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    Blue Sky – 
                   Beyond Trauma and Victimhood 
 
             Jeff McMullen 
 
“I am not a victim!” The words rang out loud and clear through the Great Hall of Sydney 
University. Like a bell peeling freedom, these are the words that set every man and woman 
free.  
 
Shane Houston, a Gangulu man from Mt Morgan in Central Queensland and the first 
Aboriginal Deputy Vice Chancellor of an Australian university, delivered the 2011 Dr 
Charles Perkins AO Annual Oration. He stood where Dr Perkins once made history receiving 
his law degree and with equal measure of strength and humility, Professor Houston 
challenged everyone to move beyond victimhood. 
 
Shane is a brilliant man I have seen in action over the decades in the bush humpies, on urban 
streets and in the halls of parliament, always on the front lines of the fight for better 
Aboriginal well being.  
 
Other insightful Aboriginal health professionals including Dr Helen Milroy, the first 
Aboriginal psychiatrist, Gregory Phillips and Professor Judy Atkins, have explored the many 
pathways that can help Indigenous people reach beyond trauma and victimhood. I commend 
their work and urge others to follow their good counsel. 
 
I join this conversation because, as a wandering storyteller who has witnessed more trauma 
and more victims than many soldiers or medics, I was asked to reflect on trauma, victimhood 
and how to reach beyond it. 
 
War, genocide, famine, disasters both natural and man-made, I have witnessed in the words of 
my archaeologist friend, John Romer, the cruelty of our Age. Certainly I have seen far more 
death and darkness than most of those Presidents, Prime Ministers and politicians who send 
men and women off to kill, thinking violence as a solution.  
 
In Kazakhstan I was one of the first outsiders to see the land of the living mutants created by 
the Russians when they tested their nuclear weapons and exposed innocent villagers to 
massive doses of radiation. Irradiated as well were some Asian units of the Red Army, troops 
wearing ponchos and gas masks marched across mock battlefields after the nuclear blasts. 
Man-made victims of the man made bomb. Generations of children to come scarred by the 
bomb.  
 
I saw babies in Kazakhstan born with twisted tails like a mermaid and one with a Cyclops eye 
in the centre of the forehead.  I talked with a blind boy named Berik who had massive 
tumours all over his face and head and no eyes in his sockets. He could not see but he loved 
music and that is what we shared. I will never forget the boy with no eyes. These are the 
children of war. Man made trauma and man made victims.  
 
Let me tell you a little more of cross-generational trauma in other parts of the world. In 
Rwanda, which I visited twice, during and after the genocide that claimed somewhere 
between 800,000 and 1,000,000 lives in just 100 days, I saw a school stacked full of corpses, 
including women impaled by stakes holding their slaughtered infants in their arms.  There I 
met a six year old Tutsi boy named Cassius who had a deep machete scar across the top of his 
head. Herded like thousands of others into a church at Nyamata he was filled with terror as 
the Hutus butchered everyone including his family right before his eyes.  
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Cassius survived, somehow, still breathing under a pile of the dead. A good Hutu man driving 
a dump truck to haul the corpses to the mass graves just couldn’t end the life of this little boy. 
He asked us to help. In my mind I walked in this child’s shoes. I wondered how Cassius and 
others like him in Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Mozambique and so many other places I have been 
in this dirty, dangerous, damaged world would ever heal after the deep scarring caused by 
cross generational trauma. The children of war often become child soldiers…and on it goes. 
 
This searing pain and the victimhood it creates is found in so many places. I talked about 
this with the Nobel Peace Prize Winner, Rigoberta Menchu, who for so long campaigned for 
the rights of her Guatemalan Indigenous people, the Maya Quiche, the last Indigenous 
majority in the Americas. Back in 1982 with my friend and Four Corners cameraman, David 
Brill, we walked over the mountains from Mexico to film and try to stop the genocide that 
claimed an estimated 250,000 Indigenous lives in Guatemala. 
  
David Brill and I had seen this slaughter before, in the Amazon where genocide and disease 
reduced the Indigenous population from some 5 million when the Portuguese arrived to less 
than 200,000 today. We all know this decimation, this loss of land, this threat to language and 
Culture. This is the familiar murderous pattern across the First Nations of the world. 
 
