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Black Power education in Melbourne: Koori Kollij in historical 

context 

 

Koori Kollij was an Aboriginal Community Controlled educational program in 

inner-city Melbourne that used Black Power praxis to empower Koori students. 

284 Koori students graduated as Aboriginal Health Workers with a uniquely 

holistic understanding of health between 1982 and 1990; they went on to establish 

scores of innovative health organisations. Activists taught community 

organisation, communications, the politics of health and Black Studies, and Koori 

Kollij was at the dynamic heart of the pan-Aboriginal movement for community 

survival, land rights and self-determination. This article uses the collections of the 

Aboriginal History Archive and interviews with former teachers and students to 

highlight the importance of Black Power in the development of the philosophies 

informing the Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Movement. It 

contextualises Koori Kollij in its urban time and place, highlights the role of music, 

and engages theoretical insights regarding sovereignty and resistance to genocide.  

Keywords: Black Power, First Nations, colonialism, Koori, resistance, Australia, 

Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Movement, Gary Foley 

 

Introduction  

This article focuses on a community-driven education program and its part in the 

resurgent First Nations health and land rights movement of the 1970s and 1980s in 

Australia: Koori Kollij. It summarises Koori Kollij’s formation, then contextualises Koori 

Kollij in its urban time and place, and highlights some key aspects of its pedagogy. This 

article situates Koori Kollij as a site of resistance to genocide, and brings to bear on the 

work of Koori Kollij theoretical insights from recent scholarship concerning the 

expression of sovereignty. Understanding Koori Kollij enables a greater appreciation of 
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the formative influence of Black Power strategies in the Aboriginal Community 

Controlled Health Movement. 

 

The first section of this article outlines why Koori community members created 

community-controlled organisations, defying racialised colonial policies that limited 

Aboriginal peoples’ freedom of movement. It then contextualises the urban/rural binary 

as a colonial construct and details how the self-determined curriculum, community and 

classrooms of Koori Kollij equipped students to accelerate community resurgence against 

colonial genocide.1 Through turning to focus on the Koori Kollij music program, the 

article documents how Koori Kollij students used music to resist colonial violence, with 

daily Koori radio programs and Rock Against Racism concerts. Finally, the article brings 

Crystal McKinnon’s theorising of resistance and sovereignty into conversation with the 

case of Koori Kollij, underscoring the continuities of this dynamic period with pre-contact 

sovereignties. 

 

This article relies on the lived experiences of co-authors Alan Brown and Gary Foley, 

and on primary sources from Koori Kollij held by the Aboriginal History Archive (AHA). 

Professor Gary Foley founded the AHA - a significant archive of the Black Power, Land 

Rights and Aboriginal self-determination movement - with records created and collected 

during his decades-long and continuing activism. The AHA also contains part of the 

Victorian Aboriginal Health Service (VAHS) collection and part of the personal 

collections of key members of VAHS and NAIHO; Alma Thorpe, John Tregenza, the late 

Bruce McGuinness and the late Dr Bill Roberts. Records held by the AHA about Koori 

Kollij reveal features of the cutting-edge pedagogy of Koori Kollij, and the sharp political 
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critique and high energy of the Black Power activists who operated and attended it, in 

much greater detail than previous studies.2  

 

The formation of the Victorian Aboriginal Heath Service and Koori Kollij 

Aboriginal community members formed VAHS in 1973; and VAHS established Koori 

Kollij and its Aboriginal Health Worker Education Course in 1982.3 Aboriginal 

communities across the continent selected people to do the 9-month course in the inner-

city suburbs of Fitzroy and Collingwood on the traditional lands of the Wurundjeri 

people. The narrow city streets of these working-class suburbs, packed with pubs and 

factories, had been construed as ‘slums’ by the white colony’s media and social workers;4 

it was here, in Sydney’s Redfern and in South Brisbane that the Australian Black Power 

Movement emerged in the late 1960s, and where Aboriginal people created new 

structures and strategies and articulated the concept of Community Control.  

 

The formation of VAHS was warranted by the experiences of Aboriginal people in  

colonial health care system which was seen by many as a “place of death”.5 Aunty Dianne 

Phillips, a Gunditjmara Elder, shared that “before the 1970s, Koories had to use 

mainstream services, where they were often treated badly or misunderstood, or had no 

assistance at all”.6  By contrast, and as the product of a much greater conceptualisation of 

health, VAHS was known as “a home away from home”. 

From the start, the need for Koori health practitioners was recognised. After much 

research, consultation and fundraising, VAHS established its own health worker course. 

