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Abstract: Strong female governance has always been central to one of the world’s oldest existing 

culturally diverse, harmonious, sustainable, and democratic societies. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander women’s governance of a country twice the size of Europe is based on complex laws which 

regulate relationships to country, family, community, culture and spirituality. These laws are 

passed down through generations and describe kinship systems which encompass sophisticated 

relations to the more-than-human. This article explores Indigenous kinship as an expression of re-

lationality, culturally specific and complex Indigenous knowledge systems which are founded on a 

connection to the land. Although Indigenous Australian women’s kinships have been disrupted 

through dispossession from the lands they belong to, the forced removal of their children across 

generations, and the destruction of their culture, community and kinship networks, the survival of 

Indigenous women’s knowledge systems have supported the restoration of Indigenous relational-

ity. The strengthening of Indigenous women’s kinship is explored as a source of social and emo-

tional wellbeing and an emerging politics of environmental reproductive justice. 

Keywords: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander kinship; kincentric ecology; relationality; Indige-

nous governance; social and emotional wellbeing; self-determination; Indigenous knowledge sys-

tems 

 

Inter-connected axiologies, ontologies and epistemologies of kinship are at the center of the com-

plex knowledge systems of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women, knowledge systems which 

supported the governance of one of the earth’s oldest harmonious, culturally diverse democracies. 

Although the invasion and colonization of their land disrupted the practice of women’s knowledge 

systems, undermined women’s cultural authority, and subjected them to catastrophic human rights 

abuses, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women continue to resist the colonial erasure of their 

kinship laws and their culture. While colonization continues to disrupt women’s harmonious kinship 

relations, a strong women’s culture continues to protect those relations. In her historic ‘Because of 

Her, We Can’ speech at the 2018 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Conference, 

the first woman Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner, June Oscar AO, 

talks of this women’s knowledge and resistance. 

‘She’—our founding mothers, the first women who have walked this land for millennia, 

and have birthed and nurtured centuries of our people into existence. 

‘She’, who has carried our stories and knowledge, so we hold in our hands today our soci-

etal values of intergenerational learning, care and responsibility for our land, our families 

and communities. Embedded within these values are intrinsic lessons of our complex kin-

ship structures and cultural practices. These teach us of collective leadership, collaborative 
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and inclusive decision-making, negotiation and cooperation, the reciprocal sharing of re-

sources, life-long education and the foundational understanding that an individual’s health 

and wellbeing is intimately attached to the health of our country, our surrounding environ-

ments, and our families and communities (Oscar 2018). 

This paper acknowledges that the process of colonization disrupted women’s protective kinship 

relations through the forced removal of their children, genocidal forms of assimilation, sexual assault 

and exploitation, dispossession from community and Country and the subsequent destruction of 

women’s Laws, and that like other colonized Indigenous women, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-

lander women endure the traumatic impacts of generations of reproductive oppression. However, 

the continuation of strong and dynamic kinship relations between Indigenous women, their families, 

communities and their land has also been the source of growing forms of resistance against cultural 

destruction. 

The restoration of kinship connections supports the holistic strengthening of women’s wellbe-

ing. Indigenous understanding of health and wellbeing are relational, cultural and holistic and a kin-

ship relationship to land underpins wellbeing. ‘Our bodies and the land are connected. Our health 

and well-being are tied together’ (Watson 2008, p. 99). Various studies have found that building 

strong kinship systems improves the maternal health of Indigenous women (Dietsche et al. 2011). 

There is now a growing body of evidence that restoring kinship with the land is vital to the empow-

erment of SEWB (Burgess et al. 2009; Burgess et al. 2008; Biddle 2011; Biddle and Swee 2012). Kinship 

with Country can be understood as a relationship with mother, or as the Noongar people call her 

‘“Boodjar” or “nourishing terrain,” a nurturing, creative, fertile place’ (Wooltorton et al. 2017, p. 1). 