It was this pattern and the profound impact of cross-generational trauma that I talked about 
with Guatemala’s freedom fighter. In a very gracious way Rigoberta Menchu quietly thanked 
me for putting ourselves through a traumatizing experience because she understood that our 
report, the power of the truth, especially the eye witness accounts of deeply traumatized 
Guatemalans who had described the slaughter in their country, had helped influence the 
House Armed Services Committee of the United States Congress to suspend the shipment of 
helicopters to General Rios Montt’s genocidal army. Rigoberta Menchu then told me in her 
calm, soft voice that she deeply believed that the real healing could only be done by 
individuals, within themselves. 
 
So how do we reach for that blue sky? How do we overcome the overwhelming sadness, the 
anxiety and depression? How do we stretch beyond trauma and victimhood?  Is happiness and 
well being for everyone even possible in a world so clearly out of kilter? 
 
First, I believe, we must walk together. I said walk because as the Ancestors understood we 
were not made to sit for days on end wasting muscle and mind. Walking this strikingly 
beautiful, healing land connects us to the life force, to all living creatures, to every surprise in 
nature that brings a deep sigh or a smile.  
 
After seeing thirty odd wars I can tell you I have gone looking for the beauty in the world to 
balance the darkness and light. It is an exhilarating world. From the great white wilderness of 
Antarctica to the wonders of the Galapagos islands and into the heartland of this country I 
have tasted it.   
 
Here at home my friend, Djinyini Gondarra always says taste the spirituality of this country. 
 
When we have experienced trauma we must open our hearts, open our eyes and see that no 
matter how overwhelming this feeling of sadness may be, there are others who understand. 
I can tell you that coming home from Rwanda, Guatemala or the civil war in Nicaragua, I 
reached for the beauty.  
 
I clutched my loved one to my chest and I talked about it all, the darkness and the light.  She 
listened.  She helped me keep the balance. If we can open up in our families, with our trusted 
friends and even sometimes to the right stranger, we begin to find the way towards the light 
and we get better at it until we find the balance. 
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When we are deeply traumatised we see everything in terms of catastrophe. Our brains are 
impacted by post-traumatic stress of varying degrees. At the Boston University Hospital I 
have looked at scans showing how a young child’s brain is physically changed by trauma.  
But our extraordinary human resilience allows us to handle great suffering. Children are 
particularly resilient if they get early counselling and get started on that pathway to physical 
and mental wellbeing. This is the great reason for hope. Even kids who have endured some of 
the worst trauma in a majority of cases can still grow into healthy, balanced human beings. 
We owe it to our children, all of our children in this land, to get moving on the simple joys 
that really matter. 
 
Dr Tony Kidman, the eminent psychiatrist told me in an interview that one of the very best 
things to do to overcome this growing contagion of depression and anxiety was simply to get 
moving. Sometimes Tony Kidman’s patients would look at a list of 100 things he suggested 
that they could do to lift the sadness and not a single thing appealed to some of the most 
ailing spirits.  
 
It is why I say, let’s walk this country together. We were made to move, to walk, to run and 
swim. If you are on the move you will feel like singing again. 
 
The sickness of mind or body, the overwhelming sadness, comes when life is out of balance. 
This was always understood by old and wise ngungkaris who looked at well being in a very 
complex way. What I mean by balance is complex. But you will feel it and even be able to 
share it when it is there. 
 
My son Will put if perfectly one day when he said, “these are the dolphin days.”  It was the 
gleam of the water, the sparkle of light on sea, a certainty that on this glorious day it was truly 
good to be alive. This way of being and seeing values all around you and all that is good. 
Balance, therefore, is holistic, as wise Aboriginal people always say. It has physical, mental, 
emotional and metaphysical elements that create a whole and healthy human being.  
 
Today so many different factors can create imbalance. Many Australians are distressed about 
the lack of what we call the work-life balance but it is much deeper than that. Family break-
ups, poor mental health and unsettling, rapid change is too often the pattern of life in the 
modern world.  
 
Clearly Aboriginal people can draw up a very long and confronting list of issues that 
constantly threaten the life balance. It is healthy to say these words aloud and to think 
carefully about their consequences. Draw up your own list.  
 
You could say poverty, racism, discrimination, political treachery, historic injustice, removal 
of children, break-up of families, massive incarceration rates, overcrowded and unhealthy 
living environments, neglect of children, domestic violence, chronic unemployment, welfare 
dependency and many forms of abuse will go on the trauma list. Let’s keep going. We might 
add abuse of alcohol, marijuana, nicotine, ‘ice’, heroin, ecstasy, petrol sniffing, poor nutrition, 
obesity, indifference, neglect, loss of language, identity and Culture, abandonment of hope, 
surrender and for some, obliteration.  
 