The object was to train Aboriginal health workers in a community controlled education 

environment, in which students learnt medical care, community organisation skills, 

politics, history, and communication.  
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Koori Kollij attracted hundreds of enrolments; those chosen to attend were “selected by 

their respective communities as the person who would in the future return to be their 

‘health resources person’ . . . The fact that many of the initial students later became 

instrumental in cultivating and sustaining many of the ACCOs [Aboriginal Community 

Controlled Organisations] that appeared during the decade, attests to its resounding 

achievements.”7 Koori Kollij was “recognised locally, regionally, nationally and 

internationally as an example of Aboriginal community control over its own 

education”.8  The national network of Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Services 

today has its roots in the suite of educational programs conducted by members of the 

Black Power Movement in the 1970s and 80s – in particular Koori Kollij9 and its 

predecessor the Swinburne Community Organisations course.10 

 

Colonial creation of the racialised urban / rural binary 

This article attends to the different meanings of place for Koori and colonial cultures in 

order to illuminate key elements of the background to Koori Kollij. Each Koori nation 

has a relationship with their own Country, and it was capitalist colonialism that created 

the inherently racialised urban-rural binary. Colonists’ place-making involved more than 

simply imposing their own names for places over Koori names. Colonists created the very 

structure of place as the dominant culture knows it today - as urban and rural - through 

racialized actions, laws and policies. As Patrick Wolfe wrote, “where [Indigenous people] 

are is who they are, and not only by their own reckoning. Whatever settlers may say—

and they generally have a lot to say—the primary motive for elimination is not race (or 

religion, ethnicity, grade of civilization, etc.) but access to territory”.11  

White squatters invaded south-eastern Australia from the 1830s, travelling to where they 

heard the land was good.12 In the wake of collaboratively perpetrated massacres of the 
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original people between 1833 (Portland) and 1851 (Gippsland)13, settlers in the colony of 

Victoria established the Central Board for the Protection for Aborigines (1859).14 ‘The 

Board’ became the Board for the Protection of the Aborigines (1869-1957) and the 

Aborigines Welfare Board (1957-1967) but their work was to control the movement of 

all Aboriginal people.15 The 1869 Act to Provide for the Protection and Management of 

the Aboriginal Natives of Victoria prescribed “the place where any Aboriginal or any 

tribe of Aborigines shall reside”.16 Board employees monitored all Aboriginal people who 

had been policed into missions and station reserves, which were “nothing less than 

concentration camps”.17 White “protectors” controlled who Aboriginal people married, 

where they could work, whether they could access colonial education, and who took 

custody of Aboriginal children.18 This Act was not repealed until 1967. Colonists racially 

organised territory as a weapon to eliminate sovereign people.19  

The colony created an urban-rural binary through these racializing laws. Colonial 

infrastructure spatially and metaphorically laboured to construct the urban as white, 

progressive and in communication with empire, and to characterise the rural as a temporal 

lag, the location of nature, and the place of Aboriginal people as an homogenised other 

to white colonists.20  Repressive State laws and policies until 1967 policed Aboriginal 

people to spatially scaffold these colonial logics. In colonial eyes there was “only one 

way of being Aboriginal — ‘traditional’, Black and remote”.21 Aboriginal people, 

however, maintained  relationships with and occupation of their own Country, and the 

new cities. 

 

Aboriginal political movements and city spaces 

In the 1920s, some Aboriginal people in Victoria managed to establish small and strong 

communities in rural locations outside the missions, and some achieved community life 
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Melbourne and Sydney. In these less surveilled rural and urban environments, Aboriginal 

people strategized and regrouped and to live according to Koori cultural values despite 

the violence of the Protection Acts.22 The first Aboriginal political organization, the 

Australian Aboriginal Progressive Association (AAPA), was established in 1924 by 

Aboriginal wharf labourers Fred Maynard and Tom Lacey in Sydney. Maynard and 

Lacey’s influences were international, including the ideas of Marcus Garvey in particular, 

through “African-American and West Indian sailors who had created an organization on 

the Sydney waterfront called the Coloured Progressive Association”.23 Although the 

NSW Protection Board shut down the AAPA in 1927, it was a model for future Aboriginal 

organisations. The connections between international struggles were clear to Aboriginal 

activists from the start of these political organisations.  

In 1936 in Melbourne, William Cooper, Doug Nicholls, Bill and Eric Onus and others 

formed the all-Aboriginal political organization, the Australian Aborigines League 

(AAL). All Aboriginal people could join, “to gain for Aboriginal people those civil and 

human rights denied since occupation”.24 In Sydney, Ferguson and Jack Patten founded 

the Aborigines Progressive Association (APA) in 1937.25 Despite the difficulty of 

organising under the “restrictive and discriminatory state laws that controlled the 

movement of Indigenous people”,26 these groups organised the 'Day of Mourning' protest 

on 26 January 1938, a political action for collective Aboriginal demands in the centre of 

Sydney.27  

Many Koori people moved to the inner-city Melbourne suburbs of Fitzroy and 

Collingwood in Melbourne in the 1940s and 1950s to avoid the mission regimes and to 

be close to family enrolled in military service and for work opportunities in 

manufacturing.28 People lived near others from their home communities and often 

travelled back to visit family and home places.29 People gathered in private homes to 
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socialise, make music and pray. From 1943, Pastor Doug Nicholls established the 

Aboriginal Church of Christ at 258 Gore St, Fitzroy where some members of the 

community would gather. The various pubs in and around Fitzroy and Collingwood 

were also an important focus for community meeting. As Bunta Patten explained, “if 

you wanted to find someone, if you were new in town, just down from the mission, just 

call at the Builders, someone’d know where you lived. We all helped each other”.30 

 

Through the 1960s Aboriginal activists pushed more and more for equal rights and were 

building an increasing base of support amongst non-Aboriginal Australians.31 The 1965 

