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Synopsis

Asylum seekers who arrive in Australia by boat are detained on the remote Pacific islands of 
Manus and Nauru. Ethical conflicts erupt for doctors working within this offshore system when 
the Australian government overrides their clinical decisions made for refugee patients. If doctors 
cannot follow their medical ethics what will happen to their patients?

This documentary gets behind the hospital doors to hear from clinicians themselves who know 
they must never abandon their patients. The government does not want to follow doctors’ 
orders to transfer patients needing urgent medical care to Australia. They say it will weaken 
Australia’s borders. Herein lies the extraordinary conflict off medical ethics versus politics that is 
playing out for doctors in Australia today. How will this conflict be resolved?

Filmed over four years in ten countries, by award winning filmmaker Heather Kirkpatrick, this film 
will confront you with deep moral questions.
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Curriculum Links
‘Against Our Oath’ can be linked to the following subject 

areas within the Australian Curriculum:

• CIVICS AND CITIZENSHIP

• ENGLISH

• GEOGRAPHY

• HEALTH AND PHYSICAL 

EDUCATION

• HISTORY

RELEVANT CONTENT DESCRIPTIONS 

FOR CIVICS AND CITIZENSHIP:

Year 7

- The key features of government under the Australian 

Constitution with a focus on: the separation of powers, 

the roles of the Executive, the Houses of Parliament, 

and the division of powers (ACHCK048)

- How values, including freedom, respect, inclusion, civility, 

responsibility, compassion, equality and a ‘fair go’, can 

promote cohesion within Australian society (ACHCK052)

Year 8

- Different perspectives about Australia’s national 

identity, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

perspectives, and what it means to be Australian 

(ACHCK066)

Year 9

- The key features of Australia’s court system and how 

courts apply and interpret the law, resolve disputes and 

make law through judgements (ACHCK077)

Year 10

- The Australian Government’s role and responsibilities 

at a global level, for example provision of foreign 

aid, peacekeeping, participation in international 

organisations and the United Nations (ACHCK091)

- How and why individuals and groups, including 

religious groups, participate in and contribute to civic 

life (ACHCK079)

-	 The	influence	of	a	range	of	media,	including	social	
media, in shaping identities and attitudes to diversity 

(ACHCK080)

-	 Reflect	on	their	role	as	a	citizen	in	Australian,	regional	
and global contexts (ACHCS102)

- Recognise and consider multiple perspectives and 

ambiguities, and use strategies to negotiate and resolve 

contentious issues (ACHCS099)

RELEVANT CONTENT DESCRIPTIONS 

FOR YEAR 9 AND 10 ENGLISH:

- Evaluate the social, moral and ethical positions 

represented in texts (ACELT1812)

- Create literary texts with a sustained ‘voice’, selecting 

and adapting appropriate text structures, literary 

devices, language, auditory and visual structures and 

features	for	a	specific	purpose	and	intended	audience	
(ACELT1815)

RELEVANT CONTENT DESCRIPTIONS FOR GEOGRAPHY:

Year 7

The	influence	of	social	connectedness	and	community	
identity on the liveability of place (ACHGK046)

The	influence	of	accessibility	to	services	and	facilities	on	
the liveability of places (ACHGK044)

Year 8

Reasons for, and effects of, international migration in 

Australia (ACHGK058)

RELEVANT CONTENT DESCRIPTIONS FOR YEAR 9 

AND 10 HEALTH AND PHYSICAL EDUCATION:

- Evaluate factors that shape identities and critically 

analyse how individuals impact the identities of others 

(ACPPS089)

- Investigate how empathy and ethical decision making 

contribute to respectful relationships (ACPPS093)

- Plan and evaluate new and creative interventions 

that promote their own and others’ connection 

to community and natural and built environments 

(ACPPS097)

- Critique behaviours and contextual factors that 

influence	health	and	wellbeing	of	diverse	communities	
(ACPPS098)

RELEVANT CONTENT DESCRIPTIONS 

FOR YEAR 10HISTORY:

The Modern World and Australia (Depth Study - Rights 

and Freedoms 1945 - Present)

-	 The	origins	and	significance	of	the	Universal	
Declaration of Human Rights, including Australia’s 

involvement in the development of the declaration 

(ACDSEH023)

- The continuing nature of efforts to secure civil rights 

and freedoms in Australia and throughout the world, 

such as the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples (2007) (ACDSEH143)

‘Against Our Oath’ can also be used as a supplementary 

text when studying a range of Senior School subjects, 

including:

•  Ethics

•  Legal Studies

•  Health and Human 

    Development

•  Politics

•  Psychology

The documentary is also suitable for  range of tertiary 

courses, including (but not limited to):

•  Medicine

•  Nursing

•  Bio-Ethics

•  Politics

•  Ethics

•  Human Rights 

    Law

•  Social Work

•  Psychiatry

•  Psychology

•  Sociology
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Pre-Viewing 
Activities

Definitions

Prior to viewing ‘Against Our 

Oath’ it is advised that students 

have	a	clear	definition	of	key	
terms relating to refugees and 

asylum seekers.