Individuals with any of these now common afflictions may unsettle their families, their circle 
of acquaintances and eventually whole streets, even whole communities or large parts of a 
suburb. The crippling effect of this trauma is to make some believe that the pain will never 
end.  This is how trauma scrambles our mental and emotional mechanism and everything 
seems catastrophic. But it never really is.  Life is never hopeless. 
 
Walk with your children or with the Old People for just one day and you will know the joy of 
being alive.  Sing out the reasons to live and scowl at the poisons.  
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When we need help or see others who do it is no good howling at the moon or hurling an 
empty bottle.  We need to take the first steps to recognise what is happening. If someone in 
your family or circle of friends is addicted to alcohol, nicotine or abusing body and mind with 
other substances, then walk together and seek the counselling from trusted elders or experts.   
 
The truth is that experts and elders, too, sometimes need help themselves. The afflictions of 
society that are tearing at the hearts and minds of Aboriginal people afflict so many families. 
 
Let me share this very personal story. I remember, as a boy, watching my father, for no 
reason apparent to most people, drink himself slowly into a damaged state. It caused my 
mother almost unbearable pain to see him lose so much strength and talent. I would stand in 
the doorway as a kid and try to mediate their war of words. They loved one another, no doubt 
about that, but a destructive lifestyle, the great Australian habit of drinking, weakened my 
father’s body and even his mind.  
 
After my mother’s tragically early death in a car accident, when some might have thought my 
father had every reason to drink, I could see that anesthetising himself with alcohol never 
worked anyway. It never does. 
 
My father loved my mother and I loved them both greatly.  I will never forget the Old Man’s 
last words as he lay dying in a hospital bed. 
  
“Would you like more morphine?” a kindly nurse asked, concerned about the pain of the lung 
cancer that finally finished him. “No,” he said, “but I’d love a schooner.” 
 
He waved a smiling goodbye as I left the hospital ward and he died the next day.  
 
I share this story because we could spend the rest of our days analysing the historical pathway 
that brought any man to this point, but only certain steps, certain actions at the right time 
could have brought the wellbeing, when life comes into balance.  
 
I believe in our hearts we know what we have to do. We have to be honest with ourselves, 
honest with our families, honest as a nation.  
 
Australia has a destructive drinking culture that makes it very difficult for any troubled 
individual to separate the necessary first steps and course of action.  As a nation we are 
reluctant to allow any inconvenience to the majority’s access to cheap, high alcohol drinks for 
too many hours a day. We see the damage alcohol is doing and say, “well that is their 
problem, not mine.” 
 
Wasting $1.35 million dollars on over 400 Intervention signs shaming Aboriginal people in 
remote communities is a perfect illustration of a nation pretending that this is someone else’s 
problem.  
 
If we want to support remote communities, then support the programs they design to 
moderate destructive drinking. Support Aboriginal people like June Oscar and Emily Carter 
as well as the many others who have led local efforts to reduce alcohol abuse in a non-
discriminatory way. 
 
The Intervention is an appalling mistake that compounds victimhood and guarantees on going 
trauma. I have no doubt that the so called Northern Territory Emergency Response will prove 
to be the most damaging social policy inflicted on Aboriginal people since the policy of the 
Stolen Generations. 
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When our Government or our nation as a whole pretends any of the confronting social issues I 
have discussed are merely “Aboriginal problems worthy of a Government Intervention” we 
can see the dangerous disassociation as psychiatrists would call it.  
 
Psycho-analyse our nation instead of remote communities. You will surely discover that it is 
Australia’s guilt-ridden denial, a variation of the crime of silence, that even after two 
centuries, continues to inflict pain and to define this nation. 
   
I say that a balanced, reasonable, healthy human being cannot turn away and will quite 
naturally admit the truth. We are brothers and sisters. To be truly human is to have empathy, 
to understand that what we are seeing is a very pervasive social illness. 
   
We may call it the white man’s poison but it comes in so many bottles with so many different 
labels that over time it becomes dangerously addictive. Some Aboriginal people, even 
knowing life is out of kilter, may feel the white man’s poisons are what they need to get 
through the day and the night.  
 
When we bury members of our families way to young. When we wake up next day feeling 
worse and the trail of damage is there at home, inflicted on your own family, it is surely time 
to stop calling yourself a victim.  Take the first step and decide to fight the battles that must 
be fought. 
 
This is what my old friend Shane Houston wants us to remember from the compelling life 
lessons of the great yet humble Charles Perkins.  
 
No matter what happens, no matter how great the injustice or the pain, chose to be a fighter, 
not a victim.  
 
 