Freedom Rides and successful 1967 referendum demonstrated this growth in support 

from mainstream Australia.32 However, hopes that the success of the referendum would 

result in better outcomes for Aboriginal people were dashed, as “the federal government 

chose to ignore the expressed wishes of the overwhelming majority of Australian people 

to do something about the situation of Aboriginal people”.33 In NSW, the situation for 

Aboriginal people actually became worse because the Government suddenly “shut down 

the old Welfare Board system… without any reference to what might happen to those 

thousands of Aboriginal people still on those reserves they ran in the rural areas. That 

created great social disruption. There was a vast exodus from the rural areas into Sydney, 

of people seeking employment to be able to survive.”34 As a result Redfern’s population 

rose from 4000 people in 1966 to 36 000 people by 1969.35  Gough Whitlam’s Australian 

Labor Party victory at the Federal 1972 elections also brought disappointment, as the new 

Federal Department of Aboriginal Affairs maintained the paternalistic culture of control, 

in the face of growing anti-racism movements against apartheid in South Africa and in 

support of Black Power in the USA.    
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As detailed in Gary Foley’s Honours thesis, and Alyssa Trometter’s Aboriginal Black 

Power and the Rise of the Australian Black Panther Party, the Black Power and Red 

Power movements in the USA reached the Aboriginal community in Redfern through 

print material, televised protests, and through African American visitors to the 

community.36 Bruce McGuinness himself travelled to the USA and met with members of 

the Black Panther Party and the Red Power movement.  Encouraged by the radicalism of 

brothers and sisters in struggle overseas, and in a change of tactics following the 

disappointing government response to the 1967 referendum, “a handful of activists in 

Brisbane, Sydney and Melbourne formed the Black Power movement”.37  

Paul Coe, Gary Foley and other members of the Black Power collective in Redfern 

politically educated themselves reading books like the Autobiography of Malcolm X and 

other books that they stole – and were later gifted – from Bob Gould’s Third World 

Bookshop in Goulburn St, Sydney.38  They created local versions of the Black Panther 

Party’s community survival programs. For example, the Redfern Black Power collective 

replicated the Black Panther Party’s Breakfast program for children and transposed the 

Black Panther Party’s armed ‘Pig Patrol’ into a surveillance project designed to document 

police harassment which they then leveraged to gain support to establish the Redfern 

Aboriginal Legal Service with volunteer lawyers.39 A group of activists and lawyers 

established the first Aboriginal Legal Service to stand against police violence in Redfern 

in 1970.40 Aboriginal activists then created health services, childcare centres, theatres, 

radio stations, cultural centres and educational institutions.41 In 1974, Aboriginal 

communities formed the National Aboriginal and Islander Health Organisation (NAIHO) 

as a mutual support and cooperation group. Bruce McGuinness was instrumental in 

NAIHO’s emergence and outlined its purpose as “a concrete and positive step towards 

self-determination of Aboriginal and Islander people, to enable them to formulate and 
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implement Medical and Health policies and priorities”.42 By 1982-3, the NAIHO 

collective included 26 member communities which had established community controlled 

services.43 

Black Power activists of the 1960s and 1970s knew what it was to organise against police 

violence in the country towns and in Redfern; that colonial violence extended across 

Aboriginal Countries. Activists explicitly rejected the colonial construction of authentic 

Aboriginal people as rural and incapable of political self-representation. In 1970 a white 

journalist asked Black Power activist Bruce McGuinness whether the Black Panther Party 

of Australia were “mainly urban Aborigines”.44  McGuiness answered, “the Black 

Panther Party, yes, but not the black militant side of Aboriginal affairs. In this regard we 

have seen areas like Wattie Creek, Roper River (where they threw all the whites off), 

Cunnamulla (back in January 1970), the Purfleet reserve near Taree in New South Wales 

where Aboriginal people quite bluntly said they would take up guns if necessary to 

prevent people touching their land”.45 McGuinness thus reoriented the discussion to the 

reality of many Aboriginal peoples defending their Country,  refuting the colonial myth 

of urban Aboriginal people being political due to proximity with white civilisation, and 

reminding the white reader that Aboriginal people did not cede sovereignty of their 

Country.  

The Australian Black Power movement, like its American counterpart, was about Black 

people defining the world on their own terms, and seeking self-determination without 

white interference.46  Aboriginal Black Power activists worked to raise “black people’s 

political consciousness and self-confidence, undoing the psychological damage that 

decades of colonial rule had wrought”.47  Roberta (then Bobbi) Sykes was an activist 

and writer who defined Black Power as “the power generated by people who seek to 

identify their own problems and those of the community as a whole, and who strive to 
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take action in all possible forms to solve those problems.”48 Wiradjuri activist Paul Coe 

saw it as the need for Aboriginal people “to take control both of the economical, the 

political and cultural resources of the people and of the land…so that they themselves 

have got the power to determine their own future.” Bruce McGuinness, speaking in 

1969 as Director of the Victorian Aborigines Advancement League (AAL), declared 

that Black Power was “in essence…that black people are more likely to achieve 

freedom and justice…by working together as a group.”49 “Survival pending revolution” 

was the catch cry of the Black Panther Party in the USA50: the Australian equivalent 

was survival pending political and economic independence. 