‘REFUGEE’ is used commonly to 

refer to people who are forced 

to leave their homes for many 

reasons,	including	conflict	and	
violence. Sometimes it is used to 

also refer to a person displaced 

due to a natural disaster or 

environmental change. The term ‘refugee’ has a more 

specific	meaning	under	international	law,	with	the	
most	widely	accepted	legal	definition	coming	from	the	
Refugee Convention:

“Any person who owing to a well-founded fear 

of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group 

or political opinion, is outside the country of his/her 

nationality and is unable, or owing to such fear, is 

unwilling to avail himself/herself of the protection of 

that country.”

The term ‘ASYLUM SEEKER’ is often used 

interchangeably with ‘refugee’, but it means 

something different under law. Asylum seekers are 

the people who have sought protection as a refugee, 

but whose claim for refugee status has not yet been 

assessed.

People all over the world move from one place 

to another for a variety of reasons. The term 

‘MIGRATION’ is used broadly to cover any movement 

of people (there are, however, many different types of 

migration).

• Using the information above, as well as additional 

research, students are to compare and contrast 

the key features of the following terms: ‘refugee’ 

‘asylum seeker’ and ‘migrant’. As a class, discuss 

the key distinctions and why it is important that 

society is clear on these.

•	 Define	the	terms	‘forced	migration’	and	‘mixed	
migration’ and discuss their relationship to 

refugees, asylum seekers and migrants.
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Social factors

Environmental Factors

Political Factors

Economic Factors

Other

Between 1996 and 2015, there has been a 75% 

increase in the number of people around the world 

who have been forced to leave their home.

There are many reasons why people need to leave 

their homes, and these are often linked.

• In small groups, complete the below table 

examining the forces that may lead people to 

leave their homes. Share and compare as a class 

when complete.

Of the above factors, which do you think are the most 

common cause of people being forced to leave their 

home?	Conduct	research	to	confirm	your	answer.

Define	the	term	‘persecution’	and	discuss	how	this	

can relate to people 

leaving their homes 

(conduct research 

and provide 

examples to support 

this discussion). 

Consider this in direct 

relation to the story we 

hear in the opening of 

the documentary from Dr 

Munjed	Al	Muderis,	who	fled	
Iraq and arrived in Australia as an 

asylum seeker in 1999.

NB:	Students	will	re-visit	these	definitions	and	
extend upon ideas raised in this discussion in 

post-viewing activities
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 * Activity

Establishing Class Ground Rules

‘Against Our Oath’ contains some confronting 

scenes and discussion in relation to the treatment of 

asylum seekers in off-shore detention centres. The 

activities in this study guide aim to increase students’ 

awareness of these issues and engage in ethical 

discussions	that	may	reveal	conflicting	views.	With	
this in mind, it is extremely important to spend time 

creating a safe and inclusive classroom environment.

The aim of this activity is to establish a classroom 

environment that encourages openness, positive 

behaviour and expected standards of interaction 

with other class members. Teachers are to lead a 

discussion that invites students to develop a series 

of Class Ground Rules. Ideas to include are listed in 

the note pad right.

Once the class has established their Ground Rules 

together, teachers should formalise these and 

display/make copies available to all students. These 

can be referred to during your engagement with 

your study of ‘Against Our Oath’.

1. Respect Others: You may hear ideas 
and opinions that may differ from your 
own. Try and take in new information 
without judgement and keep an open 
mind. Be mindful of your words and 
body language and ensure these 
reflect a respectful attitude. Learn by 
listening to others.

2. Own Your Own Values: Speak 
personally (e.g. ‘I feel…’ or ‘In my 
experience…’). Avoid overtly negative, 
accusatory or generalised statements 
when interacting with others in your 
class. If you disagree with a class 
member, remember to challenge their 
opinion not the person.

3. Be Open and Honest: All students 
have the right to ask questions 
without fear of judgement. It is 
important that everyone be given 
the opportunity to learn as much as 
possible. If you are not confident in 
asking a question in front of the class, 
make sure you approach your teacher 
personally.

4.	 Respect	and	Confidentiality: 
Everything said in the classroom 
stays in the classroom. When sharing 
personal anecdotes, avoid using real 
names and carefully consider what 
personal information you chose to 
share with the class.

5. Share ‘Air Time’: Every student is 
encouraged to express their ideas 
and opinions. Allow others to share 
and don’t monopolise discussion. You 
are not obligated to speak; it is fine to 
say ‘pass’.
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Viewing Activities

 * Activity

Focus on Australian Policy on 
Refugees and Asylum Seekers

The following activities will provide students with 

a clear understanding of the history of Australia’s 

policies and treatment of refugees and asylum 

seekers. Most refugees in the world cross the border 

to a neighbouring country; however, Australia’s 

isolation and island status makes it harder for 

refugees to seek asylum here (and those coming by 

boat are sometimes seen as/cast as a ‘threat’ to our 

national	security).	On	26	April	1976,	the	first	boatload	
of	refugees	fleeing	Vietnam	sailed	into	Darwin	
Harbour.

-	 Working	in	pairs,	students	are	to	conduct	
research into the Australian government’s policy 

of accepting asylum seekers in the 1970s and 

1980s.	Present	findings	as	a	digital	timeline	and	
share/discuss as a class.

