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Viewed as a deficit
• Colonisation and assimilation created and applied a deficit 

narrative on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
• Systematically oppressed for multiple generations
• Left out of the plan to progress the country
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Strength in culture
• Our strength has always been there
• Resilient in the face of destructive practices  
• Heroes from many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

nations have demonstrated this strength and sovereignty 
• From Pemulwuy to Charlie Perkins, Eddie Mabo to Chelsea 

Watego, David Unaipon to Lowitja O’Donoghue 
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1901-1975
• Quite possibly the most destructive era
• The Immigration Restriction Act 1901outlined a range of 

racist laws to protect the creation of a ‘White Australia’
• Restricting non-white population growth
• Created a path for further action to assimilate Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander peoples
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1901-1975
• Assimilation was a policy response to ‘protecting’ 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
 Th e  p o lic y o f a s s im ila tio n  m e a n s  th a t a ll Ab o rig in e s  a n d  p a rt- Ab o rig in e s  a re  e xp e c te d  to  

a tta in  th e  s a m e  m a n n e r o f livin g  a s  o th e r Au s tra lia n s  a n d  to  live  a s  m e m b e rs  o f a  s in g le  

Au s tra lia n  c o m m u n ity, e n jo yin g  th e  s a m e  rig h ts  a n d  p rivile g e s , a c c e p tin g  th e  s a m e  c u s to m s  

a n d  in flu e n c e d  b y th e  s a m e  b e lie fs  a s  o th e r Au s tra lia n s  [1]

1. Cite d  in  H Re yn o ld s , Ab o rig in e s  a n d  Se ttle rs : Th e  Au s tra lia n  Exp e rie n c e  178 8 - 19 39 , 
Ca s s e ll Au s tra lia , Syd n e y, 19 72, 175
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The role of policy and strategy
• The first National Aboriginal Health Strategy was released in 

1989
• Closing the Gap 2009-current

• 4 Priority Reform areas
• 19 Socioeconomic outcome areas

https://www.pc.gov.au/closing-the-gap-data/dashboard 

https://www.pc.gov.au/closing-the-gap-data/dashboard
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Aboriginal health and 
wellbeing
Health is not just the physical wellbeing of the 

individual but the social, emotional and 

cultural wellbeing of the whole community. This 

is a whole of life view and it also includes the 

cyclical concept of life-death-life.

National Aboriginal Health Strategy Working 

Party, 1989  
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Cultural Determinants
• Mayi Kuwayu National Study for Aboriginal Health and 

Wellbeing
• Strengths-based 

• Prof. Ray Lovett, ANU
• Evidence for the importance of culture in determining 

positive outcomes for Aboriginal people
• Policy makers, program designers, governments etc
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Wellbeing SA Aboriginal Health Promotion 

• Strengthening the cultural determinants
• Building capacity in South Australian Aboriginal 

communities
• South Australian Aboriginal Health Promotion Strategy 2022-

2030 + Action Plan 2022-2026
• Community Grants Program
• Anti-Racism Strategy
• Partnerships 
• Evaluation
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What is your role?
• Positionality is key

• “researching the self, researching the self in relation to others, 
engaged reflection and representation, and shifting from self to 
system”[2]

• Decolonising practices
• Dr Carmen Parter “decolonising public health policies”

• Understand your influence
• Nothing about us, without us 

2. Milner HR. Race, culture, and researcher positionality: Working through dangers seen, 
unseen, and Unforeseen. Educational Researcher. 2007;36(7):388–400. 
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Next steps in public health
• Ongoing Anti-Racism efforts
• Building and translating the evidence for Aboriginal Culture 

as a protective measure into practice
• Better curriculum in University settings, preparing people for 

the workforce
• Reforming systems to include Aboriginal Culture, voice and 

leadership
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Thank you
Nathan Rigney
Associate Director, Aboriginal Health Promotion

Any questions?
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