Many Aboriginal Community Controlled organisations used “Aboriginal” to mean pan-

Aboriginality in a way that was also legible to non-Aboriginal people. In 1969, Bruce 

McGuinness set up the Koori Club, a socialising space, at 41 Gertrude Street.51 It was at 

the Koori Club “where the word Koori was more or less introduced in Victoria because, 

until the mid-60s, the word Koori wasn’t used in Victoria. Gippsland people were Kurnai, 

and Cummeragunja people would call themselves Woongies and the Western District 

people were Mara.”52 Using the word “Koori” in organisation titles signified that an 

organisation was self-determined in the pan-Aboriginal politic of the time. As Alan 

Brown later wrote in the 1983 Koori Kollij annual report, Koori means “one of your own” 

and Kollij is “a Koori word for an area of initiation and education.”53  

 

Koori Community Control: Black Power praxis 

In 1973 Alma Thorpe, Edna Brown, Geraldine Briggs and Hyllus Maris, along with other 

community activists and two white doctors, established VAHS. From the outset, they 

engaged with Bruce McGuinness and Gary Foley. Informed by their experience of 

contemporary activism, their contribution led VAHS to becoming a key organisation in 
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the ongoing struggle for self-determination.54 A Medical Service in Bairnsdale followed 

in 1975 with a founding donation from VAHS. In 1975 Bruce McGuinness, Gary Foley 

and other members of the Fitzroy Aboriginal community joined lecturers John Morrison 

and Pete Steedman in creating a revolutionary Community Organisation course at 

Swinburne College of Technology.55 The Swinburne course ran for three years, until 

defunded by the government in 1978.56  

Koori Kollij was the successor to the Swinburne Community Organisation course. The 

Kollij’s first years were funded by a philanthropic donation, followed by Department of 

Education support.57 Koori Kollij was started within shifting political economic and 

social conditions; it was a VAHS project to produce Aboriginal Health Workers to 

establish, run, control and defend their own community survival programs and 

organisations to meet self-defined community needs. Swinburne Community 

Organisation course graduate and VAHS worker Alan Brown co-ordinated Koori Kollij, 

and 284 Aboriginal Health Workers graduated by 1990, understanding health as “not just 

an individual’s physical well-being, but the social emotional and cultural well-being of 

the whole community”.58 Koori Kollij’s health worker course was as much a political 

strategy as it was a distinct pedagogical approach.  It provided a space for students to 

learn to be community leaders and to be confident in their own history and identity. It 

also equipped graduates to both establish relevant community survival programs and to 

accelerate the fight for land rights which would be the basis to move from surviving to 

thriving.    

 

Koori Kollij opened in Collingwood, adjoining Fitzroy, because people identified Fitzroy 

as the city. “We didn’t call Fitzroy ‘Fitzroy’, if we were coming into Fitzroy, we’d say 

we’re going into town and we weren’t going into Melbourne, we were going into town 
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and it was Fitzroy.”59 Before the organisations were established, people met at the fig 

trees in Carlton Gardens.60 The Fitzroy Aboriginal Heritage Walking Trail map, 

accessible online, shows the density and close proximity of Community Controlled 

organisations.61  

Amangu Yamaji historian Crystal McKinnon writes of Community Controlled 

organisations of the 1970s and 1980s that “Indigenous sovereign connection to country 

manifests as the obligations of custodianship when we live on someone else’s country, 

and this extends to other Indigenous people who are not necessarily our kin – to the 

broader, interconnected, Indigenous community.”62 Students came to Koori Kollij from 

many different communities and places, and they shared the same goal of learning to 

work for community health on unceded Wurundjeri Country. It is in response to this 

relationality that Wurundjeri elder Aunty Joy Murphy-Wandin said “the Wurundjeri 

people are proud to have shared and provided a place for the fight for equality.”63  

 

Koori Kollij curriculum and praxis  

Students and teachers worked hard to attend and teach at Koori Kollij. For example, 

many people were juggling kids and jobs. Koori Kollij allowed a flexible working 

environment to assist various needs. Student Paul Mitchell described how he came to 

understand community control in the student newspaper.   

The Koorie Kollege is controlled by the Koories of Melbourne and not by the 

government, who have no say in anything that happens at the kollege.  Koories 

are doing it for themselves and not for whites. Koories control all their own 

organisations such as the Aborigines Advancement League, Koorie Kollege, The 

Aboriginal Health Service, and so on.  
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I think it is better that white people don't control these organisations because they 

don't understand our people and anyway I think it is right because most Koories 

can't relate to white people.  The Aboriginal people are the only ones who know 

what's best for themselves.  Koorie Kollege is the best thing that ever happened 

to the Koorie- community and we need more like it. 64 

Aboriginal initiation “of a project or collaboration is one of the three key ingredients of 

genuine community control, as conceptualized at the Victorian Aboriginal Health Service 

in Fitzroy in the 1970s and 1980s.”65 As Foley has argued, it is “psychologically 

extremely important for the Aboriginal people to solve their own problems”, adding to 

pride and self-confidence in the context of denigration and oppression.66 Paul Mitchell’s 

explanation above testifies to how striking and important Koori community control was, 

as both concept and practice.  