- How did the laws around asylum seekers change 

in Australia in the 1990s?

In August 2001, the Howard Governments refused 

permission	for	the	Norwegian	freighter	‘MV	Tampa’	
to enter Australian waters. The ship was carrying 433 

rescued refugees. The ‘Tampa Affair’ became the 

catalyst for Australia’s new border protection policies 

and it also became a pivotal issue in the 2001 federal 

election.

- Students are to prepare a report on the ‘Tampa 

Affair’, with direct reference to the impact it 

had on Australia’s adoption of harsher border 

protection policy, including the development of 

‘The	Pacific	Solution’.	Suggested	sites	to	assist	
with research:

<https://www.nma.gov.au/defining-moments/
resources/tampa-affair>

<https://theconversation.com/australian-

politics-explainer-the-mv-tampa-and-

the-transformation-of-asylum-seeker-

policy-74078>

<https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/news/

tampa-affair-15-years-1>

- In ‘Against Our Oath’ we meet Dr 

Simon Lockwood, who worked at 

the	Woomera	Detention	Centre	in	the	
early 2000s. Students are to conduct 

research into this Centre, including 

its location, how many detainees it 

held, the riots and protests (including 

the breakout in Easter 2002) and its 

eventual closure. Suggested sites to 

assist with research:

<https://www.wsws.org/en/

articles/2003/06/woom-j03.html>

<https://www.smh.com.au/opinion/

others-need-not-suffer-my-living-

hell-20130419-2i5nf.html>
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Below is a Timeline of the 

history of the Manus Island 

Detention Centre. Students are 

to:

- Read the timeline and add 

annotations/additional 

research regarding the 

Nauru Detention Centre.

-		 Working	in	pairs,	select	
any two events/policy/legal 

decisions from the timeline 

to	zoom	in	on	and	prepare	a	
digital presentation on these.

-  Conduct additional research 

to ascertain the current 

status of the detention 

centres in Manus Island and 

Nauru.

THE HISTORY OF THE  
MANUS ISLAND DETENTION CENTRE

2001 Offshore immigration detention centres are 
established on Manus Island and Nauru as part of 
the Howard government’s ‘Pacific Solution’.

2008 Rudd government closes the offshore detention 
centres.

Nov 
2012

Gillard government re-opens Manus and Nauru 
detention centres following a surge in asylum 
seeker boat arrivals.

Jul 
2013

Rudd government declares Australia will never 
again accept asylum seekers, who arrive via boat, 
for resettlement in Australia.

Feb 
2014

Protests from asylum seekers lead to violent riots 
at Manus centre, with PNG police and locals 
reportedly attacking detainees, with Iranian asylum 
seeker Reza Berati killed. Sixty two asylum seekers 
were physically injured and hundreds traumatised 
as a result of the riots.

Sep 
2014

Iranian asylum seeker Hamid Khazaei, 24, dies in 
a Brisbane hospital after a cut to his foot becomes 
infected at Manus Island. He did not receive urgent 
medical transfer to Australia in the time frame 
requested by medical staff.

Jan 
2015

300 asylum seekers on Manus embark on hunger 
strikes protesting against their indefinite detention.

Feb 
2016

A class action representing asylum seekers held on 
Manus Island is launched in PNG’s Supreme Court. 
It challenges the legality of the Manus Island 
detention centre.

Apr 
2016

The PNG Supreme Court finds detaining asylum 
seekers at the Manus Island centre to be illegal and 
unconstitutional. The court ordered the closure of 
the detention centre.

Dec 
2016

Sudanese refugee Faysal Ishal Ahmed dies after 
suffering months of blackouts, falls and seizures.

Apr 
2017

Nine people are injured during a Good Friday 
shooting, after the PNG military personnel fired 
some shots into the Manus Island centre.

May 
2017

Papua New Guinea immigration officials confirm 
the centre will close on October 31.

June 
2017

The Australian government privately settles the 
Manus Island class action, paying $70 million to 
cover legal costs as well as settlement payments to 
more than 1600 detainees. The agreement allows 
the government to deny liability.

Aug 
2017

Iranian asylum seeker Hamed Shamshiripour 
takes his own life after serious mental health 
deterioration..

Sep 
2017

Twenty-five men leave PNG for the United States 
under a refugee resettlement deal, with more 
transfers to follow.

Oct 
2017

A Sri Lankan refugee, Rajeev Rajendran, is found 
dead in Lorengau hospital grounds, after his 
suicide.

Oct 
2017

More than 600 detainees refuse to leave the Manus 
Island offshore detention centre, fearing for their 
safety in the outside PNG community at Lorengau, 
as the PNG government says it is closing down.

May 
2018

Salim Kyawning, an asylum seeker from Mynamar, 
dies on Manus Island after he jumps from a moving 
bus.
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The Urgent Medical Treatment Bill

In late 2018 a surprise result in a federal by-election 

sees independent candidate Doctor Kerryn Phelps, 

a former Australian Medical Association President, 

win the seat as the government loses its majority in 

the federal parliament. Dr Phelps is determined to 

see medical ethics followed and patients transferred 

according to doctors’ orders. A battle persists for 

months before an Urgent Medical Treatment Bill 

[commonly known as the Medevac Bill] becomes law 

in February 2019.

