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Abstract

This thesis examines the profound impact of Indigenous peoples’ and Romani communities’
connections to their ancestral lands on their mental health resilience, particularly amidst
ongoing colonial impacts and environmental changes. Through the thematic analysis of
research papers, this theoretical study employs frameworks from noted scholars, emphasizing
the dismantling of Eurocentric biases. The research advocates for a decolonized, culturally
informed approach that respects and integrates Indigenous and Romani knowledge systems,
highlighting how deep-rooted connections to the land enhance resilience. These ties support
cultural identity and continuity, and offer significant psychological benefits, aiding in recovery
from colonial trauma and promoting overall well-being. This study contributes new insights
into the crucial role of land in sustaining mental health and resilience among Indigenous and
Romani communities, calling for a holistic approach that recognizes the intertwined nature of

cultural practices, environmental stewardship, and mental health.

As a Roma from Ukraine, my displacement due to the Russian invasion has deeply informed
my understanding of the loss of ancestral land and its psychological impacts. This experience
mirrors the Indigenous struggle against colonialism, as both Romani and Indigenous peoples
face systemic marginalization and dispossession. By comparing these experiences, | highlight
how land ties reinforce identity and resilience amidst adversity for both groups. This
comparative perspective enriches the analysis by emphasizing common cultural continuity and

community bond themes.
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CHAPTER 1 - Introduction
Background and Significance

Amidst a challenged mental health landscape, Indigenous and Romani narratives emerge as
powerful exemplars of resilience, deeply embedded cultural values, and a profound connection
to their natural environments. This research delves into the complex relationships between
these communities and their ancestral lands, encompassing spiritual, emotional, and ecological
dimensions. These ties persist within the ongoing shadows of colonialism, impacting access to
land, rights, and identities across generations. This study illuminates the interplay between
land, place, health, and mental health, engaging with theoretical frameworks that articulate
Indigenous and Romani peoples’ connections to ancestral lands and their implications for

mental health resilience.

This paper focuses on the testimonies of the Algonquin people and the experiences of the
Romani community, particularly reflecting my displacement as a Roma from Ukraine due to
the Russian invasion. Using these narratives, the research aims to provide a comprehensive
understanding of how connections to ancestral lands enhance mental health resilience amidst
colonial and environmental pressures. It explores the effects of colonialism and Eurocentrism
on health, advocating for a culturally attuned approach to mental health research. By
synthesizing these insights, the paper proposes actionable pathways for integrating Indigenous

and Romani knowledge into mental health practices and policies.

Research Question

How do connections to ancestral lands enhance mental health resilience among Indigenous

peoples and Romani communities in the face of colonial and environmental pressures?
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Personal Reflection

Reflecting on my own experiences as a Roma from Ukraine, displaced due to the Russian
invasion, | can deeply relate to the loss of ancestral lands and the accompanying psychological
impacts. This personal understanding has reinforced my conviction that both Indigenous and
Romani communities, despite their distinct histories, share common struggles and resilience.
These shared experiences underline the necessity of integrating cultural continuity and

community bonds into our approaches to healthcare and well-being.
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CHAPTER 2 — Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

The voices from Indigenous and Romani communities (as appearing in the research articles)
emphasize that healthcare systems should not only treat physical ailments but also consider the
cultural and spiritual dimensions of health. For Indigenous peoples, the land is more than just
a physical space—it is integral to their identity and well-being. Similarly, Romani communities
view their cultural practices as essential to their health and resilience. By listening to the voices
of those affected and incorporating their solutions, we can work towards more equitable and
effective healthcare systems that honor and uplift Indigenous and Romani knowledge and

practices.

Definition of Key Terms

Health and Mental Health

Health, in its broadest sense, is viewed holistically, incorporating physical, mental, spiritual,
and community well-being—a reflection of Indigenous and Romani worldviews that
everything is interconnected (Stewart, 2008). Mental health within this holistic framework
encompasses a broader understanding that goes beyond the Western notion of the mind as
solely linked to the brain and rationality. Instead, it includes emotional, spiritual, and
community aspects, influenced by factors such as community support, cultural continuity, and
access to traditional healing practices (Hinton et al., 2015). This critical perspective
acknowledges that Indigenous and Romani epistemologies often define mental health as an
integral part of a larger interconnected system of well-being, rather than a separate, rational

entity (Vélez et al., 2020).
Colonialism

Central to our exploration is the enduring impact of colonialism—a force that has not only

reshaped the physical landscapes of Indigenous territories but has also left indelible marks on
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the cultural, social, and psychological fabric of Indigenous and Romani communities. This
research acknowledges colonialism not merely as a historical event but as an ongoing structure
of power and oppression that continues to influence access to resources, self-determination,
and identity. Through this lens, we aim to critically examine how colonial legacies and
Eurocentrism have shaped the production of knowledge about health and mental health, often
sidelining Indigenous and Romani epistemologies and healing practices. Addressing healthcare
equity and incorporating culturally safe care is essential for mitigating the impacts of these
legacies, advocating for practices that are informed by and respectful of Indigenous and

Romani knowledge systems (Browne et al., 2016).