 

Denise McGuinness was a student at Koori Kollij in 1983 and explained the uniqueness 

of the school in contrast to her earlier experiences in mainstream education. Like Mitchell 

she also noted that being with all Aboriginal people in the colonial context was an 

important positive factor. 

The first major difference from Exhibition High School (E.H.S., a mainstream 

school) is that I am learning with all Aboriginal people. Another thing is, that we 

are all different ages. Also there are Aboriginal lecturers which makes a lot of 

difference because our life experiences are similar and this makes listening more 

interesting.  The atmosphere was more friendlier because we are all the one race.  

Another advantage at Koori Kollij is that you are studying in the one room at all 

times.  
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The rules here are less stricter... The hours here are longer but at least you are 

enjoying your work. The setting out of the tables and chairs is far more easier for 

discussion. We can all see one another and when someone talks you can hear what 

that person has to say more clearly. At E.H.S. the tables and chairs were set out, 

one behind the other.   

I find the subjects more interesting because three out of the five subjects relate to 

Aboriginals.67  

The core subjects at Koori Kollij were medicine, politics, Black Studies, Communication, 

and Community Organisation.  Medical training in the Health Worker Education Program 

was understood and applied in social context, implementing the NAIHO definition of 

health as not just the individual’s physical wellbeing, but the social emotional and cultural 

well-being of the whole community.68  An example of this understanding of health can 

be found in Denise McGuinness’s article about alcoholism in the 1984 student newspaper, 

one of many such articles by students about health issues. Colonists brought alcohol to 

Australia, and then made laws against Aboriginal people purchasing or drinking alcohol 

prior to 1967, which led to a relationship with alcohol that was painful and complex.  

Alcoholism is a common and very serious problem in the Aboriginal community. 

Oppression is the main reason why Aboriginal people drink. So, therefore 

alcoholism is a community not an individual problem. What one Aboriginal 

person does affects the whole community because of the unity and closeness.  To 

overcome the problem would be the communities not the individual’s task.69 

 

In Politics, students learnt about “the mechanics of community control, the need for 

Aboriginal Health Services, Government Medical Institutions and their function, and the 
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reason for solidarity that exists between all oppressed people.”70 Alan Brown described 

the content of Black Studies in his report on Koori Kollij course work in 1982.  

 

 [Black Studies is] the study of ourselves, our history, our traditions, not from a white 

 (anthropologist or other ologists) viewpoint, but from our view point, which is the 

 only way to go as we (Aboriginal people) are the only experts on 

 ourselves. Enthusiasm was high as the students wanted so much to learn about 

 TRIBAL STRUCTURES, KINSHIP SYSTEMS, the war against colonization, our 

 early heroes, YAGAN, MOSQUITO, WONGA, PEMULWAY, the ongoing 

 struggle, the genocide, the church and their bearers of bad news, the missionaries, 

 reserves, racist government acts, legislation, segregation, assimilation, prominent 

 organisers ONUS, FERGUSON, PATTEN, NICHOLLS, COOPER, GIBBS, the 

 latter day history of our struggle THE TENT EMBASSY, HASSLES WITH 

 BUREACRATS, MUSGRAVE PARK, all this and other facts wrapped up in the 

 parcel of our sovereignty, never giving the land up and the continuing struggle for 

 the land, will now be traditionally passed down to future generations.71  

 

We present this long extract of Alan Brown’s subject summary to highlight that Koori 

Kollij Black Studies curriculum was a thorough and sophisticated history of Aboriginal 

organized resistance to colonial genocide. Black Studies included the genealogy of the 

struggle for land rights, self-determination and economic independence and made space 

for students to understand their place in this. 

In Communication studies, teachers educated students to communicate with “and receive 

communication back from … doctors, government representatives, Administrators 

Aboriginal Organisations, all requiring different techniques”.72 In Community 
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Organisation, students were taught “letter and report writing, research, submissions, 

meeting procedures, dealing with government, problem solving and decision making at 

the community level, the study of the three levels of our political system and media 

monopolies”.73 Students interviewed visiting Aboriginal authors such as Lionel Fogarty, 

Oodgeroo Nunuccal and Colin Johnson (Mudrooroo), and produced their own news 

programs to practice public speaking. The video recordings of these interviews are held 

in the Aboriginal History Archive and show students developing skills of public 

questioning and conversation. In the recorded moments before and after formal 

interviews, the students make quiet and cutting jokes that highlight how new, deliberate 

and powerful it was for them to step into roles of public political engagement. Through 

serious performances of relentlessly witty scripts in student-produced news programs, 

students mastered “being visible and being present and at the same time taking the form 

and then subverting people’s understanding of it”.74 Students wrote their news programs 

for assessment for a politically engaged Koori audience and enacted them with sincere 

and streamlined mainstream newsreader and production skills. 