Healing kinship with the land is often taught by those who are working directly as guardians of the 

land, such as the Indigenous Martu women rangers who teach cultural knowledge of edible plants: 

‘each plant has its own songs, places, stories and laws, and has special techniques, tools, knowledge 

and skills to prepare them’ (Country Needs People 2018, p. 88). Many traditional women-led Indig-

enous health programs for women and girls take pregnant women onto Country so they can be 

guided into strengthening kinship with the land, especially in sacred women’s sites where the intel-

ligence of the Law is protected (Carter et al. 1987; Lowell et al. 2015). Moreover, as custodians of the 

land now called Australia, Indigenous women have been at the forefront of movements to restore 

healing connections to land which include asserting the right to be custodians of the land. 

In what follows, this article offers an introduction to recent research on Indigenous kinship sys-

tems, explores culturally specific articulations of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women’s kin-

ship laws, and, finally, discusses Birthing on Country, a cultural practice which strengthens women’s 

social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB). A holistic strengths-based concept of health which encom-

passes seven inter-related domains of wellbeing—Country, spirituality, culture, community, family 

and kinship, mind and emotions, and body—SEWB is a dynamic and evolving Indigenous discourse 

which has become increasingly important to comprehensive and targeted primary health care policy 

and Indigenous social sciences (Dudgeon and Walker 2015; Dudgeon et al. 2017). The dominant social 

and cultural determinant of SEWB is colonization which subjected Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-

lander women to forms of reproductive oppression, such as the forced removal of their children 

across generations, dispossession from homelands, and the suppression of women’s cultural prac-

tices surrounding pregnancy, birth and child-rearing. Restoring Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

women’s SEWB by strengthening kinship relations through the Birthing on Country models of care 

is a form of environmental reproductive justice (Hoover 2018; Dudgeon and Bray 2019) which sup-

ports the flourishing of culture through custodial kinship with the land. For example, women have 

mobilized against the destruction of sacred 800-year-old birthing trees on Djap Wurrung country (in 

Victoria, Australia), where over 50 generations of Indigenous people have been born (Hayman-Reber 

2018). 

1. Indigenous Kinship Systems 

Indigenous kinship systems are recognized as fundamentally different from western genealog-

ical systems, encompassing complex relationships with place, with the land (earth, waterways, sky), 
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and the more-than-human (animal, plant and spirt) which express culturally specific gendered obliga-

tions and laws, or forms of Indigenous spiritual governance. These sophisticated relationships weave 

the ‘kincentric’ (Salmon 2000) fabric of Indigenous culture, ‘shaping their stewardship ethics and 

practices’ (Reo and Ogden 2018, p. 1450). Central to Indigenous understanding of kinship, and to 

Indigenous knowledge systems in general, is the concept of ‘relationality’ which is expressed through 

‘culturally specific and gendered axiologies, ontologies, and epistemologies that are connected to the 

earth’ (Moreton-Robinson 2017, p. 71, emphasis added) and ‘embedded in Indigenous knowledge 

systems (Watson 2016, p. 14). The philosophical complexity of Indigenous knowledge systems has 

resisted assimilation into western epistemologies which tends to be dominated by hierarchical di-

chotomies, predicated on a division between nature and culture, and governed by a logic of linearity 

and separation. Understanding Indigenous ‘relationality’ requires attention to the process of connec-

tion—‘[t]he way to understand anything is in its relationships’ (Rose et al. 2003, p. 61)—a process 

which is often described as spiritual, a sacred life force, the source of the Dreaming or Aboriginal 

spiritual governance. This life force has numerous names across the different Indigenous cultures in 

Australia: Tjukurpa belongs to the Anangu people, Altjiringa belongs to the Aranada people, the Dju-

gar belongs to the Altjidja people, the Bugari belongs to the Karadjeri people, the Unggud is connected 

to the Ungarinyin people, and the Wiradjeri call this force the Maratal (Elkin 1993, p. 4). Another term 

for this kincentric Indigenous knowledge system is ‘Raw Law’ (Watson 2016): ‘the law is filled with 

the spirit of creation’ (Watson 1998, p. 1). The law comes from the land, is the land. As Elder Bill 

