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INTRODUCTION
The short films on this 
compilation are born of the 
lives of town-campers from 
Alice Springs, Central Australia. 
Young and old, male and 
female from different language 
groups are represented as 
storytellers, directors, actors 
and production crew. Some of 
these films aim to preserve 
traditional culture while others 
speak to the contemporary 
Aboriginal experience. There 
are documentaries, comedies 
and dramas. 

Audience expectation is an 
important factor in film. When 
we choose to see a thriller for 
example, we expect to be 
thrilled, whereas when we opt 
for a comedy, we expect to 
laugh. Though audiences are 
not homogenous, the 
filmmaker nonetheless 
considers what a prospective 
audience expects to see and 
hear, and decides whether to 
affirm or frustrate those 
expectations. 

Be honest about what you 
expect to see, hear, feel and 
think. Do you expect to laugh or 
cry, to be moved or remain 
unmoved? What do you expect 
the tone of the films to be; 
solemn and serious, 
light-hearted or something 
other? Do you feel pressure to 
respond in any specific way 
because it is Aboriginal content? 
There are no right or wrong, 
good or bad answers.
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BEFORE YOU WATCH THE FILMS

What are your expectations ahead of 
watching these short �lms from the 
Town Camp Aboriginal communities 

of Alice Springs?

What are your expectations ahead of 
watching these short �lms from the 
Town Camp Aboriginal communities 

of Alice Springs?
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AFTER WATCHING 
THE FILMS

First impressions are most 
persuasive so directly after 
watching each film, answer the 
following: 

What did you see and hear? 
What did you feel? Now 
compare these answers to your 
expectations. 
Did the films affirm or contradict 
your expectations? 

Research Alice Springs town- 
camps online and catalogue 
what you find. How are 
town-campers represented 
throughout the mainstream 
media? Search Television News 
reports, online sites, news 
websites, local and national 
newspaper websites. Does the 
information you find affirm or 
contradict the expectations 
you had previously? Do these 
representations of 
town-campers differ to how 
they are represented in these 
films? If so, how and why?

At first glance we have no way 
of telling if a media 
representation is accurate or 
not, yet we choose to accept it 
as true or reject it as a false. 
What factors do you think 
influence our judgement as to 
the veracity in media?

Think about the idea of 
“authority” in media. What 
communicates a sense of 
authority? 

Who do you consider to have 
more authority in regards to 
representing town-campers; 
journalists via mainstream 
media or town-campers 
themselves?
 
MEDIA REPRESENTATION

Think about the verb to 
re-present. The Oxford 
dictionary defines 
representation as “the action of 
speaking or acting on behalf of 
someone”. Who controls 
representation? Why might the 
question of representation be 
particularly critical to a group 
such as town-campers?

There exists a spectrum of 
representation of Aboriginal 
people. At one extreme of the 
spectrum are the early 
Anthropologists whom wrote 
about, photographed and 
filmed Aboriginal people from a 
position of unquestioned 
authority and to represent 
Aboriginal people in a way 
commonly referred to as the 
“noble savage”. 

Research this term and think 
about if and how this idea of 
Aboriginal people has 
changed over time. At the 
other end of the spectrum of 
representation is 
self-representation. In regards 
to the spectrum of 
representation, where might 
the films in this compilation fit?

THE FRINGE DWELLER 
FILMS ETHOS

The programs behind this DVD 
aim to deliver training and 
mentorship through the process 
of filmmaking. They provide 
access to established 
Documentary makers and film 
equipment and the teaching 
necessary to operate it. Most 
importantly though they 
encourage town-campers to 
believe their stories are worth 
telling. These are stories that 
would otherwise not be told.

We are proud that these films 
also generate income for Town 
Campers. Profits from the sale of 
this DVD as well as broadcast 
licenses flow back to the Town 
Camp community. The renown 
of these films has generated 
employment and travel 
opportunities and projected 
Town-Campers and their stories 
onto small and large screens 
across the breadth and width of 
Australia from Parliament House 
in Canberra to Darwin and from 
Melbourne to Perth. They have 
screened on NITV and won 
awards such as the Best Film at 
the Fist Full of Films Festival. 

Over the years the interest in 
filmmaking grows including all 
age groups and diverse 
creative approaches. We hope 
that in time this venture might 
grow into a Media organization 
that can employ and support 
Town Campers on a larger 
scale.