As a result of this bill, 131 people were evacuated for 

urgent medical care using the new Medevac legislation. 

After a public campaign, the Australian government 

transferred the last children off Nauru in early 2019.

At the completion of the documentary, we learn the 

following:

 - 703 people still remain offshore on Manus Island and 

Nauru

 - 820 people have returned to their home countries

 - 580 refugees have been resettled in the USA

 - New Zealand has offered resettlement but Australia has 

not accepted

 - Australia refuses to resettle refugees who arrived by 

boat

We	also	learn	that	the	re-elected	Australian	
government plan to repeal the Medevac Bill 

in late 2019. Conduct research into this; was 

the bill repealed and how was this decision 

reached?	What	was	the	reaction	to	this	
result in different sections of the media and 

Australian society? Do you think politics or 

medical ethics prevailed in this instance?

Conduct research into the current situation 

on Manus Island and Nauru; has the 

situation changed since the completion of 

‘Against Our Oath’?

 * Activity

Focus on Medical Ethics

As a class, brainstorm the following terms:

- Ethics
- Morals

What	are	the	common	ethics	and	morals	that	
underpin society? Are there instances where these 

alter, and why?

What	professions	are	bound	by	a	set	of	ethics/morals/
code	of	conduct?	Why	is	this	the	case	and	how	do	
these apply to the different professions?

Consider the following statement: “The ends justify the 

means.”	What	do	you	think	this	statement	means,	and	
how do you think it could apply to any of the policies/

events/decisions we see in ‘Against Our Oath.’

EXTENSION ACTIVITY

Hold a class debate with the two teams debating 

the above statement. Each team must include direct 

reference to people/ideas/events from ‘Against Our 

Oath.’
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The Hippocratic Oath

The history of ethics for doctors worldwide began 

on the Greek island of Kos in Ancient Greek times. 

Kos was the home of a physician by the name of 

Hippocrates who is traditionally regarded as the father 

of medicine. Hippocrates (460 BC – 370 BC) was 

a great philosopher as well as a doctor who talked 

about how doctors should behave. Hippocrates most 

lasting legacy is the Hippocratic Oath, which became 

a moral guide for physicians to follow, setting high 

ethical standards for the medical profession.

As a class, read the following version of the 

Hippocratic Oath:

-	 Which	values	and	ideals	do	
you believe are most important 

for doctors to uphold in the 

Hippocratic Oath, and why?

-	 Would	you	include	other	
values/ideals/concepts if you 

were to update the Oath for 

the 21st century? E.g. reference 

to	new	technology,	reflection	
of any changing values and 

ideals in our modern context? 

Share and discuss answers as 

a class.

At the time of being admitted a member of the medical 

profession:

I solemnly pledge myself to consecrate my life to the 

service of humanity.

I will give my teachers the respect and gratitude which is 

their due.

I will practice my profession with conscience and dignity.

The health of my patient will be my first consideration.
I will respect the secrets which are confided in me, even 

after the patient has died.

I will maintain by all means in my power, the honor and the 
noble traditions of the medical profession.

My colleagues will be my brothers.

I will not permit considerations of religion, nationality, race, 
party politics, or social standing to intervene between my 
duty and my patient.

I will maintain the utmost respect for human life from 

the time of conception; even under threat I will not use my 

medical knowledge contrary to the laws of humanity.

I make these promises solemnly, freely and upon my honor.
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The Nuremberg Medical Trial  
1946 - 47

The	Holocaust	significantly	influenced	medical	ethics	
that	are	followed	today.	At	the	end	of	World	War	
2, leading German doctors were put on trial at the 

Nuremberg Medical Trial from 1946 to 1947, at the 

Nuremberg Justice Palace. The German medical 

profession murdered more than 400,000 patients 

between 1939 and 1945 in German psychiatric 

centres. They also conducted an array of hideous 

medical experiments, many of which caused death or 

serious illnesses and disabilities. As a result, the key 

outcomes of the Nuremberg Doctors Trial, created 

the basis of modern day ethics for doctors today. The 

trial made clear that the patient’s wellbeing should 

be the primary goal of all physicians. The Nuremberg 

Code was created as a result of the trial. It states 

every other goal or value like a political goal such as 

the ‘good of the nation’, is less important than the 

wellbeing of the individual patient. Doctors must not 

allow	politics	or	personal	beliefs	to	influence	them	
putting their patient’s wellbeing as their highest goal.

- Do you think many German doctors discarded 

their	ethics	during	World	War	2?
-	 What	was	the	‘Eugenics	Movement’?	How	were	

doctors	in	Nazi	Germany	involved	in	this?	How	
does this directly contravene medical ethics?

- Later in the documentary we hear from renowned 

medical	historian,	Professor	Paul	Weindling.	What	
does he discuss in relation to doctors who stood up 

against	the	Nazi	Party	during	this	time	in	Germany?	
Why	do	you	think	this	is	a	relevant	point?

-	 We	see	the	German	Association	of	Psychiatry	and	
Psychotherapy make a formal apology in 2010 

for the medical atrocities that occurred during 

the	Nazi	regime.	Do	you	think	this	is	an	important	
moment? How do you feel this relates to the 

medical and ethical issues explored in ‘Against 

Our Oath’?