Neidjie puts it: ‘Listen carefully, careful and this spirit e come in your feeling and you Will feel it… 

anyone that, I feel it … my body same as you’ (Neijie 1989, p. 182). For many Indigenous cultures, 

this law is a worldview, an ethics, which is governed by responsibility and reciprocity towards human 

and more-than-human kin (Powell and Curley 2008; Wilson and Inkster 2018). As a Ngiyampaa man, 

Phil Sullivan, states: ‘Connection is a form of knowledge. You have to earn it’ (Rose et al. 2003, p. 62). 

Kincentric Indigenous cultures are, as Moreton-Robinson writes, ‘constituted by our histories, 

our culturally embodied knowledges and life force that connect us to our respective lands, our crea-

tors, all living entities and our ancestors’ (Moreton-Robinson 2017, p.71). Kinship relationships or 

knowledge are understood to be axiological expressions, or dynamic ethical systems which are gov-

erned by a spiritual reverence for the land (Harrison 2009). ‘Indigenous knowledges take account of 

and care for the multiplicity of relations that exist between the elements of creation, all of which are 

endowed with life and agency’ (Blaser et al. 2011, p. 9). Put simply, Indigenous kinship systems are 

not merely descriptions of relationships, but also describe ways of living well, laws for strengthening 

human and more-than-human life, and restoring and nurturing SEWB. 

Many forms of Indigenous governance—or Indigenous axiologies, ethics—are founded on a 

complex kinship with the land. The complexities of Indigenous kinships systems across the earth are 

beyond the scope of this paper, but it is worth noting that the emerging scholarship in this area re-

peatedly calls attention to the ways in which strong kinship with the land is understood to a source 

of cultural healing. For example, the Maori peoples use the term whakapapa to describe a genealogical 

system which links all life, human and more-than-human, through a healing kinship with the land 

(Graham 2005). The world view of whakapapa acknowledges that land is kin and land has kinship 

rights (Kothari and Bajpai 2017). For many Indigenous peoples, such kinship relations are a primary 

source of health. The Yukon First Nation Elders ‘politics of kinship’ recognize water as a ‘relative, 

teacher, medicine, and healer’ (Wilson and Inkster 2018 p. 2). Describing the kinship system of the 

Raramuri peoples whose homelands is a region they call Gawi Wachi (Place of Healing) in eastern 

Sierra Madres of Chhuahua in Mexico, Salmon writes of iwigara, or the web of life: iwi means breath 

or soul, while ‘iwigara’ means the web of life, the kinship of the web of life (Salmon 2000, p. 1328). 

With the awareness that one’s breath is shared by all surrounding life, that one’s emergence 

into the world was possibly caused by some of the life-forms around ones environment, 

and that one is responsible for its mutual survival, it becomes apparent that it is related to 

you; that it shares a kinship with you and with all humans, as does a family or tribe. A 

reciprocal relationship has been fostered with the realisation that humans affect nature and 
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nature affects humans. This awareness influences indigenous interactions with the environ-

ment. It is these interactions, those cultural practices of living with a place that are manifes-

tations of kincentric ecology’ (Salmon 2000, p. 1331–32) 

Indigenous relationality is recognized as the life force, and that which supports and nourishes life. 

Other culturally specific iterations of this life-affirming Indigenous kinship with the land can be 

found in the Cree kinship law of awawanenitakik which recognizes the land as ‘a teacher of law and 

governance to whom we are accountable. […] awanenitakik travels with us as it guides the way we 

approach relationships with other human and non-human kin beyond our muskeg lands’ (Daigle 

2016, p. 8). In this context, Cree self-determination is not controlled by western laws, but involves the 

everyday Indigenous practice of kinship, awanenitakik, and the practice of cultural ceremonies which 

build relationships between non-human and human kin. Moreover, for the Cree and many other 

Indigenous peoples, the cultural practice and experience of kinship is ‘the spiritual foundation’ of 

Indigenous ‘forms of governance’ (Daigle 2016, p. 9). These forms of governance are based on respect 

for and responsibility to a land which radiates consciousness and agency. The Yanyuwa people of 

North Australia, for example, practice a kinship with the land which is their communities ‘epistemol-

ogy, ontology and axiology’ (Kearney 2017, p. 9). 