Film is a storytelling medium. The 
point-of-view from which a story 
is told is critical. We each see 
the world through a lens made 
up of various components such 
as our culture, our education 
and our individual experiences. 
In other words, the way we see 
the world is coloured by who we 
are. The story of an event can 
be told from various 
points-of-view resulting in 
versions or histories that can be 
unrecognizable as accounts of 
the one event. 

Do you think that town-campers 
might think of themselves 
differently to how outsiders think 
of them?

Think back to the way 
Town-Campers are 
represented through 
mainstream media, for 
example in a Television News 
report. Analyse the production 
and editorial choices and 
compare these to the films on 
this DVD. For example, consider 
the relationship of the camera 
to the subjects; the type of lens 
and the distance of the 
camera to the subjects. Are 
they long (telephoto) lenses 
shot from a distance or 
wide-angle lenses and close? 
What do such choices reveal 
about “point of view” and the 
relationship between the 
filmmakers and the subjects?
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THE FRINGE DWELLER 
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CULTURE AND 
ABORIGINALITY
The modern western 
understanding of the term 
"culture" has it’s origins in 
German Romanticism and the 
Volksgeist or "spirit" of a people. 
Edward B. Tyler defined the term 
"culture" as “that complex 
whole which includes 
knowledge, belief, art, morals, 
law, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member 
of society." 

So…everyone has culture.

Cultures only become visible 
when they butt up against each 
other. In other words, a culture is 
defined by its difference to 
another. We understand black 
in relation to white. If everything 
in the world was black, then we 
would be unaware of the idea 
of blackness.

“Aborigine” is an English word 
meaning “original inhabitant”. 
The concept of Aboriginality 
did not exist prior to 
colonisation. For members of 
the dominant culture, it can be 
difficult and even unnecessary 
to define their own culture. 
Whereas being a member of a 
minority culture means you are 
constantly reminded of your 
difference, a situation that 
necessitates you understand, 
define and iterate your cultural 
identity. 

A symptom of colonisation is 
that Aborigines are viewed as a 
homogenous group. Think 
about the fact that Australia is 
larger in area than Europe and 
prior to colonisation there 
existed more than two hundred 
distinct languages. The 
incredible variety in the 
continent’s environments and 

climates; from arid desert to 
tropical rainforest, from Alps to 
coast, have spawned an 
equally incredible diversity of 
Aboriginal culture. As we do 
not equate an Englishman with 
an Italian, nor can we equate a 
Pitjantjatjara man from Uluru 
with a Gadigal man from the 
Sydney area. And as we would 
not expect a German could 
speak on behalf of a Greek, nor 
can we expect one Aboriginal 
culture to be able to speak on 
behalf of another.

Marcia Langton says, “There is 
a naïve belief that Aboriginal 
people will make better 
representations of us, simply 
because being Aboriginal 
gives greater understanding. 
This belief is based on an 
ancient and universal feature 
of racism: the assumption of 
the undifferentiated other”. 

In addition to this intrinsic 
cultural diversity across 
Aboriginal Australia, 
colonisation causes further 
layers of diversity; for example 
between displaced urban 
Aboriginal people and those 
continuing to live on their 
traditional lands. Conversely 
though, colonisation also unifies 
Aboriginal peoples because of 
the commonality of their 
experience of colonisation. 
Government policy has 
struggled to differentiate 
between different language 
groups, tending to assume 
Aboriginal peoples to be “all 
the same” as it were.

If you had the opportunity to 
make a film that showcases 
your ulture and your way of life, 
how might it look and sound? 
How would you choose to 
present your culture? Does the 
task of representating your own 
culture come with a  sense of 
responsibility and difficulty? 
Why?

A BRIEF HISTORY OF 
ALICE SPRINGS TOWN 

CAMPS
Alice Springs is one of Australia’s 
iconic tourist destinations, yet 
it’s European history began 
modestly as a telegraph station 
along the overland telegraph 
line between Adelaide and 
Darwin. The line was completed 
in 1872 making it possible for 

pastoralists to take up leases in 
the Central Desert who 
promptly took control of the 
scarce water sources, depriving 
not only Aborigines of water but 
also the animals upon which 
they relied for food. Further, the 
introduction of cattle caused 
the extinction of myriad animals 
and plants and all but made 
the traditional hunter gatherer 
lifestyle untenable. It is 
important to remember that the 
process of colonisation and the 
subsequent displacement of 
Aboriginal Australians 
happened much later in the 
arid centre than it did in the 
fertile fringes of the continent. 
Aboriginal people from all 
around the Central Desert 
began gravitating toward Alice 
Springs for survival in the form of 
rations, handouts and 
protection from the violence of 
pastoralists. Thus began the 
perverse Aboriginal 
dependence on the European 
culture that was causing their 
demise. 

