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This chapter explores elements of culture
1
 and ways in which destruction of culture have occurred.

2
 

Cultural Dispossession should be understood within the context of white colonial-settler history.
3
  

The colonial experience in Australia has impacted Aboriginal culture, in particular ‘language, land, 

resources, political autonomy, religious freedom and, often, personal autonomy’
4
 that may have a 

direct and adverse impact on Aboriginal people’s health, as well as social and economic wellbeing.
5
   

Dudgeon et al (2010) summarise key aspects of colonisation, observing: 

Since the arrival of white people in Australia in 1788, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 

have experienced displacement, been the targets of genocidal policies and practices, had families 

destroyed through the forcible removal of children, and continue to face the stresses of living in a 

world that systematically devalues their culture and people. Such experiences have profound effects on 

health, mental health and social and emotional wellbeing, for individuals, families and communities.6 

The Commonwealth Office for the Arts in its 2013 Culture and Closing the Gap fact sheet 

recognised that ‘the strengthening of Indigenous culture is a strategy to reduce disadvantage in itself 

… Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and communities know and articulate the many 

benefits of keeping culture strong’.
7
 The Office for the Arts cites studies which establish that: 

 ‘Traditional Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures contain natural protective and 

wellbeing factors such as kinship networks; and language, culture and cultural identity have 

been found to be key protective factors that predict resilience in children.’
8
 

 ‘Connection to land, family, culture and spirituality can protect against ill health and serious 

psychological distress.’
9
 

In relation to strengthening communities, The Healing Foundation states:  

According to Caruana nurturing a sense of ‘cultural distinctiveness’ is integral for spiritual, emotional, 

[and] social health and wellbeing and is also an important part of strengthening communities. This can 

be facilitated through the recovery of language and traditions, art, dance, stories, traditional food and 

medicines.10 

The Healing Foundation further observes that: 

[h]ealing is a complex and often lengthy process; a journey rather than an event. Healing models for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people need to reflect their unique history, culture and family 

and community structure, and holistic world view.11 
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