Land and Place

Transitioning from the historical and systemic impacts of colonialism, we delve into the
concepts of Land and Place, which, while often used interchangeably in casual discourse, are
distinguished here with purposeful intent. Land, as conceptualized in this research, refers not
only to the physical terrain but also to a living entity imbued with cultural significance,
historical narratives, and spiritual power for Indigenous and Romani communities. It is the
foundation upon which identities are built, traditions are nurtured, and from which life springs
(Anderson et al., 2006). In contrast, Place is understood through the relationships and meanings
that people create with the environment around them. It encompasses the sense of belonging,
attachment, and identity that arise from the interaction with specific landscapes. This
conceptual distinction draws upon the works of Tuck et al. (2014), who discuss ‘Land
education: Indigenous, post-colonial, and decolonizing perspectives on place and
environmental education research,” highlighting the deep connections Indigenous and Romani
peoples have with land and place, beyond mere physical or geographical definitions (Tuck et

al., 2014). This distinction is crucial for understanding the nuanced ways in which these
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communities engage with their surroundings and the profound implications these connections

have for their mental health and resilience.
Resilience

Resilience, particularly within Indigenous and Romani communities, is defined as the capacity
to withstand, adapt to, and recover from adversity and stress. This resilience is a dynamic
process that encompasses individual, collective, and intergenerational strengths and resources
that are mobilized in the face of challenges. Indigenous and Romani resilience is deeply rooted
in cultural heritage, identity, and connections to land and community, enabling individuals and
communities to maintain or regain well-being despite facing significant obstacles (Hickey,
2021). This understanding of resilience emphasizes not only survival but the ability to thrive
and grow, drawing on traditional knowledge, cultural practices, and the support of the

community.

In the understanding of mental health, the stories of Indigenous and Romani peoples about their
connection to the land are not simply a contextual background but a fundamental element of
well-being (Crowden, 2016). As noted by Mary Lyons, "When we talk about land, land is part
of who we are. It is a mixture of our blood, our past, our current, and our future. We carry our
ancestors in us, and they are around us" (quoted in Native Governance Center, 2019). These
words underscore the inseparable connection between the health of the land and the health of
people, especially in the context of Indigenous communities, for whom this connection is the

foundation of their cultural identity and well-being.

This integrated approach not only grounds the discussion in critical analysis but also
contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the complex interrelations between health,
mental health, colonialism, land, place, and resilience within Indigenous and Romani contexts.

By weaving together these critical perspectives and sources, we set the stage for a journey

10



CEU eTD Collection

through diverse Indigenous and Romani perspectives, experiences, and wisdom, aiming to
illuminate the resilience mechanisms these communities employ to safeguard their well-being.
Honoring Indigenous and Romani voices and integrating these insights into comprehensive,
culturally attuned mental health care frameworks, this research contributes to the academic and
clinical landscapes. More importantly, it endeavors to support the healing, justice, and
reclamation of Indigenous and Romani rights and autonomy in mental health, inviting readers

to walk alongside these peoples in a shared quest for a more just and compassionate world.

Source Evaluation

The evaluation of sources in this literature review identifies the strengths and weaknesses of
existing research, providing a critical foundation for the study. Strengths include the thorough
examination of environmental dispossession and its impacts on Indigenous communities
(Richmond & Ross, 2009), as well as frameworks for understanding resilience in the face of
environmental change (Ford et al., 2020). Additionally, research advocating for culturally
informed methodologies in Indigenous mental health aligns with this study’s emphasis on
decolonized approaches (Gone & Kirmayer, 2020). However, there are also limitations, such
as the ecological focus of some studies that may minimize cultural and spiritual aspects of
resilience, and the potential homogenization of diverse experiences within Indigenous

communities.
Richmond & Ross (2009) - Environmental Dispossession:

Strengths: Provides a foundational understanding of how environmental changes impact

Indigenous communities, crucial for contextualizing mental health discussions.

Limitations: Lacks a specific focus on psychological impacts, concentrating more broadly on

health and well-being without a deep dive into mental health specifics.

11
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Bias: The perspective is skewed towards environmental factors while potentially

underemphasizing socio-economic and political dimensions that also affect mental health.

Ford et al. (2020) - Resilience and Environmental Change:

Strengths: Offers a robust framework for understanding resilience, directly supporting the

thesis’s exploration of resilience in the face of land dispossession.

Limitations: The emphasis on environmental resilience does not fully encapsulate the cultural

and spiritual aspects of resilience.

Bias: The ecological lens inadvertently minimizes the role of deliberate political strategies that

disrupt Indigenous connections to the land.