The complex Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander concept of kinship, then, can be understood 

as cultural ways of knowing, being and doing, which also describe paths to strengthening social and 

emotional wellbeing. Across Australia, there are numerous words for such kinship systems, which 

are all culturally distinct yet share a common spiritual and political kinship with the land. Within the 

country now called Australia, kinship with the land is both the foundation and expression of being 

and culture. This form of ‘kincentric ecology’ (Salmon 2000) recognizes the spiritual agency of the 

land, or Country. 

In Aboriginal english, the word ‘country’ is both a common noun and a proper noun. Peo-

ple talk about country in the same way they would talk about a person: they speak to coun-

try, sing to country, visit country, worry about country, grieve for country and long for 

country. People say that country knows, smell, hears, takes notice, takes care, and feels 

sorry or happy. Country is a living entity with a yesterday, a today and a tomorrow, with 

consciousness, action and a will towards life. Because of this richness, country is home and 

peace, nourishment for the body, mind, spirit; heart’s ease … 

Country is multi-dimensional—it consists of people, animals, plants, Dreamings, and un-

derground, earth, soils minerals and waters, surface water, air. There is sea country and 

land country; in some areas people talk about sky country. Country has origins and a fu-

ture. It exists both in time and through time. As I use the term here I refer to areas of land 

and/or sea including subsurface and sky above, in so far as Aboriginal people identify all 

these components as being part of country’ (Rose 1996, pp. 7–8). 

An important subtlety here is that kinship with Country is recognized as an expression of Coun-

try–the Country is kinship and Country teaches kinship. As Yuin Elder Guboo Ted Thomas put it, 

‘the mountain teaches the dreaming’(Kindersley 2018, p. 307). An understanding of this form of kin-

ship requires thinking through this intimate, sacred, dynamic and complex connection with Country 

as an expression of Country itself, a form of becoming-Country or building ‘people as country them-

selves’ (Preaud 2009, p. 9). 

One of the most comprehensive investigations into Australian kinships systems, Indigenous Kin-

ship with the Natural World in New South Wales (Rose et al. 2003), demonstrates the complexities of 

Indigenous genealogy. As the authors of this study point out, western research into kinship systems 

in Australia have tended to marginalize and erase the role of women in sustaining and guiding the 

cultural transmission of kinship and the knowledge systems, and forms of governance, kinship rela-

tions communicate. One purpose of this article is to highlight the role of women in creating and 

maintaining kinship. 

2. Kinship and Women’s Law 
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Prior to colonization, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women had a strong and respected 

place within their cultures. The land was often recognized as mother, and women the custodians. 

Women’s law, or Grandmother law, was pivotal to the harmonious governance of a land mass twice 

the size of Europe. As Watson writes, since the patriarchal invasion of Indigenous women’s land, 

‘women’s law risks erasure’: 

In the old days, the law stories of women lived in the land and held a place in the lives of 

the peoples they belonged to, but now the law-full woman is diminished… Our stories of 

women are often sacred and secret, and there is a reason for this, for we can see the danger 

of women’s stories becoming subverted and becoming something else when they are retold 

within patriarchal frameworks’ (Watson 2014, p. 52). 