Following	World	War	2,	a	number	of	international	
organisations were founded including the United 

Nations	and	the	World	Medical	Association.	The	
World	Medical	Association	used	the	Hippocratic	
Oath as a template which was modernised 

and secularised. As a result, the Declaration of 

Geneva	was	created	in	1948	as	the	World	Medical	
Association’s	first	document.	It	provided	a	code	of	
medical ethics that is still used by physicians across 

the world today. As with other countries the Australian 

Medical	Association	[AMA]	has	adopted	the	World	
Medical Association’s Declaration of Geneva as part 

of the AMA’s Code of Ethics.

As	a	class,	read	the	Declaration	of	Geneva	(World	
Medical Association):

AS A MEMBER OF THE MEDICAL PROFESSION:

I SOLEMNLY PLEDGE to dedicate my life to the service 

of humanity;

THE HEALTH AND WELL-BEING OF MY PATIENT will be 

my first consideration;
I WILL RESPECT the autonomy and dignity of my 

patient;

I WILL MAINTAIN the utmost respect for human life;

I WILL NOT PERMIT considerations of age, disease 
or disability, creed, ethnic origin, gender, nationality, 
political affiliation, race, sexual orientation, social 
standing or any other factor to intervene between my 

duty and my patient;

I WILL RESPECT the secrets that are confided in me, 
even after the patient has died;

I WILL PRACTISE my profession with conscience and 

dignity and in accordance with good medical practice;

I WILL FOSTER the honour and noble traditions of the 

medical profession;

I WILL GIVE to my teachers, colleagues, and students 
the respect and gratitude that is their due;

I WILL SHARE my medical knowledge for the benefit of 
the patient and the advancement of healthcare;

I WILL ATTEND TO my own health, well-being, and 
abilities in order to provide care of the highest standard;

I WILL NOT USE my medical knowledge to violate 

human rights and civil liberties, even under threat;
I MAKE THESE PROMISES solemnly, freely, and upon 

my honour.

©2017 World Medical Association Inc.
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-	 What	are	the	key	similarities	and	differences	between	the	
Hippocratic Oath and the Declaration of Geneva?

-	 In	small	groups,	discuss	the	reasons	why	the	World	
Medical Association felt the need to create the 

Declaration	of	Geneva	given	the	events	of	World	War	2.
- In the same groups, move through the Geneva 

Declaration and locate examples from ‘Against Our Oath’ 

where doctors and health care professionals are either 

upholding the ideals of the Declaration, or are challenged 

to maintain them. The following example is provided to 

help guide your own work:

“I will respect the autonomy and dignity of my patient”

-	 Doctors	Without	Borders	on	Mediterranean	rescue	boat	
at Time Code 00:02:23. This scene shows that respect 

and dignity of patients is well demonstrated.

- Interview with Dr Barri Phatarfod (GP) at Time Code 

00:12:20. Refugee patients who have committed no 

crime being held in manacles and handcuffs reveals a 

lack of patient respect and dignity.

Throughout ‘Against Our Oath’ we are presented with a 

range of doctors, health professionals and those who worked 

at the off-shore detention centres, describing in detail the 

ethical and moral dilemmas they faced. Students are to 

select one of the following people (see right) and use their 

quote as the basis of an expository essay that explores 

these dilemmas (ensure you include direct reference to the 

Hippocratic Oath and the Geneva Declaration). Describe 

the situation the person found themselves in, and the ways 

in	which	their	desired	course	of	action	was	in	conflict	with	
Australian government and legal policy. Conclude with a 

personal	reflection	about	how	you	feel	you	would	react	in	this	
situation. NB. Students may select another person/event to 

use as the basis for their response.

 * Time Code: 01:01:19

DR. MARYANNE VENETOULIS

“I wasn’t compromising what I thought was in her 

best interests. I was I guess in a fortunate position 

where I could hold that line, because she was 

actually in an in-patient setting. Having said that I 

then came under a lot of pressure from the hospital 

because she’s taking up a bed. Whilst there 

wasn’t any overt instruction to change my clinical 

opinion there was certainly a view ‘Well where is 

going to go? This can’t go on forever, you need to 

concede...I knew what would happen should I do 

that. And I couldn’t in all consciousness or how 

could any clinician actually in any consciousness, 

send someone back into an environment, where 

they know that this person is at high risk of 

suicide.”

 * Time Code 1:06:50

NURSE JESS RHODES

“I spent the whole time I was there, trying to 

figure out whether we were the good guys or the 
bad guys. And I’m pretty sure we were the good 

guys but we were just in this impossible situation. 

Because doctors and nurses are generally good 

people. And we were just in this situation where 

we’d bang our heads against a wall and we’d just 

keep losing and you know, after a while you get 

jaded and you feel hopeless and don’t know what 

to do.”

 * Timecode: 01:12:31

DR NICK MARTIN

“I found that medically I was put in a position that I 

increasingly I was not working for the benefit of the 
patient. A good example would be some gentleman 

who had kidney stones… If I’d played it by the 

book, I would have said nothing and watched these 

patients die but I cannot do that morally. Morally, I 

could not do that, couldn’t let that happen.”