Aborigines lives became utterly 
controlled by white authorities 
and have been subject to a 
long continuum of government 
policies under various guises; 
Protection and Segregation, 
followed in the 1950’s by 
Assimilation, 1960’s – 
Integration, 1970’s – Self 
Determination, 1990’s – Mutual 
Obligation and in the 2000’s – 
Intervention. 

Who is Tangentyere Council? What 
do they do? 

Tangentyere Council was 
incorporated in 1979 to assist people 
to gain some form of legal tenure of 
the land they were living on in order to 
obtain water, electricity and housing.  
The Housing Associations are 
individually incorporated and each has 
its own elected Executive. 
Tangentyere Council has an Executive 
comprising the elected Presidents of 
each of 16 Town Camps. The 
conservative service population 
estimate for Town Camps is between 
1,950 - 3300, 70% are permanent 
residents and 30% are either visitors 
or homeless. Tangentyere Council 
and residents have worked for 35 
years to attain land, housing, services, 
and opportunities to address the 
devastating poverty and exclusion 
faced by those living in Town Camps 
and is one of the largest employers of 
Aboriginal people in Australia.
 

Over the years various policies 
and attitudes served to exclude 
Aboriginal people from the 
town centre. As recently as 
1978, a group known as the 
Citizens for Civlised Living were 
lobbying government to 
prevent Aboriginal people from 
living in the town. While non 
Aboriginal people tended to 
see the camps as temporary, 
Town Campers view them as 
permanent. There are now 
generations of children that 
have been born in and lived 
their entire lives in the Town 
Camps. The fact is that many 
town-campers choose to live in 
Town Camp communities 
rather than within the 
mainstream.

Town Campers may be 
considered having a distinct 
identity defined by their 
residence in Town Camps. The 

Alice Springs Town Camp 
community is made up of 
various peoples from around 
the Central Desert region of 
Australia and includes speakers 
of twelve distinct languages. 
The geographical layout of the 
camps reflects this so that the 
camps at the northern end of 
Alice Springs are predominantly 
populated by Warlpiri, 
Anmatjerre and Kadetje 
people whom originate in the 
region to the north of the town, 
whereas the camps to the west 
of Alice Springs are traditionally 
the domain of Western Arrarnta 
and Luritja from the region to 
the west of the town. Before 
colonisation and the 
subsequent establishment of 
the Town Camps, the area now 
known as Alice Springs was the 
traditional land of the Central 
Arrernte people. 

In an ironic inversion of 
historical fact, white Central 
Australians viewed Aborigines 
as outsiders and previously 
referred them as “fringe 
dwellers” even though their 
presence in the region 
stretches back many 
thousands of years before the 
town of Alice Springs ever 
existed. This is a manifestation 
of what is known as a 
Eurocentric worldview, wherein 
Europeans tend to privilege 
themselves at an exclusive 
centre while seeing everyone 
else as “others” or outsiders. 

The Aboriginal founders of the 
camps coined the term “Town 
Camper” in 1970’s as a 
replacement for the term 
“fringe-dweller” in an act of 
self representation and 
de-colonisation. Similarly, the 
ethos behind these films is that 
Town Campers take control of 

their media image, to 
re-present themselves. These 
Town Camp films are made 
from the inside looking out, 
rather from the outside peering 
in. It is a process of 
de-colonisation through 
media. 

TOWN CAMPS TODAY
Town Camp communities are 
a very specific type of 
Aboriginal community. They 
are on the one hand 
inextricably connected to 
traditional remote (“bush”) 
communities both in cultural 
origin and through present day 
family links. On the other hand 
they are urban communities, 
but clearly not in the same way 
as Redfern in Sydney. They are 
somewhere in between urban 
and remote in character. 
Aboriginal Australians make up 
around 30% of the population 
of Alice Springs, which 

oscillates between 25,000 and 
30,000. It is one of only a 
handful of major urban centres 
nationwide where Aboriginal 
people are highly visible in 
large proportion. Precisely 
because of this fact, the town 
is squarely at the coalface of 
the black-white relations in 
Australia.

