise Aboriginal people, hence the government set up settlements, 

missions and reserves on land that was of no use. Rations were given to 

Aboriginal people and their lives were controlled by government or mission 

staff. Acts of Parliament were passed that ensured protection of Aboriginal 

people. However, Aboriginal people had no rights and became totally 

dependent on government welfare organisations (Eckermann et al. 2006). 

Traditional cultural practices, especially religious beliefs and practices, were 

undermined by the missionaries. Aboriginal people attended church and 

obeyed the demands placed upon them by the missionaries who now 

controlled their lives. However, Aboriginal people held on to their traditional 

practices and beliefs. Elkin (1986) supports this when he says: 

In the early days of contact the missionaries’ success was superficial. 
Much of the Aboriginal ‘world view’ remained unchanged. Attendance at 
religious services or the performance of Christian ritual was just another 
response to a request or order from the missionary necessary to 
maintain the flow of benefits provided by him. When these tasks and 
responsibilities were completed, the Aborigines returned to their camps 
and performed their own rituals, and lived their lives according to their 
own values and belief systems (Elkin 1986, p 378) 

Today, many Aboriginal people have kept their traditional belief systems and 

have successfully adapted essential elements of their traditional cultural 

beliefs and practices into western Christianity. Church leaders have also 

been accepting, by acknowledging traditional practices and beliefs. As stated 

by Derrington (2000): 
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Nowadays among most white Christian’s church leaders there is an 
acknowledgement of the importance of this indigenisation of the 
Christian experience. They realise that religious beliefs cannot 
successfully be transferred from one culture to another unless there is 
adaption to incorporated essential elements of the recipient culture 
(Derrington 2000, p 22) 

However, not all church leaders accept traditional Aboriginal practices and 

belief systems. 'The word ‘syncretism’ is not universally acceptable to 

Christian theologians, as they feel it may suggest a diminution of the 

Christian element, something less than total acceptance and belief' 

(Derrington 2000, p 22). 

Whether spirituality is accepted or not by non-Aboriginal people, it is 

important that they understand and acknowledge how important spirituality is 

to an Aboriginal person. As already mentioned, spirituality continually flows 

through the whole of one’s life and affects Aboriginal people’s health in a 

holistic way. 

Spiritual beliefs and practices greatly impact many Aboriginal people's 

attitudes; beliefs such as reincarnation and the development of one’s 

spirit/soul. In the spirit world, we as a spirit decide what our destiny will be as 

a human in the physical world. Such beliefs are common within the Aboriginal 

community, with many also believing that a family member may come back 

as a child or grandchild remaining in the same family. The story of Joan 

Winch and her daughter Lillian support such beliefs. 

I was up in Dampier staying with my niece and I said to her ‘Listen 
Lorraine, I am going to lie down because I want to meditate about what 
to say tomorrow’. I always did that. So off I went, but while I was lying 
there meditating it was like someone said, ‘Lillian is your mother’s spirit’. 
That got my attention. ‘Tell me again’ I asked. Then it came again. 
‘Lillian is your mother’s spirit’. Suddenly I understood why Lil was 
unconsciously taking all my things, the old battered knives and forks, the 
chopping block and all the other things from my childhood. Of course I 
talked openly to Lil about it. ‘You’re my Mum’s spirit,’ I told her. She 
accepted it because we always talked about spiritual things and besides, 
it made sense (Morgan et al. 2007, p 89) 

In order for the spirit to develop and evolve further, lessons must be learned 

and experiences must be had as a human being. Lessons that are not 

learned in this lifetime will be learned in the next. Therefore it is not 
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uncommon for many Aboriginal people to state ‘what will be, will be’ or ‘when 

your time’s up, your time’s up’. 

Spirituality for most Aboriginal people is constant and continually flows 

through the whole of one’s life from family, community, cultural traditions, 

personal cultural beliefs and practices. It flows through one’s environment 

connecting the individual to their land or country. Spirituality influences the 

individual’s ideology about pain and suffering and is an important way 

forward in the process of healing. 

Because spirituality is a complex concept, and expressed differently by 

Australian Aboriginal people, it must not only be considered but also 

acknowledged as an important cultural issue when considering resilience 

from an Aboriginal perspective. 

Family 

Most Aboriginal people tend to come from large families. Understanding the 

complexities of an Aboriginal family is usually quite difficult for non-Aboriginal 

people. Nevertheless the Aboriginal family system, with its many strong 

relationships and family obligations, is considered very important for many 

Aboriginal people today. 

Australian Rules footballer Jimmy Krakouer had the following to say about his 

family when he left the small country town of Mt Barker where he grew up: 

It was pretty hard, I had always been around the family and Perth was a 
lot different to the country. Everything was new, bigger and busier. [I] 
just had to get used to it (Gorman 2005, p 75) 

Dean Collard (1994) describes the Aboriginal family practice from a Noongar 

perspective: 

The Aboriginal system is organised as a system of kinship and 
relationships—kinship being loosely defined as a confederation of family 
groups or large group of kin related people. Kin does not necessarily 
mean blood relation. The nuclear family does not have the same 
meaning as it does for most non-Aboriginal people—it is just part of a 
much larger and stronger system of relationships and obligations 
(Collard 1994, p 116–117) 
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Although this is a Noongar man expressing his views on family practice, 

there would be many Aboriginal people throughout Australia who would 

agree with such views. 

When Aboriginal people talk of family, the focus is not just on parents, 

brothers, sisters, uncles and aunties, or grandparents. Such relationships go 

well beyond this. First cousins are considered brothers and sisters. The 

brothers and sisters of an individual’s grandparents are also considered 

grandparents and are referred to as such. Cultural knowledge is learned from 

a young age, and many Aboriginal people know who and where they belong 

as well as how they are to behave within the Aboriginal family and kinship 

system. Anna Haebich describes the essential mechanisms of such cultural 

knowledge: 

Overlapping circles of extended family lie at the heart of the lives of most 
Aboriginal Australians. Networks of family relationships determine day-
to-day activities and shape the course of destinies. From an early age, 
Aboriginal Australians learn who belongs to whom, where they come 
from and how they should behave across a wide universe of kin. These 
are highly valued and integral components of Aboriginal cultural 
knowledge (Haebich 2000, p 1) 

Land (country) 

Most Aboriginal people consider their land or country as being extremely 

important as it goes hand-in-hand not only with one’s identity, but also their 

spirituality. To know who you are, you must know where you come from. 

Knowing where you come from helps make the connection. Once you have 

connected you belong. 

Land has always been central to Aboriginal people—they strove to 
defend it against colonisation, and grieved when they were forced to 
leave it. Many tried to stay on their land, or as close to it as possible, by 
working in the pastoral and farming industries. Indeed, it has been 
argued that the Australian pastoral industry would not have survived 
without the input of expert Aboriginal knowledge of the land and its 
potential (Eckermann et al. 2006, p 94) 

Land has always been valued and considered sacred by Aboriginal people. 

Many Aboriginal people believe they do not own the land, rather the land 

owns them (Langford 1988). On returning from a long drive, Ruby Langford 

stated: 
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By the time we made it home at about seven I was really plum tuckered 
out—but real happy to have been able to go back home once more to 
my beloved Bundjalung country (Langford 2007, p 294) 

Derrington (2000) explains the attachment and meaning of land to Aboriginal 

people well when she states: 

The Aborigines had a profound spiritual attachment to the land. It did 
not belong to the group: the group belonged to it. While in one sense the 
land had an economic value, as it provided for the physical needs of the 
group, it was not seen in this light. That function was only seen as part of 
the total spiritual relationship between the land and those who belonged 
to it. It was a relationship comparable to that of a mother with the child 
in her womb (Derrington 2000, p 18) 

This is reflected in the researcher’s family. Citizenship rights for Aboriginal 

people meant the rejection of their family cultural connections and 

responsibilities: '…the Western Australian Native Act of 1944, which granted 

citizenship to certain Aboriginal people who undertook to live as Europeans, 

and to abandon their family and cultural connections' (Carson et al. 2007) 

Whilst researching her family history, the importance of land to her father and 

grandfather was revealed and is made known in the following personal 

experience. 
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My father and his family were fortunate enough to remain on their 

traditional land. The ten acres of the York reserve was a traditional 

camping site of my father’s family and in 1925, this area was made the 

Native reserve. Once this section of land was designated a reserve my 

grandparents fought to live there permanently, as many of the other 

traditional camping sites were fast becoming the properties of farmers. 

In the Native welfare records of my grandfather, there is much evidence 

that shows how he and his family resisted government policies that were 

developed to control and contain Aboriginal people. My grandfather and 

his family were constantly harassed and threatened to be removed from 

their land to a settlement such as Moore River or Carrolup mission. Even 

with such threats, my grandparents prevailed and remained on the York 

Reserve for approximately fifty years where they both died. 

My father was the eldest son and therefore had the cultural 

responsibility to take care of his parents in their old age. The town of 

York being located in the wheat belt area, and central to a large farming 

industry, enabled Dad to obtain seasonal work. It also ensured him close 

connection with his traditional land. Therefore, as a family we never 

moved too far from York giving us as children close connection to our 

father’s traditional land. 

Although dad applied for citizenship rights he never accepted such 

rights. Citizenship rights meant that he would not be able to have any 

association with his parents and other family members who lived on the 

reserve. As a family we remained in York on the reserve until 1971 and 

only moved into town as preparations were being made to close the 

reserve, and this occurred in 1973. My great-grandfather, grandfather 

and father as well as my father’s brothers and sisters are all buried in 

York, evidence of the strong connection to the area. 

 Marion Kickett August 2008 
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Environment 

Traditionally, the natural world for Aboriginal people included not only their 

physical land but the flora and fauna. The environment had a natural balance 

giving them everything that they needed to enjoy a wholesome lifestyle. It 

was Aboriginal lore to treat the environment with respect and take care of it. 

European invasion not only interrupted but also ended the natural world of 

Aboriginal people as Elder (1998) so effectively points out: 

Aboriginal Australians had what we all now want. We, the European 
invaders took it all away. We destroyed it. We took the land as if it were 
our own. We destroyed the native fruit-bearing trees to create pastures 
for cattle and sheep. We killed off native wildlife if it tried to compete 
with cattle and sheep for the pastures. We replaced ecology with 
aggressive nineteenth-century exploitative capitalism. We built roads 
over sacred sites. We denied the land its spirituality. We killed off 
Aboriginal people with guns and poison and disease. We refused, 
through ignorance and arrogance, to see any tribal differentiation in 
those Aboriginal people who survived our insidious, long term holocaust 
(Elder 1998, p 111) 

Today many Aboriginal people find it difficult to hold on to traditional ways. 

This is due to the disruption of their natural environment. Gone are many 

sacred sites as well as native plants and animals. Restricted access to 

National Parks does not allow for hunting and gathering of any plants and 

animals that may still be available. Today, many Aboriginal people have 

learned to adapt holding on to their traditional knowledge and passing such 

valuable knowledge onto the next generation. 

Sense of belonging and connectedness 

To feel as though you belong is important to any cultural group. However for 

many Aboriginal people being accepted and feeling comfortable is a cultural 

need. Not only is it important to have a sense of belonging to one’s family, 

but it is also important to have the same sense of belonging to one’s land or 

country. 

My own personal view of belonging to country is described well by the 

following definition by Rose: 
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Country is multi-dimensional—it consists of people, animals, plants, 
Dreamings; underground, earth, soils, minerals and waters, air … People 
talk about country in the same way they would talk about a person: they 
speak to country, sing to country, visit country, worry about country, feel 
sorry for country, and long for country. (Rose 1996, p 7) 

Being home in country is a feeling described by Neidjie (2002): 

I feel it with my body, with my blood. Feeling all these trees, all this 
country. When this wind blow you can feel it. Same for country, you feel 
it, you feel it. You can look. But feeling … that make you (Neidjie 2002, p 
51) 

Self-esteem 

Many Aboriginal people tend to have good self-esteem within their own family 

group and community. '…for indigenous people, self-esteem is firstly found 

within their own culture, and secondly within mainstream culture' (Pickett 

1990, cited in Pedersen and Dudgeon 2003, p 24). It takes a lot of time and 

effort on the part of the individual to have good self-esteem in western 

society. 

Barriers such as education, communication and cultural differences lead to 

misunderstandings. In saying this, there are still many examples of Aboriginal 

people who are proud of their Aboriginality and their achievements within 

western society. Such individuals have congratulated themselves when they 

have endured a stressful ordeal. One such person is AFL Footballer Nicky 

Winmar. 'To do just what I did, raising that jumper and telling Australia wide 

and the rest of the world that I’m black and proud of what I’ve done… it 

means a lot to me’ (Winmar 2005). 

Humour 

Aboriginal people have remarkable coping skills in the world that they live. 

According to Tugade et al. (2004) 'There is accumulating evidence that 

positive emotions are associated with advantages physical and psychological 

health outcomes' (p 1163). Humour is a very important coping mechanism, 

used to deal with stress by many Aboriginal people. Humour impacts on the 

whole mood of an individual, family and community. Tugade et al. (2004) 

suggest 'Individuals vary in the extent to which they use humour to cope with 



Chapter 2. Understanding Resilience  103 

stressful situations. Those with greater tendencies to cope with humour 

report greater daily positive mood' (p 1163). 

Hope 

Hope is a positive emotion. 'Recent theorising, however, has noted that many 

of the health effects of dispositional optimism parallel those predicted by the 

positive emotion of hope' (Tugade et al. 2004, p 1664). Having hope enables 

individuals to cope and endure a situation they may be in. It may be living 

conditions or current employment. Whatever the situation, having hope 

makes it possible for an individual or family to cope with or endure such a 

situation. Having hope is motivation for individuals to keep working towards a 

better future. Such individuals, able to forego immediate opportunities, delay 

gratification—an important component of resilience (Banks et al. 1983; 

Bembenutty 2008; Seligman 2006). 

The following personal experience demonstrates the power of hope. 
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Mum was born at Moore River Settlement and stayed there until the age 

of 12. Throughout my life I remember the many stories of her childhood. 

Most of these stories were told in order to make me grateful for what I 

had. She would always say 'you don’t know how well off you are' Of 

course the main reason was that we were actually with her and our 

father. I never realised the true meaning of her words until I was older 

and gained a true understanding of the government policies at the time 

and the Stolen Generation. Mum was of the Stolen Generation and often 

told us of the terrible ordeals she suffered at the Moore River Settlement. 

However just as often we were told of positive experiences my mother 

had. Most of my life I had heard about mum’s school teacher Miss Fyfe. 

Mum said Miss Fyfe was an angel sent from God to give all the kids at 

the mission ‘hope’. Mum often spoke of a holiday she had with Miss Fyfe 

and her family in Cottesloe. 

It was show day and like many other Noongar families it was a big event 

for us. I stood before Mum in my new red dress and shiny black patent 

shoes. Everything I had on was new and it had seemed like months before 

I was able to actually wear these clothes. We never wore show dresses 

prior to the show. Finally show day had come and my mother was 

inspecting me. As she fiddled with the red ribbon in my hair she told me 

that she had never worn a dress, shoes or had a ribbon to wear in her 

hair until she was twelve years old. 

Being only six at the time, I wondered why it took so long for mum to get 

a dress and shoes. Mum explained that in the mission she never had shoes 

and wore what she called sacks as dresses. The dresses were all the same 

and made from calico. It was then that she told me Miss Fyfe had 

brought her a dress and shoes and a ribbon for her hair while she was on 

holidays with her. It was also the first time that she had ever seen the 

ocean, as Miss Fyfe’s parent’s home was located in Cottesloe and mum 

was taken to Cottesloe beach for a swim. Miss Fyfe was the kindest 

teacher mum had ever had at the Moore River Settlement. 
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The holiday was for two weeks and mum said that she was made to feel 

like anyone else. There was no difference between her and Miss Fyfe’s 

family; she was treated the same. She had bacon, eggs and fruit for 

breakfast, food she had never eaten before. Mum always said such an 

experience gave her hope. These were white people and they were very 

kind to her. She believed that not all white people were like those in the 

mission. Mum believed that once she got out of the mission life would be a 

whole lot better and this was one of the things that kept her going. 

Because of the government policies at the time my father was only 

permitted to attend school until the 3rd grade. He was taught to write and 

sign his name and used what little he had learnt to teach himself to read. 

He would read comics and the newspaper most days. I remember him 

asking me how to pronounce certain words in the newspaper and he 

always did so in front of my mother who had been well educated for her 

time. If I was able to state the word and explain its meaning without any 

corrections from mum, dad would let out an almighty Choooooo (the 

sound of chew) you are Mooditj (Noongar word for good); such words 

boosted my confidence and also helped lift my self-esteem. Dad was proud 

of the education we were obtaining from school and always told me that 

I had a real good future ahead of me and I would go a long way. 

I consider my parents to be two of the most resilient people I have ever 

known. They both had positive attitudes and always looked ahead to a 

better future. For my father it was a much better future for his children 

as we were able to attend school and obtain a good education. 

  Marion Kickett August 2008 
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Native welfare files of Pearl Brown 
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A STORY OF HOPE 

 

My Mother during her first 

holiday with Miss Fyfe. 

Dressed in her first new 

dress and shoes, 

compliments of Miss Fyfe. 

Photo taken in 1937 by 

Miss Fyfe; she donated it 

to Moore River Settlement. 

I obtained a copy when I 

attended an exhibition at 

the mission two years after 

my mother died. 

 

Miss Fyfe and I. 

After hearing about this 

amazing lady all my life I 

finally met her. 

We spoke of mum and I 

was told about the 

purchasing of the ribbon in 

mum's hair in the photo. 

I introduced Miss Fyfe to 

my two-year-old daughter 

Pearle. 

Pearle was told 

immediately that she 

would be called Pearly as 

this is what Miss Fyfe 

called her grandmother. 
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Miss Fyfe’s house as it is today 

(taken in 2004). 

Get well 

From an Aboriginal perspective, to ‘get well’ wasn’t just from a physical 

illness as is the case in western society. An Aboriginal person could be sick 

spiritually, mentally, emotionally, culturally and environmentally. It is also 

important to understand what makes an individual sick, certainly from an 

Aboriginal perspective. 

In the movie 'Rabbit Proof Fence', as she sat in the dormitory at the Moore 

River Settlement, Molly stated that 'these people make me sick' (Noyce and 

Olsen 2002). Yet she wasn’t physically sick, she was spiritually sick. She had 

been removed from her country, her land and could see that staff at the 

Moore River Settlement was trying to force Aboriginal people to assimilate, 

hence her comment 'these people make me sick' (Noyce and Olsen 2002). 

Yet despite being ‘sick’, Molly planned an escape from the settlement. 

Survival 

The word survival is a common term used by Aboriginal people and many 

have spoken of surviving the ‘white man’s’ world, even though Aboriginal 

people made changes and adapted to a culture that is quite foreign to their 

own. What must be considered and acknowledged is the short timeframe in 

which Aboriginal people have had to do so. 

Resistance 

Many Aboriginal people resisted the Government Policies and Acts. It was a 

case of having to passively resist. Aboriginal children were sent to school by 
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their parents; if Aboriginal children did not attend school in the late 1950s and 

1960s then government officials had reason to remove such children from 

their families and place them into missions. So Aboriginal people sent their 

children to school; however, pens, books and at times uniforms were never 

purchased, a demonstration of passive resistance (Eckermann et al. 2006, p 

22–23). 

Change 

Coping with change. What impact does social and cultural change have on 

individuals and community mental health? Aboriginal people have had to 

cope with changing their way of life since invasion. Learning to live as non-

Aboriginal people do has impacted on many Aboriginal people’s mental 

health. Bourke et al. (1998) 'The impact of genocide, invasion, 

institutionalisation and forced assimilation only began to be widely 

recognised in non-Aboriginal spheres in the 1960s' (p 19). 

Forced assimilation for Aboriginal people meant: 

 Learning a new language 

 Being educated in western culture—going to school 

 Eating new types of food and using utensils to eat 

 Learning to handle money—budgeting skills 

 Learning to take care of a house 

 Wearing clothes that were appropriate for a specific occasion 

 Learning a new religion and belief system. 

Christian religions had a huge impact on Aboriginal people and their 

communities. Change and adaption occurred throughout many communities 

and this was mainly due to many turning to Christianity for protection. Swain 

and Rose (1988) suggested the following: 

Christianity has been an important 'site of resistance' and an analysis of 
its relationship with Aboriginal people provides examples of cultural 
change and adaption that are critical to a new understanding of 
Aboriginal history and Aboriginality (Swain and Rose 1988, p 5) 
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After this study explored factors that help some Aboriginal people develop 

maintain resilience whilst living in two cultures, information was gathered 

through the life stories of Aboriginal people. Other issues were also explored 

such as: What aspects of resilience enable an Aboriginal person to be 

successful in two cultures in the face of racism, discrimination, and threats to 

self-esteem and self-efficacy? 

2.5.7 Rationale for an Aboriginal Definition of Resilience 

These autobiographies show us that while Aboriginal people are resilient, 

their lived experience does not necessarily match the western construct. The 

colonial experiences are not the same for non-Aboriginal people as they are 

for Aboriginal people. The narrative synthesis provided me with strong 

support for the aim of my research. While resilience may have appeared in 

Aboriginal culture, it must be defined from an Aboriginal perspective (Merritt 

2007) as it is a relatively new concept and is not well-known outside western 

society. This view is supported by Ungar (2010) when he says: 'The 

construct of resilience remains largely unknown outside a few western, 

English-speaking nations' (p 404). Cultural aspects must be considered when 

looking at any new concept such as resilience. Ungar goes on further to say: 

'We are coming to understand that culture matters as the study of resilience 

become increasingly indigenised' (p 419). He continues further saying: 

I argue that there is both homogeneity and heterogeneity in outcomes 
and processors associated with resilience when cultural pluralism and 
contextual variations are introduced into how we both conceptualise 
and investigate stress and coping in resource poor ecologies (Ungar 
2010, p 404) 

Developing resilience is vital if Aboriginal people are to overcome poverty, 

powerlessness and discrimination along with being victims of historical 

factors. Resilience helps individuals to develop strong characters along with 

being able to accomplish their ‘goals’ whatever they may be. For example, 

Noel Pearson insists that resilience is crucial for his people in the Cape York 

Peninsula. He says that ‘with resilience comes strength and action; without it 

comes weakness and victimhood’ (Pearson 2000, p 5). Cultural practices and 

values must be considered before Aboriginal people can first understand 

what resilience is, and second learn to become resilient themselves. 
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Many Aboriginal people see resilience as survival. The word survival has a 

different meaning to many Aboriginal people and means much more than 

keeping one's head above water. Aboriginal people have survived years of 

racism which is ongoing for many Aboriginal people today; and yes, they are 

still surviving. Generations of Aboriginal people have survived colonisation 

and many today are still managing to survive the impacts of colonisation in 

today’s society. 

From a western perspective, the meaning of the word ‘survive’ is to continue 

to live or exist in spite of danger or accident (Oxford Dictionary 2006). An 

individual who is a survivor or who has survived so to speak can only be 

resilient by combining survival with other factors. Survival on its own does not 

make a resilient individual. When facing and dealing with adversity, it is the 

drawing of other resilient factors such as adaption, optimism, coping, 

humour, recovery and change, combined with survival that makes an 

individual resilient. Ungar (2010) explains: 'Understanding resilience (and 

health-related phenomena in general) as embedded in culture and discursive 

practices opens up opportunities to discover new concepts that may 

contribute to coping well under stress' (p 419). 

It is therefore important for Aboriginal people to understand the meaning of 

resilience as well as factors that influence resilience. Of course, the concept 

of resilience must be from an Aboriginal cultural perspective or Aboriginal 

term of reference. Resilient factors and characteristics assist Aboriginal 

people to develop stronger character. Individuals of strong character are 

better equipped to face and overcome adversity, and face and cope with 

historical factors. This not only assists the Aboriginal individual, but also their 

families and communities to become more resilient if these factors are 

incorporated into programs and Aboriginal people are educated about these 

issues. 

2.6 CONCLUSION 

While building resilience is part of the solution for improving the health and 

wellbeing for people, it remains a western context. Therefore it is important 

that resilience is understood from an Aboriginal perspective. To do so, 
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cultural values, principles, practices and beliefs must be considered. Prior to 

1788, Aboriginal Australians had a complex system in place which guided 

them in their everyday life. This system consisted of knowledge and wisdom 

that was handed down verbally to members of the clan or family group. It was 

the responsibility of the elders and leaders of each clan group to hand such 

information down. Strong values and principles were learned from a young 

age and it was these values and principles that guided each individual 

through life. This strong and healthy group of people were relatively isolated 

for 40,000 to 70,000 years living by their own cultural values and principles, 

until their country was invaded and colonised. 

Colonisation has had a detrimental effect on Aboriginal people throughout 

Australia and they have been affected in a holistic way. When the first 

settlers arrived, they noted that the average Aboriginal enjoyed better health 

than the average Englishman. This would however change and in the next 

200 years with a major decline in the health status of Aboriginal people 

throughout Australia. Western medicine has failed to address many 

multifaceted issues that affect Aboriginal people and their communities today. 

Aboriginal people in Australia have faced many adversities for the past 200 

years, such as dispossession, oppression and racism which impacted greatly 

on Aboriginal society today. Many are left with a sense of hopelessness and 

helplessness. Sadly, for many Aboriginal people and their families these 

issues are passed from one generation to the next therefore having a major 

impact on their lifestyle. Nevertheless, some Aboriginal people have used 

adversity to make themselves more resilient to successfully move across two 

cultures. 

2.7 RESEARCH AIMS 

This study explored factors that help some Aboriginal people develop and 

maintain resilience whilst living in two cultures. Information was gathered 

through the life stories of Aboriginal people. 

2.7.1 Aim 

The overall aim was to develop a theoretical framework for resilience 

applicable to Aboriginal people. 
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2.7.2 Objectives 

The objectives of this study were to: 

1. Explain gaps in the western construction of resilience as applied to 

Aboriginal contexts. 

2. Describe the experience of living between two cultures and explain 

how this experience may cause adversity for Indigenous people. 

3. Discover critical characteristics of Aboriginal people’s life stories 

that reflect resilience. 

4. Analyse these characteristics in order to form a theoretical 

framework for resilience applicable to Aboriginal people. 

It appears that some people in the education and health care systems 

believe in a one-shoe-fits-all definition of resilience, and such a definition can 

be used in any setting. In order to provide an evidence-based answer to 

these assumptions, it is important to go back to the source and examine the 

Aboriginal experience of resilience. This will determine if one theoretical 

position can be used for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, or if a 

new theoretical position emerges which values and respects the manner in 

which a term such as resilience can be culturally laden. The literature on 

resilience suggests that there are personal attributes which, on a whole, 

make a person more or less resilient. These personal attributes cannot be 

understood in isolation and can only be understood in light of how they are 

expressed in the lives of the person as a whole. 

All human beings have the potential to rise above adversity; it’s just that 

some individuals appear to do it better than others. This research is an 

attempt to understand, in particular, if there is any group commonality or 

clustering of attributes within different cultures that make people as 

individuals more or less resilient. The answer to this question is paramount to 

any interventions to build resilience. 

Thus, to address this current situation in Aboriginal communities, a valuable 

construct such as resilience must be understood from an Aboriginal 

perspective. Aboriginal people must be empowered in order to care for and 

hold on to knowledge that has been passed down from generation to 
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generation. The many issues associated with resilience must be examined 

from the perspective of Aboriginal Standpoint Theory. 

Resilient factors assist individuals to develop strong character. Development 

of these resilient factors is essential if Aboriginal people are to overcome 

adversities such as racism, discrimination and oppression. Individuals of 

strong character are able to face and cope with historical factors rather than 

being victims of such history. 

The literature shows that there is a difference in how Aboriginal people 

understand certain resilient factors compared with non-Aboriginal people. For 

example, 'sense of belonging’ has a different meaning to an Aboriginal 

person than it does to a non-Aboriginal person. For Aboriginal people it is not 

only important to have a sense of belonging to one’s family, it is important for 

the same sense of belonging to one’s land or country. 

In the past, western definitions and models have been incorrectly applied to 

Aboriginal people. One example is western medicine (Reid 1983; Nathan and 

Japanangka 1983) and another is western models of education. Imposing 

western concepts onto Aboriginal people has been demonstrated to be 

culturally unsafe; although undertaken often with the best intent, it has done 

harm in minority Aboriginal cultures. 

Before an emerging theoretical concept such as resilience can be applied to 

Aboriginal people it must be checked for its intercultural relevance and 

transferability. Recent research questions the transferability of the western 

construction of resilience to Aboriginal people. It is therefore essential that 

resilience be understood from an Aboriginal perspective. Cultural values, 

principles, practices and beliefs must be considered before such a concept 

can be deemed safe for Aboriginal people and their communities. 

This chapter discussed that resilience, as a western construct, has the 

potential to, at best, be ineffective and, at worst, do harm if applied to the 

Aboriginal people of Australia (Hunter 2006; Westerman 2002). This relates 

to questions of transferability of the western construction of resilience to 

Aboriginal people. For this reason, it was argued that it is important to 

discover the Aboriginal perspective on resilience. An essential first step to 
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understanding resilience from an Indigenous perspective is for researchers to 

examine the lived experience of Aboriginal people. The aim of the research 

should be to answer the question 'What makes a successful Aboriginal 

person resilient?' 
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3 AN ABORIGINAL METHODOLOGY 

Yarning is a way oral-based cultures use stories and conversations as a 
process of making meaning, communicating and passing on history and 
knowledge. Yarning is a special way of relating and connecting with the 
Nyoongah culture; it is also a form of social exchange and community 
decision-making that may appear unstructured, but is governed by 
distinct and complete protocols. My yarns in this book are a way of 
asking about a life that has been informed by codes and conventions of 
working class, white culture and, increasingly, by Nyoongah culture as I 
reconnect to the ways of my people, country and culture (Mary Terszak 
2008, p 90) 

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter describes the method by which Aboriginal people's life stories 

were collected and examined for this study. It begins by describing the 

methodological framework for this research, followed by ethical 

considerations for the study, cultural protocols, Aboriginal oversight of the 

research, selection of participants, and data collection method. 

The data collection method used was 'yarning'. Yarning and what it means to 

Aboriginal people is discussed, followed by an explanation of storytelling 

from a cultural perspective follows, demonstrating how important this 

concept is to Aboriginal people. The method of oral history is then 

considered and an explanation of pilot interviews. The implications for this 

study are then considered. 

3.2 METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK: 'ABORIGINAL STANDPOINT 

THEORY' 

Australia as a colonising nation relied on sociology and anthropology to 

construct knowledge about Australian Aboriginal people (Denzin and Lincoln 

2005). The western researcher would observe Aboriginal people's way of life. 

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) explain: 

The agenda was clear-cut: The observer went to a foreign setting to 
study the culture, customs, and habits of another human group. Often 
this was a group that stood in the way of white settlers. Ethnographic 
reports of these groups were incorporated into colonising strategies, 
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ways of controlling the foreign, deviant, or troublesome Other (Denzin 
and Lincoln 2005, p 2) 

In today’s society, many Aboriginal people disapprove of researchers: both 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal. The word ‘research’ angers many Aboriginal 

people and is the cause for mistrusting researchers and non-compliance in 

research projects. Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) states that 'the term ‘research’ is 

inextricably linked to European imperialism and colonialism'. She goes on 

further to state 'the word itself is probably one of the dirtiest words in the 

indigenous world’s vocabulary'. 

Many Aboriginal people consider all types of research as negative and, for 

many, information obtained by researchers is both negative and untruthful, 

giving the wrong messages about Aboriginal people and their culture. One 

Aboriginal person made the following comment to the researcher: 'They make 

assumptions about us and about our community; a lot of them don’t know how 

to listen or talk to us. They misunderstand what I said and that makes me real 

wild it does'. Another Aboriginal person explained: '… research goes into 

reports about us. … they take it back to white people and say this is the way of 

the ‘Blacks’ and it’s not our way at all'. 

Research, quantitative and qualitative, is scientific. Research provides 
the foundations for reports about and representations of 'the Other'. In 
the colonial context, research becomes an objective way of representing 
the dark-skinned Other to the white world (Denzin and Lincoln 2005, p 2) 

Aboriginal Standpoint Theory was developed by the late Professor 

Japanangka West who conducted much work on Aboriginal philosophy. 

(West 1998). It is the understanding of ideas, knowledge and principles from 

the point of view of Aboriginal people. It is important for Aboriginal people to 

be empowered to care for and hold on to knowledge that has been passed 

down from generation to generation. 

According to Duran and Duran (2000), the Aboriginal world view is: 

...a systematic approach to begin in the world that can best be 
categorized as process thinking, as opposed to the content thinking 
found in the western worldview. Process thinking is best described as 
more action and 'eventing' approach to life verses a world of 
subject/object relationships (p 91) 
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Knowledge and language for Aboriginal people is obtained from their 

interaction with a particular part of their environment (Cajete 2000; 

Henderson 2000). From an Aboriginal perspective, knowledge is perceived to 

be everlasting. Knowledge that is needed can be retrieved and when not 

needed it can be moved away from one's consciousness (Getty 2009, p 11). 