Women’s law has indeed been subjected to erasure and patriarchal appropriation, although fe-

male anthropologists with an underlying feminist approach have challenged the previous depictions 

of women’s knowledges and roles directly against male knowledges and power. For example, 

Kaberry’s significant work, Aboriginal Women: Sacred and Profane (Kaberry 1939), has remained largely 

ignored until recent times as it challenged the commonly held perceptions of the role of Aboriginal 

women. Other texts such as the work of Catherine Berndt (1965, 1981, 1986, 1989), Women’s Role in 

Aboriginal Society (Gale 1970) edited by Fay Gale, Tiwi Wives: A study of the women of Melville Island, 

North Australia (Goodale 1974) by Jane Goodale, Daughters of the Dreaming (Bell 1983) by Diane Bell, 

and Women’s Rites And Sites: Aboriginal Women’s Cultural Knowledge (Brock 1989) edited by Peggy 

Brock, have challenged the previous depictions and widely propagated views of Aboriginal women 

as slaves and drudges. 

Diane Bell’s work Daughters of the Dreaming (1983) was a groundbreaking and challenging text 

that placed Aboriginal women as equal to, and in some instances, appearing more powerful then 

Aboriginal men. The study of the Warrabri of central Australia from the women’s perception of them-

selves and their roles within a feminist standpoint and analysis showed that women had religious 

responsibilities, ceremonies and sacred artefacts for the purpose of upholding the Dreaming. The 

women’s self-perceptions were that they were ‘bosses for themselves’, and this was manifested in 

economic, social and ritual spheres. 

Warrabri women had direct access to the Jukurrpa, the Law of the Dreamtime, and rights and 

responsibilities to the land. Women had closed gender ceremonies called Yuwulyu, where elderly 

ritual women presided and summoned other women, young, old, single, married, widowed and di-

vorced to participate and help in the preparation and performance of the ceremony. Women also had 

a women’s camp, the Jilmi, which was an area for widowed and single women. Within the Jilmi was 

an area of authority, the ring place, where serious matters, rituals and ceremonies were undertaken. 

There was also a ‘keeping place’ where sacred objects were secluded and stored. Men avoided the 

ring place and were afraid of some women’s business such as Yilpinji ceremonies. Bell concluded: 

Here was a confident group of women secure in the value of their own knowledge and 

worth, whose self-perceptions begin within their own ritual and social worlds and ex-

tended to the wider society. In the attitudes of men and women, it was obvious that the 

body of knowledge and beliefs about the ancestral travels was shared jointly as a sacred 

trust, but it was also obvious that men and women had distinct and separate responsibilities 

for the ritual maintenance of this heritage’ (Bell 1983, p. 34). 

Bell claimed that the differences in her findings were due to situating and locating herself almost 

exclusively in the women’s camp, the Jilmi, and being given access to women’s business. Coming 

from a woman’s standpoint gave a different perspective: ‘[n]ew understandings emerge when 

women are allowed to speak’ (Bell 1983 p. 230). Bell’s research directly challenged the previous de-

pictions of Aboriginal people that positioned women as having little or less power than men, and led 

to considerable debate. In the epilogue of the reprinted Daughters of the Dreaming (Bell 1983), Bell 

concluded that male perspectives of the field continue to be used despite work like hers. 

Like Kaberry (1939) and Berndt and Berndt (1988), Bell challenged the perception that Aborigi-

nal women were second-class citizens: 
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Their lives were not ones of drudgery, deprivation, humiliation and exploitation, because 

of their lack of penis and attendant phallic culture, nor was their self-image and identity 

bound up solely with their child rearing functions. Instead I found the women to be ex-

tremely serious in the upholding, observance and transmission of their religious heritage. 

Religion permeated every aspect of their lives—lives which are nonetheless full of good 

humour and a sense of fun’ (Bell 1983, p. 231). 

Aboriginal women’s lives, like that of Aboriginal men, commenced in the spiritual domain, was lived 

with deep connections to the life forces of all living beings in the earth, sky and waters and finally 

the life of an Aboriginal woman ended in a return to the spiritual world. 