 * Timecode: 01:15:38

PROFESSOR DAVID ISAACS

“You know even the medical staff called them by 

their boat numbers, not by their names. At one 

stage I was giving lectures to the staff. I gave a 

lecture about compassion, and the senior nurse 

took all the nurses, that were in the lecture 

theatre. So there were about 50 people, she took 

20 nurses and marched them out. She didn’t like 

what I was saying. She didn’t want to hear about 

compassion as an entity. I was like ‘Oh alright. So 

you don’t want to hear about the thought that we 

might actually be compassionate to people?’ ‘No. 

We are protecting Australia’s borders. That’s what 

everyone said to us.’”
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The Four Bioethical Principles

There are four bioethical principles 

commonly followed by doctors and 

medical ethics teams across the world. 

These principles were originally compiled 

by Beauchamp and Childress in their 

1979 textbook ‘Principles of Biomedical 

Ethics’. They are considered by many as 

the standard theoretical framework from 

which to analyse ethical situations in 

medicine.

The four principles are:

1. Autonomy: The Right for an individual 

to make his or her own choice

2. Beneficence: The principle of acting 

with the best interest of the patient in 

mind

3. Non-maleficence: The principle that 

‘above all, do no harm’ as stated in the 

Hippocratic Oath

4. Justice: A concept that emphasises fairness and 

equality towards all individual patients.

- How do the four principles above directly relate 

to both the Hippocratic Oath and the Geneva 

Declaration?

-	 (Timecode	00:45:46.)	We	see	Professor	David	
Isaacs introduce these four principles. As a class, 

discuss the points he makes and relate directly to 

scenes, people and events from the documentary.

(Timecode: 00:46:17) These principles of medical 

ethics were put to the test in February 2016 in the 

case of baby Asha at the Lady Cilento Hospital in 

Brisbane, with doctors there refusing to discharge a 

young child baby Asha back to Nauru after medical 

treatment, as the government had demanded. The 

hospital’s Medical Ethics Committee decided this 

would have violated their ethical principle of ‘Non-

maleficence’	or	‘Do	No	Harm’	as	the	environment	on	
Nauru was harmful. Tensions escalate as hundreds of 

Brisbane	citizens	surround	the	hospital	to	support	the	
doctors. Rumours circulate that the Australian Border 

Force guards will attempt to remove Baby Asha from 

the hospital without the doctors’ discharge.

- How do we see the protestors respond to this 

incident in ‘Against Our Oath’?

-	 What	was	the	outcome	with	Baby	Asha’s	case?

Other	ethical	conflicts	play	out	for	
doctors when a delayed transfer from 

Manus Island for a leg infection, saw 

Iranian	asylum	seeker	Hamid	Khazaie	
die, as he reached the Mater Hospital 

in Brisbane. The Australian government 

faced	its	first	coronial	inquest,	into	a	
death related to the offshore medical 

system, as Hamid died in Australia 

and not on Manus Island (Note: 10 

other deaths have occurred offshore, 

as asylum seekers and refugees have 

been held on Manus Island and Nauru).

-	 What	was	the	Brisbane	coroner’s	
findings	in	2018	into	the	death	of	
Hamid	Khazaie?

-	 Were	the	recommendations	acted	
on?
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 * Activity

Focus on The Border Force Act July 
2015 and Medical Ethics

The Border Force Act created by the Australian 

government in July 2015, threatened doctors and 

other workers with a two-year jail sentence, if they 

spoke publicly about what they saw within the 

Australian-run detention centres for asylum seekers 

and refugees.

Doctors responded immediately with nationwide 

protests across the country, as they know they must 

be able to speak up, if they see harmful practices 

affecting the wellbeing of their patients. As we know, 

their medical ethics are bound to the obligations 

detailed in the Geneva Declaration, and the AMA’s 

Code	of	Ethics,	which	significantly	pre-dates	
Australia’s Border Force Act.

- How do the various doctors and health care 

professionals we meet in ‘Against Our Oath’ 

respond to the Border Force Act?

-	 What	were	the	challenges	made	against	this	Act,	
and what has been the outcome?

- As a class, discuss your feelings about this Act, 

specifically	the	impact	it	had	on	doctors	and	their	
duty of care/ethical obligations.
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 * Activity

Focus on Director’s Statement

Read the following statement by the director of ‘Against Our 

Oath’, Heather Kirkpatrick, and answer the questions that follow:

•	 What	was	the	director’s	intention	and	motivation	
for	making	this	film?

• How was Heather able to include a global 

perspective on medical ethics within the 

documentary?

•	 What	were	some	of	the	challenges	in	making	this	
documentary?

• Heather mentions the ‘Kids Off Nauru’ campaign. 

Visit	the	following	site	and	research	this	campaign;	
what are its aims and how were people able to 

become involved?

<https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/

kids-off-nauru/>

•	 Working	in	small	groups,	identify	and	discuss	
two scenes that you found most confronting in 

‘Against Our Oath’. In what ways did these scenes 

challenge	you?	What	scenes	did	you	find	most	
uplifting and hopeful, and why? Share and discuss 

as a class.