Language is considered an important part of Aboriginal culture as it is viewed 

as sacred and essential to knowledge (Getty 2009, p 11). Even though in 

many Aboriginal societies in Australia, such as the Noongars of the south 

west of Western Australia, the traditional language has been forgotten. 

However, Noongar people are still able to communicate both verbally and 

non-verbally and the ways of knowing have continued (Getty 2009, p 11). 

For Australian Aboriginal people much of their knowledge is in their 

dreaming. There are many dreaming stories that explain the creation of 

landmarks such as hills, rivers and rock formations within their environment 

(Stanner 2009). 'Aboriginal people perceive that all of creation is interrelated 

in a circle of life, with no beginning or end' (Getty 2009, p 8). For Australian 

Aboriginal people this circle of life with no beginning or end is their dreaming. 

3.2.1 Aboriginal Philosophy 

Traditionally, Aboriginal people had a complex system for how they 

conducted their everyday life. This system consisted of knowledge and 

wisdom handed down orally to members of the clan or family group, by the 

elders and leaders of that clan. Aboriginal people learned strong values and 

principles from a young age and it was these values and principles that 

guided them through life. 'Indigenous philosophy has three interacting worlds: 

the Physical World, the Human World, and the Sacred World' (Institute for 

Aboriginal Development 2000). 
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The Indigenous philosophy: the three circles demonstrate the overlap of the 

physical, human and sacred world. 

 

3.2.2. Physical World 

For many Aboriginal people, the physical world includes the land and its 

creation; many believe that they do not own the land but rather the land owns 

them (Langford 1988). The physical world includes not only the land and its 

many formations but the sea, the sky and all living things. As a people, we 

identify with the land, as it not only sustains us but is a major part of our 

culture and our spirit (Foley 2003). 

3.2.3 The Human World 

Human knowledge is the knowledge that is given or passed down to us. This 

knowledge is not given all at once and certain aspects of knowledge are only 

given if an individual is ready to receive it. This knowledge would be 

information concerning ceremonies, how certain individuals and family must 

be treated, as well as laws that govern the behaviour of an individual (Foley 

2003). 

3.2.4 The Sacred World 

The wellbeing of Aboriginal people and the environment includes animals, 

plants and the land itself. Underpinning the wellbeing of everything is healing. 

In the sacred world, an individual may need healing or the land may need 

healing; not just in the physical sense but is also in the spiritual sense. 

Physical Human 

Sacred 
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Preservation of the land was of high importance to Aboriginal people. 

'Aboriginal philosophy is the triangulation of the physical, the human and the 

sacred worlds' (Foley 2003). 

The Japanangka paradigm supports such a philosophy in contemporary 

discussions of approaches to Aboriginal knowledge. 

… the reverential connections between the spiritual realms of operations 
of the universe and the material operating platform or the physical 
earth, of the treasured Mother; acting in accord beyond peaceful co-
existence. The beyond is, birth, and death that engulfs the spiritual and 
material Mother in a cyclic pattern of perpetuity (West 1998, p 2) 

For many Aboriginal people, the material world and the spiritual world 

interlock. There are a number of events related to both worlds, with some 

events more significant than others. The most significant event for the 

researcher that encompasses both the spirit and material worlds was her 

father's funeral: 
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The above personal experience of the researcher is supported by the late 

Professor Japanangka West who conducted considerable work on Aboriginal 

philosophy. 'To Indigenous Australia ‘our ontology’ is the inherent meshing of 

the spiritual events and the material world, this includes literal geographical 

connections and related events that occur regular in our live' (West 1998, p 

3). 

In Professor West’s paradigm there are eight subsets that construct the 

metaphysical, the spiritual, the personal, the cultural, the intellectual, the 

public, the secular, the political, and the practical dimensions. 'Each of these 

dimensions is critical in the establishment of the comprehensive holistic 

All my life I had heard my father referred to as 'Stormy'. At first I 

thought it was just a nickname that had been given to him. When I asked 

him about his name he told me that it was not a nickname that it was his 

spirit name. He said that when he was born there was a storm and all 

the old Noongar’s knew he would be stormy. 

My father’s funeral was held on Friday 20th November 1982 which turned 

out to be quite a hot day. When we arrived at the cemetery the wind 

started to blow and large drops of rain started to fall, I could see the 

storm approaching, the large black clouds rolling towards us. At the 

grave site the storm started, heavy rain drenched us all, the now dark 

sky was lit up with flashes of lightning, the thunder was loud and 

everyone felt its vibrations. The storm continued throughout the 

graveside service. Once the service ended the sun came out. On the news 

that night it was described as a freak storm that was unexpected and 

came out of nowhere. My father’s funeral is still a talking point today by 

many Noongar people and certainly remembered by the non-Aboriginal 

people who attended. 

 Marion Kickett August 2008 
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philosophical discourse developed by West under the direction of a Walpiri 

elder' (Foley 2003). 

Understanding the way of life for Aboriginal people and their philosophical 

system must be understood and acknowledged to determine an appropriate 

methodology. Knowledge of land, food, identity, laws of behaviour and 

wellness. Wellness must be considered in a holistic sense and must include 

physical, spiritual, emotional, social, mental and environmental issues. 

Retaining the knowledge of oral history and the passing on to future 

generations is an important aspect of Aboriginal culture. 

When discussing methodology, West 'acknowledges that epistemology is a 

branch of philosophy that investigates the origin, nature, methods and limits 

of human knowledge' (West 1998). However, there is a difference between 

western epistemology and the Australian Aboriginal people’s epistemology. 

West (1988) states that 

…Indigenous Australians already know the origin, nature, methods and 
limits of their knowledge systems. Yet because of their spiritual sense, 
(and respect for that knowledge) unlike the Anglo-European academic 
they lack the capacity to flaunt that knowledge as a badge of intellect in 
public (West 1998) 

However, the Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council (2008) 

recommended that research is embedded in Aboriginal knowledge systems: 

Aboriginal people in Australia have the oldest living knowledge system in 
the world, and intellectual traditions that predate -people also have their 
own distinct knowledge system. These Indigenous knowledge systems 
and intellectual traditions have culturally distinct knowledge bases, 
research methodologies, evidentiary systems and values. They are 
complete systems in their own right (Indigenous Higher Education 
Advisory Council 2008, p 2) 

From this perspective, it is necessary to accept and acknowledge that there 

will be a certain amount of knowledge forthcoming from the Aboriginal 

participants within this study. There will also be a certain percentage of 

knowledge that will not be forthcoming. As an Aboriginal researcher, there is 

some knowledge that must be respected and considered sacred. Therefore 

such knowledge will only be shared with certain individuals and not included 

in this research. 
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Aboriginal people must hold on to Aboriginal knowledge that has been 

passed down from generation to generation. The concept of resilience and 

the many issues of resilience must be examined through Aboriginal 

Standpoint Theory. Present and future generations of Aboriginal people must 

learn and perhaps re-learn these strong values and principles that guided 

their ancestors through life. Such knowledge and wisdom must be passed on 

to future generations of Aboriginal people in order to keep the oldest 

surviving culture alive and strong. 

3.3 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Ensuring confidentiality and respect for all who agreed to participate in the 

study was of primary concern. The purpose and methods of the study were 

fully explained to the participants prior to their consent and participation. In 

addition, interviewees were informed of their right to refuse to participate or 

withdraw from the study at any time without prejudice (National Health & 

Medical Research Council 2003). Written consent and information about the 

study were given prior to the interview. Interviewees were offered the choice 

of venue, interview times, and support and transport to access Aboriginal 

counselling services, if needed. 

Ethical considerations were very important to the researcher as she resides 

within her Aboriginal community and is well-known and quite active. 

Therefore her credibility within the community is very important. Ethical 

approval was sought from the Western Australian Aboriginal Health 

Information and Ethics Committee (WAAHIEC) and The University of 

Western Australia’s (UWA) Human Ethics Committee. Cultural approval was 

sought by the community elders. 

3.4 CULTURAL PROTOCOLS FOR THE PROJECT 

It was not easy for the researcher to work within her own community. A 

number of obstacles needed to be overcome to conduct this research, but 

was possible because of her credibility within her community, developed and 

maintained over time, and earned by practising her community’s cultural 

protocols. Having credibility within one’s own community is extremely 

important in understanding Indigenous research; Smith (1999) states: 
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For quite legitimate reasons the indigenous researcher may not be the 
best person for the research, or may be rejected because they do not 
have sufficient credibility. The point being made is that indigenous 
researchers work within a set of ‘insider’ dynamics and it takes 
considerable sensitivity, skill, maturity, experience and knowledge to 
work these issues through (Smith 1999, p 10). 

Indigenous people throughout the world have cultural protocols that must be 

adhered to when conducting research. The Maori people have an expression 

Kanohi kita or the ‘seen face’; such a term would suggest that one must be 

seen within the community, especially at important cultural events. Being 

seen at community events would not only improve an individual’s credibility, 

but would maintain such credibility (Smith 1999). 

For Indigenous people of First Nations and Native American communities, 

practices such as being respectful, showing respect and reciprocating 

respectful behaviours are protocols developed and practised by the 

community, thus demonstrating their credibility and reputation (Smith 1999). 

Native Hawai’ian researchers seek the views of many aunties, uncles and 

elders before conducting interviews within a community (Smith 1999). Smith 

(1999) states the following concerning Australian Aboriginal protocols: 'In 

Australia, Aborigine researchers speak also of the many levels of entry which 

must be negotiated when researchers seek information' (Smith 1999, p 15). 

Aboriginal Standpoint Theory (Foley 2001; Rigney 2000) was used to guide 

the collection of information for this research project. Being Aboriginal, the 

researcher understood the ideas, knowledge and principles from the point of 

view of Aboriginal people. It is important for Aboriginal people to be 

empowered to care for and hold on to knowledge that has been passed down 

from generation to generation. 

Prior to commencing the study, the researcher selected elders who were key 

members of the community and known to her personally. It was important to 

the researcher to be personally advised by her elders of important cultural 

issues; it is also a common practice of the researcher. This occurred between 

2003 and 2005. An explanation of the study and the research question was 

then shared with these individuals. Although this process was used to obtain 

potential participant names, it was also important to the researcher that her 
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Aboriginal community was aware of her research, especially her ‘elders’. 

Although she had her own ideas and beliefs about what it was to be a 

successful Aboriginal person, it was important to the researcher that the 

meaning of the term ‘successful’ be clarified by community elders. The 

practice of seeking advice from community elders is one of the most 

important ways of working within an Aboriginal community and an ongoing 

practice of the researcher. 

Table 3.1 details the age groups, location, gender, number and year the 

elders were consulted. 

 

Table 3.1. Overview of elders consulted 

 Female Male Age Location No. elders 

2003 5 3 65–78 York, Northam, Narrogin 

& Perth Metropolitan 

8 

2004 4 1 60–75 Perth Metropolitan 5 

2005 4 2 58–70 Perth Metropolitan 6 

2006 2 1 59–68 Perth Metropolitan 3 

Total 15 7   22 

 

Community elders were approached to clarify who they considered 

successful individuals within the Aboriginal community. The elders were 

asked what the word ‘successful’ meant to them in this context. Many saw 

success as acquiring material possessions such as a house and filling it with 

nice new furniture, having the latest car and a high paying permanent job that 

ensured keeping all the material things one had obtained. Some elders felt 

very strongly that ‘successful’ meant empowerment and self-determination. 

However, all elders believed that for an Aboriginal person to be successful 

they firstly needed to identify as an Aboriginal. Secondly, they had to be 

accepted within the Aboriginal community. Thirdly, they had to know and 

practice aspects of their culture. If they did not know cultural practices then 

they had to show that they were making an effort to learn such practices. 

In January 2006, the researcher sought the same advice from three distinct 

elders from within her community, one male and two females. All three elders 
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had worked for 30 to 40 years in government agencies. However, advice was 

sought from these three particular Aboriginal elders because they met the 

criteria set by the elders who were interviewed between 2003 and 2005. All 

three elders have always identified as Aboriginal, were accepted by the 

Aboriginal community, and knew and practised aspects of their Aboriginal 

culture. These three elders were well-known within the Aboriginal (Noongar) 

community and are now retired. 

When interviewed by the researcher in January 2006, these elders were still 

active within the Noongar community. Being ‘active’ meant they were still 

involved in Aboriginal community issues and were therefore accepted and 

respected by the Aboriginal community. They all advised government and 

non-government organisations of the needs of the Aboriginal community. 

They were therefore acknowledged and respected as Aboriginal elders by 

the non-Aboriginal community who accepted them as representatives of the 

Aboriginal community. Most importantly, all three elders had successfully 

worked in government agencies with non-Aboriginal people for 30 or more 

years. They all displayed personal qualities such as empowerment and self-

determination and were considered great and positive role models within 

their families and the wider Aboriginal community. These three elders 

demonstrated how over many years they had successfully moved between 

the two cultures—Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal—and continued to do so 

today. 

The researcher obtained rich knowledge from these Aboriginal elders; the 

meaning of what it was to be 'a successful Aboriginal person living in two 

cultures' emerged. The term ‘successful’ and its meaning were discussed 

with regard to ‘living successfully between two cultures’. In this study, 

according to the elders, a successful Aboriginal person would mean 

someone who: 

 identified as an Aboriginal person 

 was accepted and respected by the Aboriginal community, and 

 adhered to cultural responsibilities. 
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Criteria were then developed to assist with the selection of Aboriginal 

interviewees. The criteria addressed the above three factors in more detail 

with an explanation of what it means to identify as an Aboriginal person, what 

was necessary to be accepted and respected by the Aboriginal community, 

and listed the main cultural responsibilities. 

3.4.1 Criteria for Selection of Aboriginal Interviewees 

Selection of participants 

Twenty four Aboriginal people were selected and interviewed for this study. 

Four of these interviews were used for the pilot study. Only 16 interviews 

were used for the research study as saturation was reached. One of the 

major difficulties for the researcher in the selection process was finding 

Aboriginal females in the age brackets 15–25 and 26–35. After many months 

of trying to find an Aboriginal female in either of these age groups, the 

researcher returned to her own networks within her local community. 

Returning to her own local community, the researcher found it much easier to 

network. Every opportunity was made to continually seek out female 

participants in both these age groups. There were no Aboriginal females 

found in the 15–25 age group who had commenced work or study at the age 

of 15 and continually studied and worked until they were 25 years old. The 

number of Aboriginal girls who completed years 11 and 12 were low, and 

those who had completed these years only worked for a short period of time, 

approximately 1–3 years. 

Just over five months of searching her own local community for participants 

in the necessary age groups, the researcher found a participant in the 26–35 

years age group. A prior work colleague mentioned a previous student of the 

researcher who fit the criteria. This individual was contacted for the study. 

The study participant had commenced study at a Technical and Further 

Education (TAFE) College at age 15. She began working full-time at age 20. 

Whilst working full-time, this participant completed her degree. She decided 

to have her first child at 28 and enrolled in a postgraduate Diploma in 

Education. Whilst on maternity leave from work, this participant enrolled full-

time in her course. After she completed maternity leave, she resigned from 
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her position and completed her course. What is important to note is, this 

female participant successfully completed courses at a TAFE level, an 

undergraduate degree, a postgraduate Diploma and started a family in the 

space of 14 years. In 2008, when interviewed, she was 31 years of age and 

thriving as a mother and primary school teacher. This is a rare situation for 

Aboriginal females within the Aboriginal community. 

It was not as difficult to select Aboriginal males in the same age range. A 

male participant was selected for the 15–25 and 26–35 age groups. There 

were a number of males in each of these age groups to choose from. 

One of the major reasons for there being less Aboriginal females in both 

these age groups is due to Aboriginal females starting a family at a young 

age. Teenage pregnancies are prevalent within the Aboriginal community. 'In 

the period 2001–2004, approximately 23% of Indigenous females who gave 

birth were aged less than 20 years of age, compared with 4% of non-

Indigenous females' (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2008, p 80). 

Although the elders' guidelines for participant selection were adhered to, 

there were times when such guidelines proved difficult. It must be understood 

that this remains an essential strength of the research in that, throughout the 

research, Aboriginal elders not only felt respected but also valued in the 

research process. 

An Aboriginal person must identify as an Aboriginal person 

This should not just occur within working hours. The individual must show 

that they identify as an Aboriginal person outside of work. It is important that 

they are seen at Aboriginal events held within their own Aboriginal 

community. Events such as National Aboriginal and Islander Day of 

Celebration (NAIDOC), Sorry Day, Survival Day (celebrated on Australia 

Day) and other events celebrated throughout the year. 

If the individual has children, it is important that they encourage and support 

their children to participate in events that are usually celebrated at school. 
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What is necessary to be accepted and respected? 

To be accepted and respected by the Aboriginal community, it is important 

that individuals are seen in the community. Participating and being involved 

within the Aboriginal community helps gain acceptance. Many Aboriginal 

people sit on various community committees or councils. Others may sit on 

non-Aboriginal committees or councils as an Aboriginal representative. 

However, for this research, what was most important was to be seen in the 

community, and seen doing something for the community. Sometimes, 

turning up to community meetings is all that is expected of individuals. They 

are seen to be supporting the community, thus demonstrating their interest in 

community matters. 

Respect is something that has to be earned. An individual’s personal 

behaviour is always considered when deciding if respect is to be shown or 

given. An individual’s personal behaviour impacts how others in the 

community view such an individual. 

Important cultural responsibilities 

There are many cultural responsibilities; however, there are some that are 

more important than others including: 

 attending funerals 

 supporting and assisting relatives of the deceased 

 respecting elders, and 

 respecting country and its traditional owners. 

Attending funerals 

Funerals are an important part of Aboriginal culture and must be attended by 

all family members. The western concept of sending a family member to 

represent the whole family is not acceptable within Aboriginal culture. If a 

family member is unable to attend the funeral then it is their responsibility to 

contact a member of the deceased person’s family and explain why they are 

unable to attend. Many Aboriginal people will visit the deceased person’s 

family prior to the funeral offering their condolences. If individuals are aware 
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that they are unable to attend the funeral then they will inform the family 

during this visit. 

Supporting and assisting relatives of the deceased 

Family and community members offer support to the deceased person’s 

family. Support may be in the way of donations of money, food, or organising 

and assisting with the wake. At times, fundraising events are organised to 

assist with the payment of funeral costs. Many community members will 

attend the fundraising event in support of not only the deceased but also their 

family. 

Respect elders 

An important cultural responsibility is respecting elders. There are many 

ways an individual can show their elders respect. It is important for elders to 

be greeted appropriately and respectfully by younger members of the 

community. For some young people, it may be a case of explaining to the 

elder who their parents, grandparents or their connections to the community 

are. Not everyone who greets elders is from the same community; they may 

be either working in or visiting the community. Nevertheless it is important for 

the Aboriginal elder to connect the individual to their community. 

Common practice at many gatherings, especially at wakes held after 

funerals, is that elders are seated and served first. Food is held back or put 

aside for any elders arriving late. Younger members will often serve their 

elders, making a cup of tea and collecting food for them. The elder does not 

have to make their way through a crowd or stand in queues. Such practices 

come naturally to many Aboriginal youth; however, if these practices do not 

come naturally, then young ones will be told to attend to their elders’ needs. 

Elders are also shown respect during community meetings. This at times 

may be frustrating for some Aboriginal people who have a western education. 

Many Aboriginal elders have had a poor education in the western system and 

may at times not understand government policies or regulations. There are 

times when decisions are made by elders who have not fully understood the 

issues. This can be very frustrating for the younger generation who may have 

advised the elders on such issues, but their advice was ignored. Regardless 
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of the outcomes in such situations, elders must always be shown respect and 

listened to on any major decisions made for the Aboriginal community. 

Respect Country and its traditional elders 

Another cultural responsibility is to acknowledge and show respect to the 

Country you reside and work in and its traditional owners or caretakers. This 

is an important and serious cultural responsibility and one that is often raised 

in Aboriginal communities throughout Australia. The reason is that many 

Aboriginal people throughout Australia do not live or work in their traditional 

homelands. Many have moved to major capital cities for work or study. 

Therefore, it is very important that these individuals understand and carry out 

this important cultural responsibility. 

In January 2007, a new Advisory Committee was formed consisting of all 

Aboriginal members. This was a recommendation by the Western Australian 

Aboriginal Health Information and Ethics Committee (WAAHIEC). The 

committee met every two months, although there were times when meetings 

were held quarterly, depending upon agenda items to be discussed. 

The Advisory Committee discussed the appropriateness of Aboriginal 

Standpoint Theory (West 1998) as a methodology for this study. The 

researcher provided a comprehensive explanation of the methodology and 

Aboriginal Standpoint Theory. As well as discussing what Aboriginal 

Standpoint Theory means as a methodology and the importance of using 

such a methodology in this research study. It was agreed that Aboriginal 

Standpoint Theory as a methodology would be appropriate to use for this 

study. 

The researcher sought clarification of Aboriginal people’s knowledge 

systems. There was much discussion amongst members of the Advisory 

Committee about this knowledge system particularly by the two elders on the 

committee. The outcome of these discussions was that, as an Aboriginal 

researcher, respect must be given to any knowledge shared by participants. 

Many participants shared a great deal and were quite happy to do so on the 

day. However after the interview, some felt certain information was only 

meant for the researcher, and no-one else. The Advisory Committee advised 
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the need to clarify after each interview what knowledge was permitted and 

what was not permitted to be used for research purposes. It was important to 

the researcher to show respect to each individual and the knowledge they 

considered sacred (West 1998). 

3.5 ABORIGINAL OVERSIGHT OF THE RESEARCH 

An Advisory Committee for this research project was first formed in 2006 and 

consisted of both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal members. In January 2007, a 

new Advisory Committee was formed consisting of Aboriginal members only. 

This is was a recommendation by the Western Australian Aboriginal Health 

Information and Ethics Committee (WAAHIEC). The 2006 committee 

consisting of both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal members: four 

representatives from the Aboriginal community and three from the non-

Aboriginal community. Five meetings were held. The main discussion of the 

committee during this time was the selection process of participants to be 

interviewed for the study. This was discussed with the Advisory Committee 

as it was important for the researcher to clarify the selection process of 

participants for the study. The criteria were developed from discussions with 

the Advisory Committee and compared with criteria identified by the elders. 

There were no new selective factors. 

During 2006, the researcher gained a great deal of knowledge from this 

Advisory Committee. From the non-Aboriginal members, information was 

gathered about the expectations that many non-Aboriginal people had of 

Aboriginal employees. After a great deal of discussion, a list of criteria was 

developed regarding, ‘what is necessary for an Aboriginal person to 

successfully live and work in the dominant western culture’. 

3.5.1 Criteria for Aboriginal People to Successfully Live and Work in 

the Dominant Western Culture 

The person must: 

 identify as an Aboriginal person 

 be accepted and respected by the Aboriginal community 

 adhere to cultural responsibilities 
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 be able to communicate effectively with others 

 be respectful of work colleagues 

 attend to personal care, grooming and dress appropriately 

 be punctual and demonstrate a responsible attitude by informing 

necessary people when unable to attend work 

 be accountable, trustworthy and reliable 

 demonstrate a professional attitude towards work and staff, and 

 accept and follow workplace policies and guidelines. 

The other main criteria for this study were that people must be successfully 

living between two cultures, employed for 10 or more years and/or completed 

a degree, and be currently working. Such individuals were considered to be 

people successfully living in two worlds. 

3.6 DUTY OF CARE 

In order to meet duty of care responsibilities, the researcher ensured 

counselling services were available for each participant. The selected 

counselling service was controlled by the Aboriginal community, providing 

immediate access with no appointments necessary and at no charge. All 

three criteria were essential for Aboriginal people to access the service. In 

addition, for Aboriginal people to access or attend such services, they may 

need support to attend these services—not just given a name and address 

for the service—such as offering transport and attending the service with the 

individual. This is necessary as many Aboriginal people do not have transport 

and feel ‘shame’ about seeking help. Due to their emotional state, some 

people may have difficulty speaking for themselves, preferring another 

person to advocate for them. After the initial visit, many Aboriginal people feel 

more confident to attend on their own, as they know where to go and have 

met the staff before. 

At times, conducting the interviews was very confronting for the researcher. 

Individuals often shared personal and sensitive information that affected 

them emotionally. Past experiences, buried for many years, re-surfaced as a 

result of the individual telling his or her story. Thus, when a participant 
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agreed to have counselling, the researcher provided transport and attended 

the service with participants. Most individuals did not hesitate to accept 

necessary counselling when offered. Interstate participants were encouraged 

and assisted to access appropriate counselling services within their local 

area; however, many already had this knowledge. Two participants were 

empowered to continue accessing counselling, assisting them with their 

healing process. This research brought up a number of issues for the 

researcher herself. She also sought counselling at the same Aboriginal 

community-controlled counselling service that she recommended to 

participants. 

3.7 SELECTION OF PARTICIPANTS 

All individuals for this study were Aboriginal and people whom the researcher 

identified as being able to face, overcome and be strengthened by 

experiences of adversity. 

3.7.1 Method of Selection 

The method of purposive sampling was used for participant selection (Patton 

1990). This involved a snowballing technique which involves locating one or 

more key individuals and asking them to name others who could be likely 

candidates for the research study (Bernard 2000). This was not difficult as 

some study participants and the researcher herself had a large network of 

family and friends. The Advisory Committee also assisted in the selection of 

participants for this study. Some study participants were located through non-

Aboriginal colleagues and possibly would not have been located or 

considered for the study otherwise. For example, a work colleague of the 

researcher mentioned his adopted sister as a possible candidate. He 

explained she was from the stolen generation and would be able to share her 

story from this perspective. This participant was contacted and the outcome 

was very positive. 

3.7.2 Selection Criteria 

Twenty Aboriginal people of both sexes were selected to be interviewed. The 

participants were from the following age groups: 26–35 years; 36–45 years; 
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46–55 years and 56 years plus. This enabled wide viewpoints to be 

expressed. Equal representation of sexes and age groups were sought. 

A list of 87 Aboriginal people across Australia was obtained from the process 

that included home and work addresses and phone numbers. Most 

individuals had worked for ten or more years with some studying and working 

for ten years or more. 

The list was divided into groups, the first being gender and then age. Further 

groups were formed placing individuals with tertiary qualifications together, 

and those without in another group. A selection was then made based on 

employment status. Groups were then formed that included project 

officers/managers, managers, lecturers, and executive officers. 

3.7.3 Selection of Interviewees  

Of the 87 individuals, 42 were contacted and invited to participate in the 

study—39 agreed and three declined (two males and one female). The three 

who declined all held executive positions and stated time as an issue for not 

participating. Twenty interviews were conducted—10 male and 10 female—

with four being pilot interviews (two male and two female). 

Table 3.2 shows how the 16 participants who participated in the main study 

were grouped according to gender, age, employment and the State or 

Territory the individual resided at the time of interview. 

Most interviews were conducted in Western Australia, in an informal yet 

private setting (Martins 2001). Six were conducted interstate i.e. male 

participants 3, 5 and 8 and female participants 6, 7 and 8. Male participants 4 

and 6 were interviewed whilst visiting Western Australia for conferences, 

study or recreational leave. Female participant 3, although originally from 

South Australia, resides permanently in Western Australia. Three 

participants, all female, chose not to continue with the interview process due 

to painful memories of past historical events. The researcher offered and 

assisted these participants to seek counselling from an Aboriginal counselling 

service Yorgum. Three more female participants were selected from the 

original 39 to replace the three who withdrew. Two of the eight females 

interviewed became distressed and emotional during the interview session 
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when reliving a painful experience. The researcher ceased the interview 

immediately and assisted each participant to attend counselling. 

 

Table 3.2. Research Study Participants 

Participant 

number 

Participant 

qualifications 

Age Employment Australian 

State or 

Territory 

Males     

1 Tertiary 26–35 Public service WA 

2 Tertiary 46–55 University WA 

3 Tertiary 46–55 Public service ACT 

4 Tertiary 56+ Aboriginal controlled organisation Qld 

5 Non-tertiary 15–25 Aboriginal controlled organisation Tas. 

6 Non-tertiary 26–35 Public service SA 

7 Non-tertiary 36–45 Aboriginal controlled organisation WA 

8 Non-tertiary 56+ Aboriginal controlled organisation NT 

Females     

1 Tertiary 26–35 Education Department WA 

2 Tertiary 36–45 University WA 

3 Tertiary 36–45 Public service WA 

4 Tertiary 56+ Public service SA 

5 Non-tertiary 36–45 Aboriginal controlled organisation WA 

6 Non-tertiary 36–45 Public service Tas. 

7 Non-tertiary 46–54 Aboriginal controlled organisation NT 

8 Non-tertiary 56+ Aboriginal controlled organisation QLD 

 

After the first counselling session, each participant was approached by the 

researcher and asked if they wanted to continue to participate in the study. 

Both agreed, one participant stated that ‘telling her story although painful, 

made her feel relieved’, while the other felt it was part of her healing journey. 

Therefore interviews with both participants continued and were completed 

successfully. On completion of the interview process, one of the participants 

continued with counselling after the interview whilst the other refused any 

further counselling sessions, stating that the process was too painful at this 

point of her journey. 
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3.8 DATA COLLECTION METHOD 

3.8.1 Life-lines 

Participants were assisted in recalling events pertinent to the research 

question of the study by using Woodhouse’s (1992) ‘life-lines’. To do the life-

line exercise, participants were asked and assisted by the researcher during 

the first interview to draw a straight line on a short piece of paper. They then 

recorded along the line the significant events in their life that related 

positively or negatively to the study’s focus. Armstrong (1987) maintains that 

‘life-lines’ provide more time for thought for the participant prior to the 

interview. 

3.9 YARNING 

Yarning is a common term frequently used by Noongar people of the south-

west of Western Australia (Bessarab 2008). As a Noongar person, yarning to 

the researcher was and still is a major part of everyday life. The researcher 

considered yarning, especially the Noongar way of yarning, the only way for 

her to collect and analyse data of the lived experiences of Aboriginal people. 

Yarning means to have a conversation. For this research project, the 

researcher used yarning as a method to interview study participants. 

According to Bessarab (2010) there are four types of yarning: 

5. Social yarning 

6. Research yarning 

7. Collaborative yarning 

8. Therapeutic yarning. 

(Bessarab 2010, p 40) 

Social yarning 

Conversation that takes place before the research or topic yarn is 
informal and often unstructured follows a meandering course that is 
guided by the topic that both people choose to introduce into the 
discussion. Yarns of this nature can include gossip, news, humour, advice 
and whatever information both parties feel inclined to share in the 
moment. It is usually during the social yarn that trust is developed and 
the relationship is built. The researcher is accountable to the research 
participant (Bessarab 2010, p 40) 
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The researcher used social yarning to build rapport and obtain trust with 

interviewees whom she did not know. However, social yarning was 

commonly used by the researcher for participants she knew or already had a 

relationship with. However, it is important to note that the researcher had no 

choice; from a cultural perspective this is a social expectation. For example, 

when meeting one known participant, before discussing the research itself, 

the first hour and a half was spent discussing family gossip such as 

relationship breakups and newly-formed relationships; the latest news on 

television; Aboriginal community news such as who died recently and when 

and where the funeral would be held and, of course, the participants views on 

this; a funny story about her grandson; and finally the participant sought 

advice from the researcher about her aching knees, feet and medication. 

Research topic yarning 

Yarn that takes place in a semi structured research interview. The sole 
purpose is to gather information through participants’ stories that are 
related to the research topic. While the yarn is relaxed and interactive it 
is also purposeful with a defined beginning and end. Research topic 
yarning is a conversation with a purpose. The purpose is to obtain 
information relating to the research question (Bessarab 2010, p 40) 

This type of yarning was the only type of yarning not used by the researcher 

in this study. Culturally it was inappropriate for the researcher to interrupt the 

yarning process. This was something she had learnt throughout her life. Also, 

from the researcher’s personal experience with yarning, she knew that the 

research topic would be covered eventually in a roundabout way. A common 

term used by the researcher is 'round and round the mulberry bush'; this is 

when—especially Noongar people—are telling a yarn or explaining a 

situation that may have occurred, they do so in a roundabout way. Bessarab 

(2010) refers to the same term as … engaging in a meandering route …. 

Although the researcher had much knowledge in such a process, her 

experience was added to during her years of working as a nurse. Whilst 

obtaining a health history or information pertaining to a situation that may 

have occurred in a Noongar patient’s life, she always allowed the individual 

to explain the situation their way. It may have taken longer to obtain vital 

information, however such information was accurate and important. 
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The researcher successfully gathered information for the research study 

using the three other types of yarning and by using Woodhouse’s (1992) ‘life-

lines’. 

Collaborative yarning 

Yarn that occurs between two or more people where they are actively 
engaged in sharing information about a research project and or a 
discussion about ideas. Collaborative yarning in research can involve 
exploring similar ideas or bouncing different ideas in explaining new 
concepts. The sharing of research findings can lead to new discoveries 
and understandings (Bessarab 2010, p 8) 

Collaborative yarning was used by the researcher with most of her 

participants, especially to confirm each participant’s knowledge and 

understanding of the concept of resilience. 