Unfortunately alcohol abuse is 
a serious issue in Alice Springs 
Town Camps. It wreaks the 
same havoc in these 
communities as it does 
throughout other parts of 
Australia, leading tragically in 
the case of some individuals to 
violence and abuse, crime 
and the long-term 
consequences of poor 
education attainment and 
unemployment. Petrol sniffing 
has also had tragic 
consequences within Town 
Camp (and remote) Aboriginal 
communities.

Watch “Living with Alcohol” 
and dicuss the issue of 
alcoholism in town-camp 
communities.

Watch “Itelareme 
Ntyenermale; memories of a 
sniffer” and discuss the issue of 
petrol sniffing in town camp 
communities.

The residents of Town Camps 
are highly mobile and due to 
their strong links to remote 
communities, Town-camp 
communities are not static. 
Family from “out bush” often 
come to town and can remain 
for extended periods, adding 
further pressure to already 
overcrowded and 
under-resourced housing. The 
resident population of 
approximately 2,500 regularly 
swells to a projected service 
population in excess of 3,500. 

Despite the obvious 
challenges, there are positive 
stories to be told of Town 
Camp life. For example the 
success of art enterprises like 
Yarrenyty Arltere Artists and 
Tangentyere Artists mean that 
not only are artworks by Town 
Camp artists gaining renown 
around Australia, they offer 
appropriate opportunities for 
economic participation. Living 
in Town Camps you will find 
professionals, community 
police officers, community 
leaders and elders, artists, 
politicians, war veterans, 
school kids and family men 

and women working in a 
diverse range of fields from 
child-care to security. While 
some do act irresponsibly, 
many Town Campers are trying 
very hard to overcome the 
disadvantage they face. 
Notwithstanding the issues 
associated with town-camp 
life, many town-campers 
actively choose to live where 
they do. This does not mean 
they condone the alcoholism, 
violence and social 
dysfunction that plague their 
communities.

Watch “Hidden Valley Mosaic” - 
what are the positives in this 
story?

It is not that stereotypes are 
entirely untrue; it is that they 
are incomplete. While the 
stereotype of the Town 
Camper as unmotivated 
and unemployed, alcoholic 
or violent may be an apt 
description of some, it is 
utterly false as a general 
depiction of all Town 
Campers.

THE INTERVENTION AND 
BEYOND

In 2007 just before the 
federal election of that year, 
the then Howard 
government introduced a 
raft of policies that directly 
targeted Alice Springs Town 
Camp communities along 
with other Northern Territory 
Aboriginal communities. It 
was officially called the 
Northern Territory 
Emergency Response, as it 
claimed to be in response to 

the Little Children are 
Sacred report into child 
sexual abuse. It came to be 
known popularly as the 
Intervention. It included a 
number of punitive 
restrictions around the 
consumption of alcohol and 
pornography within what 
were termed ‘prescribed 
areas’ including Alice 
Springs Town Camps. It also 
included the quarantining of 
welfare payments and other 
measures aimed at 
improving the lives of those 
living within ‘prescribed 
areas’. 

Perhaps the most vexed 
aspect of the Intervention is 
that it does not differentiate 
between Aboriginal people 
as individuals, for example 
between chronic alcoholics 
and teetotallers. It treats 
Aboriginal people as 
“undifferentiated others” as 
Marcia Langton puts it. The 
fact that you reside in a 
prescribed area qualifies 
you as a target of the 
Intervention. Rather than 
hold an individual to 
account for his or her 
wrongdoing, the laws that 
make up the Intervention 
indiscriminately applies to 
an entire community. 

The Australian Government 
negotiations in 2009 with the 
Housing Associations that 
controlled the 
aforementioned to sublease 
back the Town Camp land 
parcels. The government 

claimed that it could not invest 
capital to upgrade 
infrastructure in the camps 
without some security of land 
tenure. It threatened that if the 
Housing Associations did not 
agree to their proposal that 
they could and would 
compulsorily acquire the Town 
Camps in any case. 14 of the 
Town Camp Housing 
Associations did agree to a 
sublease term of forty years. 
The Commonwealth 
Government subsequently 
entered a subleasing 

arrangement with the Northern 
Territory Government which 
has become the housing 
authority for Town Camp 
housing. In effect the Northern 
Territory Government has 
become the landlord of the 
residents of the Town Camps 
who are in practice also the 
landlords for the 
Commonwealth Government 
who are landlords for the 
Northern Territory Government. 
Today Town Campers are the 
tenants of their tenant’s 
tenant!

