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Cultural participation can be a buffer to racism and a tool to heal

he loss of Aboriginal and Torres

I Strait Islander young people to

suicide has devastating immedi-

ate and lasting effects on families and

communities. At the population level,

suicide is a major public health problem

in Indigenous Australian communities;

it is the fifth most frequent cause of

death, and a large proportion of suicide
deaths are of young people.'

It is important to recognise that suicide
as described in the health literature
often does not centre our mob. Gap
reporting, the starting point for the re-
search article by Gibson and colleagues
in this issue of the M]A,2 continues to
regard the non-Indigenous Australian
community as the standard.” This point
is even more important in the context of
this article, as cultural social capital and
the experience of racism are factors not
relevant to the experiences of most people in this country.

Gibson and colleagues” investigated the relationship between
community cultural connectedness indicators and age-adjusted
suicide rates for young Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people in Queensland. They found that the youth suicide rate
was 44% lower in areas with greater community participation
in cultural events, described by the authors as “cultural social
capital”. Conversely, the rate was almost three times as high in
communities in which at least one-quarter of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people reported discrimination during the
preceding year than in areas with lower levels of discrimination.

While these findings are important, the concepts underlying
the analyses highlight a number of problems in the literature.
The first is a failure of population and administrative systems
in Australia to provide data related to the concepts of what
constitutes a “good life” for young Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people, and for Indigenous people more generally. The
two major results of the study by Gibson and her colleagues2
provide an opportunity to reflect on what cultural social capital
and exposure to discrimination mean in Australia. Key concepts
for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander wellbeing must be de-
termined from within their communities.*” The cultural deter-
minants of wellbeing have been investigated in several studies,
including the Yawuru Wellbeing survey,’ the Mayi Kuwayu
Study,7 and the What Matters S’cudy.8

Second, the findings by Gibson and colleagues” highlight the fail-
ure to advance concepts of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

childhood and youth development beyond approaches based
on Western ideals. Identity formation is a critical developmen-
tal stage during the years in which we lose many young peo-
ple.” Cultural social capital in this context comprises what many
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people value about their
individuality, family, community, and nations, and as a society:

the features that matter to them and give meaning to their lives.'?

Cultural social capital in this sense builds a sense of identity,
agency, empowerment, and belonging. The child and adoles-
cent development literature is replete with evidence that identity
formation is foundational to the concept of a “good life”.”” The
impact of identity disruption, and the imposition of the majority
concept of a good life on the sense of self, cause internal conflict
in our young people. Importantly, it does not have to be this way.

The report by Gibson and her co-authors® adds weight to the re-
cent centring of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture in
our national policy agenda."' But recognition of the impact that co-
lonial processes continue to have at our very heart — on our iden-
tity — is still limited. A deep understanding of the ongoing impact
of trauma on our people, only recently bought to light, is also miss-
ing."” The extent and impact of the historical and contemporary
discrimination, racism and trauma experienced by Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples explains why culture — in this
instance, cultural social capital — is not reported at high levels
across Australia, and shows how discrimination disempowers
and impairs positive identity formation through marginalisation.

Centring and identifying culture as salutogenic (health pro-
moting) and as a buffer against discrimination understands
and uses the strength of identity, a concept of a “good life” free
of colonial control and entails a sense of agency. The findings
of Gibson and her colleagues’ remind us that it is simply not
enough to be aware of discrimination or how it is embedded in
our societal systems. We should increase cultural participation
as a buffer to discrimination and racism, to continue to heal our
communities.
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