Therapeutic Yarning 

Yarn takes place during the research conversation where the participant 
is telling their story discloses information that is traumatic or intensely 
personal and emotional. The researcher switches from the research topic 
to the role of a listener where the participant is supported in giving voice 
to their story, is assisted to make sense or have their story affirmed. In 
doing so, the meaning emerging in the yarn can empower and support 
the participant to rethink their understanding of their experience in new 
and different ways. This type of yarn is not a counselling yarn (Bessarab 
2010, p 8) 

The participants in this research study were asked to share their story. There 

were no structured questions. Questions asked by the researcher were to 

clarify certain points made during the yarning process. Most participants' 

stories were intensely personal and for many very emotional. All participants 

stated that the process was healing for them. Some commented that no one 

had ever asked them to share their story and then sit and listen to their story. 

Many reflected on their story and the different experiences. 

One participant interviewed was a member of the stolen generation. During 

the interview she explained that she often wondered why two of her younger 

sisters also removed did not want to identify as an Aboriginal person, as she 

did. When she thought about her experience between interviews she realised 

that she was removed at the age of four and both her sisters were babies 
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when they were removed. She explained during the interview how she had 

bonded and connected with her mother and other family members and 

therefore had an identity, whereas her sisters were unable to due to their 

age. Therefore, this is an example of how therapeutic yarning was used with 

some participants. The interview was part of the healing process. According 

to Terszak (2008) 'Yarning can be a healing process for Aboriginal people as 

it enables everyone to come together and deal with the hurts that have been 

inflicted throughout their lifetimes' (p 90). 

3.9.1 What does Yarning Mean to Aboriginal People? 

To the researcher, ‘yarning’ is a way of Noongar life. Family and community 

members use the term often. For example 'I’ll drop by for a yarn later', 'I’ve 

got some yarns to tell you', 'I just rang to have a yarn with you', 'You never 

heard that yarn?' and 'Have you heard the latest yarn?' 

From a cultural point of view, yarning is used to tell events; events which may 

have occurred the previous day, week, month, year or years. Yarning was, 

and still is, a major part of Aboriginal culture and is an important part of social 

gatherings. 

The word ‘yarn’ is defined by the Macquarie Concise Dictionary (2003) as 

'Colloquial. A story or tale of adventure, especially a long one about 

incredible events. To spin a yarn, tell stories, to talk or chat'. 

Within the Aboriginal community yarning is a social event with a variety of 

factors to consider such as the: 

 Venue 

 People 

 Topic 

 Time 

 Climate. 

Venue 

Traditionally, Aboriginal people lived within their environment hence the 

venue for yarning was outside, at times whilst sitting around a fire on a river 
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bank, by a waterhole or on a beach. Today many Aboriginals tend to 

congregate in parklands or areas of wide open spaces with trees, bushes or 

shrubs protecting them from elements such as the sun or wind. While others 

will meet at each other’s homes and congregate around a kitchen table, on a 

veranda or in the backyard under a tree. Whatever the case, the venue must 

be suitable for those involved in the process of yarning, and the participants 

must also feel comfortable and at ease. 

People 

Yarning usually occurs between adults. Different groups will congregate 

together and yarn. There are times when men will come together to yarn, 

leaving the women to yarn amongst themselves. At other times, mixed 

groups of men and women yarn together. It is not unusual for younger adults 

to be involved. Sitting and listening to the yarns of older people is not only 

educational but entertaining. However, children are usually not permitted to 

be involved with the yarning process. 

Topic 

The topic of discussion is always important especially for Aboriginal people. 

Women will only yarn about women’s issues with other women and it is the 

same for men. However, there are mixed groups of men and women who will 

yarn, but the topic is usually appropriate for both genders. The researcher 

ensured all cultural protocols were adhered to whilst interviewing male 

participants for this research study. It is also important to note that male 

participants only disclosed what they felt appropriate to the researcher. For 

example, a male participant admitted to being sexually abused as a 

teenager. However, he would not disclose any further information concerning 

this topic and the researcher respected his wishes. 

Young adults are made aware of appropriate topics as well. The topic is 

considered quite important when yarning, and at times information may be 

given to others about family issues, up and coming events, as well as 

historical information such as who is related to whom and where such 

individuals fit in and come from. 
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Time 

Yarning takes time, it is not normal to rush the process. Many individuals will 

also set aside a period of time to yarn, even arranging with others to do so. In 

most cases, when individuals are yarning, time is not an issue. Respect is 

also shown allowing an individual to tell the yarn. Anyone who is constantly 

interrupting the person who is speaking—in other words butting in or trying to 

finish the sentence or the yarn—will be told in no uncertain terms to listen or 

be quiet. However, there are occasions when interruptions are necessary 

and are accepted. The individual will be asked to finish the yarn at another 

time. Such interruptions are usually a matter of urgency where the person 

telling the yarn has to leave and go to see someone or they have unexpected 

visitors and need to entertain them. Whatever the situation, yarning is not to 

be rushed. The process should be given time to take place. 

Climate or Season 

Traditionally, the seasons have always impacted on the life of Aboriginal 

people and it hasn’t changed today. One of the major impacts that climate 

has on Aboriginal people is the setting. The setting enhances the mood for 

yarning. The writer's memories of herself and family members' yarning are 

numerous: 

'My mother yarning during what she called shearing season while she and 

participants ate sweet navel oranges'. They usually sat in a place that had a 

wind break on a sunny winter’s day. 

'Many yarns were told sitting around the fire during winter at night eating 

lamb tails. With plenty of food to eat, many people happily told yarns'. This 

was during a time when the lamb’s tails were removed and Aboriginal 

shearers/workers brought the tails home as food for their families. 

3.9.2 Implication for the Researcher 

The researcher used her own personal life experiences of yarning as a 

method to interview participants (explained later). The venue, time and 

season were considered and, where possible, food was shared with 

participants, which had a positive impact on the interview process. 
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3.10 CULTURAL WAY OF STORYTELLING 

Storytelling is and always has been an important part of Aboriginal culture. It 

was and still is used in many Aboriginal communities to assist individuals to 

learn the many complexities of their culture. Storytelling is also used in many 

communities as a teaching tool; lessons are learnt from past experiences and 

these experiences are passed on through stories. 

Through storytelling information is given about history, creation, lore, 

relationships, skin groups, land, boundaries, punishment, healings and much 

more. Stories assist individuals to make both major and minor decisions in 

their lives. 

However, it is important to understand that storytelling is something an 

individual must be willing to do. From a cultural perspective, the key to 

storytelling is timing. Other contributing factors include the individual’s mood, 

the atmosphere and the environment. 

As previously mentioned, the researcher was told many stories by her father 

and other family members and, from a young age, the importance of timing 

was learnt. Timing means the actual time to tell the story. Is it the right time to 

tell the story? Is the person ready to be told the story? Are they old enough to 

be told? It is important to also mention that landmarks can be an essential 

part of the story. For example, the Dreaming story of the two hills located in 

York. This story was often told to the researcher by her father. However, the 

story was only ever told when both hills were visible. 

Storytelling was also something that could not be rushed; again the 

importance of time is demonstrated, seen by the comments of Martu elder 

Bruce Thomas who states the following about storytelling: 'If you rush 

somebody they might tell you anything [just] to get rid of him. If whitefella 

humbugs…gives him a story', he laughed, '[any] story good enough' (cited in 

Lewis 2008, p 37). 

Another important factor is that the storyteller may want to take time to tell a 

story and will only give a certain amount of information at a time, making the 

listener wait for further information. This may be because the specific 

individual that the story is for may be too emotional at the time to hear all the 
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story, or the individual may be angry and need time to calm down before 

another part of the story is told. Some stories may be told over days, weeks 

and months, while others may take years. Of course this depends on the 

reason for the story. 

3.11 ORAL HISTORY AND ABORIGINAL PEOPLE 

Traditionally, Australian Aboriginal people had no written language. Their 

history, lores, laws, ceremonial practices, family structure and connections 

were passed on verbally from one generation to another. This information 

was repeatedly told to individuals until they understood and, in turn, this 

same information was passed on to others. Important information was never 

recorded in the form of written accounts, as was the case with many other 

cultures. Colonisation had a devastating effect on the lives of Aboriginal 

people, disrupting their traditions and practices. The passing on of important 

historical events in many Aboriginal communities ceased due to the 

fragmentation of families. Many Aboriginal people today wish to have their 

stories and/or history recorded as it not only gives them a voice, but it is a 

record of their story for future generations. It also gives a voice to those 

previously denied the chance to contribute to the recording of history (Denzin 

and Lincoln 2005). 

As a group, Aboriginal people have been oppressed since colonisation and, 

for many Aboriginal people, speaking about their life or an historical event 

can be part of the healing process. Telling their story can also make them 

feel important. Often oral history is a way to reach groups and individuals 

who have been ignored, oppressed and/or forgotten (Denzin and Lincoln 

1994). 

When obtaining the histories, it was the researcher’s wish that the 

participants be allowed to tell their own story in their own way, so that it had 

meaning for them and the information they were sharing was valued by the 

researcher. However, it was also important for the researcher to develop 

structured questions in order to obtain information that was important to the 

study. Therefore, the intentions of both the researcher and the participant 

were met. There is a range of strategies for obtaining an oral history, ranging 
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from the use of a structured set of questions, in which the researchers’ 

intentions are uppermost (Thompson 1978; Denzin and Lincoln 1994), to 

asking a person to tell his or her own story in his or her own way (Anderson 

and Jack 1991) in which the participants' intentions are uppermost. 

The technique of yarning enabled the researcher to collect a detailed oral 

history from participants (Streubant and Carpenter 1995). Furthermore, as 

Tholfsen (1977) explains ‘the past is present in every person and in the 

cultural and institutional world that surrounds [them]’ (p 248). 

Additionally, Aboriginal people enjoy telling stories. It is a strong component 

of their culture. In the stories told, the researcher searched for themes, facts 

and evidence that have unveiled historical events, ideas, institutions and 

people as well as the role of these events in building resilience (Baer 1992). 

According to Spiescke (1953), analysing oral history requires the researcher 

to locate and collect data, organise and arrange data into a pattern, and 

express data in meaningful and effective language. These form important 

skills that provide a method to evaluate the process. Grounded theory was 

used when analysing data collected from the oral histories. 

The main source of data was life histories from the selection of Aboriginal 

people collected through yarning. The stories that emerged from the 

interviews were compared and contrasted with additional sources of data 

collected from autobiographies of Australian Aboriginal people captured from 

personal experiences, radio, television, books, magazines and newspapers. 

All stories were tape-recorded and transcribed by the researcher. The 

researcher viewed each participant of the study as experts in the topic being 

studied, rather than subjects of an experiment, reflecting the practice of 

qualitative research (Anastas 2004). Each participant was given the 

opportunity to check their contributions (Miller and Crabtree 2005). They 

were given the opportunity to read their transcript and delete or add material 

to their stories. In this way, participants made sure that their stories emerged 

from the interviews. This was completed prior to analysis to ensure the 

integrity and richness of the data. 

Oral histories provided the researcher with a unique insight into how some 

Aboriginal people become resilient and what life events lead them to become 
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a more resilient person. However, it is not only the events in which the 

researcher was interested. It was also how individuals responded to adversity 

or an event. Many personal experiences were shared during the interview 

process but not all individuals reacted the same way. Although many 

individuals experienced similar adversities, each responded differently, which 

is why oral history is important as a data collection method. 

Forgiving 

The ability to forgive for injustices committed against them in the past is a 

way forward for Aboriginal people. Being able to forgive enables the 

individual to move forward and commence the healing process. A number of 

study participants explained the importance of the healing process. However, 

many stated the need to forgive before such a process could begin. All 

people suffering from an adversity need to learn to forgive. It may mean 

forgiving the driver of the car who may have killed a loved one, the German 

officers in charge of the prison camps during World War II, government 

officials who jailed you or a loved one unfairly for years, or other individuals 

or groups who may have caused other human beings to suffer an adversity. 

They all need to be forgiven for the pain and suffering they have caused. The 

ability to forgive, move forward and commence the healing process is what 

makes a successful Aboriginal person resilient. 

For Aboriginal people, it is the shared experience of colonisation. Aboriginal 

people need to learn to forgive for the adversities they suffered due to 

colonisation. The experience of an older study participant referred to as Ruby 

was mentioned in Chapter 4. Ruby’s experience demonstrates the true 

meaning of forgiveness by an Aboriginal person who has suffered the 

colonial experience. 

When Ruby’s father died in a work accident she was removed from her 

mother and placed in Moore River Native Settlement. Ruby was only ten 

years old at the time and never saw her mother again. She, like all the other 

girls at the mission, was trained in domestic work. At 14, Ruby was sent to a 

remote cattle station to work. She was repeatedly raped by two of the station 

owner’s sons. When it was discovered that she was pregnant, she was sent 
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back to Moore River. Ruby gave birth to her first child on her 15th birthday. 

The child was removed immediately from Ruby and sent to Sister Kate’s 

home in Perth. Once Ruby had recovered from the birth of her child she was 

forced to return to the same station where she was raped again by the same 

men. Ruby returned to the settlement pregnant once more. Prior to her 16th 

birthday she gave birth to her second child and, like the first, this child was 

sent to Sister Kate’s home in Perth. Ruby was forced to return to the same 

cattle station for the third time, again she was repeatedly raped returning 

pregnant to Moore River settlement. She gave birth to her third child just after 

her 18th birthday. Like the other two, this child was also sent to Sister Kate’s 

home in Perth. 

When interviewed for this research project, Ruby explained that at age 18, 

she felt like she was nothing. She had been totally traumatised by her 

experience at both Moore River and the cattle station. Ruby remained at 

Moore River until she married at age 20. Once free from the mission, she 

finally searched for her mother eventually finding her grave. She was never 

reconnected with her three children. Not surprisingly Ruby became an angry 

person, an alcoholic, and what she referred to herself as 'a victim'. After two 

broken marriages, her relationship with her two daughters ended, and 

imprisoned Ruby accepted help. She was 39 years old and felt that she had 

hit rock bottom. She believed it was now time to crawl out of the dark hole 

she had dug herself into. 

The first adversity Ruby dealt with was her addiction to 'alcohol' and 

'smoking'. Ruby then dealt with her anger. Once she conquered her anger 

she had to do what she described as 'the hardest thing I have ever had to do 

in my entire life'. 'Forgive'. Ruby forgave those who had wronged her. She 

stated in her interview that it was so hard to do this but just as important to 

do. By forgiving the wrongs committed against her, Ruby let the traumatic 

events go and started her healing. She was no longer a victim and, at age 

47, Ruby felt free and at peace with herself. She was now able to move 

forward and put right the wrongs of her past. 

Ruby’s experience is one of many of the terrible injustices that Aboriginal 

people have suffered due to the colonial experience. Like many other study 
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participants, Ruby was able to forgive and commence the healing process. 

She moved forward and today is thriving within her family and community 

which consist of both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. 

Ruby was able to access mainstream services; she had a great deal of 

support and encouragement from non-Aboriginal health professionals. Such 

health professionals acknowledged, accepted and understood the history of 

Aboriginal people in this country. These non-Aboriginal health professionals 

worked closely with Aboriginal health professionals and were guided by the 

Aboriginal workers, making their mainstream programs not only culturally 

appropriate but culturally safe. 

3.11.1 Pilot Interviews 

Pilot interviews were conducted; the researcher, although very experienced 

in the cultural way of yarning, believed it necessary to apply the method of 

yarning to gauge the factor of timing and to show the capacity of yarning to 

provide adequate data for later analysis. Allocating enough time to conduct 

the interviews was a major concern for the researcher. Circumstances and 

disruptions had to be considered from a cultural perspective. 'Sorry Time' and 

'Funerals' are a cultural responsibility for most Aboriginal people and cultural 

protocols must be adhered to, having a major impact on meetings arranged 

for interviews. By conducting four pilot interviews, the researcher gauged the 

timeframe of the interview process and reviewed her cultural yarning 

process. 

Doing pilot interviews allows researchers to revise their questions, 
provides information about the data that are likely to be obtained from 
each question, and allows for practice using the protocol in the interview 
setting (Hill et al. 2005, p 8) 

It was also important to test what would work and what would not work with 

the method of yarning. Four participants were selected for the pilot 

interviews, each for a specific reason. The researcher had known one 

participant all her life who was an active member in her local Noongar 

community. The second participant was a member of the researcher’s local 

Noongar community but not well-known to her. The third participant was a 
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student of the researcher approximately five years prior to the interview. The 

final participant was unknown to the researcher and neither had met. 

Extensive field notes were taken for each interview including body language, 

environment and setting where the interview took place (Marshall and 

Rossman 2010). The number of visits taken to complete the interview 

process and the time of each interview were detailed. Information from such 

field notes was important when conducting the other 16 interviews. 

After reflecting on the process of each interview, the researcher concluded 

that social yarning was appropriate to be used for each interview. It was 

necessary to make a connection with each participant interviewed. Much of 

the first interview with Participant 1 was about community gossip. The 

interview took place in the participant’s home and ended after 2 hours and 25 

minutes, due to the researcher having another appointment. A second 

appointment was made to complete the interview. However, it took a third 

visit with Participant 1 before the pilot interview was completed; three 

appointments, each taking well over two hours. 

For Participant 2, the interview process commenced after 1 hour and 40 

minutes. The first hour was spent making family connections and linking 

different family members to each other. The first interview took place on the 

veranda of the participant’s home. This participant’s personal story did not 

really unfold until the second appointment, also at the participant's home. In 2 

hours and 15 minutes, the participant shared her life experience. The 

participant confessed to the researcher that she had first thought that her 

small housing commission house was not 'flash' enough for a Noongar 

working at a big university. 

The researcher found Participant 3 the most difficult to interview. The 

participant was nervous and appeared to want to say what she thought the 

researcher wanted to hear. The researcher therefore used the first interview 

to become reacquainted with her former student. Social yarning was used for 

some of the time, however collaborative yarning was mostly used to confirm 

this participant’s knowledge and understanding of the concept of resilience. 

Great effort on the researcher’s part was made in assisting her former 

student to now see them both as equals. At the next interview, Participant 3 
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was much more relaxed and shared her personal life experience in 1 hour 

and 45 minutes. 

Participant 4 met the researcher for a coffee. Social and collaborative yarning 

was used in this first interview for approximately 1 hour. During the second 

and third interviews, Participant 4 shared his/her personal life experience in 1 

hour and 20 minutes. 

3.12 ANALYSIS OF DATA USING A GROUNDED THEORY APPROACH 

Grounded theory was first described by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss 

in 1967. Over time, both these authors have diverged in their descriptions of 

grounded theory. In 1990, Strauss and Juliet Corbin described the method of 

grounded theory 'as a qualitative research method that uses a systematic set 

of procedures to develop an inductively derived grounded theory about 

phenomenon' (p 24). Often portrayed as an ‘inductive’ method of theory 

development, grounded theory uses both inductive and deductive processes 

(Brockopp and Hastings-Tolsma 1989; Nieswiadomy 1993; Siegel 1997). 

In 2008, Charmaz stated that grounded theory '…consists of systemic, yet 

flexible guidelines for collecting and analysing qualitative data to construct 

theories ‘grounded’ in the data themselves' (Charmaz 2008, p 2). It is this 

flexibility that allowed the researcher to include Indigenous protocols during 

data collection. 

During this research, data was obtained from the Aboriginal participants and 

analysed in order to reveal insights into their perceptions about resilient 

factors that included personal experiences, attitudes, feelings and 

expectations. I identified categories, grouped some as they were shared with 

academic literature, some were the same but needed to be explained from 

an Aboriginal perspective, and other categories were new. 

Data analysis of this research project was facilitated by the method of 

constant comparison described by Glaser and Strauss (1967), Glaser (1978) 

and operationally refined by Lincoln and Guba (1985). Each transcript was 

read line-by-line, and units of meaning identified and then coded. Major 

categories of meaning were formed as the data analysis proceeded, which 

were then examined, re-examined and refined. 



Chapter 3. An Aboriginal Methodology  152 

3.12.1 Data Analysis 

The 16 interviews were transcribed soon after the interviews were conducted, 

resulting in more than 236 pages of interview notes in raw form; these notes 

formed a rich tapestry of information about the lived experience of resilience 

(Aboriginal history). Analysing these data to search for emergent themes took 

more than a year of rigorous, systematic and structured analysis, which is 

explained below. 

In grounded theory, data analysis includes open coding, constant 

comparative analysis, theoretical coding and memoing, and identification of a 

core category and a basic social process (Glaser 1978; Charmaz 2006). 

A grounded theory approach used the individual narratives of Aboriginal 

people and involved synthesis and analysis of these to inform theory of 

resilience. It was important to the researcher to transcribe each interview as 

soon as possible after conducting the interview; this allowed her to record 

memos which reported on participant’s conversations, body language and 

circumstances which were still fresh in her mind as well as transcribing the 

actual words. 

Once the process of transcribing was completed, each transcript was printed 

on coloured paper and a code was produced to assist the researcher to 

quickly recognise each participant. 

3.12.2 Constant Comparative Analysis 

A constant comparative method of data analysis was used to analyse the 

data generated in the study. Glaser (1978), Charmaz (2006) and Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) describe this process of analysis. In this thesis, I modified 

Glaser's description as it best suited the data I was working with. The method 

involved reading each transcript and identifying units of data. Units have two 

characteristics: first, the units should be heuristic, aimed at some 

understanding of action that the researcher requires for the purpose of the 

study; and, second, each unit should be the smallest piece of information 

about something that can stand by itself (Lincoln and Guba 1985). All 

transcripts were read and units of data identified, these were compiled to look 
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for similarities. Units of data that were similar were then merged to form 

major units. Such units were then labelled and explained. 

A conceptual framework (see p 194 for a clear description of the conceptual 

framework) was developed from these major units to represent the findings of 

the study as a whole (Glaser and Strauss 1967). All analysis was conducted 

manually, keeping the researcher close to the emerging pertinent data. 

3.12.3 Open Coding 

Open coding according to Corbin and Strauss (2008) is 'Breaking data apart 

and delineating concepts to stand for blocks of raw data. At the same time, 

one is quantifying those concepts in terms of their properties and dimensions' 

(p 195). 

Each transcript was transcribed by the researcher. This was necessary as 

many participants used Aboriginal slang as well as body and sign language 

to express themselves. It also ensured the researcher was close to the data. 

Whilst transcribing each interview, the researcher reflected on each 

transcript. The researcher ensured that each interview was transcribed as 

soon as possible after each interview. This ensured that the interview was 

still clear in her mind. Notes were taken prior to and after each interview to 

remind the researcher of different events, circumstances and behaviours of 

the participant. Major points made by the participant during the interview 

were noted by the researcher as well as the meaning of certain body 

language. The researcher ensured that only two interviews were conducted 

and transcribed before commencing the next interview. 

Although the transcripts were read, re-read and reflected upon several times, 

the researcher already had an intimate knowledge of their account as she 

had personally transcribed each interview. 

Each transcript was printed on different pieces of coloured paper. This made 

it easier for the researcher to code the transcripts manually. The analysis 

began with ‘open coding’ line-by-line, paragraph-by-paragraph to break the 

data into codes (Glaser 1992; Charmaz 2008). To assist this analysis, a 

series of questions were asked such as: 'What is the major idea brought out 

in this sentence or paragraph?' and 'What seems to be going on here?' 
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(Strauss and Corbin 1990, p 73). Each idea was given a code and a list of 

codes was documented. Similar codes were collapsed, forming a major 

theme. Each theme was placed on butcher’s paper. Each transcript was read 

and re-read. Lines, sentences and paragraphs containing a major theme 

were cut from each transcript and placed on butcher’s paper that contained 

that major theme. Open coding is essential to grounded theory. There are no 

prior assumptions made of what may or may not exist in the data. Open 

coding is undertaken with an open frame of mind. An open frame of mind 

was kept by the researcher and no preconceived codes were used. 

3.12.4 Axial Coding 

Axial coding was used to relate categories to sub-categories. According to 

Charmaz (2008), 'Axial coding relates categories to subcategories, specifies 

the properties and dimensions of a category, and reassembles the data you 

have fractured during initial coding to give coherence to the emerging 

analysis (Charmaz 2008, p 60). 

During the constant comparative analysis, it was evident that participants 

clearly articulated the context in which their experiences occurred; for 

example, experiences of racism. These were separated as contextual codes. 

The participants also explained how these conditions impacted their lives, 

which became the causative categories known by Glaser and Strauss as 

‘causal conditions’. But what were far more important for this thesis were the 

strategies adopted by the participants to overcome these negative events; 

these categories are classified by Glaser and Strauss as ‘action categories’. 

After reading each transcript, categories were formed. For example, parents, 

grandparents, uncles and aunties were mentioned by the individual. Usually 

such individuals were given credit for assisting the participant to be resilient 

and were responsible for raising the participant. The category of Family was 

formed. At times, family members were referred to as role models. An aunty 

may have been referred to as a role model but the participant was raised by 

their parents not by the aunty. The category of Role model was formed. 

A number of themes crossed over into each other. For example, Land, 

culture and spirituality. Another example was Belonging, family and land. 
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3.12.5 Field Notes 

Field notes were kept whilst conducting all interviews pertaining to this study 

(Marshall and Rossman 2010). The researcher recorded the environment or 

setting in which the interview took place; who else was present during the 

interview and for how long; the impact such individuals had on the 

interviewee; and the events, circumstances and behaviours that occurred 

prior, during and after each interview. Items were also shared or shown to the 

researcher, such as old photos, letters, Native Welfare Records or citizenship 

cards. 

3.12.6 Memoing 

Memos are records of ideas and thoughts about codes, categories and the 

connections they may have (Charmaz 2006). Memos are used throughout 

the constant comparison analysis to record ideas and for reflection. To assist 

in writing memos, Charmaz (2006) suggests two methods: the first is 

clustering, which is a form of diagramming the properties of a category or 

process, and the second is free-writing to get ideas on paper, with an open 

mind. In this study, the researcher used the free-writing method. 

One de-identified interview was shared with supervisors and a grouping 

exercise was conducted to rigor and check consistency in approach with the 

other 16 interviews. Following this, each transcript was read and re-read and 

participant statements were cut out and grouped into themes with shared 

meaning. Examples of these groupings were then shared with the supervisor 

and named; this process lead to 20 common themes listed below. Each 

emergent theme was then placed on a sheet of butcher’s paper. One by one 

each transcript was read and words, sentences and paragraphs pertaining to 

each theme were cut out and glued onto the butcher’s paper labelled with 

that theme. This process was followed until each piece of butcher's paper 

had a large amount of data relating to the theme. 

The final stage of this process was theoretical sampling which consisted of 

exploring alternative theoretical explanations for resilience amongst 

Aboriginal people. As a result of this exercise, an explanatory framework was 

developed which best explained the aspiration of participants. This 
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framework has now been checked for resonance with the broader Aboriginal 

community through conferences and personal communication with Aboriginal 

elders. It was important to the researcher for the framework to be presented 

to members of the Aboriginal community. The community-controlled 

organisation Marr Mooditj was chosen to present the framework to first. At 

this presentation, there were four female Aboriginal community elders, 15 

Aboriginal health worker students, ten Aboriginal health professionals and 14 

non-Aboriginal health professionals; 43 in total. The community consultation 

was conducted to ensure Aboriginal resonance with the proposed framework; 

there has been an overall resonance with the model presented here. 

3.13 IMPLICATIONS FOR THIS STUDY 

Aboriginal Standpoint Theory was used to obtain information for this research 

project. Being Aboriginal, the researcher understood the ideas, knowledge 

and principles from the point of view of Aboriginal people. The knowledge for 

this research project was acquired by following important Aboriginal 

protocols. For this researcher, it is not what you do, but how you go about 

acquiring knowledge from Aboriginal people. 

3.13.1 Limitations 

Using the method of yarning to collect data of the lived experience of 

Aboriginal people enabled the researcher to obtain rich and vital information 

for this study. In saying this, it must be noted that time was a constraining 

factor in gathering data. The researcher was aware of the issue of time, 

especially within the Aboriginal community, and although a great deal of extra 

time was utilised to conduct interviews, extra time was necessary to complete 

all arranged interviews. 

A combination of social, collaborative and therapeutic yarning (Bessarab 

2010) was necessary to obtain each participants story. However, the 

researcher underestimated the amount of time therapeutic yarning would 

take for most participants interviewed. Also the amount of time spent using 

social yarning for a minimal number of participants. The interview process 

became quite stressful as time ran out for the remaining interviews. Even so, 
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the benefits of allowing extra time for the interview process to be conducted 

in the traditional cultural way outweighed the stress encountered. 

There were many pressures and conflicts between conducting the interviews 

in the traditional cultural way and meeting timelines set by the University. In 

many cases, a rapport had to be built between the researcher and the 

participant. Such rapport was essential if the interview was to be successful. 

When a rapport was established, the participant began to display qualities of 

trust in the newly-formed relationship with the researcher. However, in order 

to form such a relationship, it was essential for the researcher to allow the 

appropriate amount of time to do so. This demonstrates the importance of 

Indigenous methodology that respects Aboriginal ways of working. Extra time 

was needed to build trust, given the erosion of trust in researchers due to 

Aboriginal people’s negative experiences where it was not perceived as 

reciprocal. Aboriginal people ‘gave’ and non-Aboriginal people ‘took’; not 

giving much back once the research was completed. For example, statistics 

in Aboriginal health did not improve. Hence the common question asked in 

Aboriginal communities by Aboriginal people 'Why do the research if you are 

not going to do anything about the problems?' (Smith 1999). This extra time 

impacted on the overall time allowed for the research study. 

Another issue that impacted on the overall time permitted for the study was 

the follow up of study participants. Although quite willing to participate in the 

study, some participants had other events that impacted on their everyday 

life. Some study participants were matriarchs of large families and with such 

a role came numerous responsibilities; responsibilities such as 

accompanying a pregnant granddaughter to the doctor or a troublesome 

grandson to court. There were many times when the interview was not a 

priority for such individuals; at times it was necessary for the researcher to 

renegotiate interviews two, three and four times for certain individuals. 

Most of the interviews were longer than one hour with some taking two to 

three hours. This was due to interruptions prior to and during the interview. 

The researcher ceased the interview if the participant became emotional 

when sharing some sensitive information. Time was permitted to allow the 

participant to collect their thoughts or to even seek counselling before 
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continuing. It was important to respect Aboriginal people rather than expect 

them to adapt to the western-derived timelines. Part of this process is 

building trust that can lead to good research outcomes as evidenced by the 

level of disclosure from the participants of this research study. There was 

some inherent tension for the researcher in the conflict between the 

Aboriginal way of conducting research and mainstream non-Aboriginal 

expectations of timelines that needed to be adhered to. 

A limitation of this research is that the research is descriptive of Aboriginal 

experiences which have not been previously examined openly with any 

Aboriginal empirical methodology. However, research which describes the 

process and tests the impact on Aboriginal people is needed. 
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4 THEIR YARNS 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter describes themes that emerged from the life stories of 16 

Aboriginal people. These themes describe or explain the lived experience of 

resilience as discussed in the interviews. Many of the themes that emerged 

are already present in literature on resilience. However, here they are 

explained with the unique voice that emerged from the lived experience of 

Aboriginal people. Therefore the researcher is able to describe its social 

construction from an Aboriginal perspective and include those not mentioned, 

some new aspects of resilience and, from a cultural perspective, redefine 

other aspects of resilience and expand on the explanation of resilience. They 

include: 

 

4.2 SURVIVING WHAT? 

It is necessary to describe within this chapter the context of needing to be 

resilient. Each participant described circumstances and events that provide 

the reader with a clear understanding of the critical events that the 

participants rose above. It is essential that some of the events prior to 

considering the characteristics of resilience are explained. These 

experiences of adversity, although not the same, were universally 

experienced by the participants and subsequently discussed by each 

participant in the interview. 

Family    (Religion)   Dreaming (Vision) 

Healing   Identity   Culture 

Spirituality   Land (Country)   Religion 

Humour   Hope    Learning 

Enduring   Coping   Survival 

Thriving  

Health    Inner strength 
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What have Aboriginal people needed to survive from? According to all 16 

participants of this study, they have needed to survive the impacts of 

colonialism and racism. 

4.2.1 Experience Surviving Racism 

Every participant spoke of the need to survive. Most participants spoke of 

surviving racism. Some participants were exposed to all levels of racism 

every day and, whilst being interviewed, gave examples of how they 

managed to survive. 

One female participant in her early 40s discussed a number of racial 

experiences she was exposed to during school and then when she was 

employed. She survived these experiences and stayed strong in her culture 

and beliefs which enabled her to make a difference in her community: 

Having experienced all those things and still surviving, but still being 
strong in my culture, strong in my beliefs, able to work, able to earn a 
good living and making a difference in my community. Yeah I have 
survived. 

When discussing her personal journey and resilience, a female participant in 

her 30s from Tasmania explained that survival was a strong characteristic of 

her resilience. It was the first resilient characteristic mentioned, showing how 

important survival was to her: 

Ok survival would have to be one of the first because you know well they 
(white authorities) tried to wipe us out and they even used to say there 
are no Aboriginals in Tasmania. 