Gone & Kirmayer (2020) - Indigenous Mental Health Research:

Strengths: Advocates for culturally informed methodologies, aligning well with my thesis’s

emphasis on culturally sensitive mental health practices.

Limitations: The discussion does not sufficiently address the individual variability within

Indigenous communities, potentially homogenizing diverse experiences.

Bias: There is an overemphasis on cultural practices to the detriment of discussing modern

psychological interventions that might also benefit Indigenous communities.

Araujo & Rodriguez Maeso (2016) - Eurocentrism’s Impact:

Strengths: Critical for understanding the influence of Eurocentric narratives on mental health

research, supporting the thesis’s decolonial approach.

12
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Limitations: The theoretical approach lacks practical applications for immediate mental health

interventions needed in the communities.

Bias: Focuses on critiquing Western paradigms which overlook how Indigenous and Western

knowledge can synergistically improve mental health outcomes.

These sources provide a comprehensive backdrop for exploring the nuanced impacts of land
dispossession on mental health. However, they collectively highlight a critical gap in
addressing direct mental health outcomes. This gap underscores the necessity and relevance of
my research, which aims to intervene by directly examining the psychological impacts of land
dispossession and proposing culturally informed, decolonized approaches to mental health

care.

13
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CHAPTER 3 - Reclaiming Mental Health: Integrating Cultural,
Historical, and Ecological Perspectives

Indigenous Well-being at the Intersection of Culture, Health, and Colonial
Legacy

Understanding the intricate correlation between cultural belonging and mental well-being
among Indigenous and Romani peoples requires considering their diverse cultural and regional
specificities. This diversity underscores the need for adaptable research methodologies that
respect the distinct traditions and knowledge systems of each community. Studies emphasize
the importance of prioritizing the voices and contexts of the communities being studied.
Engaging deeply with the narratives of individuals from these communities and situating their
experiences within the broader context of their struggles allows for a nuanced portrayal. This
approach not only enhances the academic understanding of their struggles but also ensures that

the research aligns with their perspectives and aspirations.

A critical analysis of Eurocentrism reveals its pervasive influence on the study of mental health,
highlighting the need for alternative, inclusive research approaches. This involves critically
examining the limitations and biases inherent in dominant Eurocentric frameworks and
integrating diverse cultural perspectives into mental health practices. The profound connection
to land among Indigenous and Romani peoples is paramount to their mental health. As noted
by the Upstander Project, "We lose our power to protect and nurture ourselves and our
communities when we forget that we are part of a larger, interconnected community"
(Upstander Project, 2024). This sentiment deeply resonates with both Indigenous and Romani
communities, emphasizing the critical need to incorporate cultural and ecological elements into

mental health practices.

14
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Romani Well-being at the Intersection of Culture, Health, and Colonial
Legacy

For Romani communities, the loss of land and displacement have similarly profound
psychological impacts. The uprooting from ancestral grounds due to conflict or systemic
neglect exacerbates psychological distress and stigmatization. A striking example of this is
seen in Ukraine, where displaced individuals are often derogatorily compared to "gypsies”
without land or belonging. As former adviser to the Minister of Internal Affairs of Ukraine and
military officer Viktor Andrusiv said, "If you are a draft dodger, you consciously fled, then you
have no right to say that you are Ukrainian. You are a gypsy. You chose a gypsy life"
(Andrusiv, 2024). This comparison exacerbates the psychological challenges faced by the
Romani community, highlighting societal stigmatization and marginalization. The term
"gypsy" in this context reflects a historical exclusion from access to land, perpetuating the
notion that Romani people are not attached to any particular place and do not desire or need to
create meaningful connections to specific locations. This stigmatization is further compounded
by the recurring destruction of Romani villages, suggesting that it does not matter where they
live, as long as the state provides "settlements" elsewhere. This mirrors the denial of access to
land for Indigenous peoples, underscoring the need to recognize the connections between these

forms of dispossession.

By incorporating these perspectives, the analysis gains depth and significance, emphasizing the
necessity of exploring culturally sensitive approaches to fostering the mental health and
resilience of Indigenous and Romani populations (Browne et al., 2016); (Greenwood &
Lindsay, 2019); (Aratjo & Rodriguez Maeso, 2016). This examination of both Indigenous and
Romani experiences underscores the importance of integrating cultural continuity and
community bonds into approaches to mental health care. Recognizing the unique challenges
and strengths of each community can inform the development of more inclusive, equitable, and

15
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effective mental health practices that honor and integrate traditional knowledge and practices.
This holistic approach not only contributes to the well-being of these communities but also

challenges and enriches the broader field of mental health research and practice.

