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JUSTICE-DOING
IN THE ZONE OF FABULOUSNESS

V

ikki Reynolds identifies
as an activist/therapist
with a deep commitment
to justice-doing and
an intention for a decolonizing
framework. She is a white settler of
Irish, Newfoundland, and English
folks and a heterosexual woman with
cisgender privilege. Reynolds works and
,
lives on xwme0kweyem (Musqueam),
Skwxwú7mesh
(Squamish), and
,
Selílweta? (Tsleil-Waututh) territories,
which are unceded and have never
been surrendered. This frame for social
justice activism and accountability for
colonization has deep roots.
While she has been an advocate for
social justice from a young age, starting
with reproductive rights and women’s
health, the idea of being a counsellor
came after she received an honours
degree in outdoor recreation from
Lakehead University in Thunder Bay.
She was working with youth who were
incarcerated — a “hoods in the woods”
program — and ended up loving the
youth more than the woods.
“Because of my working class
background and critical analysis around
the prison industrial complex, racism,
and class, I realized there’s a reason
these young boys were incarcerated
probably for life — all of them poor,
most of them boys of colour, many of
them had been in ‘care’ — and that
got me involved,” she says. “It became
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obvious to me that, in order to have a
more effective voice to advocate and
to promote structural change, I would
need to get a master’s degree.”
She got that MA in counselling from
Adler University, where she has also
taught, and a PhD in social sciences.
You mention your “real education”
— what do you mean by that?

My “real education” for my practice
comes from four decades of activist

Vikki Reynolds’ RCC experience
includes supervision and therapy
with peers, activists, and workers
responding to the opioid epidemic/
poisonings, torture and political
violence, sexualized violence, mental
health and substance misuse,
homelessness, and legislated poverty
and working alongside gender and
sexually diverse communities. She
is an adjunct professor and has
written and presented internationally
on “Witnessing Resistance” to
oppression/trauma, resisting “burnout”
with justice-doing, and other topics.
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solidarity and teachings from activists,
mentors, co-workers, and, most
especially, the people I have had
the honour to work alongside who
have survived the political violence
of colonization and asylum seekers
and refugees who experienced acts
of political violence and torture. I
have been nourished, inspired, and
shouldered-up by networks of social

What I call the “zone of
fabulousness” is when we’re
fabulous — when we’re
in solidarity, when we’re
enacting our ethics, when
people are really at the
centre, when we’re taking
on our organizations and
transforming them, when
we have collective care.

Rupture & Repair: Morally
Courageous Dialogue with
Vikki Reynolds at Peak House
in February 2020

justice activists, communities of

is always moving and we’re looking

resistance, teams of practitioners, and

for the cracks and we’re going to get

people I aim to be of use to, across

in. I think every counsellor needs

four decades of struggle, activism, and

to reflexively question, where is my

community work. My work alongside

privilege and our collective access to

people who are suffering has informed

power? From where I’m standing and

and transformed me. I owe a huge

the context I’m in, how can I be of use?

debt, in particular, to asylum seekers
and refugees who have survived torture
and political violence, people who were
inmates on Death Row in the USA, and
Indigenous people from Turtle Island
(North America) who have survived
and continue to resist the political
violence of colonization, genocide, and

What is something I can take on and
actually make a difference? And who is
with me? And not just personally, who
is in solidarity with me, systemically?
I think about bus drivers who treat
homeless people with dignity and help
them carry their bags of cans onto
the bus in Vancouver. They are doing

assimilation.

justice. Wherever you are, you’re well

What does “moral courage within

towards dignity and to try to do justice.

cultures of accountability” look like

situated to take the next step to move
In organizations, the point is not to

for counsellors?

go find a perfect place to work. The

I was recently on a PhD committee

question is how do we collectively

with Hans Scott Meyer and he invited

transform our organizations to better

us to think of ourselves as water. Water

enact justice-doing? Structurally, what
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are the barriers in our work? Who is not
hired where you’re working? Whose
voices are you informed by? Whose
voices have been disappeared? What
have you done collectively about being
on colonized territory? These are good
questions many good workers are on
fire about right now.
I help teams commit to their
collective ethics for justice-doing
and look to our practice to see if we
are “walking our talk,” as activists
say. You can’t keep yourself ethical.
We need to create relationships of
respect and dignity that can structure
enough safety for us to create cultures
of accountability, so we can offer
critique and hold ourselves collectively
accountable. This requires moral
courage, a resistance against smoothingit-over practices, and resisting the
politics of politeness that prioritize
harmonious relations between staff
over just relations with the person
we want to be useful to. It’s about
transformation and solidarity.
Social justice issues are hard
and heartbreaking. How do we
sustain ourselves without
burning out?