One participant in her early 40s was adopted by a non-Aboriginal family at a 

young age. She explains her frustration with her family, about the racism she 

had to confront: 

My white family would always say 'You're just part of our family and we 
will always love you for the way you are'. So if the racism thing came up 
they would say oh that’s all rubbish or nonsense so it wasn’t real to them 
but it was real to me. 

It is interesting how this participant dealt with the racist taunts she received 

during and out of school. Not wanting to use ‘violence’, she used other 

strategies to deal with the racism that she was confronted with. One of her 
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strategies was to deny her Aboriginality in order to survive. On other 

occasions however, she identified as an Aboriginal but an Aboriginal with lots 

of cousins, threatening to get all her Aboriginal cousins to deal with certain 

children giving her a hard time: 

A couple of times I would deny that I was Aboriginal and told them that I 
was Jamaican and that totally confused some people because they didn’t 
know what a Jamaican was. I never would fight I just spoke with 
conviction and I put on this front that usually worked so I never had to 
fight. I would also say that I had lots of cousins and I would threaten to 
get them for any kid who was giving me a hard time. So yeah I was 
either Jamaican or I had lots of cousins. 

I was just a smart arse basically. I would always give them a mouthful 
and be sarcastic about it and then smile at them. Having a smart answer 
worked for me that’s what I did to survive. I would say something that 
baffled kids they didn’t know how to answer and were left feeling quite 
stupid. 

Every Aboriginal person interviewed had their own way of dealing with 

racism. For some, the only way was to use violence, so they lashed out in a 

physical way. While for others, not accustomed to violence or not wanting to 

physically fight, had their unique way of dealing with racism. Whatever the 

case may be, each individual had to deal with racism. They could confront it 

and survive it, or they could succumb to it. All participants interviewed had 

confronted and survived racism. 

4.2.2 Surviving Colonialism 

Colonialism has had a detrimental effect on Aboriginal people throughout 

Australia. It has affected them in a holistic way. ‘A process that had a 

devastating impact on the physical, spiritual, social and cultural wellbeing of 

the many different societies (500 clan groups), which remained relatively 

isolated for between 40,000 to 70,000 years’ (Collard 2000, p 23). 

Not one participant interviewed mentioned the word colonialism specifically. 

However, all participants discussed the racist policies used to exclude 

Aboriginal people from having any rights or dignity. A number of participants 

spoke either of themselves, their parents or grandparents being prohibited to 

speak their language, practice traditional customs and rituals, and being 

denied access to their traditional lands. Many participants explained that this 
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was due to the introduction of segregation and assimilation policies, and the 

institutionalisation of Aboriginal people. 

Through the stories of the participants interviewed, the pain and bitterness of 

such memories was displayed, resulting in emotions such as anger, hatred, 

alienation, depression, grief and frustration. For many participants, the long-

term physical and psychological effects are transgenerational. However, all 

participants in this study were able to rise above this history. Through their 

stories they demonstrated that they were able to survive colonialism. For 

many, it was surviving in another world or culture. 

4.2.3 Experience of Being Taken Away 

Some of the participants interviewed were removed from their family and had 

to adapt to a new culture. One participant shared her experience of being 

taken away. Unbeknown to her at the time, the Aboriginal man she 

considered and called her father was not her biological father. Her mother 

had been raped by a non-Aboriginal man and she was a 'half caste' and was 

therefore removed by the authorities. Her story is a demonstration of not only 

her pain but her parents’, grandmothers', brothers', sisters' and cousins' pain: 

I woke up just before the sun came up, however there was enough light 
for me to be able to see the two policemen. They were talking to my 
father who was standing away from where we were sleeping. He was 
smoking and had his head down. I rolled over and saw that my 
grandmother, who was not too far from me watching them talk. Then it 
all happened, the policemen were there right next to me and so was my 
grandmother. One of the policemen grabbed my arm and said I had to 
go with them. My granny was shouting now and she was trying to pull 
me away from the policeman who had hold of me. Then I heard my 
mother screaming at the policemen pointing to my father and telling 
them he was my father. 

I started to cry because my mother was crying and so was granny. I 
sensed a fear I had never experienced before in my life. The policemen 
put me in their car and locked the doors. My mother and granny were 
joined by my aunties and they were all crying. My mother was banging 
on the windows and screaming and shouting that I belonged to her. They 
all made me so frightened and I remember not knowing what was 
happening to me. I jumped up on the back seat and looked out the back 
window. I saw my mother and aunties running after me. I could see my 
brothers, sisters and cousins all crying not knowing what to do. I saw my 
father the only father I had ever know walking head down back to the 
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camp. I was crying and continued to cry for some time. I remember 
looking out the window as we drove further and further away from my 
family. The sun was now up and shinning in my eyes. I felt sick in the 
stomach I didn’t know what was happening and there was this horrible 
ache in my chest I thought I was going to vomit but didn’t. 

This participant had experienced very little of western culture. Due to her 

biological father being 'white' her mother had tried to hide her away from the 

authorities. Her inexperience and innocence is clearly demonstrated: 

When we got to the mission I was taken to a room by an old lady who 
the policeman called sister. I thought she was his older sister. She told 
me to come and grabbed my arm and took me to a room. She put some 
bloomers and a dress on me I remember how strange all this felt. I went 
and sat on the floor and she told me to get up from there and sit on the 
bench next to the table. I was given a mug with water in it and some 
white stuff I had never seen before. It was a food I had never eaten 
before. Two more women came in dressed like the policeman’s sister. 
They talked about their father and how he was coming soon. I asked 
about my father in language and the policeman’s sister slapped me 
across the face. She then grabbed my face squeezing my cheeks in her 
hand hurting me even more and said 'Speak English'. She let me go and I 
started to cry as my face hurt from the slap and from where she had just 
squeezed it. This old one she left with the others and just one nun stayed 
with me, she was younger. She told me to stop crying and when I 
stopped she told me I was never to speak like that again or I would get 
hit with a belt. I was shown the belt and the nun made a hit at me with it 
I jumped and started to cry again. I was told once again to stop crying 
and was then led to a very small room outside away all on its own. I was 
told to sit and do my business, of course I did not understand the words 
or their meaning and I certainly did not know what was expected of me. 
But the smell of this place told me what this little room was used for. 

I was taken back to the same room and then a new policeman came and 
he and one of them women, who this policeman called sister too, took 
me to his car. I was very confused as I was thinking all the police had 
sisters here and they all dressed the same. I got in the car with the 
policeman and we drove and drove. 

4.2.4 Too Many Funerals 

As mentioned earlier, colonisation has had a devastating impact on 

Aboriginal people, affecting them in a holistic way. Their attendance at too 

many funerals affects their physical, spiritual, social and cultural wellbeing. 

One participant gave the following reason for not keeping her appointment to 

be interviewed: 
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I was just too tired and worn out to meet with ya the other day. Too 
many funerals. Just too many funerals and it all just sorta caught up with 
me. It’s a big strain on our emotions I think, which makes ya so tired and 
I dunno, just feel weak as. 

Another participant during January discussed the funerals he had attended 

the previous year, he was hoping to have a much better year: 

Happy New Year to you too. I just hope this year is better than the last. It 
was a bad year for me and my family last year. Too many funerals, we 
had too many funerals. I buried two of me younger brothers. One at the 
beginning of the year and one towards the end. They were both in their 
late 40s too. My brothers, they never made it to 50. Towards the end of 
the year was worser than any other time. I went to seven funerals in a 
row startin with me brothers later on in the year. 

A funeral every Friday for a month. One week there was one on the 
Thursday and the Saturday of that same week. So we started on 
Thursday then travelled to one in the country on the Friday and come 
back home and went to another one on the Saturday. Sometimes ya 
going to two funerals in one day, if you're lucky, the same cemetery. 
They hold one in the morning 10 o clock at the church and then 11 o 
clock at the cemetery. Ya go to the wake of that one at lunch time, have 
a feed. Then ya head off to the church, tryin to git there at half past 1 to 
the next funeral. I tell ya it sure knocks ya around, well it knocked the 
stuffin outta me anyway. 

The impacts of colonialism are quite clear in the experiences above. 

However, all experiences demonstrate how many Aboriginal people have 

survived and continue to survive on a daily basis, showing that survival is 

clearly a major resilience factor for Aboriginal people. 

4.3 STRATEGIES TO FACE ADVERSITY 

Aboriginal people have had to face the same adversities for generations. 

Strategies used by one generation were passed on to the next and so on. 

Many participants learned a great deal from their parents and grandparents 

on how to confront adversity. Others needed to learn how to confront 

adversities themselves as previous generations in their family were not 

empowered to do so. This was due to many reasons; the main reason being 

education. Many Aboriginal people saw the benefits of obtaining an 

education and this meant power. 
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4.3.1 Inner Strength 

Traditionally, Aboriginal people considered personal traits of community 

members. The elders would observe individuals within the clan group, 

selecting those with certain characteristics. The individual was someone who 

had strong cultural values and principles. They were reliable and 

demonstrated such qualities as humility, compassion, fairness and self-

control. Such individuals would be given responsibilities within their family 

and clan groups. These individuals would then be considered leaders. This 

cultural practice has continued and is still practised in many Aboriginal 

communities today. Individuals with such qualities today are considered to be 

strong and are often called a strong woman or a strong man who has a 

strong spirit. 

When discussing some of the adversities faced, a number of participants 

spoke of their inner strength, some referred to it as a strong spirit: 

I think for me it was my inner strength I like to think of it as my spirit. 

Another participant stated: 

But yeah it’s an inner strength, kinda like my inner spirit and I believe it is 
strong, very strong. 

One participant believed her inner strength came from her family: 

The thing for me was the family unit that strong family unit gave me 
inner strength which in turn I believe makes me resilient. 

While another who had experienced blatant racism from one of her 

employers gave credit to her community: 

You know I was knocked. He knocked me with what he said and I believe 
I gained strength from my own community. Working with my own 
community with and for my own people helped build up my strength my 
self-esteem yeah was made stronger. 

A participant in her 40s, who was adopted as a baby, expressed her feelings 

about identity and her own personal ability: 

I started to understand myself a lot better. It was my own personal 
ability to do so I guess a sorta inner strength that came through for me. 
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Another participant in her 60s believed her achievements in life were due to 

her own personal strength: 

I think umm I got to where I am by being strong. You know I got a strong 
spirit. I know what I want and I know what I have to do to get it. 

The following participant discussed during his interview how it was his 

grandmother who had seen his strength even from a young age. He therefore 

believed it was his inner strength that assisted him to face personal 

challenges and adversities: 

So I think what I am saying is well I believe it is my inner strength. Gran 
called it my spirit. She would always say to my father and uncle Sammy 
this boy he got a strong spirit. Even when I had been belted by my 
brothers and dad and I struggled to get to my bed with gran and my 
mother each side of me. I knew my mother was worried because she said 
to gran 'he won’t die will he?' I remember gran saying 'nah he won’t die 
his spirit is too strong I mean he don’t look too good but he won’t die not 
with a spirit like his'. 

Inner strength is an important strategy used by many study participants to 

overcome adversities they faced. For some study participants, it was about 

believing in themselves. They believed they were strong or they had an inner 

strength or a strong inner spirit; this inner strength assisted them to face 

adversities. Other participants were told by family members of their strong 

spirit. Then there were those who believed they gained strength from their 

Aboriginal community. Such individuals worked within their community and 

for their people, gaining strength from doing so. Whatever the situation, inner 

strength is an important strategy used to face and overcome adversity. 

4.3.2 Enduring 

The word 'endure' was used occasionally by some participants, but most 

used the word 'suffer' which has a similar meaning to endure. Another word 

used by some participants was 'tolerate'. Other terms used throughout the 

interviews were 'put up with', 'accept' and 'allow'. 

Many Aboriginal people endured under past government policies. Prior to 

1967, they had no rights, as they were not considered citizens of this country. 

Many participants spoke of these times explaining how their parents and 

grandparents endured these hard times as a way of surviving. For most, it 
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was during a time when government policies were fully enforced and many 

Aboriginal people felt oppressed and disempowered. It was easier to endure 

or put up with adversity, go along to get along and survive. Some participants 

discussed how their parents and grandparents endured many adversities: 

The only thing I found hard was watching them both just accept any 
treatment from white fullas. I used to get angry so angry my blood used 
to boil. Dad he always thought of the white people he used to work for. 
He used to tell my brothers 'don’t go fighting with them I have to work 
for their father tomorrow'. Just go along with them, don’t rock the boat. 
Yeah, my poor old dad, he suffered a lot just to survive. He would suffer 
the name calling and the put downs ignoring what people said. 

One female participant spoke of her time spent at school and the racism she 

suffered. Her parents and grandparents accepted racism as a part of life and 

their way of dealing or coping with racism was to 'put up with it'; they 

obviously felt disempowered to do anything about it: 

I found it hard at school with the racist taunts. My parents’ and 
grandparents’ favourite word was ‘tolerate’. Mum would always say 
'you just have to tolerate it' or gran would say 'put up with it and they 
will get sick of teasing you'. I personally couldn’t see why I should have 
to tolerate racism and I wouldn’t if I could help it. 

Another female participant explained how her parents and grandparents 

endured and coped with many adversities. However, like many other 

participants, she believed that her sister and she were more empowered than 

their parents and grandparents, since they do not just endure or cope with 

adversity today: 

I feel my sister and I are more empowered than my parents and 
grandparents ever were. They tended to endure and cope with the 
adversities they faced. They put up with the terrible treatment dished 
out to them. They allowed white people to walk all over them. They were 
submissive and even today my mother believes everything a white 
person tells her. I always say sarcastically in my mother's presence 'if 
you're white you're right' It is bad of me to do this but I just get so angry 
and it’s so frustrating. The worst part about all of this is I know they 
suffered and put up with all of this in order to survive. And yes they 
survived a horrible part of our history. I want more. I don’t just want to 
survive. Just surviving is not enough for me and my children. 

Most participants spoke of endurance, not from their own personal 

experience, rather endurance was spoken from their parents and 
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grandparents experience. Most participants, who were fortunate enough to 

have older parents and grandparents still alive, witnessed firsthand how their 

old people were still disempowered and would stay disempowered in order to 

survive. 

However, in saying this, most participants interviewed had moved on from 

where their parents and grandparents were. Most participants reiterated that 

they don’t just want to survive, just surviving is not enough for them, they 

want more. It must also be acknowledged that none of the participants in this 

study were just surviving. They had moved on and were doing much more 

than just surviving. 

4.3.3 Thriving 

Not many of the participants in this study used the term thriving. It is not a 

part of many Aboriginal people's vocabulary, more like 'I am doing really well' 

or 'we don’t want for anything'. One participant who felt he was very 

successful stated the following: 

My parents, well they worked hard, very hard really and yeah I guess 
they went without and did without for us kids. I am doing really well, I 
can’t complain really. Life is good I own my home, money in the bank to 
go on holidays, when I retire well I'll have a good super. Both my wife 
and I have good health and we are happy. Life is what you make it. 

Other participants spoke of doing well in a more holistic way. A young female 

participant shared: 

I am grateful that I can raise my kids with their father. We are rich in our 
love for each other and our kids. Both of us still have our parents and we 
both have our grannys. He also still got his pop which is really good. Not 
too many old men still with us. We also got some good friends. We living 
in the country we belong to. We have our stories, our old people, we’re 
happy. We are rich as we have family, culture, land and we know who 
we are and where we belong and it’s enough umm yes it is more than 
enough cause we are happy truly happy. 

There were many participants who were thriving. They are living a successful 

life doing far more than surviving or just surviving. 
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4.3.4 Learning 

Learning from one's mistakes was considered important for many 

participants in this study. This was not surprising as learning is considered a 

traditional cultural principle especially for children and young adults. 

Traditionally such individuals were permitted to make mistakes, at times 

more than once. The expectation was that they would learn and not make the 

same mistake again. Of course this was important for their survival. 

Some Aboriginal people saw learning as the ability to gather knowledge and 

information about their culture from Aboriginal elders and leaders. This is not 

an easy task and individuals soon learn that there are cultural protocols and 

processes that must be adhered to before any cultural information is passed 

on. Individuals must show humility and demonstrate that they have respect 

for themselves and others, especially their elders. So learning, in regard to 

gaining knowledge and information about one's culture is, for some 

individuals, a major part of empowerment and self-determination. 

Although some study participants shared their personal experiences of 

learning, the majority spoke of the importance of learning about their culture 

from community elders and leaders. Many expressed a great deal of pride in 

their ability to do so. 

Study participants who were removed from their family from a young age or 

who were never taught important cultural practices, expressed that learning 

about their culture was an important part of survival as an Aboriginal person 

in today’s Aboriginal society. Aboriginal cultural knowledge and practices 

must be learned, in order for them to be retained and passed on to future 

generations. 

The following participant, an elderly female, spoke strongly about teaching 

and passing on cultural knowledge, and the importance of never allowing our 

culture to die out: 

Me and my kids we always identified as Murries that’s how I brung them 
up. They also had a lot to do with mum and dad. My kids were taught 
about our Murrie culture, yes the Murrie way. They know some of the 
language, how to track small animals. How to make a damper? And 
cook it in the ground. They can go out bush and gather some bush foods. 



Chapter 4. Their Yarns  170 

The most important thing is my kids are teaching their kids these things 
and I do my bit to educate my grandchildren as well. I teach them our 
dreaming and I tell them the stories. I believe we must keep our culture 
alive we can’t let it die out. We have survived so our culture must survive 
too. 

Another female participant removed from her family at the age of four and 

fostered by a non-Aboriginal family, knew very little of her culture and cultural 

practices. She explained during her interview how she had spent most of her 

adult life learning about her culture and cultural practices. She explained how 

she was taught different cultural practices from her husband: 

He taught me a lot like how important funerals are cause I never knew 
that funerals were important. So yeah he taught me a lot. He taught me 
about the land as well cause I was always frightened of the bush. He 
would take me and the kids out into the bush so yeah he taught me a lot 
of cultural stuff that I didn’t even know. 

For some participants learning about their Aboriginal culture such as their 

language was important: 

I learned many of the Noongar words and spoke them as often as 
possible so as not to forget them or their meaning. 

Other participants spoke of the cultural way of doing things: 

I of course have a long way to go and I am still learning about my culture 
trying to live as an Aboriginal person. 

Another participant spoke of herself and her younger brother: 

We have both learned so much more about our culture like the 
importance of funerals. 

One young participant who was adopted as a baby by a non-Aboriginal 

family, left home to find his identity. He explained how he learnt from other 

Aboriginal people whom he had met: 

Even though I was spaced out a lot of the time I learnt so much from 
these Aboriginal people something that stuck out for me was how they 
shared just about everything with me. The old people would give me 
something to eat and a bed for the night if I needed it. I spun out how I 
only went to their place with their son, nephew or grandson. They took 
me in and they never judged me they just accepted me for what I was 
and at that time I was a druggy. 
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Some participants spoke of learning from personal experiences throughout 

life and not making the same mistake again. A male participant in his mid-40s 

and in an executive position explained: 

I took on board the attitude that you shouldn’t count your chickens 
before they hatch so I learnt from that. 

Others spoke of learning as an important part of being resilient: 

But I think the resilient part was learning from it and ok umm asking 
how to turn this around. 

Some believed that they learnt to be resilient. The following participant learnt 

to be resilient as he wanted to see change for his people. Change for a better 

way of life: 

So I became resilient or I learned to become resilient because I wanted 
change for my people. They needed a better way of life especially for 
their health. 

Learning was also an important component of empowerment in one 

participant’s life: 

I got sick of being robbed and so I asked the boss' wife to teach me how 
to count and she did. I hated going into the bank, but the boss' wife she 
made me telling me 'if you want to save money you must learn how to 
put it in the bank' so I learnt to bank money. 

Learning for many Aboriginal people is a way of surviving. Most participants 

saw the importance of learning about their culture. Others saw the benefits of 

learning from personal experience, while others established learning as a 

means of empowerment. Some believed they learned to be resilient to help 

forge a better way of life for themselves and their people. 

4.3.5 Humour 

Many adversities faced by Aboriginal Australians have not been faced by 

non-Aboriginal Australians. The treatment of these two groups of Australians 

was vastly different and many Aboriginal people believe this is still the case 

today. Aboriginal people have been traumatised by the segregation and 

assimilation policies forced upon them over a number of generations. All 

participants stated that humour was a way of coping with the many 

adversities they had to face. Most participants used humour prior to, during 
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and after interviews. However, the following male participant’s traumatic 

experience demonstrates the use of humour as a mechanism to kill the pain 

suffered over and over and over again, as he and his brother were constantly 

removed from their parents and relocated to different missions during their 

childhood: 

We laughed and laughed and we was in the back of the car and kept 
laughing because we was thinking ‘well where we going now?’ 'Where 
to now brother here we go again and again in the back of the car to 
somewhere.' Well we used to just bust out laughing and you know really 
laughing like teary eyed laughing. Yeah we would have a good laugh at 
ourselves. I also think we were hurting at the same time as laughing 
because you know we had no control, no control of the situation—no 
control whatsoever. Welfare would come and we would have to go. We 
knew that cause we really had it all our lives. You know we couldn’t do 
nothing so we had to turn it around so that we could survive the pain 
that we were feeling at the time; that pain had to be dealt with. So we 
turned it around me and Ryan. So I guess humour was a mechanism to 
kill the pain at that time or what was happening at the present time. 
Cause you know we were going to be taken away and you know you 
weren’t going to see mum and dad for a while. So he used to just always 
say to me 'where to now brother? Off we go again where to now' and of 
course I used to just look at him and burst out laughing cause it was also 
the way he used to say it. Sometimes I just could have cracked him cause 
you know I’d be sitting there all teary eyed anyway cause you know 
being taken away again. He would just come out with that. I tell ya he 
used to make me weak I couldn’t help but laugh. 

An older male participant spoke of the relationship between his boss and 

him. He explained they had grown up together. Hence, they were the best of 

friends and his boss treated him as an equal. This was not accepted in a 

town like Alice in the 1960s. Many times they had to cope with a number of 

racist comments: 

I think having the ability to laugh at yourself and laugh with others 
about yourself. Humour had helped me to get through a lot of the 
constant racist comments I have had to face in my life. No one taught 
me better than my old boss and best friend about humour. You know it 
was how, I think it was how he and I both coped in such situations. 

Another participant who was physically abused by his father explained how 

his grandparents used humour to help him cope with the abuse, but 

obviously humour helped them cope as they helplessly watched their 

grandson being beaten at times to unconsciousness: 
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Humour is another thing, nan and pop had the most amazing sense of 
humour and they were always taking the mickey out of my father who 
did not really have a sense of humour at all. After I had a bad hiding pop 
would bring the subject up and I would start laughing. Or pop would 
copy dad, showing us kids how he tried to dance or sing when he was 
drunk. Yeah so humour I believe kept me going I sorta coped with the 
physical pain, as my grandparents made fun of my abuser. 

Another participant spoke of the many adversities he had to face during his 

life, especially as a child. He believed he could put up with the adversity if he 

laughed at himself: 

But that’s another thing for me I believe when I think about it. Humour, 
you know if we could laugh at ourselves we could put up with anyone. 

Another participant spoke of being able to survive due to his sense of 

humour: 

Things were tough when I was young and I found it hard growing up but 
yeah I survived because I had a sense of humour. 

Humour for most participants was an important coping mechanism used to 

deal with the many adversities they had to face on a daily basis. However, it 

must be noted that humour was also used to help deal with stressful and 

painful traumatic events suffered by some participants. These individuals 

suffered both physically and emotionally on numerous occasions. 

4.3.6 Letting Go, Forgiveness and Healing 

Every participant spoke of the healing process and how, before such a 

process can begin, one has to let go of negative emotions such as anger and 

hatred. Many experiences were shared of how individuals allowed 

themselves to hold onto such negative emotions. Some explained how such 

emotions impacted on their own health and wellbeing. Others explained how 

they were unable to commence the healing process because they were 

unable to forgive. They acknowledged that they were unable to forgive 

because they were unable to let go of their anger and hatred for past wrongs 

committed against them. 

However, every participant who commenced the healing process told their 

story of letting go and forgiveness in their own way. The following older male 
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participant explains how important letting go, forgiveness and the healing 

process were for him: 

I had to let it go, you see if I didn’t let it go then my father would always 
have the power over me, just like he had the power over my brothers 
and that’s why they drank alcohol. Dad felt good about them drinking 
with him. It justified his own actions. He used to say things like 'we are 
all drunken bastards together, except that smart arse' that’s what he 
referred to me as. Gran would say to him 'you’ll never break his spirit it’s 
too strong'. But you see I let it go, the way he physically abused me I just 
let it go. I forgave him and then I started to heal. I wasn’t going to be a 
victim like my brothers no I would be different. I showed him he had no 
power over me. 

Another older participant in her 60s expressed the pain she had suffered and 

the anger she had carried throughout the years. Her experiences show why it 

is so importance for Aboriginal people to heal: 

I dealt with my pain of the past and about what happened to me so I 
guess I have also started that healing process. I believe this has been one 
of the most important decisions I have had to make as many of my 
family are so angry. They have carried that anger for years and it kind of 
eats them up and makes them so negative. We have to start healing 
accepting what has happened in the past and move on. If people can’t 
do this then they haven’t started healing and perhaps they don’t want to 
heal. 

Some participants spoke of how healing it was for them to tell their story: 

You know I felt it was healing for me. Yes it is good to get it out and look 
at where I have come from and where I am now. 

Another participant said: 

…it has been good talking about my life. It’s sort of healing to let it all go 
and umm share. 

One participant felt that facing adversity was a learning curve that helped her 

to begin the healing process: 

So that was a big learning curve for me and I think it helped me to start 
the healing process. 

Every participant spoke of the healing process and how before such a 

process can begin, they had to let go of negative emotions such as anger 

and hatred. Many experiences were shared of how individuals allowed 
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themselves to hold onto such negatives emotions. Some explained how such 

emotions impacted on their own health and wellbeing. Others explained how 

they were unable to commence the healing process because they were 

unable to forgive. They acknowledged that they were unable to forgive 

because they were unable to let go of their anger and hatred for past wrongs 

committed against them. 

4.3.7 Role Models 

Role models are important in any culture. Having someone whom you can 

admire and whose example you can follow is important. The support of an 

individual is also encouraging for someone who is facing adversity. Every 

participant spoke of an individual role model, and how these individuals 

encouraged and supported them through adversities and challenges they 

faced throughout their life. For some participants, it was their parents, an 

uncle or an aunt or another family member. For others, it was a school 

teacher or employer and, of course, some individuals were non-Aboriginal 

people. Many participants interviewed spoke of the non-Aboriginal person 

who made a difference in their lives: 

He was a white man and I guess he was the only white person I ever 
came to trust. Being older I looked up to him as sort of a role model. 

When speaking of his uncle one participant stated: 

He is someone I came to respect umm yeah he is a positive umm a 
positive role model yeah that’s what he is. 

Another participant had more than one role model: 

I had some very good role models. Umm I also took advantage of the 
opportunities that were offered to me. 

A number of participants spoke of their mother as being a role model for 

them: 

Mum was a very strong role model in that she didn’t drink or smoke. 

One participant believed his mother was very resilient: 

I guess that experience influenced me in that sense of resilience because 
my mother I guess was very resilient. 
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Other participants believed both parents were good role models as well as 

some other family members: 

I guess our role models were our parents and some other family 
members. We have an older cousin who has always worked in health she 
is a nurse and has always worked in the hospital. She was and still is 
great role model for us. Three of my aunties and one uncle as well, have 
set a good example and live happy and healthy lives. 

Another participant who was removed from her family at the age of four and 

after two or three negative relationships was finally successful. She spoke of 

her husband’s support not only to her but to her children: 

He was a good role model for me and my boys. He taught us all so much. 

Role models were important to many participants and played a major role in 

many individuals being able to face and overcome the many adversities they 

had to face during their lives. For most participants, their mothers were their 

role models. Others gave credit to other family members and for some their 

role models were non-Aboriginal teachers, employers and friends. 

4.3.8 Health 

Health was not considered important for most interviewed participants. 

Aboriginal people, generally older females, are usually concerned with other 

family members' issues and tend to neglect their own wellbeing. However, a 

small number of participants spoke of health as a factor in helping them face 

adversities. One participant believed he has always been able to bounce 

back due to his good health: 

You know because I have been able to bounce back because I have been 
fairly healthy you know I have looked after myself. 

Another participant believed having a healthy lifestyle is important: 

I always believe that you know that an important factor is having a 
healthy body you know eating healthy exercise these help have a healthy 
lifestyle and also just being positive. 

Another participant, like some others who were interviewed, spoke of certain 

family members; the following participant was concerned with the health of 

his older brother: 
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…well you know he needs to move on because it’s not healthy for ya. 

Although health was not a major concern for most participants, there was 

some who saw health as an important factor in resilience. Being physically 

healthy better equipped individuals to face and conquer adversity. 

4.3.9 Education 

Many participants believed education was an important factor for future 

generations of Aboriginal people, especially in order to deal with adversity. 

What is the difference between education and learning? Education is referred 

to here by study participants as a western education. Learning, mentioned 

earlier, is referred to from a cultural perspective. 

Most participants had experienced many adversities first hand. It is through 

these experiences that they could see the importance of a good education. 

For some, they did not receive a higher education themselves but believed a 

good education was an important resilience factor. Participants with a higher 

education certainly mentioned education as being one of the main factors of 

being resilient: 

In my sixty years of life, I guess the most important thing that has made 
me resilient is education. 

Others believed their resilience was due to having a higher education; they 

also believed that education empowered them as an individual: 

I think education played a part in my resilience. I believe education helps 
a person to feel empowered. 

Another participant saw education as something that would set him up for 

where he wanted to go: 

So the principle of getting a good education set you in good stead or 
would set you up for where you wanted to go. 

The following participant spoke of the need to be pulled out of a bad situation 

and believed education did this for her: 

Education was something that I always felt helped me. I needed to 
study. My brain needed to be stimulated. I guess I turned to education to 
help pull me out of a bad situation. 
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Some participants believed education made them more aware and gave 

them a better understanding of the issues they were facing and would 

continued to face: 

…education has helped me to be a better person as I have more 
understanding about issues. 

One participant explained how his former employer encouraged him to obtain 

an education; the reason being that education would empower him: 

He told me straight that education was the way to go as I needed to be 
educated and know my rights and also I had to learn to talk up for 
myself. 

Another participant spoke of obtaining her university degree as a mother, and 

why she did so for her children: 

I got the University Education as a mother and I just blossomed. The 
learning in me and the love of learning not just for me but for my kids. 

It is important to note that although most participants saw the importance of 

education, there were others who saw education as the 'white way' of doing 

things. However, one participant believed he held on to his cultural 

knowledge as well: 

I learned the white way of living by getting an education but I brought 
my cultural knowledge with me. 

There are a number of participants' experiences that demonstrate how a 

higher education enabled them to face adversity. Many spoke of education 

as power and how having an education certainly empowered them as 

individuals. While others saw education as learning the 'white way of living', 

they were able to bring their cultural knowledge with them. Whatever the 

experience, it is clear from study participants that education is an important 

strategy when facing adversity. 

4.4 STRENGTHENED BY CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE AND PRACTICE 

4.4.1 Family 

The predominant view of participants in this study was the importance of 

family and maintaining or rebuilding connections to family. Nine of the 16 

interviewees experienced an unbroken line of family connection throughout 
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their lives. The remaining six interviewees discussed and explained how they 

had reconnected with their families they were taken from. All interviewees 

mentioned these family connections as a reason for their apparent resilience 

in life. The most common theme of this study was 'Family', which is 

presented in two sections: 

 Family continuity 

 Family reconnection. 

Family continuity 

There were several major differences for participants who were raised with 

their family compared with those who were removed. Family continuity 

allowed the individual access to a great deal of cultural knowledge. Cultural 

practices, values and ways were learnt by living as an Aboriginal person. 

Family continuity allowed the individual to have a lived experience. From a 

young age, identity is developed as the individual is taught of his or her family 

and family connections. A sense of belonging and connection to family and 

country is also developed, strengthening one’s identity. The individual is 

accepted not only by his or her own Aboriginal community, but by other 

Aboriginal communities. 

Aboriginal family structure 

Aboriginal family structure is different to western family structure. The 

immediate family consist of parents, brothers, sisters, grandparents, uncles, 

aunts and cousins. First cousins are considered brothers or sisters, and 

sisters and brothers of one’s grandparents are considered grandparents. 

There is also a complex kinships system, which consists of blood relatives 

and non-blood relatives. 

The Aboriginal family structure was mentioned often by many study 

participants when discussing their upbringing: 

You know I grew up with my mother and my father, my brothers and 
sisters, my uncles and aunties, cousins and grandparents. So family 
values were reinforced for me. 
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One participant, who was removed from his family and constantly relocated 

to different missions, commented a number of times about being happy to 

reconnect with family members in a new mission. Many of these family 

members were his first cousins who had also been removed from their family: 

I was happy here cause again I had my first cousins in here with me and I 
was always pleased when I had family around me. 