Weekly electives included videography, student newspaper production, and radio 

programming each week on Radio 3CR. Videography students filmed visiting author 

book launches as part of media studies.  Wayne Thorpe taught video making75 and 

recorded interviews with Koori people in parks around Fitzroy, asking questions about 

how people had experienced education and everyday life. Video and film recordings by 

Koori Kollij teachers and students now comprise a significant part of local history 

contained in the AHA and have been digitised to ensure their permanent preservation. In 

one striking interview, a community member explains that the white teachers treated him 

so badly at school for being Aboriginal that he left.76 This experience corroborates 

contemporaneous and continuing studies that document student “exposure to persistent 
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and repeated negative representations of indigeneity or Indigenous academic ability from 

teachers and the media leads to disengagement, de-identification and reduced wellness”.77  

The interpellation of all Koori people as interview-worthy and the fact of Koori people 

making media was a powerful act of seeing, respecting and building Koori community 

enabled by Koori Kollij. Creating evidence that community was surviving colonial 

genocide also documented and nourished the care of making peoples’ experiences visible 

in community in Fitzroy. The videography projects honoured enduring Koori community 

relationships as the most important content for the newest technologies of media 

communication.  

Art was used in the Koori Kollij curriculum to re-story and represent community culture 

and experiences.78 Students included pen and ink drawings using patterns traditional to 

different Countries in the newsletters and created cartoons about historical and imagined 

events related to violent colonialism.79 Lin Onus was the Art lecturer at Koori Kollij. He 

also designed the logo for Koori Kollij, which holds significant meaning for mob in 

Victoria and plays on the western medical emblem/symbol of two snakes coiled around 

a staff. In 1984-1985, two Swinburne and Koori Kollij graduates, Lyn Thorpe and Lyn 

Briggs were in a group that painted murals for VAHS. To this day their artwork can be 

seen on the floor of VAHS as another example of the enduring legacy of Koori Kollij. 

This public art for community by community “contested the myths of south-east 

Aboriginal culture as obsolete, highlighting this paradox as well as tensions surrounding 

notions of authentic Aboriginality in the region”.80 The VAHS murals are an example of 

how “community run organisations create the spaces for sovereign expressions”, and in 

turn “those expressions of sovereignty create spaces where community gather and 

socialise in addition to accessing specific services”.81 Creating these spaces for visual 
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literacies, cultural expression, and community re-storying in public representation were 

all actions that resisted the cultural oppression within ongoing colonial genocide. 

Students learnt about what they liked to do and what they were good at through fieldwork 

in Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations.  In 1983, fieldwork sites included 

the Victorian Aboriginal Childcare Agency, Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service, Koori 

Information Centre, Fitzroy Stars Youth Club, Nindeebiya Workshop, Victorian 

Aboriginal Co-operative Limited, Aboriginal Housing Board, Victorian Aboriginal 

Education Consultative Group, Dandenong & District Co-operative, Aborigines 

Advancement League and VAHS. At placements in the Royal Children’s Hospital and 

Fairfield Infectious Disease Hospital students “educated the staff of the hospital. It was 

viewed by us and the hospital as an exchange of knowledge”.82 Students also had 

placements in the Aboriginal Units of the Government Departments of Education and 

Health. Alan Brown noted that “the bureaucracy, the red tape, the frustrations, the 

frigidness of working with government was quite clear to our students, as was the obvious 

difference of the effectiveness, efficiency and human feeling between Community 

Controlled Organisations and government departments”.83  

Course content changed to engage with world events.  In 1982, Koori Kollij Health 

Workers attended the land rights protests against the Commonwealth Games in Brisbane. 

The Bjelke-Peterson government of Queensland had maintained repressive colonial laws 

controlling the movement of Aboriginal people and had instituted proto-fascist anti-

protestor measures; some Koori Health Workers were arrested by police despite their 

clear medical support role.84 This was Black Power praxis and strategy: the visibility of 

community care as part of fighting for land rights.  
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Community members including Robbie Thorpe established the Koori Information Centre 

(KIC) in Fitzroy in response to the wave of interest in Aboriginal rights and land rights 

after this event.85 On 13 October 1987, Gary Foley was teaching students at Koori Kollij 

when Bruce McGuinness arrived and told him a local pub had “banned Blacks.”86 Foley 

and the students immediately went to confront the Publican at the hotel about this 

discrimination, and Foley then set an assessment essay task for students to reflect on the 

experience and what actions could be taken against this case of discrimination.87 Koori 

Kollij supported students through everyday racist experiences, and taught strategies to 

fight back for Community survival.  

The place of music in Black Power education   

Koori Kollij offered resources for students to engage in music, radio, photography, 

videography and art through a lens of community controlled health. These programs 

promoted self-led learning by way of student projects in art that aimed to benefit 

community. The idea that expression in art and music was part of community health was 

embedded into the Koori Kollij course. Koori Kollij students produced videos of 

themselves making newsletters, reading poetry, holding and attending concerts, and at 

Fitzroy Stars football games.  