Burnout is language I don’t like.
It accuses workers of not having a
quality like resilience or not doing
enough “self ” care, as if drinking decaf
coffee and water is going to change
homelessness… Here’s what I believe.
If what you are doing is ethical, even
though it’s hard and heartbreaking,
you will be sustained in this work. I
think burnout is better understood as
an ethical or spiritual pain that results
from working in ways that transgress
the ethics at the heart of our work,
transgressing the values that drew us to
community work.
The context of my activism and

counselling has always been in the
margins. I spent much of the 80s and
90s fighting the death penalty in the
USA and in the world, and I worked
for 20 men on death row who were
all executed. Those men did not burn
me out. They transformed me and
taught me an adage from abolitionist
movements: everyone is so much more
than the worst thing they have ever
done.
I’ve been involved for three decades
in work with people who have survived
torture and political violence. I have
worked with asylum seekers and
refugees who were denied refugee status
in Canada and returned to countries
where they were tortured and executed.
This is ongoing.
I work alongside many peers and
other workers responding to the opiate
catastrophe. Our country has inured
itself to throwing up its hands and
letting 17 people a day die, when all we
would have to do is change drug policy.
This isn’t cancer or AIDS. We have the
answer right now. Donald MacPherson,
the executive director of the Canadian
Drug Policy Coalition, says these are
all deaths by bad drug policy. In my
understanding, that means these are
politicized deaths. This is the source
of my spiritual pain, not burnout from
being in the face of suffering.
With this much hardness, and this
much darkness, and this many
people dying, how can you be
sustained?

I’m sustained because I know I’m part
of movements for just change. I’m
not isolated. I’m connected to others.
We’re all in this together. I hold onto
a believed-in hope that we can and do
resist oppression on all fronts, and that
inspires me. For me, sustainability is
about collective care, solidarity, enacting

our collective ethics, bringing a spirited
presence, and being of use across our
lifespan in all of our paid and unpaid
work.
How does this connect to the “zone
of fabulousness”?

What I call the “zone of fabulousness”
is when we’re fabulous — when we’re
in solidarity, when we’re enacting
our ethics, when people are really at
the centre, when we’re taking on our
organizations and transforming them,
when we have collective care. We
resist enmeshment and disconnection
and really hold people at the centre
of our work in connection. I think
this is connected to Paulo Freire’s
ideas of revolutionary love that means
commitment to others and working for
justice.
Final thoughts for counsellors?

A hopeful assumption I hold is that
no workers came to our work to oppress
other people, and we don’t want to
accommodate other people to lives
of suffering. We want to respond to
people’s suffering and use our collective
powers as a profession to change the
contexts of structural oppression that
promote suffering. Psychology can
be used as a tool to blame people for
their individual pain and oppression.
We can resist neutrality and objectivity
about contexts of oppression and work
towards more liberatory practice and a
more just society. I think we’re required
to collectively use our access to power
not just to help one person with their
own personal struggle with suffering,
but also to change something like
homelessness, like the Canadian state
going into Indigenous territories for
resource extraction. We’re required to
do something collectively to transform
these contexts of suffering. ■

READ MORE
In her book Justice-Doing
at The Intersections of
Power: Community Work,
Therapy and Supervision
(Dulwich Centre
Publications 2019), Vikki
Reynolds describes the
ways she works to bridge
the worlds of social
justice activism with
community work and
therapy.

WATCH THE VIDEOS
Vikki Renolds’ videos,
articles and keynotes are
available free on her
website www.
vikkireynolds.ca.
In particular, under the
Opioid Catastrophe
Responses tab, see the
video series on Resisting
Burnout & Vicarious
Trauma with Connection:
The Zone of Fabulousness.
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