Land, Health, and Indigenous Knowledge

Health for Indigenous and Romani peoples is deeply connected to their land and the knowledge
passed down through generations. This holistic understanding of health includes physical,
spiritual, emotional, and environmental well-being. Colonialism has disrupted these
connections, leading to devastating impacts on Indigenous health. However, Indigenous
communities have shown resilience through the power of their traditional knowledge, fostering
healing and well-being. For example, the Maori in New Zealand maintain their health through
traditional land-based activities and community rituals that reinforce their connection to the
land. These practices highlight the critical role of land in Indigenous health and the invaluable

contributions of Indigenous knowledge to contemporary health challenges.

Romani traditions and knowledge systems, though often less documented, also play a crucial
role in community health and resilience. Practices such as herbal medicine, communal living,
and storytelling are integral to Romani well-being and reflect a deep connection to the land and
environment. Reimagining healthcare to fully embrace the cultural, historical, and
environmental contexts of Indigenous and Romani peoples is imperative. A healthcare system
that is equitable, trauma-informed, and respectful of the sacred bonds between land, culture,

and health is essential for the well-being of these communities (Greenwood & Lindsay, 2019).

Integrating Perspectives for a Holistic View

Culturally safe care and trauma-informed practices offer practical strategies to address the
systemic disparities within the healthcare system that Indigenous and Romani communities

face. These strategies are deeply rooted in an understanding of the unique challenges these

16
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peoples endure, such as historical trauma and ongoing marginalization. Advocating for a
healthcare system that genuinely respects and integrates Indigenous and Romani cultures and
healing practices is crucial. By challenging the Eurocentric norms that have historically
dominated healthcare systems, we can promote a more inclusive and effective model of

healthcare.

The critique of Eurocentrism, particularly through the scholarship of Aradjo and Rodriguez
Maeso (2016), is crucial for this research. It underpins the need to examine how Eurocentric
views have marginalized Indigenous perspectives in mental health research and practice. By
engaging with this critique, my research seeks to deconstruct the existing paradigms and
advocate for a decolonized approach to mental health care. This critical engagement is not
about rejecting all aspects of Western medicine but about challenging its dominance and
advocating for an inclusive model that values and integrates Indigenous knowledge and

practices.

Specific Marginalizing Practices

Western medicine often emphasizes a biomedical approach that prioritizes pharmaceutical
interventions over holistic practices. This has led to the marginalization of Indigenous healing
practices that incorporate spiritual and community-based approaches to mental health (Gone &
Kirmayer, 2020). Health services frequently lack cultural competency, resulting in
misdiagnoses and inappropriate treatments for Indigenous individuals. This is exacerbated by
the absence of culturally relevant training for healthcare providers (Browne et al., 2016).
Indigenous knowledge systems, which include holistic health practices and land-based healing,
are often dismissed as unscientific or irrelevant. This disregard undermines the validity and

efficacy of these practices (Greenwood & Lindsay, 2019).

17
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By analyzing these issues through the testimonies and experiences of Indigenous communities,
the research can identify how these problems have been perpetuated by the hegemonic
Eurocentric system. For example, testimonies from Indigenous elders highlight the
psychological harm caused by the imposition of Western education systems that alienate
children from their cultural roots and languages, contributing to a loss of identity and increased
mental health issues (Tobias & Richmond, 2014). Robin Kimmerer, in her work, emphasizes
the profound violence of US colonization, underscoring how such systemic impositions disrupt
the cultural continuity and well-being of Indigenous peoples. Kimmerer’s insights further
illustrate the deep psychological and cultural wounds inflicted by colonial policies, reinforcing
the necessity of a decolonized approach to mental health that honors Indigenous knowledge

and practices (Kimmerer, 2013).

The colonial governance system has had a profound impact on both Indigenous and Romani
communities, systematically dispossessing them of their land, culture, and identity. Scholars
like Frantz Fanon (1963) have extensively documented the violent and systemic nature of
colonialism, which has stripped Indigenous peoples of their ancestral lands, disrupted their
cultural heritage, and undermined their identities. Similarly, Koczé’s work sheds light on the
struggles of Romani communities in Central Europe, who have endured both physical
displacement and epistemic injustices. These injustices are perpetuated through mechanisms
of critical whiteness and institutional racism, further marginalizing Romani communities

(Koczé, 2022).

Parallel Forms of Resistance

In response to these challenges, both Indigenous and Romani communities have developed
robust forms of resistance deeply rooted in their cultural and spiritual connections to the land.
Indigenous movements, for example, have focused on reclaiming their land, reviving cultural

practices, and asserting their self-determination. These efforts are not merely about territorial

18
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rights but are intrinsic to their identity and spiritual beliefs. The act of reclaiming land is a
powerful symbol of resistance and resilience, reflecting a deep-seated connection to their

ancestral territories.

Romani resistance, on the other hand, involves challenging both overt and subtle forms of
racism that they encounter in European societies. Romani advocates strive for recognition and
integration, seeking to dismantle centuries of marginalization and discrimination. This
resistance is also deeply connected to their cultural heritage and community solidarity,
emphasizing the importance of maintaining their cultural identity amidst pervasive socio-

political exclusion (Kdczé, 2018).