The pedagogical approach of Koori Kollij as part of the community was to encourage 

students to “find a gap and fill it,”88 which meant looking for what the community needed 

and making it happen. Through music this meant organising concerts, creating radio 

programs for Aboriginal music, and creating music that spoke about the Aboriginal 

struggle. Goenipul woman Professor Aileen Moreton-Robinson writes that for Aboriginal 

people, sovereignty “is carried by the body ... grounded within complex relations derived 

from the intersubstantiation of ancestral beings, humans and land”.89 Songs written by 

Aboriginal musicians with the parks, trees, possums, Ancestors, stones and people of 
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Fitzroy brought these relationships into the embodied and sung resistance. Music was an 

important part of community health because it gathered people together to create a safe 

space for self-expression and Blak joy, which can be understood as enacting sovereignty90 

and creating a space of resistance;91 a decolonial space.92   

Well known musicians and student bands played at the Koori Kollij dances.93 The talent 

of Aboriginal musicians lacked only “access to recording facilities and radio airtime, 

which meant that these musicians were often not as well-known as they should have 

been”.94 Koori Kollij students, Kelli McGuinness and Brad Brown amongst many others, 

went to work at 3CR in 1983, starting with one show on Fridays, then also doing a show 

from midnight until 6am on Sunday. By the end of the 1980s, 3CR had a Koori program 

every day. Kelli McGuinness brought in unrecorded Aboriginal musicians to perform 

live, including the deeply missed Archie Roach. Music was interconnected with struggle; 

Archie’s song “Took the Children Away” voiced the experiences of children and their 

families and influenced developments that led to the National Inquiry into the separation 

of Aboriginal children from their families.95 Koori programs shared news of community 

events and politics, bringing land rights and politics from across the continent into the 

community in Fitzroy.  

 

The records of bands such as No Fixed Address, Just Us (later becoming The Stray 

Blacks), Coloured Stone and the Warumpi Band dominated the airwaves. Songs such as  

“We have survived” were simply the everyday songs known to everyone.96 Music 

permeates the archival collection of Koori Kollij students’ work. Videos have deliberate 

and incidental soundtracks, including of 1980s New Wave hit songs, reminding the 

viewer today that Aboriginal students also created and consumed mainstream cultural 

products. Student newsletters also include crosswords and quizzes with questions about 
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music and concert events, echoing the importance of shared sound spaces. One newsletter  

includes student Andrew Morgan’s revised lyrics for the Australian colonial anthem, to 

be changed to “Advance Australia Dark” (instead of “Advance Australia Fair”).97 This 

exemplifies how “Indigenous performances reconfigure and ‘cannibalize’ colonial 

stereotypes and depictions of Native people, producing a ‘visual sovereignty that deals 

with the hegemonic structures of settler societies.’”98 Students also wrote and printed 

intimate and comedic reviews of band performances, reverberating the power of 

performance through different mediums.  The energy of a musical performance travels 

through time and arrives in student articles and images about the performance. Students 

took the songs of community experience and sent them through the radio programs and 

concerts into the community, circulating them as new knowledges in relation with city 

space. In this we see Tiriki Onus’s observation that “performing and enacting cultural 

practice also becomes this incredibly powerful tool to reaffirm and maintain cultural 

practices”.99 

Aboriginal Health Workers Kelli McGuinness and Brad Brown organised concerts in 

Melbourne as part of Australia’s unique Rock Against Racism (RAR) movement.100 RAR 

was a successful movement of musicians united against the influence of white 

supremacist party the National Front in the United Kingdom between 1976 – 1982. 

Australia’s RAR movement was a critical site of activism in music that advocated for the 

exposure of new Aboriginal bands and created a decolonial space that promoted pride in 

Aboriginality, raised awareness and funds for the key issues in the Aboriginal struggle at 

the time and provided a gathering space for the Aboriginal community and its supporters. 

Although Australia’s RAR did not receive the same degree of scholarly attention or media 

coverage as the UK movement, it achieved its goals of creating awareness for the 

Aboriginal struggle, staging concerts for Aboriginal performers and concertgoers in an 



 
24 

Aboriginal controlled space and raising funds for community organisations.  Recordings 

of these concerts are rare; the Aboriginal History Archive has numerous recordings of 

RAR concerts that have been donated by Victorian Aboriginal Health Service (VAHS).  

Kelli McGuinness and Brad Brown became Aboriginal Health Workers for VAHS 

through the Koori Kollij health worker education program, graduating in 1984. They 

became involved in music through Koori Kollij in the band Dr. Koori and Watbalimba. 

In 1985 they wrote grant applications to the government for several bands to put on a 

RAR performance at RMIT’s Storey Hall and a later tour in New South Wales. Their 

request presented the VAHS position that holding a RAR concert was community 

engagement to contribute towards community health.101 

In an interview with Bracks, Kelli McGuinness explained that their aim in organising the 

1985 concert was the well-being of the Aboriginal community in Melbourne, to give 

people an opportunity to let off steam and enjoy gathering around something that wasn’t 

all “doom and gloom”.102 RAR served as a hub, but instead of just being for Aboriginal 

people, RAR sought to also involve supporters of Aboriginal rights of any background 

through learning opportunities such as information about the Noonkanbah drilling dispute 

in the Northern Territory.103 This was achieved through using a popular music approach 

that had broad public appeal, and the unambiguous title made the concerts an accepting 

space for the Aboriginal community.104  

The RAR concerts showcased new Aboriginal bands that hadn’t yet had studio time. Kelli 

McGuinness states that the RAR concerts were another part of many different concerts 

and ‘cabarets’ held for Aboriginal musicians by the Fitzroy Aboriginal community to give 

these performers exposure and the community an outlet.105 Concerts would also include 

talks in addition to the music. One example of this was Gary Foley speaking on Land 
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Rights and Denis Walker speaking about the National Aboriginal and Islander Health 