•	 How	do	you	consider	documentary	film-making	
to be an important part of political challenge 

and change in a society? Can you think of other 

documentaries you have seen that are similar to 

‘Against Our Oath’?

“I became interested in the subject of medical ethics after I 
had read a story in the Australian media in mid 2015, about 
the nationwide doctors’ protests against the Border Force 
Act. This act threatened doctors with two years jail for them if 
they spoke out about detention conditions they had seen.

I knew that this was an extraordinary political development. 
Doctors are highly respected members of our community 
who must adhere to their medical ethics irrespective of their 
own political or personal beliefs. I could immediately see the 
ethical conflict doctors would find themselves in as a result 
of this act being passed. I could see that this conflict would 
provide great material for a documentary story so I decided to begin making Against Our Oath.
I also wanted to have some global perspective with my medical ethics documentary. Within 
weeks I was filming on a Doctors without Borders rescue boat in the Mediterranean at the height 
of the refugee crisis in Europe in August 2015. I was able to film rescues of asylum seekers at 
sea as doctors attended to patients. I could see the narrative of my story beginning to form. I 
never envisaged at that stage that the film would take four years to make.
Dynamic events in the documentary storyline continued to unfold over these few years. 
From 2014 – 2019 there was a mental health crisis in the offshore system, as some patients 
desperately needing life-saving psychiatric care were finally transferred, under successive Federal 
Court orders and a media spotlight. By this stage, 12 deaths had occurred, under the offshore 
system in operation.

There was also a very public campaign, ‘Kids Off Nauru’, capturing a lot of attention in Australia 
in late 2018. Many children on Nauru were suffering a rare and life-threatening psychiatric illness, 

known as Traumatic Withdrawal Syndrome, as a result of losing 
hope over the many years in offshore detention.
In recent years the medical movement was also gaining 
momentum with Australia’s peak medical bodies speaking 
out against the government’s offshore system. The surprise 
by- election of Dr Kerryn Phelps in late 2018, an ex- Australian 
Medical Association President, saw my filming continue until 
she led the passing of a bill commonly known as the Urgent 
Medical Evacuation Bill in February 2019. I had finally found an 
end to my film.”
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 * Activity

Focus on the Living 
Conditions and Mental 
Wellbeing of Refugee and 
Asylum Seekers

Using Google Maps, locate where 

the detention centres are on Manus 

Island and Nauru. How far are these 

from	mainland	Australia?	What	are	the	
landscape and climatic conditions like 

on	Manus	Island	and	Nauru?	What	
challenges do you think the landscape 

and climatic conditions in these places 

would present?

Consider the images you saw in the documentary 

showing conditions in the detention centres (along 

with the descriptions from those who were detained/

worked there). How would you describe these 

conditions in terms of the impact on detainee’s 

mental and physical wellbeing? Additional sites to 

assist with research (please note, there are many 

other articles and sites that will assist you with this 

task):

<https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/

jun/11/sri-lankan-refugee-held-hellish-manus-

island-conditions-appeals-settle-uk>

<https://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-09-06/

manus-island-whistleblower-describes-filthy-
conditions/5725042>

<http://www.refugeeaction.org.au/?page_id=4528>

In small groups, make a list of the physical, social and 

economic living factors that you consider important 

in a person’s sense of wellbeing. Consider the impact 

of	the	absence	of	these	factors,	and	reflect	on	how	
closely this resembles the living situation for the 

detainees at the Manus Island and Nauru Detention 

Centres.

In 1943, social psychologist Abraham Maslow 

developed his ‘Hierarchy of Needs’ (see below). 

This	pyramid	describes	the	five-levels	of	human	
requirements that are vital to a person’s sense of 

physical and emotional wellbeing.

- Consider the living conditions for those detained 

on Manus Island and Nauru. In what ways 

were they deprived of the different levels of the 

hierarchy, and what impact do you think this 

would have on their overall sense of wellbeing?
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Writing Tasks

Select any of the following prompts as the 

basis for an expository piece exploring the 

theme of ‘Identity and Belonging’. Ensure you 

refer to directly to the people and events from 

‘Against Our Oath’, using examples from the 

documentary to support your writing:

‘A critical society makes it hard for 
people from different cultures or groups 
to find a way to belong.’

‘Sameness and difference does not 
matter as long as there is belonging.’

‘The true measure of any society can 
be found in how it treats its most 
vulnerable members.’

“Always recognize that human 
individuals are ends, and do use them 
as means to your end.” - Immanuel Kant 
(German philosopher)

The following writing task involves an 

examination	of	‘Australian	values’.	Working	
in small groups, brainstorm what you would 

consider to be a set of ‘typical Australian 

values’. Share these as a class and decide 

which ones may also be considered universal. 

Now consider what freedoms we take for 

granted	as	Australian	citizens.	Identify	how	
human right values are consistent with the list 

of Australian values you generated.

Finish	this	task	with	a	written	reflection	on	
the misalignment between Australian values 

and the policy and treatment of refugees and 

asylum seekers that we see in ‘Against Our 

Oath’.

(Timecode 01:17:25). Consider the following 

quote from Security Guard Steve Kilburn on his 

experience working in off-shore detention:

“Just think about the people, rather than right 

versus left, Liberal versus Labor. What would 

you do? How would you like to be treated if 

that was you, or if that was your sister or your 

brother? How would you like people to treat 

them? That’s how, that’s what we should do. 