19
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CHAPTER 4 — Methodology
Research Design

This thesis, pursued from September 2023 to May 2024 within the Roma Graduate Preparation
Program at Central European University, uses a thematic content analysis to investigate the
influence of ancestral land connections on mental health resilience. This research is deeply
personal and shaped by my own experiences as a Roma from Ukraine, compelled to leave my
homeland and city due to the full-scale invasion by Russia. This displacement accentuated my
understanding of the profound impacts of losing connection to one’s ancestral land, mirroring
the disruptions faced by Indigenous communities under colonial pressure. The research is
grounded in academic literature, including relevant academic papers, reports, and scholarly
analyses, and also incorporates testimonials from the Algonquin (APL) community. This

approach ensures a rigorous and balanced examination of the subject matter.

Data Collection

Comprehensive Database: The research draws upon a diverse collection of academic texts and
firsthand testimonials that explore the connections between land, identity, and mental health
resilience among Indigenous and Romani communities. These sources include peer-reviewed

journal articles, books, official reports, and community testimonies.

Data Coding

Thematic Scheme: A coding scheme was developed based on initial themes identified in the
literature, such as "identity and land", "resilience and land", "colonial impact”, and
"environmental challenges”. This scheme facilitated the systematic organization and
categorization of data according to key themes and sub-themes that emerged from both

academic texts and community testimonies.

20
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Thematic Analysis

Application of Coding Scheme: The coding scheme was applied to the collected data to extract
and synthesize themes. This process highlighted how connections to ancestral lands influence

psychological resilience and the coping mechanisms adopted in response to external pressures.

Synthesis and Interpretation

Integration of Findings: The synthesized data were used to construct a coherent narrative that
explains the role of ancestral land connections in fostering mental health resilience among
Indigenous populations. This narrative also considered how these connections buffer against
the negative effects of historical and ongoing colonial practices. By synthesizing findings from
both academic sources and community testimonies, this study aims to elucidate the complex

relationship between land, identity, and mental health resilience.

The insights gleaned from this analysis are intended to contribute to the development of
culturally safe, decolonized mental health practices that honor and support Indigenous
sovereignty and well-being. This approach not only enriches academic discourse but also holds
practical implications for public health interventions and policies aimed at supporting
Indigenous and Romani communities in reclaiming their rights and restoring their connections

to their ancestral lands.

Ethical Considerations

When initiating this thesis, | intended to explore how these factors influence Indigenous
peoples. However, as | delved deeper into the materials, | realized it is not appropriate to write
about Indigenous peoples without being a member of that community. Indigenous scholars and
communities often view external research as intrusive, and the term "research" itself can carry

negative connotations due to historical exploitation (Smith, 1999). There are also significant

21
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concerns about accurately translating and interpreting Indigenous voices, as non-Indigenous

authors may misunderstand or misrepresent their meanings.

Reflecting on my Romani heritage, | understand the complexities of representing marginalized
communities. As a Roma, | face similar issues of misrepresentation and marginalization.
Romani communities, like Indigenous peoples, often lack their land and face systemic
exclusion. During this research, | was deeply concerned about choosing articles with quotes
from non-Indigenous authors, fearing misinterpretation. I approached the analysis with caution,
striving to respect the voices of Indigenous people and accurately convey their meanings. My
aim was to analyze the content critically and responsibly, acknowledging my position as an
outsider while drawing parallels with my experiences as a Roma person who has also lost

connection to ancestral lands due to conflict.

22
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CHAPTER 5 - Results
Critical Analysis of Sources

The sources used in the content analysis span a range of topics, including environmental
dispossession, resilience, cultural practices, and health care within Indigenous communities.
These themes are integral to understanding mental health resilience. This critical analysis
examines how these sources interact with my thesis, identifying potential biases and limitations
that might affect the conclusions. It is important to distinguish between two types of analysis:
(1) the analysis of what Western authors are saying about Indigenous mental health and
resilience, and (2) the analysis of Indigenous perspectives and knowledge systems that describe
their marginalization and their models of alternative health and cohabitation in land and place.
This distinction is crucial to avoid confusion and to ensure that the focus on Indigenous

knowledge and epistemology, as stated in the introduction, is maintained throughout the paper.

Indigenous Perspectives and Knowledge Systems

The analysis of Indigenous perspectives and knowledge systems is central to this research.
First-person accounts and testimonies from Indigenous elders and community members offer
invaluable insights into how Indigenous peoples understand and address their mental health
and resilience in the context of their connection to the land. These narratives highlight the
profound psychological impacts of land dispossession and the resilience mechanisms
developed in response. By juxtaposing the two forms of knowledge—Western academic
analysis and Indigenous perspectives—this research aims to provide a more holistic and

nuanced understanding of mental health resilience among Indigenous communities.

