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States of awareness 

Aboriginal activism and 
the built environment  
in rural NSW Catherine Donnelley

During the Freedom Ride SAFA (Student Action For Aboriginals) Trip in February 1965, University of Sydney students surveyed and protested about the Aboriginal living 
conditions in towns in western New South Wales. Pictured are Ann Curthoys and Louise Higham interviewing May Copeland (Fenella Stanley) and Tottie Barlow (Bertha 

Saunders) at Moree Aboriginal Station, February 1965 Photo: Noel Hazard. Courtesy Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales and the Tribune/SEARCH Foundation

With deepest respect I acknowledge the first and original 
custodians whose sovereignty has never been ceded; elders 
past, present and future with embedded knowledge and 
lived experience in their ways of knowing. I write with 
gratitude for what is shared and in respectful humility to 
listen, learn and strive for sustainable existence.
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The built landscape in rural Australia gives a confronting 
picture of race relations in our country, if we are prepared 
to see. Contemporary and historical architecture have 
been the host of occupied states of apartheid and geno-
cide but also more recently pockets of efforts of conscious 
recognition, respect, co-creation and sustainability. 

UNAWARENESS

Many of us are in gross denial about the acute conditions 
of Aboriginal people in this country and are unaware that 
we continue to facilitate this reality. Architecture is a 
fundamental participant within the body of interlocking 
systems that form the framework of our society. Through 
its provision or neglect, architecture is an essential 
connective tissue, implicit in all facets of this system. The 
built environment can reveal a wounded spirit, dislodged 
joints and myalgic tendons as seen in many encounters in 
rural Australian towns. 

Architecture for Aboriginal people in many small 
towns grossly neglects the provision of adequate condi-
tions for education, health, housing, cultural, justice and 
public spaces.

FEELING: AWARENESS

In 2015, the Freedom Ride (revival)1 bus cruised forward 
into rural New South Wales. Our disquiet was combined 
with intense expectation as we sat unidentifiable behind 
the sleekness of the glazed, air-conditioned capsule – a 
palpable discomfort in the implicit privilege that white 
middle class enables. We were to penetrate rural areas like 
needles of socio-spatial acupuncture. 

Aware that the danger of a probing mechanism 
unsettles and disrupts – and certain that interventions 
may be of more harm than help – with empathetic hearts 
we hoped to learn and contribute to positive change. 
Activism requires a life of unfurling awareness, a slow 
burn towards enlightenment. But without a change in 
heart, there is no genuine change. 

As architects and designers of the built environment, 
we are agents of change. Architecture is a political act, 
whether we are aware of it or not. I was confronted by the 
hypocrisy of our cultural relations laid bare. As the only 
architect on the bus, I was interested in seeing how 
architecture symbolises, frames and perpetuates inequity 
in Aboriginal relations in rural Australia. 

I became aware that architects are further marginal-
ising the marginalised. There is a severe failure in afford-
ability and accessibility to services and fundamental 
living amenity, creating health problems that impact on 
learning and cause economic disadvantage. This ripple 
effect finds individuals in desolate circumstances without 
choice, entrapped within a cyclical, closed and failing 
system. The built environment is a fundamental player. 
Scott Avery, research and policy director of the First 
Peoples Disability Network critically identifies these 
disadvantages in his article for The Conversation.2

Native Title inadequacies and lack of Treaty see 
dispossession as a recurrent and dominant symptom, 
caused by an entrenched disrespect of Aboriginal place-
space. Spatial infringements by an imposed postcolonial 
architecture have caused, disrupted and often severed 
connections to land, spiritual and cultural heritage. This 

dispossession bleeds into extremes within these small 
communities. Death, poor health and disability are 
embedded and inescapable realities. Vast holes of dispos-
session are filled by grief. 

SEEING: AWARENESS

Although the blatant segregation symbolised in the 
Bowraville movie cinema has ended, deep inequity 
remains. The differentiated cinema entry for Aboriginal 
people – the back door– has metaphorically morphed into 
a chronic societal condition. 

Architectural philosophers would recognise the 
visual symbolism entrenched in new architecture 
imposed: the Oasis Hotel in Walgett, for instance, is 

enclosed by steel razor tipped fencing. This precedent is 
replicated in different ways, many times over in rural 
Australia.

Moree’s architectural ironies bring more to our 
awareness. Renowned for refusing to allow Aboriginal 
children to swim in the community pool, 60 years on local 
Kamilaroi man Lyall Dennison highlighted the contrast in 
sports infrastructure sites for community recreational 
activity in Moree. The bright lights and amenity for the 
‘white’ sports oval are glaring, while the ‘black’ sports oval 
remained for years literally in the dark. 

Further architectural affronts include the newer 
Moree Police Station. The largest police station in north-
west New South Wales, it bears an ominous scale dispro-
portionate for its population. Its dominance in the 
landscape renders it a beacon of incarceration and a 
symbol of a failing system that manages symptoms and 
not the cause. This is exemplary of a punitive, not restor-
ative, culture. How socially, financially and environmen-
tally sustainable can this be? 

As architects and designers of the built environment 
we should be sensitive to and grounded in wellbeing 
measures. Where are the post-occupancy evaluations? 
How is the architecture faring beyond the glossy image? 
Are we conscious and accountable in a systemic way? 
What is architecture signifying and where is it leading?  
Is it sustainable and what does it say about Aboriginal 
relations in this country and the health of our system? If 
wellbeing indicators are mirrored in the architecture and 
the built environment, are we aware enough to see the 
reality and brave enough to change it?

