
Women’s Health West
Sanctuary - Truly a Paradigm Shift or an Admirable Stretching 

of the Dominant Paradigm? 



Women’s Health West recognises that the land on which we 

work and provide our services always was and always will be 

Aboriginal land, and that sovereignty was never ceded. 

We would like to acknowledge that we are meeting on the 

stolen lands of the Wangal people. We pay our respects to 

Elders past, present and emerging and to any community 

members here today. 

We acknowledge the impacts of colonisation, as well as the 

strength and resilience of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

communities, and express solidarity with the ongoing struggle 

for land rights, self-determination, sovereignty and recognition 

of past injustices.

Acknowledgment



Who are we?

• Feminist organisation of 120 women in Footscray

• Servicing women and children in Western metro region

• Equity and Justice for women in the West

• Response, intervention and prevention of Family Violence

• Understanding of the social determinants of health



"Unapologetically, our job is actually 
to change the world" 

- Paolo Freire



External Context

• Royal Commission into Family Violence 2016:

1. Reforms

2. Funding

• Huge growth in size of WHW

• VUCA: 6th mass extinction, runaway climate 
change, collapse, crisis in meaning making. 



“I no longer want to believe that 
these problems are too complex 
for us to make sense of them.”

― Roxane Gay



WHW and Sanctuary

• Happy first birthday!

• Dunning Kruger effect

• Something emergent and fuzzy



“…raise a platform for vigorous inquiry and 
generous doubt.” 

- Bruce Pascoe



“Staying with the troubles”

-Donna Haraway



“Critical thinking without hope is cynicism, but 
hope without critical thinking is naivety” 

- Maria Popova



Critique of Trauma-informed Practice

The 4 operations of language:

1. concealing violence, 

2. obfuscating perpetrators’ responsibility, 

3. concealing resistance of victim/survivors, 

4. blaming and pathologizing 
victim/survivors. 

Allan Wade and Linda Coates



“It’s not the depression. It’s the oppression”

-Vikki Reynolds



“When you’re accustomed to 
privilege, equality feels like 

oppression.”

-Unknown 



Oppression-informed practice

Liberation-informed practice

Violence and resistance-informed practice

Power-informed practice



Power Threat Meaning

• 2018 British Psychological Society

• “Distress happens from the outside inwards”

• Meaningful threat responses to the negative 
impact of power



Mental Distress is…

“Not a chemical imbalance but a power 
imbalance”

- UNHRC



Power Threat Meaning

• We are all subject to, and affected by, the 
negative impact of power in some aspects of 
our lives

• Ideological power, or power over language, 
meaning and agendas

• Restore the links between personal distress 
and social injustice



Power Threat Meaning

What’s wrong with you?

What happened to you?

How did it affect you?

What sense did you make of it? Why did this happen?

What did you do to survive?



Acts of Resistance

• Beyond symptoms as survival strategies

• Highly functional adaptive responses

• No one is a passive recipient of oppression

• People expose, withstand, repel, stop, prevent, 
impede, refuse to comply with violence and 
oppression

• Understanding how this works in our 
organisation



So what?

• Spiced up community meetings
• Psycho-education becomes psycho-socio-political 

• Whiteness

• Heteronormativity, transphobia and gender binaries
• Abelism

• Acts of resistance

• Self and collective care: so we don’t do damage!
• Burnout as a result of moral distress

• Evaluation must include client experience



Integrated Anti-oppression 
Framework

Sanctuary

Feminism

Reconciliation

Rainbow Tick



“We don't heal in isolation, but in 
community.”

- S. Kelley Harrell



“You have to act as if it were possible 
to radically transform the world. And 

you have to do it all the 

time.” 

- Angela Davis