Integrating Academic and Indigenous Insights

By integrating findings from both academic sources and community testimonies, this study

elucidates the complex relationship between land, identity, and mental health resilience. It

23
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highlights the importance of integrating Indigenous epistemologies into mental health practices
and policies, thereby challenging the dominant Eurocentric frameworks and advocating for a
decolonized approach to health and well-being. This analysis reflects on what Indigenous
people are saying about colonialism, ongoing dispossession, and the solutions they find

appropriate, urgent, and relevant for their lives.

24
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CHAPTER 6 — Discussion

The thematic content analysis of the selected scholarly articles and first-person accounts
revealed four key themes essential for understanding the intricate relationship between land
connection and mental health resilience among the Algonquins of Barriere Lake (ABL). These
themes elucidate the profound significance of land not only as a physical territory but as a

pivotal element in the cultural and psychological fabric of the community.

Land as a Source of Identity and Resilience

The connection to land is deeply rooted in the Algonquin community’s sense of identity and
resilience. The Algonquin people, who have inhabited the region around the Ottawa River in
Canada for thousands of years, have a profound relationship with their ancestral lands. This
connection is not just physical but deeply spiritual and cultural. As articulated by an elder from
the community, "The land means everything to us as Anishinaabe. If we did not have land,
where would we be today?" (Tobias & Richmond, 2014). This sentiment underscores the
notion that land serves not just as a habitat but as a fundamental source of spiritual strength and

cultural identity.

I have chosen to focus on the Algonquin community because their experiences vividly illustrate
the broader themes of my research. The Algonquins’ ongoing struggle against colonial
encroachments and environmental changes highlights the critical intersections of land, identity,
and mental health. By examining their narratives and resilience strategies, this research aims
to shed light on how deeply embedded cultural connections to the land can enhance mental
health resilience, offering valuable insights for both Indigenous and Romani communities

facing similar challenges.

Dispossession from traditional lands emerges as a critical factor with profound implications for

mental health. The process of environmental dispossession involves reducing access to the

25



CEU eTD Collection

resources of conventional environments, which has been a source of significant psychological
distress. Elders shared that "My trap line runs right through the middle of this park here... They

even took my traps out of there. Oh, | felt bad... It hurts” (Tobias & Richmond, 2014).

This poignant testimony highlights the deep emotional and psychological pain associated with
the loss of access to traditional lands. For Indigenous communities like the Algonquin, the land
IS not just a physical space but a crucial part of their cultural and spiritual identity. The act of
removing traps is symbolic of a broader disconnection from their heritage and traditional ways

of life, leading to a sense of loss and displacement.

Reflecting on this, | am reminded of my own experiences as a Roma from Ukraine, displaced
by conflict and forced to leave my ancestral land. The feelings of dislocation and loss resonate
deeply with me, as | understand the pain of being uprooted from a place that holds significant
cultural and personal meaning. This connection to the land is integral to our sense of identity

and well-being, and its disruption has profound effects on mental health.

The forced removal from traditional lands disrupts not only daily life but also the transmission
of cultural knowledge and practices. For the Algonquin, the inability to access traditional
hunting grounds affects their ability to pass down skills and traditions to younger generations,
further eroding their cultural continuity. This mirrors the experiences of many Romani
communities, where displacement and marginalization hinder the preservation of cultural

practices and knowledge.

The psychological impact of such dispossession is multifaceted, leading to feelings of
helplessness, grief, and disempowerment. It underscores the urgent need for culturally sensitive
mental health interventions that acknowledge and address the unique challenges faced by

Indigenous and Romani communities. By recognizing the deep-seated connections to land and
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the trauma caused by its loss, mental health practitioners can develop more effective, holistic

approaches to support these communities.

This reflection on the testimony of the Algonquin elder serves as a powerful reminder of the
universal human need for connection to land and heritage. It calls for a greater emphasis on
protecting these connections and ensuring that policies and practices respect the cultural and
spiritual significance of land for Indigenous and marginalized communities. The insights
gained from this reflection inform my research and advocacy for decolonized, culturally

informed mental health care.
Cultural Continuity as Resilience

The ability to maintain and transmit cultural practices and traditional knowledge stands as a
resilient response to the adversities imposed by colonization. The Algonquin community’s
efforts to revive and sustain cultural practices linked to the land emphasize cultural continuity,
which serves as a buffer against the psychological stress of colonial impacts. According to an
elder from the community, "Maintaining a strong connection with traditional lands and
resources provides us with the social, cultural, and spiritual resources required to resist the

threats presented by dispossession™ (Tobias & Richmond, 2014).

By focusing on these testimonies, we can see how the Algonquin people actively engage in
cultural revival and resistance. They organize community events, educational programs, and
cultural ceremonies that reinforce their ties to the land and each other. These activities not only
preserve their cultural heritage but also empower them to face contemporary challenges with a

sense of continuity and purpose.