While the Town Camp 
movement was set into motion 
by the displacement of 
Aboriginal people from their 
traditional lands, it was further 
catalysed by the repeal of the 
Welfare Ordinance Act (1964) 
and the Equal Wages (1968) 
that meant pastoralists were no 
longer willing to employ (for 
rations and board) Aboriginal 
men and women on their cattle 
stations. Though the 
town-camps have existed in 
one form or another since 
before the town of Alice Springs 
was gazetted in 1888, 
Aboriginal people camped 
around Alice Springs were 
considered by the authorities to 
be illegal squatters occupying 
vacant crown land.

In order to gain some security of 
land tenure, throughout the 
1970’s and 1980’s one by one 
the eighteen camps applied for 
‘purpose leases’. To date 
sixteen such leases have been 
granted while one camp 
remains essentially illegal and 
bereft of the most basic of 
services. Initially the camps 
were on the outskirts of the 
town however, as the town has 
grown it has enveloped the 
town-camps so that today their 
boundaries abut mainstream 
Alice Springs suburbs, hence 
the cultural clash that can 
occur.
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view” and the relationship 
between the filmmakers and 
the subjects?

CULTURE AND 
ABORIGINALITY
The modern western 
understanding of the term 
"culture" has it’s origins in 
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acquired by man as a member 
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in the world was black, then we 
would be unaware of the idea 
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“Aborigine” is an English word 
meaning “original inhabitant”. 
The concept of Aboriginality 
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difficult and even unnecessary 
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difference, a situation that 
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Sydney area. And as we would 
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behalf of another.
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a naïve belief that Aboriginal 
people will make better 
representations of us, simply 
because being Aboriginal 
gives greater understanding. 
This belief is based on an 
ancient and universal feature 
of racism: the assumption of 
the undifferentiated other”. 

In addition to this intrinsic 
cultural diversity across 
Aboriginal Australia, 
colonisation causes further 
layers of diversity; for example 
between displaced urban 
Aboriginal people and those 
continuing to live on their 
traditional lands. Conversely 
though, colonisation also unifies 
Aboriginal peoples because of 
the commonality of their 
experience of colonisation. 
Government policy has 
struggled to differentiate 
between different language 
groups, tending to assume 
Aboriginal peoples to be “all 
the same” as it were.

If you had the opportunity to 
make a film that showcases 
your ulture and your way of life, 
how might it look and sound? 
How would you choose to 
present your culture? Does the 
task of representating your own 
culture come with a  sense of 
responsibility and difficulty? 
Why?

A BRIEF HISTORY OF 
ALICE SPRINGS TOWN 

CAMPS
Alice Springs is one of Australia’s 
iconic tourist destinations, yet 
it’s European history began 
modestly as a telegraph station 
along the overland telegraph 
line between Adelaide and 
Darwin. The line was completed 
in 1872 making it possible for 

pastoralists to take up leases in 
the Central Desert who 
promptly took control of the 
scarce water sources, depriving 
not only Aborigines of water but 
also the animals upon which 
they relied for food. Further, the 
introduction of cattle caused 
the extinction of myriad animals 
and plants and all but made 
the traditional hunter gatherer 
lifestyle untenable. It is 
important to remember that the 
process of colonisation and the 
subsequent displacement of 
Aboriginal Australians 
happened much later in the 
arid centre than it did in the 
fertile fringes of the continent. 
Aboriginal people from all 
around the Central Desert 
began gravitating toward Alice 
Springs for survival in the form of 
rations, handouts and 
protection from the violence of 
pastoralists. Thus began the 
perverse Aboriginal 
dependence on the European 
culture that was causing their 
demise. 

Aborigines lives became utterly 
controlled by white authorities 
and have been subject to a 
long continuum of government 
policies under various guises; 
Protection and Segregation, 
followed in the 1950’s by 
Assimilation, 1960’s – 
Integration, 1970’s – Self 
Determination, 1990’s – Mutual 
Obligation and in the 2000’s – 
Intervention. 