One participant, who was adopted by a non-Aboriginal family but associated 

with Aboriginal girls especially at high school, shared how she learnt about 

the family kinship system. This participant explained how kinship and family 

are inseparable in the lives of Aboriginal people: 

I remember going with my friend to her house and one of her aunties 
was there. To me this woman wasn’t really my friend’s aunty as she was 
a sister of my friend’s mother’s sister-in-law. I still remember my friend’s 
rage and how she actually frightened me when I dared to say this 
woman wasn’t her real aunty. She told me just how it was for Noongars 
and if I wanted to remain as one of her friends I needed to learn a thing 
or two. She then taught me the kinship system and I learnt that kin was 
people who were blood-related and also not related through blood. I 
was grateful for this knowledge as it was very different to the white way 
in which I had been raised. Such knowledge has also assisted me when I 
met and reconnected with my Aboriginal family. 

Knowing the family structure is important to Aboriginal people and, as already 

mentioned, children are taught from a young age about their family structure 

and how they as an individual fit and connect. However, there are certain 

family protocols that are adhered to. One has to know the family structure to 

have some understanding of these protocols. 

Learning cultural responsibilities from family 

Cultural responsibilities are very important within an Aboriginal family and are 

learnt from a young age. Children learn by observing other family members 

and are taught cultural ways and responsibilities by all family members. The 

role that family played in learning cultural responsibilities was explained by 

this older female interviewee and was repeated by some other participants: 

I think what has made me so resilient is my family, my mum and dad and 
my grandparents. Any issues or problems they have had to face or deal 
with, they would find a way to sort it out and they might find it hard for 
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a while but they always bounced back. I have learned so much from 
them especially about our culture and the important responsibilities. 

The same participant explained that, as a child, many of her non-Aboriginal 

friends at school were not permitted to attend family funerals; one child was 

not permitted to attend her father’s funeral: 

…no her mother would not let her attend his funeral. I was shocked at his 
because you know, my friend, she became afraid of funerals and was 
scared when people died. 

Attending funerals for Aboriginal people is a cultural responsibility. Children 

are taught this at a young age and are expected to attend funerals with their 

family leading the same participant to say the following: 

My family allowed me to attend funerals and not be scared. 

The importance of culture is described as a theme later in Chapter 5. It is 

important to note that what is learned from this passage is that any weakness 

in one aspect of a person’s life can have a devastating impact on other 

aspects. 

The grandmothers and their important roles 

In Aboriginal families, the grandmothers play a major role in raising and 

teaching their grandchildren. In many Aboriginal communities, grandmothers 

had more responsibility for raising children to young adulthood than parents. 

It was apparent to many participants in the study that one of the most 

important roles within the Aboriginal family is that of the grandmothers. 

Some participants were raised by their grandmother: 

So my grandmother raised me and my sister and my older brother. 

Other participants were raised by their parents but their grandmother played 

a major role in their upbringing: 

I mean there were the fights which I used to hate, but at the end of the 
day there was always that love … I just felt like there was no worries 
there was never a worry in the house. Your dinner was always there. You 
were always tucked into bed and you always just felt safe when you 
were there. Nanna was always there if I was sick she was always there. 
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One participant related how his grandmother cared for him when his parents 

returned to live on the reserve. The respondent explains the special role 

played by the grandparents very different to the role played by grandparents 

in western society: 

I always remember my old grandmother waking us up because she was 
the caretaker of the reserve and we had a big ablution block where 
everyone’s washing got done. There was a couple of copper kettle pots 
one was for washing and the other was for us kids to get a bath in and 
get ready for school. That’s what old girl used to do. That’s what nan 
used to do. Get all us kids up and even though some of them weren’t our 
brothers or sisters they were our little cousins they all had to get up all at 
once. My nan was my dad’s mum. She was a Noongar woman from …. 
and my grandfather was a Yamitgi man from … 

Those two—my Nan and Pop—were the caretakers of the reserve they 
had control of what happened every day. From Monday to Friday all us 
kids would have to wake up and have this big copper kettle bath, have a 
bit of damper and dip and then get driven to go through the pig track up 
to school. Now the school from where we were was at least 2 kilometres. 
We walked that and you had the oldies walking with you because they 
knew the way and the way to get back. Those days were good cause all 
the kids were together with the old fullas and it was that energy and 
support and that togetherness that made us want to be together and be 
part of it. We were all one big happy family. 

A younger male participant, a high achiever with a degree and working 

towards a Master's Degree, explained how he felt when he lost his 

grandmother: 

I mean I always knew my grandmother was going to die, I just didn’t 
realise that it was going to affect me that much. I felt like something 
was just ripped outside of me. It took my confidence I just felt like, well, 
so empty and a bit panicked, like what am I going to do now? Nanna 
was one of the closet people to me … 

An older female participant described the huge impact on her family, when 

her grandma died: 

There was a time when the family fell apart. This was when grandma 
died and things just fell apart. 

A well-educated female participant in her mid-50s who has completed a PhD 

made the following comment about her grandmother: 
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It was the family strength that came through from my grandmother it 
was the maternal side. 

The bond portrayed in such a comment was shared by many other 

participants. 

Grandmothers are considered very important in Aboriginal families, 

particularly their roles and responsibilities. These women had knowledge, 

experience and wisdom and were therefore responsible for teaching children 

and teenage girls prior to and after marriage. Many were also midwives and 

healers. 

Connections to other Aboriginal people 

Family connections to other Aboriginal people are an important part of 

Aboriginal society. Many participants interviewed commented on family 

connections and the importance of such knowledge. A participant in his 40s, 

who grew up mainly with his father’s side of the family, explained not only the 

importance of family connections and having such knowledge, but also being 

taught the family connections from other Aboriginal people: 

Ok, yes they used to drink, but! They were mum’s people and I loved it 
cause I got to hear all the stories about family and where they lived and 
what they did cause you see. I never had any of that so yeah, I was just 
like a sponge soaking up all those stories of family and our connections 
on mummy’s side. 

Another participant who grew up within a large family unit stated: 

I have my family that connects me to other Aboriginal people. 

This comment ‘highlights’ the importance of family connections to Aboriginal 

people, and is similar to comments made by other participants about family 

connections. 

A family reinforces who you are 

An Aboriginal person’s family reinforces their identity. Knowing who your 

family members are and who they are connected to is of great importance. 

Aboriginal children are taught from a young age who they are related to. At 

family functions—sad to say these are usually funerals—it is normal for 
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children to attend. Children are introduced to many family members and learn 

their connection to these family members. 

Most participants perceived that their family reinforced who they were. A 

female academic with a Master's degree stated the following: 

We always grew up with our family with our relatives and they too 
would reinforce who we were … 

When discussing her success in gaining tertiary qualifications, the same 

participant needed to clarify the importance of having a good family who 

reinforced who she was when she was young: 

But I think all that stems from not only having an education but also 
having a good family that reinforced who I was when I was little. 

Identity was an important factor to all participants interviewed especially in 

regards to their resilience. Having a strong identity helped them to face 

adversity in their life. 

Finding safety and protection in difficult circumstances 

For many Aboriginal people, living under past government policies was both 

difficult and stressful. A major part of being resilient was learning to protect 

themselves and stay safe. Family was important and staying together was 

important for all, regardless of the hardships faced. So individuals learned 

how to protect themselves and how to stay safe during these difficult 

situations, therefore keeping family together. Whilst growing up, many 

participants reported a number of hardships they had to face and overcome 

as children. This comment from one older female represents the view of 

many other participants about safety and protection: 

Even though there were drunks and what have you, I felt safe culturally, 
spiritually and physically because you grow up streetwise and you learnt 
how to become streetwise. 

An older male participant explained how he saw the bush as his protection: 

Hey we had a house to live in and we remained with our parents even 
though they were alcoholics. All of us kids learnt to protect ourselves and 
we knew where to go to stay safe and that was the bush. Relatives 
would get drunk and then the fights would start. Us kids well we knew 
when to take off to the bush. The best thing was I was never afraid of 
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the bush. Hey I saw the bush as my protection. Even my older sister 
would hide in the bush from drunken men. They would never find her in 
the bush. 

Many other participants shared similar stories of the bush and how it was not 

only a safe place for them, but they felt protected there. Some participants 

had to learn how to stay safe and how to protect themselves: 

So we would go home and protect ourselves, you know stay safe on our 
own. 

Being able to find safety and protection meant keeping the family together. 

Some participants spoke of how they themselves or their older brothers and 

sisters had to take on the important role of parents, and part of this meant 

learning to protect themselves, therefore keeping the family safe during 

difficult times. Although there are many reasons given for why protection was 

necessary, and each individual shared these reasons, the main focus was on 

keeping family together. 

Family pride 

Being proud of one’s family was something that all participants shared. Such 

pride was demonstrated prior to interviews or, at times, after interviews. 

Some participants were eager to show old family photos and other 

memorabilia of their family. It was not uncommon for the interviewer to spend 

one to two hours looking at the participant’s family photos or reading 

historical family documentation. Many participants shared the same 

comment: 

… and there was that sense of pride with our family. 

Some participants had a great deal of pride when their family name was 

recognised and acknowledged. This was certainly the case for the youngest 

participant, a 25-year-old male who was adopted from a different state: 

I felt proud that he recognised the name, as it is a well known Aboriginal 
name back home … 

Meeting family was considered very important by many participants and 

reinforced the all important family connections. Being proud of one’s family 
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was one thing. Family connection was another. An older male participant 

demonstrated the importance of this when he stated: 

I got to see all my mother’s mob, the Wongi mob (Aboriginal people 
from the Kalgoorlie area), we had a lot coming in from Cunderlee and 
other communities. I got to see my grandfather’s old brother uncle 
Albert before he passed away. I met him and yeah it was good. I just felt 
so proud of my family as there was so many people who were connected 
to us. Yeah and this just made me feel so proud of my family. 

Many participants shared a similar view of being proud of one’s colour, which 

was reinforced by the individual's parents and other family members. The 

following viewpoint of a participant in her mid-40s was shared by other 

interviewees: 

… having to still be strong in yourself, having to explain who you were. 
You always got the name calling very racists names so you would go 
home all upset. The good feeling was that you would explain to your 
parents when you got home, you know that’s what we always did. 

So then mum and dad would yarn about what happened they would 
always tell us who we were and to be proud of who we were especially 
of your colour. You know that’s the way God made us and we just had to 
deal with it. Nothing we could do about changing our colour so be proud 
of the colour of our skin. So that reinforced a strong sense of our identity 
knowing who we were and where we come from. We always grew up 
with our family with our relatives and they too would reinforce who we 
were and there was that sense of pride with our family. 

Past government policies oppressed and controlled Aboriginal people leaving 

many with limited or no rights. Many were left with a sense of hopelessness 

and helplessness, and very little pride in themselves or their culture. 

Aboriginal people had to either hold onto or regain pride in themselves and in 

their culture. Many were able to do this with as they had a strong family and 

identity. 

Family reconnection 

Aboriginal people removed from their families have a need to reconnect with 

family members. Their need for connection and sense of belonging is an 

important part of their identity. These individuals have much to learn about 

Aboriginal culture, values, principles and ways. It is also important that they 
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know their family and family connections. Such knowledge is not learnt 

overnight and many take years to reconnect with their family and community. 

Importance of meeting family 

All six participants who had been removed from their family discussed the 

importance of meeting family members. Some found it difficult when they 

were informed about the death of a parent. Others were unsure of the cultural 

protocols and how they were to behave. Regardless of the sensitivities and 

difficulties of meeting their family, every participant expressed the importance 

of meeting family members: 

I met so many family members from the very old to the very young. I 
made the move up to … to be closer to everyone. 

One participant in her 40s explained how she accidently met her uncle, her 

mother’s brother in a children’s remand centre at the age of 13: 

I ended up in a prison for young kids. It was here that I met my mother’s 
brother. He was visiting one of his daughters and he noticed my name on 
the board. Anyway as it turned out he was my mother’s brother. I asked 
him if she was still around and he said no that she had died. 

Like some participants, and many of the stolen generation, the meeting of 

parents, especially mothers, was not to be, as many had died. This 

reinforced the importance of meeting family for those who still had family 

members to meet. 

Another young participant in her early 30s shared a conversation she had 

with her adopted father when she was just a teenager: 

I told him that it would be good to know who my family were. It was a 
need I had. I especially wanted to meet my mother. 

She went on further saying: 

I was glad that I had made the trip and met them all. I felt like I was 
disloyal to my adopted dad as I am so close to him. He is my dad and no 
one will take his place and I told him this. He was very understanding 
and said he knew, but was glad I had met my real father. 

For one participant, finding and meeting her family became quite painful and 

raised issues that she had to deal with: 



Chapter 4. Their Yarns  188 

I continued to ask about my father and they (mother’s sisters) continued 
to not tell me anything. I started to think that he was possibly the man 
that killed my mother and later found out from my brother that I was 
right. However, I did not let this new information stop me from meeting 
him. It was important for me to meet my real father. I had a lot of 
healing to do and in order for me to begin healing, I needed to know why 
he committed such an awful crime. I went to the jail and met my real 
father who seemed to be shattered. He kept apologising about mum and 
said it was the drink. 

The experiences were different for all individuals who met family members. 

For some, it was a positive experience and they continue to build a 

relationship with family members. Others were not as fortunate and found it 

difficult to reconnect. Regardless of the outcome, all participants had a strong 

need to meet their family. 

Connection 

Many participants felt a connection to family, especially to their mothers. 

Others felt an instant connection to their grandparents, a brother or a sister, 

while others connected with aunts, uncles and cousins. Sadly, for some 

individuals, there was no connection at all, as they had nothing in common 

and found it difficult to find common ground to build a relationship. Although 

this was the situation for some participants, they are continually working to 

build a relationship with family members. 

One participant in her mid-40s found the meeting of her family difficult. 

However, she felt she had a true connection with her birth mum: 

The idea itself of a 'happy reunion' was I (guess) romanticised somewhat 
the reality is a completely different story. There is no doubt in my mind 
that I have a 'true connection' with my birth mother—I felt a 
responsibility to her to clarify things about me and to make somehow 
'absolve' her from any pain or guilt associated with my being placed with 
'another' family. 

Another participant explained the connection to her grandmother once they 

had met: 

I think from that day on me and her had that real close connection… 

After meeting his family and spending some time with them, one young 

participant shared the following feelings about connection: 
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I truly believe I have a connection with my family especially my mum. But 
some other cousins you know we just click yeah there’s this connection 
umm I can’t explain the feeling other than connection, but its strong, 
yeah it’s a strong feeling. 

Most participants felt a strong connection to their mothers. Other family 

members were mentioned such as grandmothers and uncles. Even though 

there was a connection for many participants to their family, individuals 

needed to form a relationship and build on this relationship. For many it has 

taken a lot of time to build positive relationships with family. 

Continued contact 

For most participants who had reconnected with their family, meeting their 

family was just the beginning. Many felt that continued contact was important 

for their relationship with family. A participant in her early 30s explained the 

importance of staying in contact with a younger brother and sister: 

I still have contact with my brother and my sister who live in ... 

One participant in her 50s, who was removed when she was just six years 

old, believed she kept in contact with her family due to successfully running 

away from her adopted family. This participant made the connection between 

continued contact with family to her strong identity and inner strength: 

I believe I have such a strong identity because I successfully ran away 
and kept the contact with my family even though I was adopted. Keeping 
that contact was so important it was what kept me going and made me 
strong. Yes the contact gave me an inner strength. 

One male participant, after finally meeting his grandparents, revealed that it 

is not easy to stay in contact with family. In order to keep continued contact 

with his grandparents, a great deal of time and effort was needed by him: 

I managed to visit them half a dozen times before my grandfather died 
of a heart attack. You know it hasn’t been easy. To stay in contact takes 
a lot of effort especially on my part. But it is something I see as 
important because well umm they are my family no matter what. My 
gran is 72 years old now and she is frail. I make sure I go and see her at 
least two or three times a year it is important to me you know to keep in 
contact with my gran since finally meeting her. 
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Participants spoke of the importance of keeping in contact with family; 

however, they also explained the difficulties in doing so. Those who managed 

to stay in contact with family, even though they had been removed, believed 

the contact with family strengthened their identity and their inner spirit. 

Gaining a sense of belonging 

Many participants believed that most people desire to feel a part of, or have a 

sense of, belonging to their family. However, some believed the desire to 

belong is even greater if you have been removed from your family. Some 

participants expressed throughout their interviews what it meant to have 

gained a sense of belonging. However, one participant’s personal account of 

gaining a sense of belonging stood out from the others: 

My grandmother said to me and I will never forget this—'I have been 
sitting here waiting. I watched my children get taken away and I 
watched my grandchildren get taken away and I been sitting here 
waiting and waiting. My children came back and you’re the first of my 
grandchildren to come back.' I think from that day on me and her had 
that real close connection and it was then that I felt like I belonged and I 
stayed there with them for a couple of months. That’s when I felt 
belonged and I stayed there with them and they accepted me for who I 
was and I belonged there with them and I truly felt this. I was now the 
eldest grandchild and the first one to return home. 

Many participants who were removed from their families never felt that they 

belonged. The need to feel a sense of belonging motivated many participants 

to find their families. Being reconnected with their families for some 

participants meant a new beginning as they now knew where they belonged. 

4.4.2 Identity 

Another major theme for all participants of this study was identity. Many 

believed that having an identity was of high importance and relevant to their 

way of life involving cultural aspects such as land and family and resilience of 

the individual. A number of participants who grew up with their family gained 

the important knowledge of knowing who they were, where they came from 

and where they belong from different family members. As stated earlier, 

Aboriginal people who were raised by their family were taught from a young 

age where they fit in the family unit. They were also told about both their 
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parents' country. So from a young age these individuals knew where they 

were from, who their family was and how they were connected to other 

families within the Aboriginal community. 

Participants who were removed or adopted explained the importance of 

reconnection to family. Once reconnected with family they were then able to 

learn important information and knowledge about their Aboriginal family, their 

country and their links to other family members. 

Knowing who you are, Where you come from and Where you belong 

Knowing who you are: your family and how you fit into the family unit; where 

you come from, such as your country; and where you belong, the families 

you are connected to. Knowing this information is important, but having one’s 

identity reinforced was also of great importance: 

So that reinforced a strong sense of our identity knowing who we were 
and where we come from. 

For others, it was a matter of justifying who they were; this was due to the 

stereotypical view of what an Aboriginal person looked like. One participant 

explained that in his country, growing up with his Aboriginal family and 

friends, such issues were never raised: 

There was also a time when I had to start thinking about identity 
because when your growing up like with family and friends who are 
Aboriginal and I guess with large numbers in proportion I guess those 
sort of issues don’t come up because it’s just part of the package but 
when I got to University I started getting asked about my identity you 
know you were very lucky to identify not because you were embarrassed 
but because you got put under a lot of suspicion you know. So I had 
some kids say to me well you can’t be because you're not dark enough or 
you know you don’t act like one that sort of thing and I had to, you 
know, try and block that. 

Participants who were removed from their families explained that they had an 

urge to know where they came from. It was important to know where their 

family’s country was and who their people were. A female participant who 

was adopted as a baby commented: 

I always had this urge to know where I came from where was my country 
and who were my people. At school especially in high school I used to 
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knock around with Noongar girls. I got on well with a lot of Noongars 
and they would talk about where their land was and their family. 

Another participant who believed he did not fit the typical criteria of an 

'Aboriginal' and was generally taken for a non-Aboriginal shared his 

experience of belonging, when an Aboriginal man from another state 

acknowledged his Aboriginality: 

I then had to ask how he knew I was Aboriginal as I hadn’t told him my 
name. His reply was simply 'cause you look Aboriginal you got the 
features brother'. For the first time since I found out I was Aboriginal I 
felt a sense of belonging as an Aboriginal. 

Knowing who you are, where you come from and where you belong is very 

important within Aboriginal society. Such information is a major part of one’s 

identity. Having an identity prepares individuals to meet challenges they may 

face about their Aboriginality. 

Connection to Family and Country 

Connection to family and country was an important issue for many 

participants in the study. Those who remained with their family always 

seemed to be connected to family and country: 

Knowing who I was and where I come from like my country, I was able to 
connect to and stay connected to my land. 

Another participant, although removed from her family at the age of six, 

stayed connected to her family and explained the importance of identity: 

So yeah identity is so important and it’s what helped me you know that 
connection to your family and your land. I always had it and I never lost 
it and I never let it go. 

Another participant, who worked in her own community for many years, 

discussed in her interview how she successfully worked with her people for 

such a long period of time. She believed that she was only successful 

because of her identity, which helped her to stay connected to her people 

and community: 

Yeah so I guess identity is important because it certainly helped me to 
keep connected with my people and the Murrie community. 
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To be accepted by an Aboriginal community, an individual must identify as an 

Aboriginal person but, more importantly, they must know their identity. That 

is, they need to be able to explain who they are, their family connections and 

their connection to country. 

Obtaining an identity 

For many participants, especially those who remained with family, obtaining 

an identity was not difficult. As previously mentioned, children were taught 

from a young age about their family connections, connection to country and 

many of the cultural practices and ways. A great deal of cultural knowledge 

was learnt during everyday life activities, such as at family functions, social 

gatherings and funerals. Other important knowledge learnt was family history 

and dreaming stories. Young boys were taught many of the cultural ways and 

values by their uncles and grandfathers, while young women were taught by 

their grandmothers and aunts. 

Reinforcing identity was considered important by many participants; such 

reinforcement meant their identity was strengthened. Many participants 

spoke of how their identity was reinforced from family members such as their 

parents and grandparents: 

Umm think mum and dad and also granny well they had an impact on 
me. I mean like well with my identity I have always known where I come 
from where I belong and also where I was going with all of this. 

Participants who were removed from their family had to obtain family 

information and gain knowledge about their Aboriginal family. One 

participant, who was removed from his mother at the age of five, was grateful 

for the knowledge his mother had given him in his early years. He explained 

how easy it was to connect with other Aboriginal people and believed it was 

his mother who gave him his identity: 

Looking back it’s amazing at how much information I retained at five 
years of age. I have always thought about this and been very grateful to 
my mother for teaching me these things. Because you see my mother 
well she gave me my identity. I knew who I was and where I was from 
who I was connected to. Where my country was. 
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Another participant, who was removed from her family, reconnected with her 

grandmother. It was her grandmother who gave her vital information about 

her family: 

Thanks to nanna I know where I fit in and where I belong. I have my 
family tree and copies of old family photos. One photo nanna gave me 
was of her mother and her grandmother standing together and they 
have the colour and the features. I look at them and I know that’s where 
I come from. 

Other individuals knew just one side of their family and this was due to one or 

both their parents being from the stolen generation or from a non-Aboriginal 

family. One participant explained how one of his uncles assisted him, 

explaining who his people were, especially on his mother’s side of the family: 

…and always uncle Alabama would bring one of the oldies who had 
come down and he would introduce us and say this is your uncle or 
whatever from your mother’s country. So that was the beauty of that, in 
that we were being told who our people were and how we were related. 

Obtaining an identity for participants who were raised with their families was 

a natural part of life, as they lived as Aboriginal people. For others, who were 

removed and raised in western families, obtaining an identity was far more 

difficult. Such individuals had to firstly find their family, make connections and 

learn the important cultural ways. All of this could take a great deal of time 

and, for some participants, it took years. 

4.4.3 Culture 

Culture was very important to many participants and is therefore a major 

theme of this study. For most participants, culture tended to run across most 

of the other themes, i.e. family, identity, spirituality, land and dreaming, 

religion. 

All participants explained that much of their culture was passed on by family 

members. For those respondents who remained with their Aboriginal families, 

cultural practices and values were taught to them from a young age, with 

many cultural practices learnt through a lived experience explained earlier. 

Others who were removed or adopted gained many of their cultural practices 

and ways after reconnecting with their Aboriginal family. Some individuals 
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learnt cultural practices from Aboriginal school friends, an Aboriginal partner 

or family of their partner. 

Cultural practices, values and principles 

Cultural practices, values and principles are all linked to one’s identity and 

reinforce who the person is. Many participants believed that having a strong 

identity gave them inner strength or made them a stronger person. Being 

strong or having an inner strength enabled them to face and conquer 

adversity, therefore making them resilient. 

The female participant, like many others who were interviewed, connected 

her cultural beliefs to her identity explaining that such beliefs and values 

reinforced who she was: 

I know where I come from and I have my cultural belief and I have my 
values and I have my pride in my Aboriginality. So it reinforced who I 
was. 

A male respondent who, although having a hard and difficult childhood, said 

he not only had a sense of belonging, but also had his culture and cultural 

practices. He credited such cultural knowledge to his parents, grandparents 

and one of his uncles: 

I also had a strong sense of belonging umm yeah also my culture or my 
cultural practices. Mum and dad and uncle Sammy and gran well my 
other grandparents nan and pop well they were all around me and well 
they certainly gave me my cultural knowledge. 

An important issue was raised by the following participant, 'the Aboriginal 

way of doing things'. The female participant is the result of a terrible crime 

committed against her mother. She always questioned why she was taken 

from her family at the age of six and her brothers remained. She had been 

raised by her mother’s husband, the father of her older brothers. She always 

believed he was her natural father as she was never treated any different. 

However, her natural father was 'white' and this was the reason she was 

removed. On reflection later in life she explained: 

I just look back to my cultural values and principles and beliefs and well 
it was our way for dad to bring me up as his own daughter, even if it was 
for just six years. 
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A female participant, who was adopted at birth, explained the behaviour of 

her Aboriginal friends when her adopted father died: 

Mum kept thanking my friends for coming and they would all say 'Oh no 
we had to come…. It’s only right that we are here for her and it’s part of 
our culture as well' 

The same participant went on further to explain how it was necessary for her 

to educate her adopted mother with regard to the cultural view of funerals: 

It was hard for mum. She was always worried about offending my 
Noongar friends. She felt bad because my friends said they had to come 
to the funeral for me. I told her later on that funerals are a part of our 
dreaming and it’s a Lore. Everyone has to go to the funerals to show 
respect not only to the deceased but to their family. I told mum, 
'Noongars do this just like you have to go to church at Easter time and 
Christmas.' It made sense to mum as she goes to church but Easter and 
Christmas are the important times. I was glad too that she finally 
understood you just don’t send a family member to represent you. That’s 
not the Noongar way. Everyone goes as a sign of respect. It’s a strong 
cultural practice. 

Cultural practices, values and principles were important to most participants. 

Those who were raised with their families gained cultural practices, values 

and principles through a lived experience. While those removed from their 

families had to learn cultural practices, values and principles. Whatever their 

situation, most participants believed that their cultural practices, values and 

principles were linked to their identity and strengthened who they were, 

therefore making them strong and resilient. 

The teaching and learning of culture 

All participants explained in one way or another how they gained cultural 

knowledge. Some participants touched on the cultural practices when they 

discussed their way of life. For others, it was their way of life: a lived 

experience. They did not know any other way until they were adults and 

learned or heard the stories of other Aboriginal people. 

For some participants, it was their parents who taught them their cultural 

ways: 
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They also taught me my culture. I knew who I was where I come from 
you know like where our country was. Others it was their grandparents. 
Much of our culture we learned from our grandparents. 

However, for many participants it was a combination of several family 

members: 

But then again looking at it now, you know I was just so lucky. I grew up 
with my family: my parents, grandparents, uncles and aunties and of 
course all the cousins. People were coming and going all the time at our 
house. I learnt from them all. Even on Mum's side as we never saw her 
family much but they came, the trips were few and far between. I learnt 
how to track a goanna from mum’s brother who visited us one time 
learnt some language too. I never really thought about it before like my 
culture. I guess I have taken it for granted, you know cause we lived it. It 
came natural because it was just the way things were. But looking back 
on things well yeah I got strong cultural practices and values. 

One participant, removed at the age of four, explained that she learnt about 

funerals, land and other cultural practices from her Aboriginal husband: 

He taught me a lot like how important funerals are cause I never knew 
that funerals were important. So yeah he taught me a lot. He taught me 
about the land as well cause I was always frightened of the bush. He 
would take me and the kids out into the bush so yeah he taught me a lot 
of cultural stuff that I didn’t even know. 

Many participants valued the elders and their cultural knowledge: 

…and of course with the old people goes the knowledge they take this 
with them leaving us with very little knowledge of our culture and our 
ways. 

Some of these participants believed it was also important to teach the next 

generation: 

My little girl loves having me home for the holidays and I love spending 
time with her. I teach her what I know about my culture. Similar 
comments were repeated by other participants. 

All participants interviewed explained how they valued their Aboriginal 

cultural knowledge, practices and ways. Many believe it is important to 

continue to learn and teach the next generations ensuring that Aboriginal 

culture continues to live on. 
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Proud of Aboriginal culture 

Pride of culture was reflected during most of this study. Such pride was 

expressed with great passion across all ages and from participants all over 

the country. An older female participant in her 60s stated: 

I held on to my Murrie culture or what I had left and I told my kids to be 
proud of their culture. 

A male participant in his 40s spoke of leaving the negative way of life behind. 

However, it was important to him to bring good cultural practices with him: 

I wanted to leave out all the negative ways you know all the drinking 
and the violent ways. Leave that all behind but bring the good cultural 
stuff with us. 

A participant in her early 30s expressed the pride she felt in having 

knowledge about her culture: 

umm well the knowledge given by nanna and pop and mum and dad 
well I guess all my life I have been proud of my Aboriginality and my 
heritage. As I said it is my culture that makes me strong. 

Most participants explained the importance of being proud of their Aboriginal 

culture. Having pride in their culture reaffirmed who they were, strengthening 

their identity. For many, it was empowering to have a strong identity and 

gave them an inner strength which again made them resilient. 

4.4.4 Spirituality 

Spirituality is mentioned time and time again in both personal 

autobiographies written by Aboriginal people (Alice Nannup, Sally Morgan, 

Bori Pryor, Ruby Langford and Mary Terszak) and emerging scientific 

literature as unique for Aboriginal people (Stanner 2009; Carson et al. 2007; 

Hunter 2006; Dudgeon, Garvey and Pickett 2000; Bourke, Bourke and 

Edwards 1998). There is a repeated and strong position held by many 

Aboriginal people that spirituality is experienced as distinct from religion. The 

participants repeatedly commented on this difference: 

My spirituality is very different from my religion. Yes it’s very different. 
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Respondents in this research were in complete agreement with this position. 

Some referred to their 'dreaming' as their spirituality because one’s 

spirituality is part of one’s dreaming. 

Most participants discussed or touched on spirituality during their interviews. 

A common belief among many Aboriginal people is having a role for a certain 

time, then moving on to something else. Being in a place at a certain time 

and having a certain role to play. In western culture, this is often regarded as 

one’s destiny. Many participants reiterated the following: 

But I thought well that was my role to set it up you know if you take a 
spiritual take on it that is why I was meant to be there for that time. 

The idea of 'it is meant to be' is a common belief within Aboriginal 

communities. Having such belief alleviates the worries or stressors of 

everyday life for many, especially the elderly. It gives them a sense of being, 

guided by the old people who have been deceased for many years. 

Another spiritual belief is that of repayment or as some have stated payback. 

A common term used today with the same meaning is that of the Buddhist’s 

word Karma. A common cultural principle is 'being responsible for one’s 

actions'. If you are good to others then good will come to you; the ‘old 

people’, being deceased ancestors, will make sure of this. Whatever your 

action—‘good’ or ‘bad’—neither will go unnoticed in the universe. A common 

saying is 'you get back what you put in'. 

I think this is sort of like my spirituality as I believe if you do good to and 
for people then good will come back to you or you will sort of like get 
blessed. 

Some participants spoke of their country or land and expressed sensing the 

old spirits of that area around them especially at certain locations—those that 

they had been shown or taken to by family. Some participants explained that 

they have strong intuition and are often guided by this intuition; for them this 

is seen as a spiritual experience. Such intuitive feelings may be good or bad: 

Ya see I always go on my gut. There’s this feeling I get down deep in my 
gut and you know what? I can tell if it’s a good feeling or a bad feeling. 
Who gives me these feelings? Well it’s the spirits. Sometimes I sense 
something or someone with me, I could be in the bush or in my house it 
doesn’t matter. I know if it’s a good spirit or a bad spirit. 
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One young participant was shown certain locations in the bush by her elderly 

grandmother whilst still alive. This participant believed her grandmother did 

not teach her from a young age to tune in to her body and environment. She 

believed that her grandmother worked with what she already possessed, 

believing that all individuals have 'a natural ability to tune in with spirits'. 

Though some tune in better than others or are more spiritual than most: 

Out in the bush or at a certain special area where ceremony or rituals 
were performed I feel the old people with us. I sense their spirits are with 
me. It is a feeling of peace and intense happiness. If it is a place that I 
should not be at like a men’s place I get a bad feeling in my stomach. 
Without telling me what it was granny took me close to a men’s lore 
place just so I could experience that bad feeling. The closer I got the 
stronger the feeling. When I felt it and expressed my feelings to granny 
she would smile and say 'good girl you are listening to what the old 
people are telling you'. Call these feelings what you like ‘intuitive’ or 
‘psychic’. Granny said it was a part of our spirituality. 