It’s pretty simple really, well I think it’s simple. 

It shouldn’t be that hard. We should be able to, 

we should be able to do it.”

Write	a	reflection	that	considers	Steve’s	
quote (as well as events/people from the 

documentary) and addresses the following 

prompt:	“Honouring	and	fighting	for	Human	
Rights is the responsibility of every individual.”

In ‘Against Our Oath’	we	hear	first-hand	experiences	
of the living conditions on Nauru from Syrian refugee 

and rap singer Ali Kharsa who was held in the Nauru 

Detention Centre for two years with his father. Ali’s 

health	and	wellbeing	flourish	in	Canada	after	he	finally	
finds	a	safe	and	permanent	home,	re-united	with	
his family, thanks to Canada’s private sponsorship 

program.

-	 Visit	the	‘Ads-Up’	site	at	<https://www.ads-up.

org/about>, which outlines the model of private 

sponsorship now being used by a group of 

Australians helping to resettle people from Manus 

and Nauru to Canada.

- Research and prepare a digital overview of the 

Ads-Up program, including direct reference to the 

positive impact resettlement in Canada has had 

on Ali Kharsa and his family’s lives.

- Consider ways you could promote the work of 

Ads-Up and become involved.

- Using information gained from your research and 

viewing of the documentary, select one of the 

following writing tasks from Ali Kharsa’s point of 

view:

• A persuasive appeal to the Australian Government 

to adopt a resettlement program similar to the 

one he and his father/family have been part of in 

Canada.

•	 A	series	of	journal	entries	reflecting	on	his	time	in	
Syria, the Nauru Detention Centre and Canada.

• A rap song that Ali could perform aimed at raising 

awareness about the plight of refugees and 

asylum seekers in off-shore detention centres. 

Include reference to events and ideas discussed 

in ‘Against Our Oath’.

We	see	the	reception	that	refugees	and	asylum	
seekers	receive	in	Vienna	and	Munich	in	2015.	How	
does this differ from Australia’s response, and why do 

you think these countries adopt difference stances?

We	hear	several	doctors	refer	to	the	concept	of	‘hope’	
and the ways that long term off-shore detention 

erodes	this.	Why	do	you	think	retaining	a	sense	of	
hope is so important, particularly for those seeking 

a new home? How do you think long term detention 

erodes any sense of hope and what are the impacts 

of this on a person’s wellbeing?
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Support a Charter of  
Human Rights for Australia

An Australian Charter of Human Rights would ensure 

everyone’s human rights are protected, as people and 

communities have the ability to hold governments 

to	account.	With	Health	being	a	Human	Right,	the	
medical	ethics	conflicts	you	have	seen	arise	in	this	
documentary, would have to be addressed by the 

government.

The United Nations Declaration of Human Rights was 

adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 

1948.	Whilst	Australia	has	historically	supported	this	
declaration,	they	remain	the	only	Western	democracy	
to not have their own Charter or Bill of Human Rights.

- Conduct research into the 1948 latest version 

of United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, 

originally	created	in	1948.	What	does	it	say	and	
what	areas	of	human	rights	does	it	cover?	What	
process is needed for this Declaration to become 

legally binding within a nation?

-	 Recently,	Queensland,	Victoria	and	the	ACT	have	
all adopted state-based Human Rights bills, yet 

Australia is yet to adopt a national Charter of 

Human Rights. The Human Rights Law Centre 

(HRLC) is running a campaign to help promote 

this; visit their site at: <https://charterofrights.org.

au>

-	 Working	in	small	groups,	prepare	a	brief	digital	
presentation promoting the HRLC’s campaign for 

an Australian Charter of Human Rights. Explain 

what this Charter would cover, the reasons why 

it is important, and ways that your audience can 

get involved. Your presentation may be in the 

form	of	an	audio-clip,	video	presentation,	filmed	
‘Q&A’ panel, Google Slideshow, or a format of 

your choice. Ask your teacher if you can present 

finished	presentations	to	other	classes	or	a	year	
level/whole school assembly.

- Using information you’ve gained from viewing 

‘Against Our Oath’ and the research you’ve 

undertaken with the activities contained in this 

guide, write a persuasive letter to your local 

Member of Parliament requesting their support 

for an Australian Charter of Human Rights. Ensure 

you include a range of supporting evidence and 

persuasive writing techniques.

- Consider launching your own online campaign to 

gather support for an Australian Charter of Human 

Rights. Consider your target audience, a slogan, 

an image and a hashtag that would best raise 

interest and support.

 * Activity

Get Involved!

Visit	the	documentary’s	website	
at: <https://www.againstouroath.

com> Click on the ‘Get Involved’ tab 

to discover ways you can become 

involved in promoting awareness 

about off-shore detention and 

the rights of refugees and asylum 

seekers. Ideas include:

- Hosting a screening of the 

documentary in your community or 

school.

- Help sponsor the resettlement of 

refugees from Manus Island and 

Nauru, to Canada, through their 

community sponsorship program.

- In small groups, research and 

brainstorm other ways you can get 

involved.
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