Organisation (NAIHO) at a concert in Northcote in 1982.106  

RAR formed a critical site of networking, activism and expression for Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal people interested in land rights and self-determination as well as anti-

racism. Victorian Aboriginal Health Service (VAHS), Koori Kollij, Campaign Against 

Racial Exploitation (CARE) and the Centre for Aboriginal Studies in Music (CASM)  

helped implement the RAR concerts. Student organisations such as Students Against 

Discrimination (SAD) were also involved in putting on some RAR concerts. Furthermore, 

RAR took the opportunity to connect with movements and organisations happening 

within Aboriginal Australia, such as at the 1982 Commonwealth Games protests in 

Brisbane: A RAR gig was held at Davies Park in Brisbane to connect with the ongoing 

protests occurring nearby at Musgrave park, a site near the Commonwealth Games venue 

at Southbank and also a space well used by both Aboriginal community members and 

local non Aboriginal activists. This is an example of how resistance to colonialism can 

be read in sovereign embodied expression, in music and Community building, rather than 

as a reactive force brought into being through the violence of oppression.  In 2021, Alan 

Brown commented that the type of activity that Kelli McGuinness and Brad Brown 

organised with the RAR concert was as much part of the Koori Kollij training program 

as the clinical training.107 RAR is a prime representation of the value of Koori Kollij. A 

lack of spaces for Aboriginal music in Melbourne was felt and RAR was utilised for the 

benefit of the community monetarily, as a space for expression, pride and community.  

 

Conclusion 

In 1990, the Department of Education forced Koori Kollij to close for supposedly not 

having enough enrolled students. This followed Koori Kollij having temporarily paused 
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enrolments due to uncertainty over funding and is an example of government subversion 

of Aboriginal Community Controlled education programs and health organisations.108 

The list of programs running from Koori Kollij in addition to the Health Worker 

Education Course included  “Aboriginal Childcare, Elders History Program, Community 

History Program, Basic and Advanced Bookkeeping, Red Cross First Aid, Winjina 

Screen printing, and four local Koori bands who use the Kollij for practice”.109 Koori 

Kollij had been a successful hub of Community Controlled activist and intellectual 

education. Through educating community representatives from across the continent, the 

Health Worker Education Course had been a catalyst for Community Organisation 

development in scores of communities. As Alan Brown noted about Koori Kollij in 1983, 

“the energy that is created by this development creates more energy, which then initiates 

more ideas/projects, thus creating more energy”.110  

Community Control as it was expressed and articulated from Fitzroy was a practice and 

a politics. Black Power was a key resource for the Aboriginal Community Controlled 

Health Movement, derived from global networks in a time of liberation struggles. 

Resurgent Koori communities brought cultural values to bear in their community 

organizing and came to conceptualize their practice as Community Control: community 

members identifying community needs and addressing them in community survival 

programs that were marked by Aboriginal community initiation participation and 

control.111 The politics of health as it was taught at Swinburne and Koori Kollij asserted 

that Aboriginal community practitioners and health workers had to be able to understand 

and energetically defend against the white colonial political context to do this work the 

right way in and with their organisations. Graduates of the Swinburne Community 

Organizations course and Koori Kollij – a project of VAHS – had a clear sense of political 

history and techniques of political agency which they articulated and strengthened via the 
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revolutionary, holistic and experiential pedagogy of these education programs. Through 

NAIHO, Aboriginal Health Workers and communities maintained and validated their 

politicised view of their work in their local communities, supported the establishment and 

expansion of Community Controlled Health Services, and expressed pan-Aboriginal 

solidarity.  

This article has focused on Koori Kollij as an example of Community Controlled 

education that empowered its Koori students through a remarkable praxis. It has 

highlighted Black Power and made reference to Koori cultural values as two of the 

concepts and practices through which the praxis arose. Further important impacts on this 

praxis - which deserve greater focus in future research - were pan-Aboriginality, 

international primary health care developments and the reimagining of authentic 

Indigenous decision-making processes. This article has also contextualized this education 

program within the broader Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Movement. 

Drawing on McKinnon, it has considered VAHS and Koori Kollij as manifestations of 

community resistance born of and powered by unceded sovereignty, which worked 

against the genocidal policies of ongoing colonial occupation. It has suggested that Koori 

Kollij illustrates how we can tether “resistance to sovereignty instead of binding it to 

colonial forces”.112 Koori community actions were not simply reactions to ongoing 

colonial genocide and oppression, they were “a continuous and dynamic expression of 

sovereignty that has never been ceded or diminished”.113 

This article reflects one facet of an extensive program of research that is envisaged by 

Professor Gary Foley. The breadth and detail of the AHA’s collection means that many 

more research projects relating to the Aboriginal Community Controlled Health 

Movement - among many other significant achievements of the Aboriginal movement for 

self-determination - are possible.  Gary Foley’s research program, grounded in the 
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remarkable and extensive records created by movement members and held by the 

Aboriginal History Archive, provides inspiration and direction for researchers interested 

in contributing to studies of relevance to Aboriginal communities right now.  
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