An older female participant spoke of death and how she had never feared the 

dead. She expressed this was due to her spirituality as well as attending 

funerals and accepting death as a part of life. She explained her sense of 

belonging and connection with her sister even after she had died: 

We identified and we belonged together. Even when they died like 
Marion died but I still talk to her I still feel her around me I still identify 
with her. …on the first anniversary of her death as I laid thinking about 
her, feeling sad and crying, her photo fell off my dressing table. There 
was no wind and therefore no explanation. I could feel a strong presence 
in the room I knew it was my sister and I acknowledged her aloud as I 
picked her photo up off the floor. 

Many participants shared stories of animals and nature playing a major role 

in their spirituality. The following participant talked about her belief in a 

messenger bird that had forewarned her about the death of both her parents: 

I was so glad that I was somehow prepared for their deaths hey. You 
know I was with them when I saw the bird and I believe that was for a 
reason too hey. I miss them terribly but I know they are around me and 
my kids. You know I feel them and I smile to myself when I look at my 
graduation photos I know they are there smiling with me. 

Such a belief was shared by other participants who had the same spiritual 

belief in messages being sent from the spirit world via animals. Aboriginals 
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are a very spiritual group of people and spirituality is a major component of 

their culture. This was well supported in this study as all participants 

discussed the importance of their own spirituality in everyday life. Many 

reiterated that events happen for a reason and things are meant to be, 

regardless of whether the event is negative or positive. It happened for a 

reason. Some believed that part of their spirituality was being responsible for 

your actions. Those who do good are usually rewarded or things always turn 

out well for them and vice versa. 

Many participants explained their strong sense of intuition as part of their 

spirituality and are guided by this in everyday life. More than half credited 

their acceptance of death, and not fearing the dead, to their spirituality. The 

belief that deceased relatives come back to protect, heal and care for family 

members was shared by most participants. Some believe that messages are 

sent via animals, and signs are given by deceased relatives confirming their 

presence. It was often suggested in the interviews that this spiritual 

connection guided them through difficult times. 

4.5 LAND 

Land is very important to Aboriginal people with the common belief of 'we 

don’t own the land, the land owns us'. Aboriginal people have always had a 

spiritual connection to their land, and because of this connection many 

Aboriginal people will not leave their country. Those who do leave, tend to 

always come home to visit, keeping the connection. 

All participants interviewed spoke of land and the importance of land. For 

some individuals it was important to clarify to others where their land was or 

where they were from: 

But when he talked to dad he would always say you know this is your 
country you’re a Noongar. 

Others, who were not living in their country, would be informed by elders of 

that area about the importance of going home to country: 

But I used to laugh at old uncle Alabama cause he used to say to mum 
'this not your country you and you're kids gotta go home' Yeah he was 
always trying to get us to go home. 
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However, most participants spoke of their land giving them strength: 

I have been strengthened by that living in my country staying in my 
country close to our land so yeah strong connection to the land that 
gives you strength. 

Another said: 

I get my inner strength from my land. 

One participant expressed her feelings about being away and then coming 

home: 

…but always having to come home to Perth and fly over the Darling 
Ranges and umm I feel safe and I feel comforted and that sense of 
belonging you know I am home and I feel so good it’s good to be home. I 
find strength in that. 

Another participant spoke of the low points in her life when she felt down or 

sad and how she would recover from such feelings: 

I believe that I got my strength from my country and when I feel down 
and sad I go fishing or walking in the bush and just sitting down on the 
land and soaking it all in. 

One participant left her country during her early 20s because she felt the 

need to travel throughout Australia. She expressed the desire to learn about 

the ways of other Aboriginal people in different states, especially the 

Northern Territory and Western Australia. For approximately 30 years she 

has lived and worked away from her country. However, she explains the 

importance of going home to country: 

When I think about it what has always helped me when I have been in a 
crisis is going home to country and family to recharge my batteries. So 
those are the two most important things that have helped me cope and 
survive the different adversities I have had to face or deal with 
throughout my life. 

Other participants had great empathy for others who were removed from 

country and placed in the missions. These children were from the north of 

Western Australia and were a long way from their country. Being away from 

country meant being away from family. However, this was not just the family 

who were still alive. It also included family who were deceased and buried in 

country. From a spiritual point of view, it is believed that these deceased 
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family members come back to help protect and heal family members. It is this 

underlying spiritual point of view that the following male participant was 

speaking about: 

…cause you know I really felt for a lot of the tribal kids in the mission 
cause they were on their own they weren’t even in their own country you 
know they were up north and came down they had no family down here. 

Land to Aboriginal people is a major part of their identity and spirituality. They 

have a connection and sense of belonging to their land. Many participants 

explained that they gained their strength through their land. Many believed 

this was because old ancestors were buried in their country and the spirits 

protect and care for the land and those still alive. 

4.6 DREAMING 

Some participants spoke of their dreaming, often in two parts. The first was in 

reference to a practice, such as religion. The second, and most common, 

was having a dream or a vision. So the theme of Dreaming is presented in 

two sections: 

 Religion 

 Vision. 

4.6.1 Religion 

With colonisation came the influx of western religion in the form of 

Christianity. Aboriginal people were considered heathens and needed to be 

saved. They had to cease practising their traditional ceremonies and conform 

to Christianity (Carson, Dunbar, Richard, Chenhall and Bailie 2007). Many 

were taught that their traditional Aboriginal beliefs and practices were wrong 

(Carson, Dunbar, Richard, Chenhall and Bailie 2007). It was a way of forcing 

Aboriginal people to stop practising their culture, therefore making it extinct 

for future generations. 

Many Aboriginal people were placed in missions; this was due to the 

government polices which forced the removal of Aboriginal people from their 

land, placing them in missions managed by different western religious 

groups. Experiences with religion were described by some participants and 
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some spoke of their own personal experience or a member of their family. 

Living on missions meant having to constantly attend church and other 

religious practices. Christianity was meant to meet the spiritual needs of 

Aboriginal people. For many, it did while for others, who still had many 

cultural practices and beliefs, Christianity was foreign and therefore 

unacceptable. 

One participant believed that he learnt right from wrong from Christianity: 

I guess I learnt the way of religion I guess I learnt right from wrong. 

Another participant spoke of her younger brother and sister who had turned 

to religion as adults. She explained that their religion protected them from 

cultural expectations: 

I guess their religion protected them from family as they could not have 
family stay with them who were not legally married, this was forbidden. 

Another participant who was fostered at a young age by a non-Aboriginal 

family only remembers negative experiences with regard to religion: 

This family were Christians, I remember going to church and getting 
hidings I was always getting hidings. 

For other participants, religion was a positive experience with some 

expressing positive outcomes from being raised as a Christian: 

I was raised by both my parents who are what you would say good 
Christians. I think my Christianity is also a major factor of me being so 
resilient, as I practice my faith. I believe the religious upbringing gave me 
some good principles and values which have helped me make good 
decisions in my life. 

Some participants spoke of their spirituality once reconnected to family. A 

number of participants explained that they have their Christian faith and their 

spirituality, not wanting to choose between the two and explaining a distinct 

difference between the two: 

Once I reconnected with my Aboriginal family the old people told me 
stories and took me out bush. They helped me tune into my intuition and 
I did this really well. I believe I have always had it but I pushed it aside as 
I never really understood it. I found it hard with my non-Aboriginal 
family who were Catholic, they would laugh at me when I tried to 
explain things from an Aboriginal point of view. I told my white parents 
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that I was offended by what they said but I decided the best way was not 
to talk to them about my Aboriginal spirituality. I am still a Catholic and I 
go to church mostly at Christmas and Easter. Unlike some Aboriginal 
people I know I will not choose religion over my spirituality. I believe by 
choosing religion you are rejecting your culture. So I have both my 
spirituality and my religion. 

Although a few participants spoke of their dreaming from a religious point of 

view, the following participant summed up what most were trying to say in 

regards to cultural practices and religion: 

Mum felt bad because my friends said they had to come to the funeral 
for me. I told her later on that funerals are a part of our dreaming and 
it’s a Lore. Everyone has to go to the funerals to show respect not only to 
the deceased but to their family. I told mum 'Noongars do this just like 
you have to go to church at Easter time and Christmas.' It made sense to 
mum as she goes to church but Easter and Christmas are the important 
times. I was glad too that she finally understood you just don’t send a 
family member to represent you. That’s not the Noongar way everyone 
goes as a sign of respect. It’s a strong cultural practice. 

Many participants were members of a religion but also believed they had 

their spirituality. Some participants reconnected with their Aboriginal family 

and came to appreciate their spirituality. Many preferred not to choose 

between their religion and their spirituality and are comfortable with both. 

4.6.2 Vision 

Some participants spoke about the dreaming and what it meant to them. 

Others did not use the word dreaming but spoke of the future and having a 

vision or plan. One participant was very clear about the dreaming and what it 

meant to him. He explained his dreaming from the past, present and future. 

He expresses the importance of having a dreaming for the future: 

I think as Aboriginal people it is important for us to have our dreaming. 
You know we always talk about our dreaming and your dreaming 
doesn’t stop, it is ongoing. You know we have our dreaming from the 
past we have our dreaming now here with us but we must have our 
dreaming for the future. I see this as having a dream for the future. Like 
having something to work towards or to look forward to. Sort of setting 
yourself goals but also reaching these goals like yeah getting there don’t 
just set them or plan them you got to reach them. 
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One participant spoke of his vision as a child. He was inspired by his 

grandfather who thought it was important to learn the western way of life, to 

return to the Aboriginal community and teach the Aboriginal people these 

new ways: 

You know that was always in my head as a child. Learn the skills or the 
ways of white people and take it back to my people. Give my people the 
skills and the tools to work with our people. Teach them and look at me 
here I am working in programs helping my people teaching them. Just 
like my grandfather said 'go learn it and bring it back and teach us' and 
that’s basically it that’s my philosophy. 

A participant in her mid-50s was living in an unhealthy relationship with a 

man she had married at a young age. She explained how she planned an 

escape: 

So I sat and planned my escape and then I did it. I would do it again, 
escape I mean. As I feel I just had to do it for myself. 

The Aboriginal flag and what it means inspired the following participant to 

always have hope and to always look towards a better future. He mentions 

living for such a future, even as a child. This participant had a vision as a 

child and lived for a better future: 

I really think that’s what our flag means to us you know our flag gives us 
hope or represents for me hope cause I look at the sun on our flag and I 
think you know at the end of the day when that sun goes down we got 
new hope when it comes back up tomorrow so yeah always looking 
towards a better future and really living for that future, even as a kid. 

A participant employed at an executive level, and who holds a Master's 

degree, explained why it was important for him to obtain such higher 

qualifications: 

I thought I should do a Master's degree because, three reasons because I 
wanted to develop my thinking, I wanted to be competitive in 
employment and I wanted to fulfil my potential in education. 

Clearly this participant had a vision and worked towards achieving his vision. 

Another participant spoke of his plans for the future and explained how he 

wanted his children to do well: 
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I am married and have a young family so I have future plans for them as 
I want my kids to do well and you know have a good future to look 
toward. 

For another participant, it was one of his school teachers who supported him 

and assisted him to not only set goals but achieve those future goals: 

He helped me set goals for myself and he helped me reach those goals 
too. 

The same participant spoke of his goals as a child. His role model was his 

uncle: 

Anyway that’s when I made my mind up that I was going to work when I 
became a man. I always said it to myself. I wasn’t going to be like pop or 
dad and not have a job. Nah I was going to work like dad's brother uncle 
Sammy. 

The dreaming for many Aboriginal people is the past, the present and the 

future. Many participants spoke of a vision and planned for a future looking 

forward to something better than what they had previously and now. Some 

participants spoke of a better future especially for their children, and planned 

for it. 

4.7 DREAMING OF A BETTER FUTURE 

Many participants spoke of a better future and explained what was necessary 

for such a future. Hope and adaption were mentioned by many participants 

as necessary for a better future. In order to be motivated to work towards a 

better future many explained the importance of hope. 

However, in order to live in two worlds, adaption was necessary. 

Nevertheless a number of participants spoke of the many conflicts between 

the two cultures. Regardless of the many difficulties faced by participants, 

they still saw the need to adapt as it was seen to be working towards a better 

future. 

4.7.1 Adaption 

The ability to adapt is important especially when a change of lifestyle is 

unavoidable. Some people are better at adapting than others, while there are 
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those who do not wish to adapt at all, preferring to continue with the lifestyle 

they have become accustomed. 

Some participants spoke of adaption and the importance of adapting 

especially to a western way of life: 

Adaption is still very important for us and we have and can still adapt. 

Others expressed when they started to adapt: 

I also think I had started to adapt to the white man’s way. 

While one participant shared the following about both cultures: 

So I guess I learned to adapt within both cultures. 

A participant in her early 30s spoke of her parents and grandparents having 

to adapt and make changes to their lives: 

Umm adaption is another factor like we all had to adapt to a white 
man’s world. Not so much me but my parents my grandparents. 

For others, it was important to learn the western way of life and then to adapt 

some aspects of that way of life to the Aboriginal way of life. 

… the rest of my people not to take on the white man’s ways totally but 
to learn their ways and to adapt it back to our ways back to our cultural 
ways. 

The following participant felt she had to adapt in order to survive: 

I also learned to adapt to living the western way. I mean I had to as I 
would never have survived. 

When a change of lifestyle is unavoidable, the ability to adapt is important 

and for some study participants this was the case. However for others, 

adaption was not important to them and they preferred to continue with the 

lifestyle they had become accustomed. 

4.7.2 Hope 

Having hope gives many individuals the will to live and continue living, even 

though they may be suffering many hardships or facing a number of 

adversities. Hope was expressed in one way or another by most participants 

in the study. An older participant in her 60s spoke of always having hope 
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during her life. She continues to have hope for future generations, both her 

children and her grandchildren: 

I think I always had hope. I got hope yes I still got hope of a better life 
and a better society for my children and grandchildren to live in or grow 
up in. 

A male participant shared the following about hope and new beginnings: 

It’s in many Indigenous cultures the sun is the new beginning of new 
hope, new life or you know new beginnings and this is something I held 
onto. I always held that in my head looking for a new day when that sun 
would come up for a new day and with new hope. I wanted to grasp 
onto to things that could give us new hope yeah I seen that there was a 
hope and a better life. 

A better future means preparation and planning on the part of the individual. 

It would mean some hardship and going without for a period of time, while 

working towards a better way of life. Having hope was motivation for the 

individual to keep working towards a better future. This is called delayed 

gratification and is an important component of resilience (Banks, McQuater, 

Ross and Ward 1983). 

Some participants saw going without as survival. They needed to survive 

until life improved and many worked towards a better life, surviving to do so. 

One participant explained in his story about the survival of his traditional 

family name and the importance of this. His father had fought to keep the 

family name and had constantly argued about the spelling: 

I remember my old dad telling me about his father, my grandfather. My 
grandfather learnt to write his name with the help of an early settler. 
This settler was an educated man and was into converting Aboriginal 
languages. I am not sure if he was a anthropologist or not. Anyway this 
settler he knew my grandfathers father, so this would be my great 
grandfather. He knew how he used to say his name in the old way and 
he wrote it down so it could be read that way. Ya see if your name 
wasn’t written the way it should sound then white fullas just made up a 
name that just sounded like it. My grandfather wasn’t having that I can 
tell ya. So he learnt to write and spell his name. Well the problem then 
for us was we were the only ones who kept this name. Our cousin’s well 
they took on the name that was given to them because, well they never 
learnt to spell or read. Not many black fullas did back then. So their 
name sounds totally different to mine and my fathers. So my family is 
the only ones with this traditional name. So you see my father’s dilemma 
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you know me being the only son and all. That’s why the old fulla was so 
happy when I had my ten kids. It all worked out well too cause three of 
my five daughters put their kids under their name. So I got ten grannies 
from my daughters with my family name and seven of them are boys. I 
have hope because we as black fullas have survived and I am so proud 
that my traditional family name has survived. I have taught my kids and 
now | teach my grannies to be proud of their name cause it’s a name 
that has survived. Yeah it is said the same way as the old people said it. 
My family are all doing well because I was determined that we were 
going to survive and so was our traditional name. 

Hope motivated individuals to keep working towards a better future. Many 

survived the situation they were in until their situation improved. For some, 

survival was important for future generations. They needed to survive until 

life improved and many Aboriginal people worked towards a better life 

surviving to do so. 

4.8 CONCLUSION 

Participants of this research study discussed many themes that emerged 

from their personal life stories; personal stories of a lived experience of 

resilience. Although some of these resilience themes are similar to those of 

non-Aboriginals expressed in the literature, they are described and explained 

by Aboriginal people from a cultural perspective. Some themes are 

inadequately mentioned in the literature, such as the dreaming, spirituality, 

country and inner strength. 

The results presented here introduce some new aspects of resilience, from a 

cultural perspective, therefore redefining other aspects of resilience. All 16 

participants of this study stated in one way or another that they needed to 

survive the impacts of colonialism and racism. Strategies to face these 

adversities were mentioned throughout the study—inner strength, letting go 

of the past and negative emotions such as hatred and anger, forgiveness for 

past injustices, starting the healing process, positive role models, healthy 

lifestyle and the importance of education. 

All study participants value their Aboriginal cultural knowledge, practices and 

ways. Many believe it is important to obtain knowledge of their culture and 

learn cultural practices so they can teach the next generation and ensure that 

Aboriginal culture continues to live on. 
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Dreaming of a better future was mentioned in one way or another by study 

participants and many believe in the importance of adaption. Some study 

participants believe it is important to work towards a better future not only for 

themselves but for their families. This means planning and going without for a 

period of time; ‘delayed gratification’ was an essential ingredient for 

resilience. Most study participants consider hope and the ability to adapt are 

necessary if they are going to have a better future. 
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5 RESILIENCE FROM AN ABORIGINAL PERSPECTIVE 

We are connected to our land. When I talk about my culture, my 
language, my songs and dances, the spirit of my fathers, they are not 
here they are back home. That is our library that is our university that is 
where we belong. It is where we are learning all of the time, and you are 
taking it away (Yolgnu traditional owner in response to the Federal 
Government Homeland Report, August 2009) 

 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The discussion of resilience within this chapter is informed by the life stories 

of Aboriginal people. Wherever appropriate, references from academic 

sources are used to show correlations and differences between the existing 

body of knowledge relating to resilience and life stories of resilient Aboriginal 

people. 

This research was instigated by questions the researcher has been asked 

often. 'Why are you so successful when so many other Aboriginal people are 

not?' 'Why are you able to hold down a good job and do it well when others of 

your culture are unable to?' 'Why are you able to live as a white person while 

others of your kind are unable to?' 

Thus, this study was conceptualised by examining the notion of resilience 

from an Aboriginal perspective. In mainstream literature, resilience is defined 

as ‘the human capacity to face, overcome, and even be strengthened by 

experiences of adversity’ (Deveson 2003). This study examined: What makes 

a successful Aboriginal person resilient? Information was gathered through 

life stories of Aboriginal people with a number of resilient characteristics that 

demonstrated how Aboriginal people have overcome adversity. 

An Aboriginal Resiliency Framework was developed from this research, and 

key concepts are discussed later in this chapter under the following 

headings: Healing, Forgiveness and Letting Go; and The Past, the Present 

and the Future. This chapter discusses how important it is for Aboriginal 

people to re-live their past by telling their story and the importance of identity, 
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family, history, belonging, spirituality, learning, dreaming, and thriving in 

terms of moving forward. 

During the process of selective coding, the researcher trialled various 

groupings of the categories. After a number of different models were 

attempted, the most appropriate groupings for categories were identified: 

 Characteristics of resilience shared with academic literature. 

 Characteristics of resilience shared but needed explanation from an 

Aboriginal perspective. 

 Categories of resilience new and unique to the experience of 

participants. 

5.2 ABORIGINAL RESILIENCY FRAMEWORK 

When the results chapter for this thesis was completed, the researcher 

reflected on what she had found. Some results were expected; however, 

there was much more that was not expected. After reflection, reading and re-

reading, a connection was made between the research and a dreaming story 

of The Willy Willy told by the researcher’s father (see story, p 216). 

During a discussion with family members about how I might develop the 

framework of my thesis, my brother reminded me of the dreaming story of 

The Willy Willy and how Dad has discussed this with us on many occasions 

when we were growing up. I realised that my father's stories and the lessons 

learned as a family more than resonated with my research; there was a 

harmony between the category groupings I had made and the stories of my 

father, particularly that of The Willy Willy. Using The Willy Willy metaphor, it 

became apparent that categories which needed to be cast out (or let go as 

they were negative and harmful emotions) could be represented by the cast 

offs of The Willy Willy. While other categories, which had a positive effect, 

could also be modelled in the graphic. Other Aboriginal researchers had used 

metaphors (Yunupingu) in a similar manner. After much consultation with 

extended family, it was deemed appropriate by the researcher to use her 

family story as a metaphor to explain a model for this research. When this 

was shown to Aboriginal people in different settings, there was an 
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overwhelming acceptance and immediate understanding of what the 

researcher was trying to say. The resiliency framework was presented in a 

poster which was given out after the researcher presented her results back to 

her community. 

The central message in this dreaming story was to let go of the negative 

emotions ‘anger’ and ‘hate’ and to hold on to the good—family, our people, 

our land, our dreaming and our stories. These same messages came through 

from participants of this research, only there was more. Many participants 

used the term 'letting go' of emotions such as hate and anger. However, 

participants also spoke of letting go of jealousy, shame, blame, oppression, 

internalised oppression, racism, low self-esteem and loss of identity. 

Although many participants never actually used words such as ‘oppression’, 

‘internalised oppression’ or ‘low self-esteem,’ their stories clearly 

demonstrated these issues were present. For example one participant, when 

speaking of his brother, felt sad and disappointed that his brother was unable 

to let go or move forward as he was constantly blaming white society for his 

situation. He was holding on to what had occurred in his past. He was playing 

the victim. 

The Aboriginal Resiliency Framework (Plate 5.1) that emerged from this 

research study was conceptualised from a personal dreaming story—The 

Willy Willy. The researcher knew bits and pieces of the story, such as The 

Willy Willy was the spirit of an old Aboriginal man often called an old fulla. 

The story was often told by different family members. For the researcher, The 

Willy Willy represents the life stories of study participants, and what was left 

on the ground by The Willy Willy represents the analysis of these stories 

which is now shared with the reader (see the framework conceptualised as 

The Willy Willy on p 217). 
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The Willy Willy 

The Willy Willy is an old fulla that comes on a hot day, swirling round and 

round. Up he goes, up and up, right off the ground. He uses a hot strong 

wind to gather everything up, whatever’s in his way and carries it up and 

up right up in the air. 

 

The bad things well he lets these go, he lets them go along the way, but 

he keeps them good things. Yep he keeps the good and he carries them 

somewhere, somewhere over there. Then well he git’s tired, yeah that old 

fulla he tired now. So he drops all them good things he got right back on 

the ground. See he can come back for them good things, cause they his, 

they belong to him and he keeps them. 

 

We gotta be like that old fulla you and me. Yeah we gotta be like that old 

fulla. We gotta keep all the good things; keep all the good things inside 

us. Our family, our people, our land, our dreaming and our stories. 

We gotta hold on to them cause they the good things. 

 

Now that old fulla he let the bad things go, he just let them go. See 

that’s what we gotta do, let the bad things go. Don’t stay wild (angry) 

with fullas let it go. Don’t hate anybody. Hating people is no good for you, 

it will make ya sick. Nuh this is bad things so let em go. 

 

By George Kickett Senior (Stormy) 1968 
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Plate 5.1. Aboriginal Resiliency Framework 
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5.2.1 Healing, Forgiveness and Letting Go 

Like other Aboriginal people, all study participants had experienced adversity. 

The colonial experience and racism were the most common causes of 

adversity for Aboriginal people, mentioned by all study participants, and well-

documented in a number of Aboriginal autobiographies (Terszak 2008; 

Nannup et al. 1993; Ward 1988). 

Healing is an important process for Aboriginal people who have suffered from 

adversities that stem from colonisation and racism. As mentioned earlier, 

healing was considered an important aspect of resilience by all participants of 

this research study. Rosemary Wanganeen (2001), founder of the Sacred 

Site With-in Healing Centre, states the following about healing: 

To become a whole person one must heal the spirit. To heal the spirit 
one must journey through the maze of grief trapped within the body. To 
grieve one must allow the self to feel the pain, to arrive at the destiny 
and the destiny being forgiveness (Wanganeen 2001, p 14) 

According to Wanganeen, there is a process to healing. She describes a 

journey through the maze of grief trapped within the body. The individual 

must allow themselves to feel the pain. In relation to Wanganeen’s view point 

on Aboriginal healing, Aboriginal people commence the grieving process 

when an individual dies. Time is allowed to feel the pain prior to, during and 

after the individual's funeral. This time is commonly known as 'Sorry Time'. 

A common cultural practice within the researcher’s family, for example, is to 

visit and spend time with close family members of an individual who has died. 

It may be a brother or sister who has lost a child or partner. First cousins are 

considered brothers and sisters so the same applies to them. Family 

members congregate at the deceased person’s home or their parents', 

brothers' or sisters' home. Much crying and comfort is given to those closest 

to the deceased. Some family members stay with the individual, helping them 

with daily duties such as cleaning the home, shopping and cooking. 

During this time, many individuals think about forgiveness and 

understanding. Of course, much of this depends on the cause of death. The 

sudden death of a child may leave the parents and other family members 

asking why did this happen to them? Or how could this happen to them? 
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Accepting death is also a part of forgiveness. Many individuals tend to feel 

guilty and although this is normal they still need to deal with such emotions. 

Family members assist them to forgive themselves and let go of these 

emotions therefore enabling the individual to commence the healing process. 

However, the individual must want to commence healing. This process of 

healing applies to any form of trauma suffered by Aboriginal people. 

Many Aboriginal people know the importance of the healing process; 

however find it difficult to commence healing. This may be due to the inability 

to forgive past wrongs committed against them. They therefore continue to 

hold on to their grief which stays trapped within their body. Some individuals 

eventually commence the healing process; others may never. Many 

commence the process then stop and re-start at a later date; such individuals 

may continue with this process for a number of years, the result may be 

positive but can also be negative. 

Every participant in this study spoke of the healing process and how letting 

go of negative emotions such as anger and hatred must occur before such a 

process can begin. Many experiences were shared about how individuals 

allowed themselves to hold onto such negative emotions. Some explained 

how their emotions impacted on their own health and well-being. Others 

explained how they were unable to commence the healing process because 

they were unable to forgive. They acknowledged that they were unable to 

forgive because they were unable to let go of their anger and hatred for past 

wrongs committed against them. 

For some, it has taken many years for healing to take place. Terszak (2008) 

explains: 

Although we cannot change things that happened, a journey of healing 
had to take place. This did not happen for me until I was 47 years old. It 
is an ongoing struggle of unearthing information, which through the 
years has taken its toll in many different ways (Terszak 2008, p 4) 

Healing for Aboriginal people is not just healing of the physical body; it is 

healing in a holistic way—the physical, spiritual, mental, emotional, social 

and environmental. It includes healing oneself and the relationships with 
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others such as family and community members. Healing is ongoing, 

continuing whilst facing many and different challenges in life. 

In most psychological literature, the terms trauma and post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) are discussed together with recovery. Trauma may be the 

loss of a close relative or friend, coping with a life-threatening illness, 

recovery from a natural disaster or from a violent attack. PTSD usually 

develops after an individual has been exposed to an extremely traumatic 

incident or experience such as war, rape, sexual or physical abuse, terrorism, 

a natural disaster such as earthquake or bushfire, or being diagnosed with 

cancer. The individual’s reaction to such an incident is extreme fear, horror or 

helplessness (American Psychiatric Association 1994). 

There are two important questions concerning recovery. The first is, how well 

do people bounce back and recover fully from a challenge or an adversity? 

The second is, do people continue moving forward whilst still facing the 

challenge or the adversity? 

The word healing for Aboriginal people has a number of meanings including 

healing in a holistic way. Restoring and repairing relationships within family, 

community and general society. Healing is recovering fully from adversities 

and challenges and moving forward whilst still facing these challenges. 

When an individual recovers fully they have been able to let go completely. 

The individual still faces adversities and challenges; however they are no 

longer a victim. The experience is different for everyone. For some, it is 

letting go of the hate and anger first in order to commence the healing 

process. For others, it is a case of becoming more resilient in the face of 

adversity to help let go of anger and hate so the healing process can then 

commence. 

Letting go is not a new concept and is mentioned in autobiographies by many 

resilient individuals who have suffered from traumatic events in their lives. In 

his biography, Nelson Mandela discusses letting go when he was released 

from prison (Meredith 2010). He explained if he did not forgive his jailers and 

let the past wrongs go he could never be free (Meredith 2010). Another 

person who suffered a great deal is Edith Eva Eger, an Auschwitz survivor 
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and renowned clinical psychologist; now considered a resiliency expert. Edith 

stated the following when asked how she resolved her feelings and 

memories of her past: 

It took me 40 years. I can’t erase the experience but I can integrate it, 
come to terms with it. In Auschwitz I learned to become compassionate 
and forgiving. You must be strong to forgive. Forgiveness is not 
condoning or excusing. Forgiveness has nothing to do with justice. 
Forgiving is a selfish act to free yourself from being controlled by the 
past (Eger 2010, p 1) 

The ability to forgive is both positive and important to individuals. Within the 

last decade a number of interventions have been developed within the 

positive psychology framework. Individual and group therapy has encouraged 

participants to forgive family members, ex-partners or spouses and lifelong 

friends. Such interventions have specifically concentrated on promoting 

positive engagement. Zauntra, Hall and Murray (2010) suggest: 'Another 

approach has been to encourage methods of 'forgiveness', thereby releasing 

restraints on the positive feelings that family members with a history of 

conflict still may have toward one another' (p 21). 

Consistent with these observations, a major finding of this current research 

study is, if Aboriginal people are open to resilience they need to let go of 

negative emotions: emotions such as anger, hatred, jealousy, racism, 

oppression, internalised oppression, blame and shame. An important part of 

letting go for study participants in this study was their ability to forgive and 

then commence the healing process. 

Some participants explained how they held onto one or two emotions such as 

anger and hate. Others expressed the times they suffered from depression or 

explained their frustration. However, every participant discussed how they let 

go of such emotions in one way or another. 

Many study participants expressed that they are still today facing adversities 

that stem from past government policies. The impact has been devastating 

with long-term physical and psychological effects that are transgenerational. 

In Canada, Stout and Kipling (2003) refer to these effects as 'spiritual' and 

'emotional' injury. 'The spiritual and emotional injury has been transmitted 

from one generation to another, creating transgenerational traumatic stress 
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disorder (TTSD) with its legacy of illness, violence, and family disruptions' 

(Stout and Kipling, 2003). 

However, some Aboriginal people have successfully let go of emotions such 

as anger, hatred, depression, grief and frustration and become open to 

resilience. As a resilient person they have moved forward towards a more 

positive future. 

For many participants of this study, letting go of emotions such as hate and 

anger enabled them to progress, including forgiveness for past wrongs 

committed against them. Every participant's experience was different and 

each shared what it was that assisted them in their decision to forgive. 

The ability to forgive, although not easy, is important if individuals are to 

move forward with their lives. Every study participant was different and 

forgave at a certain period of time during their life. Some study participants 

forgave when quite young and started the healing process whilst still young. 

Not holding on to any negative emotions enabled them to move forward early 

which enabled them to have a much more fulfilling life that is both positive 

and healthy. For other study participants, forgiveness took time and many 

were much older when they were able to forgive. This may have been due to 

an event in their lives or they may have met an individual who impacted on 

their life. Every individual's experience was different. However, what was 

most important for these Aboriginal people was forgiveness. 

Once individuals let go of the negative emotions they carried and allowed 

themselves to forgive for past wrongs committed against them, they moved 

forward with the healing process. Many participants spoke of healing and the 

importance of healing, giving credit for their success as a resilient person to 

the fact that they commenced the healing process. 

All participants stated that participating in the research was quite healing for 

them. All saw healing as an important aspect of resilience. Each and every 

one of them commenced the healing process, and claimed to refuse to be 

victims. Edith Eger (2004) states: 

Contrary to popular belief, there are no victims in this world – only 
willing participants. Each of us has the opportunity to transform our 
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lives. You may not control your circumstances, but you can control how 
you respond to them. Everyone has the power to change at any time 
(Eger 2004, p 2) 

Clearly some Aboriginal people are ready and able to let go of some past 

painful experiences, forgive and commence the healing process. Many 

others are unable to, at this point in time; however they may in the future. It 

must also be acknowledged that there are some Aboriginal people who will 

never commence the healing process. They are unable to let go of the 

negative emotions they suffered as an Aboriginal Australian, or forgive for 

past injustices. However, findings from this study suggest that programs that 

assist Aboriginal people to heal may assist them to move forward. 

5.2.2 The Past, the Present, and the Future 

Participants regularly explained the importance of the dreaming in their lives. 

Dreaming is continuous: it has no beginning and no ending. Traditionally, 

Aboriginal people have a different view of life and history. Aboriginal people 

perceive events as being a continuum, that is, the past, present, and future 

being within the ‘here and now’; the ‘everywhen’ (Stanner 2009, p 58). 