Who is Tangentyere Council? What 
do they do? 

Tangentyere Council was 
incorporated in 1979 to assist people 
to gain some form of legal tenure of 
the land they were living on in order to 
obtain water, electricity and housing.  
The Housing Associations are 
individually incorporated and each has 
its own elected Executive. 
Tangentyere Council has an Executive 
comprising the elected Presidents of 
each of 16 Town Camps. The 
conservative service population 
estimate for Town Camps is between 
1,950 - 3300, 70% are permanent 
residents and 30% are either visitors 
or homeless. Tangentyere Council 
and residents have worked for 35 
years to attain land, housing, services, 
and opportunities to address the 
devastating poverty and exclusion 
faced by those living in Town Camps 
and is one of the largest employers of 
Aboriginal people in Australia.
 

Over the years various policies 
and attitudes served to exclude 
Aboriginal people from the 
town centre. As recently as 
1978, a group known as the 
Citizens for Civlised Living were 
lobbying government to 
prevent Aboriginal people from 
living in the town. While non 
Aboriginal people tended to 
see the camps as temporary, 
Town Campers view them as 
permanent. There are now 
generations of children that 
have been born in and lived 
their entire lives in the Town 
Camps. The fact is that many 
town-campers choose to live in 
Town Camp communities 
rather than within the 
mainstream.

Town Campers may be 
considered having a distinct 
identity defined by their 
residence in Town Camps. The 

Alice Springs Town Camp 
community is made up of 
various peoples from around 
the Central Desert region of 
Australia and includes speakers 
of twelve distinct languages. 
The geographical layout of the 
camps reflects this so that the 
camps at the northern end of 
Alice Springs are predominantly 
populated by Warlpiri, 
Anmatjerre and Kadetje 
people whom originate in the 
region to the north of the town, 
whereas the camps to the west 
of Alice Springs are traditionally 
the domain of Western Arrarnta 
and Luritja from the region to 
the west of the town. Before 
colonisation and the 
subsequent establishment of 
the Town Camps, the area now 
known as Alice Springs was the 
traditional land of the Central 
Arrernte people. 

In an ironic inversion of 
historical fact, white Central 
Australians viewed Aborigines 
as outsiders and previously 
referred them as “fringe 
dwellers” even though their 
presence in the region 
stretches back many 
thousands of years before the 
town of Alice Springs ever 
existed. This is a manifestation 
of what is known as a 
Eurocentric worldview, wherein 
Europeans tend to privilege 
themselves at an exclusive 
centre while seeing everyone 
else as “others” or outsiders. 

The Aboriginal founders of the 
camps coined the term “Town 
Camper” in 1970’s as a 
replacement for the term 
“fringe-dweller” in an act of 
self representation and 
de-colonisation. Similarly, the 
ethos behind these films is that 
Town Campers take control of 

their media image, to 
re-present themselves. These 
Town Camp films are made 
from the inside looking out, 
rather from the outside peering 
in. It is a process of 
de-colonisation through 
media. 

TOWN CAMPS TODAY
Town Camp communities are 
a very specific type of 
Aboriginal community. They 
are on the one hand 
inextricably connected to 
traditional remote (“bush”) 
communities both in cultural 
origin and through present day 
family links. On the other hand 
they are urban communities, 
but clearly not in the same way 
as Redfern in Sydney. They are 
somewhere in between urban 
and remote in character. 
Aboriginal Australians make up 
around 30% of the population 
of Alice Springs, which 

oscillates between 25,000 and 
30,000. It is one of only a 
handful of major urban centres 
nationwide where Aboriginal 
people are highly visible in 
large proportion. Precisely 
because of this fact, the town 
is squarely at the coalface of 
the black-white relations in 
Australia.

Unfortunately alcohol abuse is 
a serious issue in Alice Springs 
Town Camps. It wreaks the 
same havoc in these 
communities as it does 
throughout other parts of 
Australia, leading tragically in 
the case of some individuals to 
violence and abuse, crime 
and the long-term 
consequences of poor 
education attainment and 
unemployment. Petrol sniffing 
has also had tragic 
consequences within Town 
Camp (and remote) Aboriginal 
communities.

Watch “Living with Alcohol” 
and dicuss the issue of 
alcoholism in town-camp 
communities.