Bells’ book Daughters of the Dreaming (Bell 1983) broke new ground insofar as it was the first 

feminist challenge to the patriarchal bias which informed mainstream expert accounts of women’s 

power. Bell discusses yilpinji or the invocation of women’s power in what has previously been de-

scribed (somewhat salaciously and redundantly by patriarchal ethnologists) as ‘love rituals’: 

‘Yilpinji is achieved through a creative integration of myth, song, gesture and design against 

a backdrop of country. The circle, the quintessential female symbol, finds expression in the 

body designs, the rolling hand gestures and patterns traced out by the dancing feet. Certain 

yilpinji and health/curing designs are the same, because, as Kaytej women recognise, love, 

health, and sexual satisfaction are intertwined at the personal and community level’ (Bell 

1983 p. 173). 

The female symbol of the circle also connects to the holistic epistemology, ontology and axiology of 

Indigenous kinship systems which are also known as the Grandmother or Granny Laws. The follow-

ing section explores this in more depth. 

3. Grandmother’s Law and Birthing on Country: Kinship and Social and Emotional Wellbeing 

As discussed above, traditional Australian Indigenous cultures had numerous laws governing 

the responsibilities of men and women to families, communities, culture and Country which are often 

now referred to as men’s business and women’s business, much of which is sacred and remains se-

cret. One of the more powerful laws is Grandmothers’ Law which is a holistic Law governing a whole 

way of living, an axiology of wellbeing, guiding kinship connections and the spiritual and cultural 

foundations of families, in particular the sacred women’s business of pregnancy, birth, and child-care 

(Ward 2018; Ramsamy 2014; Wall 2010, 2017). In many ways, the SEWB of women, children, indeed 

the flourishing of communities and the future of those communities was an expression of these 

Grandmother Laws. Colleen Wall (2017) explains some of the cultural complexities of this Law in the 

following way: 

Grandmother’s Law is one half of Land Law where men and women hold balanced posi-

tions with reciprocal responsibilities for maintaining societal equilibrium.  

Grandfathers look outwardly, protecting the camp. Grandmothers look inwardly, nurtur-

ing new generations of respectful, responsible and resilient youth who will ‘look after coun-

try’ to benefit both land and people.  

Reinstating this teaching system within our respective lands develops continuous 

knowledge of children’s ‘place’ in society and responsibilities as parents.  

The Grandmothers’ Law underpins the Birthing on Country movement (Kildea et al. 2018). The word 

and concept ‘borning’ is also used as a way of describing the culturally specific process of caring for 

women through the birth process which is an integral part of Indigenous cultures in Australia and 

which has been practiced for many thousands of years prior to colonization (Carter et al. 1987). An 

important part of the movement of Indigenous self-determination within the comprehensive primary 

health care section, Birthing on Country restores women’s kinship connections to Country with the 

guidance of women Elders and healers, and affirms the spiritual and cultural empowerment of the 

birthing process. This cultural practice is defended and supported by the Indigenous women’s group 
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NAICC: National Voice for Our Children, a powerful, community-controlled organization dedicated to 

protecting children, young people, and families and strengthening self-determination through cul-

tural identity (SNAICC 2019). 

Birthing on Country can be understood as a form of reproductive justice (Dudgeon and Bray 

2019) and pivotal to closing the substantial health gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

women in Australia, for numerous studies have found that Birthing on Country is a culturally secure 

practice which results in increased SEWB for women and children (Coffin 2007, 2018; Kildea et al. 

2018). According to the 2016 position statement of Birthing on Country, such models of care can be 

described as maternity services that are designed, developed, delivered and evaluated for and with 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women that encompass some (or all) of the following: 

• they are community based and governed, 
• provide for the inclusion of traditional practices, 
• involve connections with land and country, 
• incorporate a holistic definition of health, 
• value Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander as well as other ways of knowing and learning, 

and 
• encompass risk assessment and service delivery and are culturally competent’ (Birthing on 

Country Position Statement 2016, p. 3). 

Kinship connections, with, for example, land and country, are central to this holistic cultural practice 

and to the support of SEWB. 

