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Palliative Care from a Martu Perspective 

Martu people’s connection to country has no parallel in the Western world.  It is not a sentimental 
attachment, but is a more profound spiritual and cosmological link.  Each Martu person is quite 
literally ‘born’ out of country.  Their belief is that in the creative epoch, the creative beings left traces 
of their eternal power in rocks, trees and hills throughout the country, which took the form of ‘spirit 
children’.  Each Martu person’s conception is the entry of a spirit child into their mother – they are in 
effect biologically linked to specific country.  Each has a conception totem – the plant or animal species 
through which a spirit child physically entered the mother.  Within EPIS Inc. these totems are 
registered for each Martu client as it impacts on the interaction with our clients.  A client will not eat 
their totem so the EPIS team need to be aware when preparing food services or when taking clients 
back to country of the relevant totems and dietary requirements. It is important that we show respect 
for our indigenous clients’ lore if we want to ‘close the gap’ and provide positive outcomes. 
 
In psychological terms, country can also be seen as providing the grounding attachment figure for 
many Martu – the figure in their lives that provides a sense of utter safety, of security, of 
belonging.  This is manifested when people are taken back to their family’s country – particularly older 
people who were born in the desert.  Their vitality, joy and peacefulness in that situation are 
immediately apparent.   
 
When Martu die, they return to jukurrpa – the immanent and eternal life force that created and 
regulates the world.  It is important to re-enter jukurrpa in one’s own place – the place from which a 
person was born and where, in spiritual terms, they belong.  The prospect of dying in one’s country – 
in the right place – gives old people a sense of peace. 
 
Newman is not traditionally Martu country, but it is close.  It is not foreign, as somewhere like Perth 
or Port Hedland are foreign.  Those places belong to different groups, different people and different 
lore.   
 
As significant is Martu people’s connection to family.  Martu are wary of gathering around a family 
member at the point of death, but in the months, weeks and days leading up to that point, they are 
close and sustaining.  Martu will frequently say ‘Family is everything’, which reflects their entire social 
structure, based on kinship relations.  Martu quickly become distressed when separated from 
family.  It is far more difficult for people to be around a sickly or frail relative when they are in a distant 
location – financially difficult but also hard to organise because of a myriad of other social obligations.  
 
Supporting Martu to have their last days in a familiar environment, surrounded by familiar people, in 
a context that fundamentally feels ‘right’ to them will give them a more peaceful, more dignified and 
more fulfilled end.   
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EPIS Inc. believes a ‘hub and spoke’ model of care has the potential to provide a culturally appropriate 
palliative care service in Newman for the Western Desert, Shire of Ashburton and the Newman 
communities.  EPIS has the knowledge of these communities to deliver a nurse led Palliative care 
service with support from the Puntukurnu Aboriginal Medical Service (PAMS) GPs that would meet 
the needs of the indigenous community and other ethnic groups in the region.  EPIS and the 
Puntukurnu Aboriginal Medical Service have developed a collaborative working relationship to 
support positive outcomes for clients in Newman and the Western Desert. 
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