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There are times when I catch myself believing that there is such a
thing as something: which is separate from something else.
Gregory Bateson / Nora Bateson 2010

What is a system?

What is a system that functions holistically? Is it being more than each
part or individual but relying on the growth potential of each integral
part for adaptation and flourishing in the world? Indigenous peoples
may find examples of this holism in an eco-system, in a tribe or in a cer-
emony. Scientists have attuned to this holism in physics and quantum
theory for almost one hundred years. Scientist Michael Jackson (2003)
writes about creative holism as a “critical systems approach to complex
problem sitnations in relation to management addressing issues within
an organisation and with employees” (Jackson, p.62). I would also add
that there is something about a system that transcends the “sum of its
parts”. While this has been stated widely, T would also say that there is
something of the creative spirit or life force at work in a holistic system;
something of the magnificent that can be transformed or created from
what was previously considered. While many family therapists sprung
from either a scientific background or a more Marxist or secular ori-
ented approach to social work, T believe there was something more at
work that extends into the realm of the creative, the mysterious, the
transcendent even, although that would be experienced uniquely by each
person. Indigenous praclice has never distanced itsell from spirituality
and mamatowisowin, the life force and the interconnectedness of all
things or the Great Mystery which will be explored later in the chapter.
Nora Bateson’s film about her father’s life and thought evokes a recogni-
tion of Gregory Bateson’s attunement to these non-secular attributes... a
life force that connects us all as beings in nature (Nora Bateson 2010). It
was perhaps for this reason that it was impossible to categorise Gregory
Bateson into any one particular discipline. However, it is clear that his
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;;:Onnibution to systemic thought reverberated widely in the world of
social work and family therapy.

Holistic approaches in relational social work and family
therapy in a context of colonisation?

Reseal ch in the field of social work and family therapy with Indigenous
: faIIlllle in Canada has shown that relational, holistic approaches and
_ practice that considers the whole being of the person and not just the
.@:ilmmedlate issue, lead more readily to successful outcomes (Carriere &
Richardson 2013; Ermine 2000; Freedberg 2015; Littlebear 2000; Rice
005; Thomas & Green 2007). A holistic approach would generally be
dient-centred or family-centred, involve mutuality, empathy, decentring
of the worker, uplifting of the client’s perspective, life experience and
ways they have tried to resist mistreatment and preserve their dignity.
. Dignity is a central human concern, but particularly so in working with
Indlgenous people who have suffered great humiliation due to colonial-
- ism in Canada. In other words, all levels of context from the larger social
context to the more immediate contexts of the moment are included.

Segregation is still an issue in Canada. The “Indian Act” (1876) remains
¢ in place and there are still barriers to moving beyond it in terms of ad-
- ministering funds to First Nations communities. A much higher pro-
portion of Indigenous people are controlled by every measure of state
| intervention. They suffer disproportionate prison sentences, child re-
- movals, institutionalisation and involuntary psychiatric treatment than
. the general population (Statistics Canada 2011; Carriere & Richardson
- 2013; Richardson & Wade 2008). Their experience of injustice, violence,

corruption and ignorance at the hands of the Canadian state institutions
. is apparently greater than any other minority. Their level of education,
: health and income is lower than the general population. They suffer
_ every indication of poverty and isolation. In response to generations of
mistreatment, Indigenous people are gradually becoming less separated
~ from their own cultures and languages as they recover from the previ-
. ously purposeful effort of the Canadian government to integrate them
by systematically annihilating their cultures. It is important to consider
this particular history of colonial interaction in order to provide helpful
and appropriate social services for Indigenous families (Carriere & Rich-
ardson 2013; Richardson & Wade 2008).

Holistic or systemic child protection work also involves considering the
multiple contexts of the family, includng socio-political conditions, the
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