Reflecting on these experiences, | am struck by the similarities with Romani communities, who
also strive to maintain their cultural practices despite external pressures. The efforts to preserve

language, music, and traditions in Romani communities serve as a testament to their resilience
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and commitment to cultural continuity. Both Indigenous and Romani peoples demonstrate that

cultural practices are vital resources for psychological resilience and community strength.

These insights underscore the importance of supporting Indigenous and Romani-led initiatives
that focus on cultural preservation and revival. Such initiatives provide critical mental health
benefits by reinforcing identity, fostering community bonds, and offering a sense of stability
and continuity in the face of external adversities. By acknowledging and supporting these

efforts, we can help mitigate the psychological impacts of colonization and displacement.
Decolonization and Healing

There is a potent link between land-based healing practices and decolonization efforts, which
are seen as essential steps toward recuperating from the traumas inflicted by colonization. For
the Algonquin community, reclaiming land and revitalizing traditional land-based practices are
viewed not only as acts of healing but also as critical strides towards decolonization, enhancing

community mental health.

Land-based healing practices involve reconnecting with the land through traditional activities
such as hunting, fishing, and gathering medicinal plants. These practices are deeply embedded
in the cultural and spiritual life of the Algonguin people. Engaging in these activities allows
community members to reaffirm their identity, heritage, and relationship with the environment.
Such practices serve as powerful reminders of their resilience and continuity, providing a sense

of grounding and stability.

Moreover, the process of decolonization through land reclamation is not merely symbolic; it
involves tangible actions that restore agency and autonomy to Indigenous communities. The
act of reclaiming land that was taken or restricted by colonial authorities allows the Algonquin
people to reassert their rights and sovereignty. This reclamation is a form of resistance against

ongoing colonial pressures and a means to protect their cultural and environmental resources.

28



CEU eTD Collection

Elders and community leaders play a crucial role in these decolonization efforts by passing
down knowledge and traditions to younger generations. This intergenerational transfer of
knowledge ensures the survival of cultural practices and strengthens community bonds. It also
empowers the youth with a sense of purpose and identity, helping them navigate contemporary

challenges with the wisdom of their ancestors.

Furthermore, these efforts highlight the importance of a holistic approach to mental health that
integrates cultural, spiritual, and environmental dimensions. Land-based healing is not only
about physical well-being but also encompasses emotional and spiritual health. It provides a
comprehensive framework for understanding and addressing the impacts of colonization,

emphasizing the interconnectedness of all aspects of life.

Reflecting on these practices, it becomes clear that decolonization and healing are intertwined
processes that reinforce each other. By reclaiming their land and traditions, the Algonquin
people are not only healing from past traumas but also building a resilient future. These insights
offer valuable lessons for other Indigenous and marginalized communities facing similar

struggles.

Summary of the Problems Identified and Proposed Solutions

This section outlines the primary challenges faced by Indigenous and Romani communities in
accessing equitable and culturally competent healthcare. The identified problems reflect
systemic issues within healthcare systems and the broader socio-political environment, which
perpetuate disparities and undermine the well-being of these communities. Following the
identification of these issues, proposed solutions are offered to address these challenges,

promoting culturally sensitive and inclusive healthcare practices.
Summary of the problems identified

1. Systemic Racism and Discrimination
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Indigenous: Persistent systemic racism within healthcare institutions often fails to recognize
the validity of Indigenous medical knowledge. This systemic bias leads to a lack of trust in

healthcare systems and poorer health outcomes for Indigenous people.

Romani: Discriminatory practices within healthcare settings result in inadequate healthcare
provision for Romani individuals, exacerbating health disparities and fostering distrust in

medical institutions.
2. Lack of Access to Culturally Competent Care

Indigenous: Indigenous communities often have limited access to healthcare services that are
culturally sensitive and incorporate traditional healing practices. This gap in culturally
competent care means that Indigenous individuals may not receive the comprehensive care

they need.

Romani: There is an insufficient availability of healthcare services that are accessible and
respectful of Romani cultural practices and languages. This lack of culturally competent care

contributes to health inequities and barriers to accessing necessary medical services.
Proposed Solutions
1. Integrating Traditional and Modern Healthcare

Indigenous: To address these issues, healthcare models should be developed that integrate
traditional healing practices with modern medicine, providing holistic care that addresses
physical, spiritual, and emotional health. This approach respects and utilizes Indigenous

knowledge systems, ensuring that healthcare is culturally relevant and effective.

Romani: Healthcare policies should be created to recognize and incorporate Romani health

practices. Training healthcare providers in cultural competence is crucial to ensure they can
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provide care that respects Romani cultural practices and addresses their specific health needs

(Koczé, 2018).
2. Community-Led Health Initiatives

Indigenous: Empowering Indigenous communities to lead health initiatives is essential. These
initiatives should be tailored to address the specific needs and contexts of Indigenous
populations, ensuring that healthcare interventions are community-driven and culturally

appropriate.