Watch “Itelareme 
Ntyenermale; memories of a 
sniffer” and discuss the issue of 
petrol sniffing in town camp 
communities.

The residents of Town Camps 
are highly mobile and due to 
their strong links to remote 
communities, Town-camp 
communities are not static. 
Family from “out bush” often 
come to town and can remain 
for extended periods, adding 
further pressure to already 
overcrowded and 
under-resourced housing. The 
resident population of 
approximately 2,500 regularly 
swells to a projected service 
population in excess of 3,500. 

Despite the obvious 
challenges, there are positive 
stories to be told of Town 
Camp life. For example the 
success of art enterprises like 
Yarrenyty Arltere Artists and 
Tangentyere Artists mean that 
not only are artworks by Town 
Camp artists gaining renown 
around Australia, they offer 
appropriate opportunities for 
economic participation. Living 
in Town Camps you will find 
professionals, community 
police officers, community 
leaders and elders, artists, 
politicians, war veterans, 
school kids and family men 

and women working in a 
diverse range of fields from 
child-care to security. While 
some do act irresponsibly, 
many Town Campers are trying 
very hard to overcome the 
disadvantage they face. 
Notwithstanding the issues 
associated with town-camp 
life, many town-campers 
actively choose to live where 
they do. This does not mean 
they condone the alcoholism, 
violence and social 
dysfunction that plague their 
communities.

Watch “Hidden Valley Mosaic” - 
what are the positives in this 
story?

It is not that stereotypes are 
entirely untrue; it is that they 
are incomplete. While the 
stereotype of the Town 
Camper as unmotivated 
and unemployed, alcoholic 
or violent may be an apt 
description of some, it is 
utterly false as a general 
depiction of all Town 
Campers.

THE INTERVENTION AND 
BEYOND

In 2007 just before the 
federal election of that year, 
the then Howard 
government introduced a 
raft of policies that directly 
targeted Alice Springs Town 
Camp communities along 
with other Northern Territory 
Aboriginal communities. It 
was officially called the 
Northern Territory 
Emergency Response, as it 
claimed to be in response to 

the Little Children are 
Sacred report into child 
sexual abuse. It came to be 
known popularly as the 
Intervention. It included a 
number of punitive 
restrictions around the 
consumption of alcohol and 
pornography within what 
were termed ‘prescribed 
areas’ including Alice 
Springs Town Camps. It also 
included the quarantining of 
welfare payments and other 
measures aimed at 
improving the lives of those 
living within ‘prescribed 
areas’. 

Perhaps the most vexed 
aspect of the Intervention is 
that it does not differentiate 
between Aboriginal people 
as individuals, for example 
between chronic alcoholics 
and teetotallers. It treats 
Aboriginal people as 
“undifferentiated others” as 
Marcia Langton puts it. The 
fact that you reside in a 
prescribed area qualifies 
you as a target of the 
Intervention. Rather than 
hold an individual to 
account for his or her 
wrongdoing, the laws that 
make up the Intervention 
indiscriminately applies to 
an entire community. 

The Australian Government 
negotiations in 2009 with the 
Housing Associations that 
controlled the 
aforementioned to sublease 
back the Town Camp land 
parcels. The government 

claimed that it could not invest 
capital to upgrade 
infrastructure in the camps 
without some security of land 
tenure. It threatened that if the 
Housing Associations did not 
agree to their proposal that 
they could and would 
compulsorily acquire the Town 
Camps in any case. 14 of the 
Town Camp Housing 
Associations did agree to a 
sublease term of forty years. 
The Commonwealth 
Government subsequently 
entered a subleasing 

arrangement with the Northern 
Territory Government which 
has become the housing 
authority for Town Camp 
housing. In effect the Northern 
Territory Government has 
become the landlord of the 
residents of the Town Camps 
who are in practice also the 
landlords for the 
Commonwealth Government 
who are landlords for the 
Northern Territory Government. 
Today Town Campers are the 
tenants of their tenant’s 
tenant!

While the Town Camp 
movement was set into motion 
by the displacement of 
Aboriginal people from their 
traditional lands, it was further 
catalysed by the repeal of the 
Welfare Ordinance Act (1964) 
and the Equal Wages (1968) 
that meant pastoralists were no 
longer willing to employ (for 
rations and board) Aboriginal 
men and women on their cattle 
stations. Though the 
town-camps have existed in 
one form or another since 
before the town of Alice Springs 
was gazetted in 1888, 
Aboriginal people camped 
around Alice Springs were 
considered by the authorities to 
be illegal squatters occupying 
vacant crown land.