For many Aboriginal people, the past has to be brought to the present. The 

dreaming is continuous, what has happened in the past is interconnected to 

events happening in the present. Stanner (2009) supports this when he 

states: '…a blackfellow conceives himself to make touch with whatever it is 

that is continuous between the dreaming and the Here-and-Now' (Stanner 

2009, p 60). 

Aboriginal people have a circular view, believing there is interconnectedness 

to events. An individual's values can change; this depends on the lived 

experience and is usually related to the establishment of culture, law, kinship, 

care of land, social organisation, rites of passage. For example, Aboriginal 

people have known for thousands of years the importance of caring for their 

environment. In some areas, if undergrowth of bushlands is not burnt then it 

is more difficult for new and fresh plants to grow. Traditional burn offs allow 

growth of new sweet grasses to shoot after the rains. Animals both large and 

small come to feed, making hunting easier for the Aboriginal hunter. For a 

period of time, he can provide his family with an abundant assortment of 
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meat. Take care of the environment and the environment will take care of you 

(Edwards 1987, Stanner 2009). 

Part of this ‘here-and-now’ involves Aboriginal people today in the present 

living in both worlds: ‘the non-Aboriginal world’ and ‘the Aboriginal world’. Not 

every Aboriginal person can do this or do it successfully. 

As mentioned earlier, the dreaming is continuous, what has happened in the 

past is interconnected to events happening now. So what is happening now 

is interconnected to events that will happen in the future. The future has 

always been important to Aboriginal people both traditionally and today. For 

example, traditionally, Aboriginal Lore pertaining to who an individual should 

marry was in place to ensure the Aboriginal group or race was kept strong. 

The future offspring would be strong and healthy with no defects or 

abnormalities. 

Today, many Aboriginal people look to and want a better future for their 

children. Documented in Teagle et al. (2000) are comments from a group of 

Aboriginal writers from the south-west of Western Australia, demonstrating 

the importance of the future for their families. As a mother and a 

grandmother, it was the wish of Eliza Thorne (2000) to leave her stories 

behind for her children and grandchildren: 'I’m writing these stories for the 

sake of my children and grandchildren' (p 30). Cyril Cooper (2000), now at 

the end of his working life, told his story for his family: 'After working all my 

life, I’m telling my story for my family' (p 61). Noongar elder and artist Noel 

Morrison, not taking his memory for granted, wanted to write his stories while 

they were still clear for his children and grandchildren: 'I am married to 

Elizabeth, have five children, and want to write while my memory’s still clear 

for all my children and grandchildren' (Morrison 2000, p 100). Important to 

Valmae Walley are her family: 'I write about family life because family is 

important to me' (Walley 2000, p 123). Recording her family’s story was 

important to Roma Kickett: 'I began writing because I want to record the story 

of my family' (Kickett 2000, p 154). 

Clearly for many Aboriginal people, what is happening now is interconnected 

to events that have occurred in the past and will occur in the future. 
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5.2.3 Dreaming (Religion & Vision) 

In Chapter 3, dreaming is discussed from two perspectives: the first being 

religion and the second related to having a vision or plan. The word 

‘dreaming’ for many Aboriginal people means the past, present and future or 

as described in 1953 by Stanner as the 'everywhen' (Stanner 2010). The past 

must be remembered and brought with you to the present and both are taken 

into the future. The future must be considered and an individual should have 

a vision or plan for the future. Many Aboriginal participants referred to their 

vision as their 'dreaming'. 

Some Aboriginal people's ‘Dreaming’ is their faith and belief in their 

Aboriginal culture. Others believe they can have both or believe in both. That 

is, their dreaming or their spirituality which is their cultural beliefs and 

practices as well as their Christian religious beliefs. 

Dreaming is sometimes referred to as 'The Dream Time' and, according to 

Stanner (2010), some anthropologists have referred to the dreaming as 'the 

Eternal Dream Time' (p 57). Stanner (2010) suggests that Aboriginal people 

prefer the term 'the dreaming' or 'dreaming', due to the belief that the 

dreaming is continual or continuous; there is no beginning nor is there an 

end. When discussing the ability of non-Aboriginals to understand the 

Dreaming, Stanner (2010) went further to say 'We shall not understand The 

Dreaming fully except as a complex of meanings' (p 57). 

Many Aboriginal people will call the place from which their spirit came as their 

dreaming. Their totem is referred to as their dreaming. Customs, rituals and 

Aboriginal Lore are referred to as their dreaming. The dreaming is embedded 

into everyday life and as Stanner rightfully states is a complex of meanings. 

Other indigenous cultures in the world such as the Aboriginal people in 

Canada have similar views. Kawagley (2001) explains: 

Aboriginal people perceive that all of creation is interrelated in a circle of 
life, with no beginning or end there are no hierarchical structures; all 
living things, including rocks, vegetation, animals, and people are related 
and interact in a reciprocal manner (Kawagley 2001, p 261) 

The researcher was fortunate to grow up being told dreaming stories and to 

also have an understanding of what these stories meant. She remembers 
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asking one of her father’s sisters the meaning of dreaming; the meaning was 

explained in one of the most amazing Dreaming stories. A story that the 

researcher had been told often as a child and a story that she would ask her 

aunt to repeat over and over again. At the age of 25, the researcher wrote 

the story down and asked her aunt to tell her the story one more time just to 

make sure she had all the details. At this time, two of the researcher’s aunts 

told her the story together. 
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The Nyingarn (Echidna) 

Now the Nyingarn is a part of all of us. You and me and all our family. 

(Family totem) We were never to go and hunt him for food you know 

cause he is a part of us and we are a part of him (not normally eaten by 

our family). But sometimes, now this was when we were only little girls 

camped in the bush, sometimes we didn’t catch much food so we never 

had much to eat and we were feeling hungry and you know we were real 

skinny kids. Dad you know your Pop he’d be feeling weak too cause you 

know he hadn’t had anything to eat. Yeah times were real hard for us 

back then. Anyway your Pop he was feeling weak and he needed some 

meat to give him some strength to hunt for food for us and to move camp 

as well. So he cleared an area in the bush and sat down and he started 

singing. Yeah he started singing his brother and our brother you know 

cause it’s like in ‘our dreamin’ well he was singing and us kids we just sat 

and waited and waited. Then we seen him coming. Yeah he just come 

right outta the bush. Well we’d git excited hey Paul. The other aunty 

(Pauline) now took over telling the story as the first one who was a 

heavy smoker retrieved a packet of cigarettes from one of her hiding 

spots. Oh yes we used to get so excited but we knew we had to be quiet 

too. I never ever got used to how dad could just sing him like that. But I 

couldn’t believe how he used to roll over right there in front of Pop and 

he’d move his little arm up and down along his belly, showin Pop where 

to cut him. Ya see his sayin it’s alright to kill me cause you need me. Then 

Pop would kill him and cook him on the coals and we’d all have a taste. 

His meat was rich and always gave us energy to go on in them hard 

times. You see this is our dreaming from way back then. Your Pop would 

sing in Noongar and then he’d talk to him in Noongar like telling him 

why and how much we need him. Yeah Pop he sung him right outta that 

bush. 
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This story is about the researcher’s dreaming and includes the custom of her 

Grandfather as well as the ritual he performed to obtain food; however the 

ceremony was only performed when necessary. The dreaming story is also 

about connection to land which included both the vegetation and the animals. 

There is so much more to this story and the dreaming which, unfortunately, 

the researcher finds it difficult to explain in western terms. Stanner (2010) 

explains: 

A concept so impalpable and subtle naturally suffers badly by translation 
into our dry and abstract language. The blacks sense this difficulty. I can 
recall one intelligent old man who said to me, with a cadence almost as 
though he had been speaking verse: 

White man got no dreaming. 

Him go ‘nother way. 

White man, him go different. 

Him go road belong himself (Stanner 2010, p 57) 

The Dreaming is continual and embedded into everyday life; it is a complex 

of meanings. Many will refer to customs, rituals and Aboriginal lores as their 

dreaming. What must be understood is ‘The Dreaming’ is an important part of 

Aboriginal culture and although many individuals may not fully understand 

the complexities: what must be acknowledged is The Dreaming remains an 

important part of many Aboriginal people’s culture today. 

Many of the study participants spoke of their ‘dreaming’ or ‘the dreaming’. 

Some did not fully understand the dreaming but explained the dreaming was 

an important part of all Aboriginal people’s lives. Some study participants 

were seeking knowledge and understanding of their dreaming from elders 

within their family and community. 

5.2.4 Thriving 

In order to be resilient, one must face adversity or challenges. In this 

research study, all participants stated that the colonial experience and racism 

were the two most common adversities that they had faced and dealt with. 

Many participants spoke of how they had survived such adversities. 

Aboriginal people also shared their personal experiences of survival. In the 

autobiographies and all 16 participants of this study had risen above, and 
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'conquered’ the adversities they had faced. Mary Terszak (2008) shares that 

she has never felt as comfortable as she does today: 

At long last, as a grandmother 65 years old, I have a home that is so 
warm with love. I have never in all my life felt as comfortable as I do 
today. I guess I must be getting my life on track and I can see things 
more clearly than I have done for many, many years (Terszak 2008, p 88) 

Alice Nannup (1992) speaks of the importance of going back and making her 

peace with country: 

I feel really good about going back, because although they tricked me 
when they took me away, in my lifetime I was able to get back some of 
what they took from me. You see, forty-two years later I got back to my 
family, and sixty–four years from when I left point Samson, I got back to 
make my peace with my country (Nannup 1992, p 224). 

In order to be resilient, Aboriginal people must face and deal with adversities 

or challenges; many Aboriginal people have been able to do this and have 

not only survived but are thriving in today’s society. 

5.2.5 Culture 

For many Aboriginal people, culture is much more than a way of life. It means 

having strong traditions and customs with many still being practised today 

(Trudgen 2000). However, there is more to Aboriginal culture. Eckermann et 

al. (2008) explains: 

Culture, for us, then is more than ‘a people’s way of life’. Culture tells us 
what is pretty and what is ugly, what is right and what is wrong. Culture 
influences our preferred way of thinking, behaving and making decisions 
(Eckermann et al. 2008, p 3) 

Colonisation has impacted deeply on the culture of Australian Aboriginal 

people. The Aboriginal way of life was so complex and so strong that it 

survived for over 40,000 years; for example, Aboriginal laws pertaining to 

family and skin groups. The laws had to be adhered to in order to keep the 

people strong and free from genetic defects (Elkin 1994; Reynolds 1987; 

Broome 1986). With colonisation came the massacres and maltreatment 

(Elder 2003). Large numbers of Aboriginal people died due to diseases and 

illnesses introduced by colonisers (Eckermann et al. 2008). Many cultural 

traditions, practices and customs died with these individuals. The knowledge 
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of gifted healers, craft men, storytellers and skills of a hunter were all lost in 

the swift death of many Aboriginal people. 

In today’s society, many Aboriginal people have had to work hard to obtain 

and hold on to some of their Aboriginal cultural practices. For most of the 

participants interviewed for this research project, culture tended to run across 

most of the other themes, such as family, identity, spirituality, land and 

dreaming (religion). For many participants, cultural knowledge was handed 

on to them from both parents and grandparents. For others, it was a 

combination of several family members. 

A great deal of effort was required by those Aboriginal people who were 

removed or adopted, in order for them to obtain cultural knowledge. Such 

knowledge was only gained after re-connecting to their Aboriginal family, 

creating friendships with Aboriginal people or forming relationships with an 

Aboriginal person; as demonstrated by the study participants of this research. 

Some Aboriginal people believe it is important for all Aboriginal people to 

assist others to reconnect to family and country. In her book 'Telling our 

Stories' Jan Lester explains how this makes us stronger: 

We must find ways for everyone to come home. Even if we can’t 
reconnect with our immediate family we can still reconnect with our 
land, still reconnect to our extended family. We can find someone who 
knows the connections. We don’t need a white system to do that (Lester 
2001, p 8) 

Culture is important to Aboriginal people and an important aspect of 

resilience. For many study participants, culture crossed over in to family, 

identity, spirituality, land and one's dreaming. Study participants spoke of and 

gave examples of family structure, explaining the cultural roles and 

responsibilities for certain family members and at times of themselves. 

Knowing who you were and how you fitted into the family for many study 

participants was what gave them their identity. All study participants spoke of 

their spirituality in one way or another. For some, it was discussing their dead 

relatives while others spoke of the messenger bird or a sign they given. 

Every study participant explained where they were from or where their land 

or country was. Culture is certainly an important aspect of resilience. 
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How is Aboriginal culture so different to not only Western or European culture 

but to many others? 

Culture is a way of life, with traditions and customs that have been passed 

from one generation to the next. There are some important aspects of 

Aboriginal culture that make it quite different to many other cultures. First and 

foremost, Aboriginal people were hunters and gatherers and lived a nomadic 

life for 40 thousand years (Reid and Trompf 1991). Whilst they were 

‘nomadic’, following the seasons, migrating within their territories; theirs was 

a rich and complex culture which enabled them to survive for thousands of 

years. Anthropologist W.E. Stanner (2009) had the following to say about 

Aboriginal life: 

The more one sees of Aboriginal life the stronger the impression that its 
mode, its ethos, and its principles are variations on a single theme—
continuity, constancy, balance, symmetry, regularity, system, or some 
such quality as these words convey (Stanner 2009, p 70) 

Within traditional Aboriginal society, there were no chiefs or leaders that had 

authority over others (Eckermann et al. 2008). There were leaders within 

Aboriginal society and these individuals were given respect. However, 

Aboriginal people did not fight over power. Stanner (2009) states: 

One of the most striking things is that there are no great conflicts over 
power, no great contests for place and office. This single fact explains 
much else, because it rules out so much that would be destructive of 
stability (Stanner 2009, p 71) 

Aboriginal people did not fight over land; there were no wars or invasions to 

take hold of another’s land or territory. Aboriginal people never enslaved 

each other; there were no master–servant relationships or any class 

divisions. There was no inequality with income, property, possessions or 

belongings. There was balance and stability within Aboriginal society 

(Stanner 2009). Communal possessions and property were distributed in a 

fair and equitable way. This included food within the family, marriage 

payment exchanges with other family groups or clans. Stanner (2009) 

explains …equalitarian notions; a notion of reciprocity as a moral obligation, 

a notion of generously equivalent return; and a surprisingly clear notion of fair 

dealing, or making things ‘level’… (Stanner 2009, p 72). 
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There were no chiefs or leaders that had authority over others in Aboriginal 

society. Like many other cultures, Aboriginal culture was constantly 

changing: this was, however, slow. The point is, Aboriginal people were able 

to adapt but chose what they wanted from other cultures. Burke et al. (1998) 

states: 

Until 1788 Aborigines had been able to choose what they wanted from 
other cultures. They didn’t adopt agriculture apparently, because it 
wouldn’t fit into their maintenance of sacred sites and attendance at 
ceremonies as they moved around their lands (Burke et al. 1998, p 226) 

Aboriginal culture is more than a way of life; it influences Aboriginal people's 

preferred ways of thinking, behaving and decision making. Aboriginal culture 

was continual, constant and well-balanced. Within Aboriginal culture there 

were concepts of fairness and equity. Reciprocity was a moral obligation. 

There were notions of fair dealing, or making things equal. Aboriginal culture 

is what makes Aboriginal people stand out as being different to mainstream 

society. 

The inconsistency in understanding the role of culture in resilience becomes 

clear as we read the respondents’ life stories. While all people have culture it 

is Aboriginal culture that makes Aboriginal people stand out as being different 

to mainstream society which, in mainstream Australia, is predominantly Anglo 

Australian, given the western biomedical model of health, English legal 

system and western education system. Cultural practice becomes the point 

of racial tension for the Aboriginal person as the more they are seen to 

practise their culture the further they stand out as different (Hollinsworth 

1998). To work on the resilience of Aboriginal people, this point of 

dissonance needs to be understood and to value and respect difference 

learned. 

5.2.6 Identity 

Identity is relevant to the cultural way of life for many Aboriginal people. 

Being able to identify with one’s family and land is essential for an individual 

to connect with other Aboriginal people and families. Making a connection 

with other Aboriginal people is necessary for acceptance by Aboriginal 

individuals, families and communities. 
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Identity is not only important to many Aboriginal people; it is relevant to their 

way of life. Many Aboriginal communities do not accept just any person. A 

rapport must be built with individuals and communities, regardless of an 

individual being Aboriginal or not. The community must not only get to know 

people, they must be able to accept and trust them. In order to connect and 

network with other Aboriginal people successfully, an Aboriginal person must 

have an identity. They must have knowledge of their family and country; such 

knowledge is vital if they are to connect with and be accepted as Aboriginal 

by other Aboriginal people and communities. 

Having an Aboriginal identity prepares many Aboriginal people to face 

challenges about their Aboriginality. Identity reinforces who you are and 

where you fit in with in Aboriginal society. A strong identity was identified in 

the study to be a major component of a resilient Aboriginal person. For many 

study participants, knowing who they were, where they belonged and how 

they were connected to other Aboriginal families and communities was a 

major element of resilience. 

Identity for Aboriginal people is not only very important but a necessary part 

of life. Aboriginal people need to know who their family is and where their 

families land or country is. Two of the most common questions asked of an 

Aboriginal person by an Aboriginal person are: Who is your family? and 

Where do you come from? Identity is a major part of one’s Aboriginality and 

such information is usually given to individuals by their parents. Kim Collard, 

a Noongar academic, spoke of having no doubts about his Aboriginality: '…I 

had no doubts about my Aboriginality because of my strong cultural roots and 

my parents and family continually reminding me to be proud of who I was' 

(Oxenham 1999, p 36). 

Glenys Ward (1988) a Noongar woman who was removed from her family as 

a child and placed in Wandering mission in the south of Western Australia 

stated the following in her book ‘Wandering Girl’: 

You see, in the early days of survival and struggle, there was a lot of 
hardship and agony amongst the Aboriginal people. Through the 
misguided minds of earnest white people we were taken away from our 
natural parents. This affected all of us. Put into missions, forced to abide 
by the European way, we lost our identity (Ward 1988, p vii) 
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It is clear that identity is very important to Aboriginal people and is 

strengthened during childhood. Identity is not just about the appearance of 

individuals or their Aboriginality. It encompasses knowing and understanding 

family structure. Having an identity for an Aboriginal person means you are 

accepted and have a place in an Aboriginal family, an Aboriginal community 

and Aboriginal society. 

Identity is also important for non-Aboriginal people who need to be connected 

to family and their community. Mayer and Faber (2010) state: 

To be resilient, a person must maintain productive interactions with his 
or her biological and social surroundings: his or her own body and its 
health, on the other hand, and the surrounding setting, situations and 
societies on the other (Mayer and Faber 2010, p 106) 

Much is said about identity being an important part of (say) an adolescent's 

life. Once an individual reaches their teenage years, issues around their 

identity become important to them (Fuller 2006; Grotberg 2003). Grotberg 

(2003) explains there are four main causes of adversity for adolescents: 

1. Feelings of not belonging to or being connected to family, school, and 

the community 

2. Engaging in overly stimulating activities and substances 

3. Having few social and problem-solving skills 

4. Having no future plans or goals (Grotberg 2003, p 122). 

In Grotberg's view, feelings of not belonging to or being connected to family 

are important to adolescents as it is considered the first main cause of 

adversity. Grotberg (2003) continues by stating that the development of 

identity occurs during teenage years and explains that these are the foremost 

questions asked during this time: 

1. Who am I? 

2. How do I compare with other teens? 

3. What are my new relationships with my parents (and other authority 

figures)? 

4. What have I accomplished? 

5. Where do I go from here? (Grotberg 2003, p 10). 
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Thus identity for non-Aboriginal people is also important as there is a need to 

be connected to family and community. The ability to connect and maintain 

good interactions is also considered important. However, being able to 

recognise different personalities and personality traits are considered as 

important to an individual as being able to connect with another. 

What emerges from the research is that when trying to understand identity 

from an Aboriginal perspective, there are two definitions. The first is cultural 

identity which places a number of behavioural expectations on the Aboriginal 

individual that were described by many study participants (e.g. attending 

funerals, being involved with community events such as attending land 

council meetings). Cultural identity was one of the major issues for study 

participants who were removed from their family. It was important for such 

individuals to find their identity in family and country. They needed to know 

where they belonged, who and how they connected. At times, they really 

struggled to understand roles and responsibilities that were defined by the 

Aboriginal communities they came into contact with later in life. Individuals 

who were removed from their families and raised in non-Aboriginal families 

struggled as they were living in two cultures. 

The second definition is individual identity. The individual’s identity must also 

emerge to make each respondent a unique and valued human being both 

from within the cultural framework and outside of it, e.g. in mainstream 

culture. The individual has to be resilient in order to take on cultural roles and 

responsibilities that they had no previous knowledge. 

5.2.7 Family 

Family was extremely important to all study participants. Maintaining and 

rebuilding family connections was valued by all. Many study participants gave 

examples and shared experiences of how cultural practices, values and 

principles were learnt from their family. Many study participants spoke of how 

an individual’s identity began to develop when they were taught family 

structure, family roles and responsibilities, and their family’s connection to 

other Aboriginal families. 
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All study participants shared experiences of how their family gave them a 

sense of belonging. Study participants who were removed from their 

Aboriginal family shared their desires of wanting to belong to their Aboriginal 

family and community and expressed the importance of family connection. 

A major difference between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal families is the 

structure of family. Both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal families have brothers 

and sisters. However, non-Aboriginal people have first cousins which many 

Aboriginal people call their brothers and sisters. Non-Aboriginal people have 

one set of grandparents from each parent. Sisters and brothers of these 

grandparents are called great aunts and great uncles. The brothers and 

sisters of Aboriginal people’s grandparents are also their grandparents and 

are called by the appropriate term (Bourke et al. 1994). 

Australian society values family and considers intact family as the building 

block of the country. The bond formed between parents and their children is 

considered sacred. Of course, this is if you are non-Aboriginal Australian; for 

Aboriginal Australians it’s a different story. Historian Anna Haebich (2000) 

explains: 

Australia is a society which has placed immense value on the importance 
of the intact family as the building block of the nation and its emotional 
heartland. For non-Aboriginal families, bonds between parents and 
children have been considered sacrosanct and the experience of growing 
up with in the circle of the family an inviolable right to be disrupted only 
through strictly controlled legal processes to protect the ‘best interest’ of 
the child. By contrast, Aboriginal families have been viewed as sites of 
physical and moral danger and neglect and the rights of parents and 
children to remain together denied (Haebich 2000, p 13). 

Participants of this research study shared stories and experiences of 

inequitable power relations that favour mainstream Australia over Aboriginal 

cultural values reinforcing negative stereotypes. 

There are other differences between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal families 

such as the meaning of family—who are considered family such as in the 

case of a nuclear or compound family (discussed below) and the roles and 

responsibilities of family. 
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The word family has a very different meaning to Aboriginal people. In western 

society a family consists of the parents and their children, commonly known 

in society as the nuclear family (Eckermann et al. 2008). This is very different 

to the Aboriginal view of family. 

Aboriginal people themselves cite the family as one of the most enabling 
and enduring examples of their cultures. Frequently they maintain that 
their ‘extended family’, and the level of sharing and support within this 
extended network, distinguishes them from other cultures (Eckermann et 
al. 2008, p 86) 

All study participants shared the same point of view in that family was the 

most enabling and enduring examples of their Aboriginal culture. Aboriginal 

families may contain a diversity of ‘relatives’. For example, a family may 

consist of a husband, wife and their children; the husband's or wife’s brother 

and his wife; the wife’s niece or nephew; the husband’s cousin or two sisters 

who are single parents their children; a brother-in-law from a previous 

marriage; and a niece or nephew. There were some study participants where 

this was the case. Their family did not just consist of a husband, wife and 

children. One study participant introduced the researcher to his wife and two 

sons, his wife’s sister and her three children, his brother’s son and his elderly 

mother-in-law. A household of four adults and six children, the researcher 

was given a tour of a large, five bedroom, two bathroom home with a two 

bedroom, self-contained flat attached. 

It is not uncommon for a married couple to take care of one of their parents 

or a grandparent as well. Such is the concept of cultural obligation regarding 

family. Eckermann et al. (2008) refers to this as a compound family: 

The compound family is a group of people who share a dwelling and 
where the household head, whether male or female, whether single or 
married, agrees to accept a boarder or to foster a child who may or may 
not be a close relative, with or without payment (Eckermann et al. 2008, 
p 86). 

Another form of Aboriginal family structure is the grandparent structure. The 

grandparent family develops when grandparents, especially grandmothers, 

raise their grandchildren on a permanent basis because the parents are 

unable to look after their children. Eckermann et al. (2008) calls this 'A ‘new’ 

form of family structure that is emerging today' (p 86). However, in the 
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researcher’s experience Aboriginal grandparents have been raising their 

grandchildren for decades. The researcher’s niece was raised by the 

researcher's mother and although she called the researcher’s mother ‘Nan’ 

she was raised like a sister to the researcher. The researcher was also 

aware of other families where grandparents raised one or two of their 

grandchildren. This was not uncommon; however it is more common today, 

as was the case for family members of many study participants. Large 

numbers of individuals were either raised by their grandparents, or they as 

grandparents were raising their grandchildren. 

In saying this, it must also be acknowledged that grandmothers are not only 

caring for their grandchildren but also their great grandchildren. Of course 

many of these women were young when they started having their children, 

usually 16 to 18 years old. It is therefore not uncommon for an Aboriginal 

woman to be a great grandmother at 48 to 50 years of age. Two of the 

female study participants were raising their grandchildren and one male 

study participant had raised a grandson and a granddaughter. 

Regardless of the family structure, Aboriginal people learn from a very young 

age to whom they belong and who belongs to whom, where they come from 

(meaning their land or country) and how they should behave within a large 

number of kin. According to Haebich (2000) 'These are highly valued and 

integral components of Aboriginal cultural knowledge' (p 1). During most of 

the interviews, the researcher was introduced to many of the research 

participants’ family members. Many of these family members—mostly young 

ones—explained their relationship and connection to the participant being 

interviewed. 
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In many Aboriginal families it is not only the role and responsibility of the 

parents to care for the children. Such responsibility can be the grandparents, 

uncles and aunts and at times older brothers and sisters. In many Aboriginal 

families, it is the grandmother who is in charge of the well-being of her 

grandchildren. Major and important decisions relating to the child are made 

by her. Many Aboriginal parents will seek the advice usually of their mother, 

their children’s grandmother. Many participants in this study explained the 

important role of their grandmothers. Two younger study participants sought 

permission from their grandparents to be interviewed. 

Family is interwoven into so many other cultural aspects of Aboriginal life, 

such as land, identity, belonging, history, learning and dreaming. Family to all 

the study participants was one of the most important cultural aspects of their 

lives and the most important aspect of their resilience. Differentiating them 

from many other cultures, none more so than the dominant western culture of 

today. 

It is fair to say that mostly non-Aboriginal people consider their family to be 

important, but tend to focus on the nuclear family as ‘family’ has traditionally 

Whilst working in Northam Hospital which was close to York where I 

am from, I often nursed and cared for children who had been admitted 

for various illnesses. I remember one of the older charge nurses being 

amazed by the knowledge of one little four-year-old boy. He refused to 

stop calling me aunty and I refused to ask him not to. This particular 

charge nurse laughed at him quite scornfully stating 'she is not your real 

aunt, not by blood anyway'. The little boy was most upset and explained 

in great detail to this charge nurse how I was his aunty. All the details 

were correct and I told the charge nurse this. She was amazed that he 

knew my father’s name even though my father had died two years ago. I 

also remember his grandmother’s pride when I shared the story with her. 

His grandmother had explained his relationship to me when I admitted 

him. He very cleverly linked me to one of my brothers and an older 

cousin who both lived in Northam at the time. (Marion Kickett 2009) 
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consisted of two biological parents and their children known as a nuclear 

family (Bengtson 2001). Grotberg (2003) explains that family '…as a basic 

unit of society, provides individuals with a sense of identity and belonging. It 

also encourages the production of shared constructs and ways of viewing the 

world' (p 54). 

Anne Deveson, author of the book ‘Resilience’, speaks about family from 

both a positive and negative point of view. 

The influence of family is one of the dominant themes in resilient 
literature. Families can be joyful and nurturing, the place where a child 
learns love and locates themselves in the world. Or families can be 
prisons of brutality and neglect, eroding a child’s natural resilience, 
sometimes even destroying their ability to survive (Deveson 2003, p 75) 

Family is a term used by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. However, any 

professional wishing to work on the resilience of Aboriginal people needs to 

understand the Aboriginal conception of family, and how in particular this 

term overlaps with community for Aboriginal people. 

5.2.8 Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal History of Australia 

While the history presented here repeats an earlier section in the thesis, it is 

important to emphasise that Australia has many histories which often provide 

conflicting accounts of events. The Henry Reynolds (2000) book 'Why 

weren’t we told?' helped focus non-Aboriginal people’s attention on these 

hidden histories. The analysis of respondents’ stories shows us that 

professionals working on resilience with Aboriginal people need to 

understand what it is that Aboriginal people need to become resilient about. 

Australia was invaded in 1788 and colonised by Europeans, there were now 

two very different cultures and they met head on; the result was 'culture 

clash, culture conflict and culture shock' (Eckermann et al. 2008, p 4). The 

culture with more numbers and more superior and efficient weapons won and 

Australia was colonised by European invaders. Eckermann et al. (2008) 

explains: 

Consequently, the onus fell on the traditional owners, the subjugated, to 
‘fit’ in, to find a new niche in their own country. This niche was, and still 
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is, largely defined by the more powerful non-Aboriginal majority 
(Eckermann et al. 2008, p 5.) 

The Europeans also needed to adapt to the Australian environment which 

was different to that which they were accustomed (Eckermann et al. 2008). 

However, Aboriginal people too have always needed to adapt to other 

Aboriginal people sharing their environment. But these other groups were 

similar to themselves. And although some of these principles were similar to 

other Aboriginal groups in Australia (Eckermann et al. 2008), they were 

different to European culture. Eckermann et al. (2008) explains that for 

Aboriginal people: 

…a spiritual association with their land; a social commitment to kin; and 
a religious affiliation with the Dreaming from which they derived their 
values, norms and social – emotional and spiritual well-being. The 
economy was based on hunting and gathering, and although they have 
been described as ‘nomadic’, they actually followed a very 
structured/seasonal migration within their territory to make use of the 
resources it provided. Extremely sophisticated kinship structures and 
rules governed interpersonal behaviour, marriage and trade, while 
extraordinary rich forms of conflict, between nations was governed by 
strict rules of engagement and never led to land alienation (Eckermann 
et al. 2008, p 5) 

What is different for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians is the history 

of this country. Non-Aboriginal people of course had to adapt and make 

changes to their lifestyle but their culture stayed the same—they were still 

able to hold on to many of their cultural practices such as religion, language, 

ceremonies, art and music. Aboriginal people were forced to adapt to a very 

foreign culture and although many adapted and have taken on much of the 

European way of life, the transition has not been easy. The situation for many 

Aboriginal people today is trying to live in two worlds, with many finding this 

very difficult. There has been a great loss in areas such as cultural practices 

including language, ceremonies, rituals and dance. Many Aboriginal people 

believe their traditional history is embedded in the dreaming and are resistant 

to colonisation; many are continually fighting to regain and hold on to 

traditional knowledge and are educating the next generation. 

Aboriginal history is an essential part of Australian history. Elder (1988) 

explains the importance of white Australians accepting Aboriginal history. 
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…Aboriginal history is an integral part of Australian history. Until white 
Australia accepts this notion, Aboriginal history and culture will be seen 
as little more than a footnote to European history of Australia which is 
essentially a study in racial bigotry, explorations notable only for their 
ineptness, and a white mentality which sees Australia as a huge Butlin’s 
holiday camp—everyone clinging to the coast uninterested in innovation 
or ‘culture’ and patting each other on their suntanned backs because 

they have created a mythical egalitarian and proletarian utopia (Elder 

1988, p 255) 

Rather than ignoring the Aboriginal history of Australia, non-Aboriginal 

Australians need to acknowledge and accept Australia’s history. Why? 

Because it is important to most Australian Aboriginal people who re-live their 

life by telling their story which is their history. If Australia is founded on a 

premise of egalitarian society then Aboriginal history needs to be 

acknowledged and recognised as sharing an equal value of Australian 

history. Mary Terszak, a member of the stolen generation, tells her story of 

life, living under government policies that managed her life: '…the way my 

story has connected with other stories within a history of white government 

managing Aboriginal people’s lives' (Terszak 2008, p 150). 

Many Aboriginal people—like Mary Terszak—found the strength to tell their 

stories while others are still finding the strength to tell theirs. What is 

important is that Aboriginal people are re-living their story by telling it and 

although this may be difficult for them emotionally, it helps them with the 

healing process. Terszak (2008) shares the following: 

Although we cannot change things that have happened, a journey of 
healing had to take place. This did not happen for me until I was 47 
years old. It is an ongoing struggle of unearthing information, which 
through the years has taken its toll in many different ways (Terszak 
2008, p 4) 

In summary, history, especially Australia’s Aboriginal history, must be 

acknowledged by non-Aboriginal Australians. In order for such history to be 

acknowledged, it is important for Aboriginal people to share their stories 

educating non-Aboriginal Australians of this country’s Aboriginal history. 