Romani: Supporting Romani-led health projects that focus on community-specific health issues
and solutions is vital. These projects should be designed and implemented by Romani
communities, fostering ownership and ensuring that the interventions are relevant and effective

(Pugliese & Perera, n.d.).
3. Policy Implementation

Indigenous: Develop and implement policies that recognize and protect Indigenous rights to
land and cultural practices. This includes supporting legal frameworks that uphold Indigenous

land claims and ensure access to traditional lands.

Romani: Implement policies that safeguard Romani cultural practices and protect their rights
to traditional living spaces. This involves creating legal frameworks that address historical

injustices and ensure equitable access to land and resources for Romani communities.
4. Culturally Competent Health Services

Indigenous: Health care systems should incorporate culturally competent practices by training
healthcare providers in Indigenous knowledge and healing practices. This ensures that mental

health care is responsive to the cultural contexts of Indigenous patients.
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Romani: Similarly, healthcare systems must include training for providers in Romani cultural
practices and knowledge. This training will ensure that healthcare services are responsive to
the unique cultural contexts and needs of Romani patients, promoting trust and better health

outcomes.
5. Collaborative Research

Indigenous: Encourage collaborative research partnerships between Indigenous communities
and academic institutions. This approach ensures that research priorities and methodologies are
aligned with the needs and values of Indigenous peoples, fostering mutual respect and

knowledge exchange.

Romani: Promote collaborative research involving Romani communities and academic
institutions. This partnership should focus on identifying health priorities and developing
methodologies that are culturally sensitive and address the specific needs of Romani

populations, ensuring that their voices are central to the research process.
6. Educational Programs

Indigenous: Develop educational programs and materials that promote awareness of the
importance of land and cultural connections in mental health. These programs should be aimed
at both Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations to foster a broader understanding and

appreciation of Indigenous perspectives.

Romani: Create educational initiatives that highlight the significance of cultural and land
connections in Romani mental health. These programs should target both Romani and non-
Romani audiences to enhance awareness and respect for Romani cultural practices and their

impact on well-being.
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CHAPTER 7 — Conclusion

This research has embarked on an intricate exploration of the profound connections between
Indigenous peoples and their ancestral lands, highlighting how these ties significantly influence
their mental health resilience amidst the ongoing impacts of colonialism and environmental
changes. By synthesizing qualitative analyses within a robust theoretical framework, this study
underscores the critical need for deconstructing Eurocentric narratives within mental health

research.

The findings reveal that land is not merely a physical entity but a core element of identity,
spirituality, and well-being for Indigenous communities. The connection to land is shown to be
a source of resilience, providing spiritual, emotional, and physical sustenance, and empowering
Indigenous peoples to maintain cultural continuity in the face of adversity. This research
demonstrates the psychological and communal harms inflicted by the disruption of these land
ties due to colonial and industrial encroachments, which have historically undermined

Indigenous ways of life and contributed to widespread mental health disparities.

Moreover, this study challenges prevailing Eurocentric paradigms in mental health research
that often marginalize Indigenous epistemologies. It advocates for a decolonized approach that
respects and integrates Indigenous knowledge systems into mental health practices. This
approach not only promises more effective and culturally congruent mental health interventions
but also aligns with broader decolonization efforts, promoting justice, autonomy, and the

restoration of rights within Indigenous communities.

Moving forward, this thesis serves as a foundation for ongoing dialogue and action towards
integrating Indigenous perspectives at all levels of mental health research, policy-making, and
practice. By emphasizing the inseparable connection between land, identity, and mental health

resilience, this research contributes significantly to academic discourse and practical
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applications in mental health care. It invites a reevaluation of current practices and policies,
urging a shift towards a more inclusive, respectful, and holistic understanding of mental health

that honors the profound bond between Indigenous peoples and their ancestral lands.

The experiences of the Algonquin community vividly illustrate the broader themes of this
research, emphasizing the importance of land in fostering mental health resilience. However,
it is crucial to recognize that each context requires nuanced approaches sensitive to local
experiences. The Romani experience, particularly in the context of displacement and
marginalization, highlights similar themes of resilience through cultural continuity and
community bonds. These insights stress the necessity of culturally sensitive and context-

specific interventions in mental health practices.

Through continued collaboration and advocacy, these efforts can lead to real healing, justice,
and empowerment for Indigenous and Romani communities worldwide. This conclusion
encapsulates the critical insights of the study and underscores the path toward a future where
mental health practices are not only inclusive but also integral to the movement for Indigenous

and Romani rights, cultural preservation, and ecological stewardship.

By integrating diverse cultural perspectives and addressing the unique challenges faced by
different communities, we can create a more just and compassionate world that acknowledges

and uplifts the voices of marginalized peoples.
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