One such organization which supports this cultural practice is Alukura, a women’s congress 

which began in 1987 (Carter et al. 1987) after several hundred women in Central Australia from 60 

communities and representing 11 different languages came together to form a women’s only health 

service. Alukura cares for women ‘under the strong cultural guidance of grandmother’s law’ (CAAC 

2017). There is also the Birthing on Noongar Boodjar a Cultural Security and Aboriginal Birthing 

Women Project which after five years of evidence gathering has recommended culturally secure ma-

ternity services pathway for Aboriginal women (Birthing on Noongar Boodjar 2018). This project is 

under the guidance of the Ngangk Yira research center in Western Australia which is focused on 

improving SEWB and social equity. Ngangk Yira means the rising of the life-giving mother sun 

(Ngangk Yira Research Centre 2019). 

The sun, as giver, protector, and renewer of life, is also at the center of the Aboriginal flag. As 

Watson writes 

The Sun Woman illuminates the future and the future is a return to the beginnings as 

though we have never left them. Our songs and stories gave us knowledge for survival, to 

live a good life in harmony with all things. The song law passed from one generation to the 

next and was taken on by each generation as an obligation and commitment to the spirit 

ancestors. The original agreements entered into are still alive, as are the obligations to hon-

our them (Watson 2016, p. 163). 

As has been reiterated throughout this article, such obligations are part of kinship laws which sup-

port the flourishing of SEWB, and are expressed through Grandmothers’ Law. 

4. Conclusions 

To talk of Indigenous genealogy, then, is to talk about kinship with all forms of life, Indigenous 

governance and therapeutic knowledge systems. Most of all, however, it is to talk about reciprocal 

connections with the land, or Country which express reverence and above all, love. As the Tan-

ganekald and Meintangk lawyer and philosopher Irene Watson writes about Raw Law, kinship with 

the land: ‘The overriding principle we live by is a love of the land, a relationship of custodianship 

between the land and nungas’ (Watson 2016, p. 21). This law, continues Watson, ‘lives in all things 

and emanates love’ (Watson 2016, p. 12) and carries ‘obligations and responsibilities, such as custo-

dial obligations to ruie [homelands] that bind future generations’ (Watson 2016, p. 14). Elder Tjilpi 
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Randall uses the word Kanyini to describe the unconditional love which is based on Nguru, a sense 

of belonging to home and land, Walytja, a kinship with all life, Kurunpa, love, spirit, or soul and 

Tjuukurpa, the right way to live according to the law. In a filmed interview, Elder Randall talks about 

how his understanding of this knowledge system is ‘Granny Law’ and that this has been taught to 

him, and is about caring for Country, ‘caring for my mother, caring for everything around me’ […] 

caring with unconditional love … with that responsibility’ (Randall 2009). As the above discussion 

has highlighted, Grandmother Laws underpin the Birthing on Country movement which is an inte-

gral part of restoring both the SEWB of women and their communities. Grandmother Law, then, is 

one way of describing the complex system of ontological, epistemological and axiological relation-

ships which compose women’s dynamic cultural knowledge which cannot fully be translated into 

the western concept of kinship or genealogy. 

Finally, it is worth listening to June Oscar who affirms the importance of women’s strengths-

based custodial kinship with the land as the source of wellbeing and environmental reproductive 

justice: 

[C]ountry is where my people need to be able to draw positive emotions, meaning and 

purpose, self-esteem and resilience. The land provides what we call in the Bunuba language 

Ngarranggani. Ngarranggani lies at the heart of our culture; it is timeless, and it is all past, 

present and future. It is our dreaming, our creator, our kinship, morality and ethics. We are 

of the land, and to care for and protect the land is to nurture and safeguard our families 

and our future. This intimately entwined relationship of land, language and culture is com-

mon to Indigenous peoples across the world. Language is a vehicle to transmit the cultural 

strengths I’ve referred to, and to heal our communities and reconcile our nation (Oscar 

2017). 
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