The UN special rapporteur has recently commented 
on the poor human rights and fundamental freedoms of 
Aboriginal people in our country. They are being criminal-
ised for being poor. This is reflected in disproportionate 

The Oasis Hotel Motel in Walgett, NSW in 2012 Photo: sandyriva
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incarceration and suicide rates of Aboriginal children and 
adults caught in an intergenerational cycle of poverty  
and crime. As architects of incarceration buildings, are we 
asking the right questions of the right people? Slowly and 
quietly there are some whispers of more holistic 
approaches and systemic changes to health, education 
and justice. As architects we need to be empowered to 
think beyond the building and reassess the typology, 
program and impact. We are not doing enough. As a 
professional body of pragmatic visionaries, we should be 
aiming for a built environment that is a visible beacon of 
light, not horror and shameful truths.

SUSTAINABLE: AWARENESS

Research is shifting. It acknowledges the benefits of 
socioeconomic human environment interactions and 
their impact on wellbeing in Australia. Heralding this 
approach to building and regeneration of the environment 
is sustainable practice and whole system thinking, based 
on Traditional Knowledge and ways of being. Globally 
acclaimed leadership in this space is taking place in 
holistic sustainable design. It is exemplified in the 
economic transition of Minjerribah (North Stradbroke 
Island) to the Quandamooka Aboriginal Corporation and 
the groundbreaking developments underway. Here is a 
prime example of what active ‘custodianship’ looks like. 
Quandamooka elder Aunty Evelyn describes the relation-
ship of land and people: 

‘Where mother earth nurtures us and we in turn look 
after her. My ancestors have left me with the legacy 
to always be progressive in thinking, resilient and 
moving forward, working towards a better future.’ 

This is the future condition of humanity and we have so 
much to learn. Let’s see it unfurl in a richer, sustainable 
built environment. 

RECOGNITION: AWARENESS

In many regions around Australia, Aboriginal families are 
independently raising funds to publicly recognise and 
honour significant historic figures, such as William 
Ferguson in Dubbo. This Australian activist and freedom 
fighter of the early twentieth century was a hero at a time 
when the government was counting Aboriginals as part of 
the flora and fauna. The land is littered with statues, 
parks, buildings and streets in the name of European 
notables. Aboriginal visionaries who were determined to 

advance the conditions of their people (simultaneously 
not counted as citizens) are rarely celebrated in our 
landscape. Why have the activism and determination of 
Aboriginal people in the built environment not been 
honoured more readily?

CO-CREATION: AWARENESS

At the University of Sydney, I designed an Architecture 
Masters Studio inspired by such visions of hope. Asking 
future architects: why we are not collaborating with 
determined Spirit and Dreaming for reconciled, reciprocal 
and respectful futures? 

The brief was community inclusive from inception 
and the building typologies and programs were deter-
mined through deep listening to community. The 
outcomes were inventive and served the culture of the 
local Aboriginal community in Dubbo, rather than 
preconceived briefs imposed. The outcomes were expres-
sions of architectural hope in the built environment.

BEING AWARE

The Freedom Ride affirmed the potential of an architec-
ture that is consciously designed to heal, inspire and uplift 
beyond itself. There is a place – in fact, an urgent need – 
for a culturally and socially sensitive architecture to unite 
Australian culture in the truth of our history. Let’s ensure 
an inclusive Australian architecture, designed and built 
through collaboration, sensitive to whole community 
impact and with an awareness to critically act beyond 
itself. As architects, designers and strategists of the built 
environment, what are we doing to amplify First People’s 
imperative and voice? We must not speak for, but ask, 
listen, learn, stand, design and build with. 

Catherine Donnelley is a PhD candidate in architecture at the University of Sydney, questioning 
how architecture can be a catalyst for social change, using the design studio as a vehicle for 
decolonising space and envisioning new spaces through co-authorship.  
 
Donnelley dedicates this article to Aunty Evelyn, Dean Parkin and their teachings through ways 
of knowing, being and as leaders of sustainable excellence. Let’s awaken and actively support 
the Uluru Statement from the Heart. 

1.  The Freedom Ride bus was a mobile exoskeleton that travelled into rural towns in 
north-west New South Wales to observe and peacefully protest against the lived conditions 
and the truth of race relations in the rural Australian heart. The original Ride in 1965 was 
Australia’s response to the 1961 Freedom Rides in the US. Charles Perkins, aged 29, was 
the third year Aboriginal Arts student who led a bus of white University of Sydney students, 
to protest against Aboriginal relations in this country. 50 years later in 2015, a bus returned 
for a re-enactment tour with 17 of the original Freedom riders present and a group of 
University of Sydney students from various disciplines. I suggested it should be renamed  
a revival.

2.  Scott Avery, ‘Indigenous people with disability have a double disadvantage and the NDIS 
can’t handle that’, The Conversation, 8 October 2018 – https://bit.ly/2C22xnZ

‘Research acknowledges the benefits of socioeconomic 
human environment interactions and their impact on 
wellbeing in Australia. Heralding this approach to building 
and regeneration of the environment is sustainable  
practice and whole system thinking, based on Traditional 
Knowledge and ways of being.’
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And the group from the Freedom Ride revival trip in 2015, including some of the original members. The 1965 survey exposed extreme 
poverty-stricken living conditions and the 2015 revival affirmed there is a long way to go © The University of Sydney / Victoria Baldwin

Members of the original Freedom Ride in 1965, led by Charles Perkins among others Courtesy Ann Curthoys