While many Aboriginal people share events such as plays, concerts, music, 

dance and festivals with the non-Aboriginal community, these events are 

understood differently in each community, in particular these events are part 
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of the lived experience of many Aboriginal people. Any actions to build 

resilience must begin with a mutual understanding and acknowledging of 

these shared events. 

5.2.9 Belonging and Connection 

Belonging to country and family for the research participants was to feel a 

part of their country and their family; belonging was a need to fit in and be 

accepted. Read (2000) explains: 'We can belong in the landscape, on the 

landscape, or irrelevantly to the landscape. We don’t all have to belong to 

each other. To understand that is a step to belonging' (Read 2000, p 204). 

The researcher’s own experience of belonging was so different and was 

something she always took for granted: 

I have always had a sense of belonging because my parents made sure 
we knew who our people were. This feeling prepared me well for the 
challenges to my identity which were inevitable in school and the 
township; although I felt vulnerable at times, I was always proud of who 
I was (Oxenham et al. 1999, p 44) 

For those research participants who were members of the stolen generation, 

the way of gaining a sense of belonging was to take on another person as a 

cousin. Terszak (2008) explains: 'This was a way of belonging in a small 

world when children needed to fit somewhere' (p 137). Terszak (2008) asks 

an important question about belonging. 'What makes you want to belong, 

when you don’t even know what belonging means or feels like? She goes on 

further to say: Growing into adulthood, the child still feels the urge to feel 

wanted (p 137). Aboriginal participants of this research study spoke of having 

a connection to family and country as well as belonging to family and country. 

They believed that having a connection and belonging to family and country 

was what gave them strength; such strength enabled them to be resilient. 

Belonging to country and family was important to the research participants 

and a major part of their identity. The need to belong, to fit somewhere and to 

feel wanted was an important cultural aspect of their lives. From a cultural 

perspective, belonging is an important aspect of being resilient. 

The researcher’s personal experience with many non-Aboriginal friends is 

that it is important for them to connect with their neighbours and community 
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members; either someone in a church group, workplace or parents of other 

children at their child’s school. Deveson (2003) suggests 'One of the most 

important competencies we can give our children is this ability to link into 

their neighbourhoods and communities. Without a sense of connectedness, 

life can become fragile' (p 79). In the literature (Kretzmann 2010; Hoodhe 

2007; Keen 1999; Putman 1992), connections are often described as ‘social 

capital’. That is, connecting to one’s community is about being involved with 

or joining community groups and forming social contacts that have useful 

benefits. 

However, one of the major issues for individuals joining groups or even 

connecting to a group is ‘trust’ (Hoodhe 2007). Delhey and Newton (2005) 

state that: '...generalised trust is strongest where we have something in 

common with others, especially where we are from the same ethnic 

background' (Delhey and Newton 2005, p 324). For Aboriginal people joining 

community groups organised and implemented by non-Aboriginal people is 

difficult as they tend to feel out of place. Many study participants stated this 

and shared many experiences of attending community groups such as 

church, alcohol anonymous, choir and their children’s parent and citizens, 

school council groups or committees. Many study participants shared their 

experiences of joining and becoming a part of such groups. 

5.2.10 Spirituality 

To Aboriginal people, spirituality encompasses many elements. Of course, 

Aboriginal people's belief is similar to western beliefs of a higher spirit known 

as 'God'. The difference is Aboriginal people believe there is generally more 

than one spirit and these spirit beings depict animals such as snakes 

(Noongar belief of the Wargle) or birds which are responsible for the 

formation/creation and protection of land formations such as hills and 

waterways. Throughout Australia there are many 'Dreaming Stories' that 

explain the creation of various land formations. Some study participants 

shared their dreaming stories of creation and explained their belief in a higher 

superior being. 
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For many study participants, their spirituality involved a connection with their 

land and family. Some study participants believed that their ancestor’s spirits 

protected not only them and their family but also their land/country. The same 

participants believed it was important for them to not only die in their land or 

country but to also be buried there. 

For many study participants, their spirituality was a part of everyday life—it is 

constant and continually flowed through their family and community. It was 

also considered a part of their cultural traditions, their cultural beliefs and 

practices. An Aboriginal minister from the Uniting Aboriginal and Islander 

Christian Congress (1998) emphasised this, stating: 'All parts of life belong 

together as they do in the Bible. Our people have always lived their spiritual 

lives in the political processes of our community life (UAICC 1988, p 6). 

There are many definitions of spirituality and most individuals have their own 

ideas about such a topic. For some study participants, spirituality was a part 

of their religion while others did not have a religion but believed they were a 

spiritual person. Regardless of spirituality or religious beliefs and practices, 

most study participants believed in a superior power. Connor, Davidson and 

Ching-Lee (2003) explain: 

Spirituality refers to belief in a power apart from one’s own existence 
and implies a connection with a universal force transcending everyday 
sense-bound reality. It also defines the search for purpose and meaning, 
within which ideas of transcendence and immanence form an integral 
part (Connor, Davidson and Ching-Lee 2003, p 487) 

What must be acknowledged and understood is that, although there are 

many similarities within belief systems concerning spirituality, different 

cultures have a different view of spirituality. 

Spirituality is very important to many Aboriginal people (Eckermann et al. 

2008); it is a complex concept. Spirituality is expressed differently by 

Australian Aboriginal people and influences many beliefs about one's past, 

present and future life. Spirituality is a major part of the dreaming. It is 

considered to be both constant and continuous, in that it flows through the 

whole of one’s life from family, cultural traditions, personal cultural beliefs and 
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practices. Aboriginal writer, poet and artist Kevin Gilbert supports this view in 

saying: 

There’s no need to meditate distinctly; there’s no need to go to any 
church; there is no need to think spiritual or religious thoughts. There’s a 
constant flowing of life and we are very much a part of that life (Jones 
1990, p 57) 

Mentioned earlier in the section on culture is the Aboriginal way and belief 

that all things created are equal and sacred; it was continual, constant and 

everything was well-balanced. This belief filtered across many study 

participants' lifestyles. Not having any one person who had power and 

authority over anyone else allowed for fair dealing and making things equal. 

Once again Gilbert supports this belief: 

The Aboriginal way is that everything created is equal and sacred; that 
the soil, the clay, the rocks are all sacred within, say, creation and that 
all have a personality, a distinct personality. I had the strength of 
knowing my creator is not above me somewhere, but is always with me 
(Jones 1990, p 56) 

Spirituality influences beliefs about pain and suffering and is a way forward in 

the process of healing (Walsh 2009). This was the case for some study 

participants. Eckermann et al. (2008) suggest: 

All Aboriginal groups possess a rich store of spiritual beliefs, composed 
of remembrances from the past, the power of ‘clever’ or ‘gundil’ people, 
their special knowledge and awareness, and their ability to heal or harm. 
Further, special forces such as the spirits of the dead, important signs 
and occurrences herald news (Eckermann et al. 2008, p 92) 

Spirituality then for many study participants was part of their everyday life 

experience. It was spoken about often and experienced by many. 

Spirituality is mentioned very occasionally in literature on resilience. 

However, two general practitioners (Benson and Thistlethwaite) wrote a book 

entitled Mental Health Across Cultures: A practical guide for primary health 

care, that dedicates a chapter to ‘Resilience and Spirituality’. Spirituality is 

defined as the way in which people fulfil their purpose in life by finding inner 

peace. The individual’s spirituality can be expressed through religious 

practices, their feelings of a connection with a higher being, or a connection 
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with the environment. However, the individual may not always wilfully 

express their spirituality (Benson and Thistlethwaite 2008). 

More often than not, spirituality is linked with religion and many non-

Aboriginal people see both as one, or classify the concepts of spirituality as 

religion. Bourke et al. (1998) suggest: 'The land and the people are bound 

together by traditional Aboriginal concepts of spirituality which Europeans 

might classify as religion' (p xvi). 

As already mentioned, different cultures have a different view of spirituality. 

Many study participants believed that there are a number of superior beings 

responsible for the creation of many landforms and waterways. They also 

believed their spirituality was constant and continually flowed through both 

their personal and family life. Spirituality was a part of the study participants' 

everyday life. This is not the case for many non-Aboriginal people. The key 

difference is that spirituality and religion are linked for non-Aboriginal people 

and, in some situations, spirituality can be excessively directed by some 

religions. While for Aboriginal people, spirituality and religion are not 

necessarily linked. 

5.2.11 Learning 

Many participants interviewed for this study discussed learning, and how it 

assisted them in their lives. Learning for some study participants was first 

and foremost the learning of culture, values and principles, and was 

especially important for study participants who were removed from their 

family. Terszak (2008) explains 'Nyoongah culture is vastly different to the 

culture fostered in the institution where I was reared to think and act white' (p 

147). For those study participants that were not removed, learning was still 

considered important, as some individuals had lessons to learn. There were 

many personal experiences shared by study participants about valuable 

lessons learnt by the traditional form of storytelling. 

One story about the lesson of learning, that the researcher will never forget, 

was told by an older cousin at the wake of the researcher’s mother: 

Yeah I gotta tell you about when me and him was first together. Ya see 
he used to flog me and flog me. Bust me right up you know. Anyway one 
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time your dad, well he come and he stopped him, only way your dad 
could. He lifted him (he punched him) knocked him clean out. I was glad 
too, cause I knew he would ave kept punching me. Lots of fullas used to 
tell me. 'leave the bastard his no good' But I loved him! 

I looked over at her husband now a man in his late forties and she read my 

mind. 

Cause he was much better lookin then, ya know. Anyway after this time 
when he flogged me I stayed with you fullas (researcher and family) on 
the reserve for bout a week. Cause you was only little then. Well I asked 
your mum what it was that I could do to stop him from floggin me. She 
gave me this little stone and at the time I believed it was you know? 
Magic, anyway she told me to keep it and the next time he come home 
from the pub I had to put this stone in my mouth and just suck it. Ya see I 
was to try and not talk in case I swallowed the stone and choked. I did 
what she told me and you know I never got flogged anymore. Nuk I 
would open the door for him. Give him his feed and I used to even help 
him go to bed you know take his shoes and socks off him. Well he’d smile 
at me and tell me how much he loved me and I was 'a Boogga (real 
good) Woman' and off to sleep he would go. I used to do all this while I 
sucked that stone and I did this for years cause it worked. 

The researcher looked at her cousin and they both laughed and laughed. The 

researcher’s cousin explained 'Aunty knew I had a big mouth and I just 

couldn’t keep it shut, so that’s why she gave me that stone and told me to 

suck it. For a long time I thought it had magic in it'. There was more laughter 

as both individuals reflected on the researcher's mother's wisdom and her 

teaching abilities. Barbara Wingard shares her personal experience of 

listening to European women’s stories of World War II and how their stories 

were 'powerful learning'. Barbara, a young woman herself, worked with such 

women in factories in Adelaide: 

I’ll never forget the sad stories of the war. Within the factories of 
Adelaide there were women from Europe who had suffered so much 
during the Second World War. I heard women share their stories of 
being raped and other events that they had survived. I recall one older 
Polish woman in particular who spoke to us about the bashings and the 
rapes. She found these stories hard to tell us. They were very private 
stories and we all found them hard to hear. But something about the 
telling and the listening was significant to all of us. Her stories and those 
of the other women stayed with me. They are still with me. It was a 
powerful learning for me as a young woman to understand these stories. 
They made me reflect on my own life in helpful ways. In Australia while I 
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was growing up, there was a lot of racism and in many different forms. 
Hearing the stories of those European women, what they had survived 
and how, helped me in some way to deal with all that was happening 
around me (Wingard 2001, p 12) 

Most participants spoke of their learning commencing at childhood, especially 

through cultural practices. Study participants who were removed from their 

families believed it was very important to learn cultural practices such as 

language. 

Other study participants spoke of learning as a necessary part of resilience. 

For many, a major part of being resilient was being able to learn from 

experiences that ensured you did not make the same mistake again. 

Some study participants saw learning as a way of surviving and others 

believe they learned to be resilient to help forge a better way of life for 

themselves and their people. Again, those study participants who were 

removed believed it was important to learn about their culture. While others 

saw learning certain aspects of the dominant culture as a major part of 

survival and an important part of being resilient. 

Much of the literature with regard to resilience and learning touches 

somewhat on the importance of learning. A lot is said about being positive 

rather than negative when experiencing adversity. However, there were 

many personal stories in autobiographies and biographies of both Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal individuals who had to face adversity. Although not 

academic or scholarly, much more was described and explained about 

learning, and how learning is important for resilience; this is demonstrated by 

the following quote of Lance Armstrong, multiple winner of the Tour de 

France cycling race, he states: 

What I mean is that I wouldn’t have learned all I did if I hadn’t had to 
contend with cancer. I couldn’t have won even one Tour without my 
fight, because of what it taught me, I truly believe that. I had a deep 
sense of illness, and not only wasn’t I ashamed of it, I valued it above 
everything (Armstrong 2000, p 283) 

One of the most resilient non-Aboriginal people known personally to the 

researcher is Lisa Burnette. In 2000, Lisa survived the life threatening 

infection, Meningococcal septicaemia. Lisa had both her legs removed, spent 
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five months in hospital and had nine operations. I learnt the extent of Lisa’s 

challenges in her book entitled ‘Learning to Walk'. Lisa survived a vicious 

illness but, not content with just surviving, explains how she learnt to thrive: 

You do cope and you are strong. Never underestimate yourself. I am not 
special—I am a normal person who happens to have no legs. I have 
survived a vicious illness, and learnt how to thrive. Never think for a 
moment that a person with a disability is not enjoying life. When the 
challenge arises, we all do whatever it takes to make life better. 
Happiness is everything. The lesser life becomes something greater 
(Burnette 2009, p 220) 

A great deal more was described and explained about learning in many other 

personal autobiographies and biographies, and how learning is important for 

resilience. Some people had recovered from terrible accidents, others from 

the breakdown of personal relationships, and there were those who had to 

face losing someone close to them in death. Much can be learned from 

others who have had similar experiences. Many individuals who faced 

challenges or adversities have thought about what they learned from the 

experience. This was the case for many study participants. 

5.2.12 Definition of Resilience from an Aboriginal Perspective 

One of the objectives of this thesis was to explore resilience from an 

Aboriginal perspective, and to develop a culturally-appropriate definition. 

Thus, through the analysis of Aboriginal people’s life stories the following 

definition of resilience emerged: 

 Resilience from an Aboriginal perspective is the ability to connect 

and belong to one's land, family and culture, therefore have an 

identity. 

 Resilience allows the pain and suffering caused from adversities to 

heal. 

 It is having a dreaming, where the past is brought to the present and 

the present and the past are taken to the future. 

 Resilience is a strong spirit that confronts and conquers racism and 

oppression strengthening the spirit. 

 It is the ability not just to survive but to thrive in today’s dominant 

culture. 
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A culturally-appropriate definition of resilience is important as it can assist in 

the development of resilience programs for Aboriginal people. Such programs 

that are developed and designed will be from an Aboriginal perspective. 

Cultural factors and issues will be taken into account therefore influencing 

Aboriginal children, youth and adults and impacting on the Aboriginal 

community as a whole. 

5.3 CONCLUSION 

The development of an Aboriginal Resilience Framework was an important 

outcome of this research study and will be instrumental as a tool in the 

development of interventions aimed at assisting Aboriginal people to become 

resilient. Although resilience is a similar concept in western culture, it has 

many culturally-specific differences from an Australian Aboriginal 

perspective. Therefore, it was vital for the researcher to define resilience from 

an Aboriginal perspective. 

As an overview of what has emerged from the data, many of the constructs 

of resilience which emerge from the lived experience of individuals are 

shared with the western construction of resilience as presented in the 

literature. However, the social construction of these constructs varies from 

within various cultural domains. For example, concepts such as history and 

family have quite unique cultural constructions which must be understood 

when using resiliency frameworks to guide professional practice for 

Aboriginal people. Some constructs in the resiliency framework that emerged 

from this study do not appear in current western constructions of resiliency, 

such as the paradoxical idea that the past, present and future need to coexist 

and are important to the resilience of Aboriginal people. Moreover, some 

constructs in the framework are only infrequently spoken about by Aboriginal 

people such as the idea that Aboriginal people's resilience is more than just 

surviving the white man’s world; Aboriginal people need to thrive in it. But 

how do Aboriginal people thrive in a dominant western culture? How do 

Aboriginal people move forward and what do they need to do so? These 

questions are discussed in the next chapter, along with an explanation of the 

difference between surviving and thriving from an Aboriginal point of view. 
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6 THE WAY FORWARD 

So the best advice I can give people who are trying to understand any 
process is to put your-self in their shoes … Only till we do this, can we 
walk together (Huggins 1998, pp. 144, 148) 

 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter considers the way forward for Aboriginal people and explains 

the difference between surviving and thriving from an Aboriginal perspective. 

This final chapter considers the implications of this study after first 

considering its strengths and limitations. 

6.2 YARNING AS INDIGENIST METHODOLOGY 

Yarning from a Noongar Aboriginal perspective is to have a conversation 

(Terszak 2008). There are various rules and protocols for yarning in different 

Aboriginal cultures throughout Australia. As a Noongar person, yarning to the 

researcher was and still is a major part of everyday life as it is still common 

practice, especially within her family and community. Thus, yarning was the 

preferred way to collect the lived experiences of Aboriginal people. 

It is well known that Indigenous people throughout the world have been over 

researched (Smith 1999). Some attempts have been made in Australia to 

conduct culturally-appropriate research with Aboriginal people using 

guidelines developed by the National Health and Medical Research Council. 

However, a method developed by Aboriginal people for Aboriginal people to 

collect research information is also needed. This is what this research 

addresses. Therefore, it was important to the researcher to use Indigenous 

methodology. The decision was made to use yarning, an Aboriginal style of 

conversation, as a method for gathering information during the interview 

process. The style of conversation was familiar to both the researcher and 

study participants making the interview process a positive experience for 

both parties. 

The design of yarning was developed by the researcher to ensure a more 

clearly-articulated Indigenous methodology. Such a design adds to the body 
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of Indigenous research methodologies that already exist. The decision to use 

Indigenous methodology such as yarning proved successful as data collected 

from the interviews was rich and informative. 

6.2.1. Strengths 

A major strength of this research was that Aboriginal protocols were followed 

and adhered to throughout the study. Study participants were clearly at ease 

when Aboriginal protocols were followed. Such protocols were familiar to the 

researcher and study participants, limiting any issues or concerns. The 

research was appropriate for an Aboriginal person to carry out. Using the 

Aboriginal method of yarning resulted in the collection of a rich source of 

data. 

6.2.2 Recommendation 

It is important that Aboriginal people continue to critically explore and develop 

research methodologies that are sensitive and safe within Aboriginal cultures. 

6.3 UNIQUENESS OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY? 

This section explains how the following issues impacted on the uniqueness of 

this research study; how the methodology of Yarning specifically developed 

for this research is unique; explain Aboriginal protocols and why they are 

important to the researcher; and identify Reciprocity as a unique part of 

Aboriginal culture and family-based networks. 

This research study was conducted by an Aboriginal person. The Aboriginal 

voice of her study participants was collected using an Aboriginal method. 

Most of the study participants were known to the researcher, with many from 

her local Aboriginal community. 

Aboriginal researchers will be able to critically reflect on the yarning process 

developed for this research, including the embeddedness of the researcher in 

the community. They will be able to consider the extent to which this added 

value to the data whilst at the same time adding a level of complexity to the 

research process. Other Aboriginal researchers will need to reflect critically 

when developing their own proposals. 
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6.3.1 The Uniqueness of Yarning 

The researcher was truly embedded in the research, not only through her 

commitment to finding a better answer to her research question but as an 

Aboriginal person who was also personally embedded in the culture of some 

of the study participants. While non-Aboriginal researchers may take an 

ethnographic stance in their data collection, they will never be able to 

understand the data from an insider’s perspective. 

The researcher did not rely on traditional non-Aboriginal methods to obtain 

the voice of her Aboriginal participants. She preferred to use the Aboriginal 

method of yarning. This method was also used to find Aboriginal participants 

for the research study. It is similar to snowballing in western terms. However, 

the approach in obtaining names and contact details of Aboriginal 

participants needed to be conducted in a sensitive and appropriate manner. 

Being too direct is inappropriate and perceived as being too bold and just 

wanting information. It does not demonstrate the cultural value of reciprocity. 

The process of yarning about all topics and giving information to participants 

is considered more acceptable and demonstrates reciprocity. The question 

can then be asked in a roundabout way in these conversations. Therefore, 

yarning as a method is another unique aspect of Aboriginal culture and 

unique to this study. 

6.3.2 Aboriginal Protocols 

Aboriginal protocols had to be adhered to by the researcher as she was 

conducting research within her own Aboriginal community. This research 

study is unique as, not only is the researcher known within the community, 

but her family is also known. The reputation of the researcher and that of her 

family was at stake. The researcher did not want to harm her personal 

reputation, or her family’s. Following Aboriginal protocols is important within 

Aboriginal communities; it would be fair to say that it is expected of 

individuals who are a part of the community. Therefore following and abiding 

by the cultural protocols of her Aboriginal community was important to the 

researcher and a unique part of her research study. 
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6.3.3 Reciprocity: a Unique Part of Aboriginal Culture 

The researcher was in a unique position. As an Aboriginal person, she had 

certain cultural obligations to many of her research participants. Many of the 

interviews took longer than normal. This was due to assisting the participants 

with transport to an appointment or taking them shopping for basic food 

items. Although this was time consuming, when the interview eventually took 

place, the study participant was totally organised. Lunch was prepared and 

provided for the researcher so as not to interrupt the interview process. The 

result was an amazing rich story. This is just one of many examples of 

reciprocity, a cultural value and a very unique part of Aboriginal culture. 

6.3.4 The Uniqueness of Family-based Networks 

Another unique part of Aboriginal culture is family-based networks. One older 

female participant was not sure if she wanted to be interviewed. She openly 

admitted to not trusting people from universities and did not like to be 

researched, but she would think about it. Her details were given to the 

researcher by the participant’s older sister. She met the most important 

criteria at the time, being 'the right age group'. Others like this participant had 

worked for 10 years and lived in Perth. However they were either too old or 

too young. The researcher had already interviewed sufficient people for these 

age groups. Hence, it was important for the researcher to secure this 

individual's consent to be interviewed. What also needed to be considered 

was a great deal of time would be saved in searching for someone else who 

met all the criteria. 

When contacted again the woman’s attitude was different. She explained that 

she had thought it over and was ready to tell her story if the researcher 

wanted to hear it. On arrival, the researcher was presented with freshly 

baked scones, jam and cream and informed 'I found out which Kickett you 

are, there are so many of you I get confused, but I found out about you so 

count your lucky stars that I knew your father, he was good man always good 

to me and my husband. I will never forget the storm at his funeral'. 

The example above is 'family-based network' and reciprocity. Again this is a 

unique part of Aboriginal culture. The researcher was fully aware that she 
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would not have been received as well or even been able to interview this 

participant or a number of other participants, had it not been for the 

connection between the participant and her family. 

6.4 RESILIENCE: WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED? 

6.4.1 What is New? 

Some constructs from this resiliency framework—explained in the participant 

stories, such as the dreaming and the importance of the land, which emerged 

from this literature—do not appear in current western constructions of 

resiliency. For example, the paradoxical idea that the past, the present and 

the future need to coexist in the now is important to the resilience of 

Aboriginal people. 

Within the framework, there are some constructs infrequently spoken about 

by Aboriginal people but appear to be important for our understanding of 

resilience. For example, the idea that for Aboriginal people to be resilient they 

need to do more than just survive in the white man’s world. Resilient 

Aboriginal people also thrive in dominant western culture. This is a construct 

which has not been previously described by researchers and, although only 

spoken about by a small number of participants, was self-evident in the 

sharing of the lived experience of most participants. 

6.4.2 What Overlaps? 

Many of the constructs of resilience which emerge from the lived experience 

of individuals are shared with the western construction of resilience. These 

include family, identity and education, as presented in the literature. 

However, this research gives these concepts an invigorated description from 

an Aboriginal perspective. 

6.4.3 What is Redefined? 

Being qualitative in nature, this research accepts as a basic tenet that the 

meaning of words is socially constructed. The yarning of my participants 

clearly shows that the meaning of some constructs from within various 

cultural domains varies. Two constructs of resilience, shown by participants 

to vary considerably between cultures, are family and history. Both concepts 
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are frequently mentioned in academic literature on research; however the 

narratives of Aboriginal people suggest unique cultural constructions. If 

health workers wish to develop interventions to help build resiliency amongst 

Aboriginal people, then these constructs must be understood from an 

Indigenous perspective, especially when using resiliency frameworks to 

guide professional practice. 

Family 

Although the Aboriginal family is similar to other Indigenous cultures in some 

practices and behaviours, there are still many practices which are specifically 

unique to Australian Aboriginal people. The concept and structure of family is 

somewhat different to other Indigenous and western cultures. Therefore, it is 

important that cultural family constructions of Aboriginal people are 

understood when using resiliency frameworks. 

History 

The history of Australia is different for Australian Aboriginal people and non-

Aboriginal people. The history of Aboriginal people in this country must be 

accepted, understood and acknowledged by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

people when using resiliency frameworks, as it is a truly different history than 

that experienced by non-Aboriginal Australians. 

Family and history are constructs of resilience. All research participants of 

this study mentioned family as the most important reason for their resilience. 

A number of study participants believe that many of the adversities they have 

faced are due to the history faced by all Australian Aboriginal people in 

Australia, which included the many government acts and policies enforced on 

Australian Aboriginal people. The social construction of both family and 

history is different for Aboriginal Australians. Therefore, it is important to 

understand the Aboriginal cultural construction of family and history, 

especially when using resiliency frameworks to guide professional practice. 
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6.4.4 What is Unique about the Findings of this Research Study? 

Thriving not surviving 

For decades, Australian Aboriginal people have expressed their ‘survival’ of 

colonialism. The word survival can be found in songs, plays, musicals, 

dance, art and many speeches and interviews written and given by Aboriginal 

people. 

Survival, survived, surviving was used by every Aboriginal person 

interviewed as well as friends and relatives present at the time. The termed 

was expressed with passion and pride: 'we’re survivors', 'we survived', 'I am a 

survivor' and 'I am resilient because I am a survivor'. However, it was evident 

with all study participants that they were not just surviving, they were in fact 

thriving. Many were working holding successful positions. Those who were 

retired openly acknowledged they were financially comfortable and lived well. 

One retired participant stated: 'I retired a few years ago and I am financially 

comfortable. All my children are working, some been to University, most of 

my grandchildren are either working or studying at University. Some grannies 

have fallen by the wayside, but that’s their journey. If I am rated on my 

success as an Aboriginal father and husband I am a multi millionaire'. 

All participants had survived and were now thriving in a western-dominated 

culture. All were involved in their Aboriginal community and expressed their 

Aboriginal identity with dignity and pride. Past adversities and challenges had 

left some individuals without some cultural practices such as family 

knowledge and language. However, these individuals were now learning their 

language and teaching others the language. Others were researching their 

family’s genealogy, collecting documents and photos of their family. Thus, 

what is unique about this research study is that it identified that many 

Aboriginal people are not just surviving, they are thriving. 

Definition of resilience from an Aboriginal perspective 

There are many definitions of resilience but none from the perspective of 

Aboriginal people. This study resulted in a definition of resilience using the 

voices of the Aboriginal people interviewed, which is presented and 

explained in Chapter 5. This is another unique aspect of this study. 
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How could the Resiliency Framework be used? 

The Resiliency Framework could be used in designing a subject for learning. 

Such a framework could be used for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students 

both in community and university settings. It is important to recognise and 

acknowledge that many Aboriginal people can thrive because of the support 

given by some non-Aboriginal people. Of course, these non-Aboriginal 

people have a good understanding of Aboriginal people’s history and culture. 

Education is important for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. 

Potential future research 

Case study research is necessary to clearly define a process for building 

resilience. Clinical trials using pre- and post-intervention testing between 

control and intervention groups are also needed; however how to measure 

outcomes is problematic. Instruments to measure outcomes according to the 

Aboriginal Resiliency Framework need to be developed. 

The research must be conducted in and with the Aboriginal community. 

Healing programs need to be developed with the Aboriginal community. Such 

programs need to be available to all age groups within the community. The 

sustainability of such programs is of great importance. Strategies to 

sustainably assist such healing programs need to be developed and in place 

at the commencement of the healing programs. 

Survival versus thriving 

What this research study found was the difference between surviving and 

thriving. Many study participants spoke of surviving, coping and enduring as 

major factors of being resilient. While all participants survived, coped and 

endured certain periods of their life, they never managed to continually do it. 

There were many factors that contributed to an individual being resilient. All 

study participants were chosen because they were considered to be resilient 

individuals. My analysis of their life stories indicated that they had moved on 

from ‘just’ surviving to thriving. 

From this research study, it is clear that many Aboriginal people have 

survived the colonial experience. It is an adversity that every Aboriginal 
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person has faced and many have not been able to rise above it. For others, 

rising above adversity has meant being able to forgive; letting go of the anger 

the adversity caused during one’s life. The individual is no longer the victim, 

weighed down with the many burdens attached to the colonial experience. 

They have been set free so to speak and, once they are free, they are able to 

thrive in both the Aboriginal community and the more dominant society. But 

how does an individual reach such a point in their life? 

Firstly, it must be understood and accepted that while there will be the 

winners, there will also be losers. Many Aboriginal people are not ready to 

commence healing, and possibly won’t be ready for a long time. They may 

commence the healing process and then stop and restart some time later in 

their lives. Some individuals will never be ready to commence the healing 

process. Accepting that no one can really heal someone else, the individual 

must heal themselves as the first step in the healing process. 

Secondly, address the consequences of adversity. There are usually 

consequences of adversity that need to be faced by an individual. Most of 

these consequences stem from the main and most common adversity, the 

'colonial experience'. Examples include addictive behaviours such as 

smoking, gambling and alcohol or substance abuse, which dull the pain of 

past experiences, helping individuals to cope with what happened. Whatever 

the reason, such consequences of adversity must be addressed or dealt with. 

Thirdly, emotions such as anger, hate and jealousy must not be held onto; 

these emotions should be released or let go. Letting such emotions go is a 

major part of forgiveness and a first step to healing. Every negative emotion 

gives the perpetrator of oppression a second chance at suppressing the self-

esteem of Aboriginal people and therefore their ability to thrive as Aboriginal 

people in the white man’s world. 

Fourthly, move forward or move on and allow yourself to thrive within the 

societies in which you live. Moving forward is being responsible for and 

taking action for how you wish to live your life. 

In conclusion, this study discovered resilience from an Aboriginal perspective 

and examined resilient characteristics from a cultural point of view. The study 
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also found the difference between surviving and thriving for Aboriginal 

people. 

This study was limited in time to conduct interviews in a sensitive and 

culturally-appropriate way and by a lack of Aboriginal females in the 15–25 

and 26–35 age groups meeting the requirement of working or a combination 

of working and studying for ten years or more. 

The importance of healing as a way forward in improving the health of 

Aboriginal people was discovered from the lived experiences of the 

Aboriginal people interviewed. However, a trial which measures the 

difference between mainstream models and the model developed from this 

research is needed. 

If the health of Aboriginal people is to improve, each individual must heal 

from past and present colonial experiences and racism. For this to occur, 

programs in healing must be developed and implemented by and for 

Aboriginal people at a community level. 
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8 APPENDIX 

Field Notes 

Participant 4 

Arrived at 9.00am on Wednesday as arranged on the phone with Lucy. 

Unable to commence interview on time as there was no milk for a cup of tea. 

Lucy insisted on having a cup of tea. Can’t yarn without tea. Offered to take 

Lucy to shop to get some milk. She needed more than milk. But I guessed 

this before I offered. Returned to house 2 hours later at 11.10am with a 

number of bags of food. Assisted Lucy to put food away. 

Had a cup of tea at 11.30am. Lucy managed to write her time line. She 

insisted on me keeping the time line for safe keeping. 

Arranged to return in two weeks on a Friday as next Friday participant was 

attending a funeral. 

The decision to allow 3–4 hours per interview again paid off as you never 

know what is going to happen. 

Field Notes 

Participant 4 

Tried to contact on Wednesday and Thursday no answer on either day. 

Arrived at 9.00am on Friday as arranged at previous meeting. No-one at 

home. Left a note stating to call tonight. 

Field Notes 

Participant 4 

Made phone contact on Tuesday; arranged interview for Friday morning at 

9.00am. Front door open. Knocked and called out. Participant greeted me 

and I was asked to enter. 

Quite surprised to find an apple sponge cake on a plate with fresh cream 

Interview commenced at 9.15am ending at 12.30pm. 
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I was invited to stay for lunch—stew and damper and in the same breath 

informed it was a re-payment for taking her shopping last time. 

So much effort had been made to repay me for my generosity of giving my 

time to take her shopping and this is our Noongar way. In the western system 

the word for this is reciprocity. 

Need to write about the importance of cultural protocol. It is the way things 

are. 

Discuss reciprocity with John at next teleconference. 