In order to gain some security of 
land tenure, throughout the 
1970’s and 1980’s one by one 
the eighteen camps applied for 
‘purpose leases’. To date 
sixteen such leases have been 
granted while one camp 
remains essentially illegal and 
bereft of the most basic of 
services. Initially the camps 
were on the outskirts of the 
town however, as the town has 
grown it has enveloped the 
town-camps so that today their 
boundaries abut mainstream 
Alice Springs suburbs, hence 
the cultural clash that can 
occur.pg 6



Do you think that town-campers 
might think of themselves 
differently to how outsiders think 
of them?

Think back to the way 
Town-Campers are represented 
through mainstream media, for 
example in a Television News 
report. Analyse the production 
and editorial choices and 
compare these to the films on 
this DVD. For example, consider 
the relationship of the camera 
to the subjects; the type of lens 
and the distance of the camera 
to the subjects. Are they long 
(telephoto) lenses shot from a 
distance or wide-angle lenses 
and close? What do such 
choices reveal about “point of 
view” and the relationship 
between the filmmakers and 
the subjects?

CULTURE AND 
ABORIGINALITY
The modern western 
understanding of the term 
"culture" has it’s origins in 
German Romanticism and the 
Volksgeist or "spirit" of a people. 
Edward B. Tyler defined the term 
"culture" as “that complex 
whole which includes 
knowledge, belief, art, morals, 
law, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member 
of society." 

So…everyone has culture.

Cultures only become visible 
when they butt up against each 
other. In other words, a culture is 
defined by its difference to 
another. We understand black 
in relation to white. If everything 
in the world was black, then we 
would be unaware of the idea 
of blackness.

“Aborigine” is an English word 
meaning “original inhabitant”. 
The concept of Aboriginality 
did not exist prior to 
colonisation. For members of 
the dominant culture, it can be 
difficult and even unnecessary 
to define their own culture. 
Whereas being a member of a 
minority culture means you are 
constantly reminded of your 
difference, a situation that 
necessitates you understand, 
define and iterate your cultural 
identity. 

A symptom of colonisation is 
that Aborigines are viewed as a 
homogenous group. Think 
about the fact that Australia is 
larger in area than Europe and 
prior to colonisation there 
existed more than two hundred 
distinct languages. The 
incredible variety in the 
continent’s environments and 

climates; from arid desert to 
tropical rainforest, from Alps to 
coast, have spawned an 
equally incredible diversity of 
Aboriginal culture. As we do 
not equate an Englishman with 
an Italian, nor can we equate a 
Pitjantjatjara man from Uluru 
with a Gadigal man from the 
Sydney area. And as we would 
not expect a German could 
speak on behalf of a Greek, nor 
can we expect one Aboriginal 
culture to be able to speak on 
behalf of another.

Marcia Langton says, “There is 
a naïve belief that Aboriginal 
people will make better 
representations of us, simply 
because being Aboriginal 
gives greater understanding. 
This belief is based on an 
ancient and universal feature 
of racism: the assumption of 
the undifferentiated other”. 

In addition to this intrinsic 
cultural diversity across 
Aboriginal Australia, 
colonisation causes further 
layers of diversity; for example 
between displaced urban 
Aboriginal people and those 
continuing to live on their 
traditional lands. Conversely 
though, colonisation also unifies 
Aboriginal peoples because of 
the commonality of their 
experience of colonisation. 
Government policy has 
struggled to differentiate 
between different language 
groups, tending to assume 
Aboriginal peoples to be “all 
the same” as it were.

If you had the opportunity to 
make a film that showcases 
your ulture and your way of life, 
how might it look and sound? 
How would you choose to 
present your culture? Does the 
task of representating your own 
culture come with a  sense of 
responsibility and difficulty? 
Why?

A BRIEF HISTORY OF 
ALICE SPRINGS TOWN 

CAMPS
Alice Springs is one of Australia’s 
iconic tourist destinations, yet 
it’s European history began 
modestly as a telegraph station 
along the overland telegraph 
line between Adelaide and 
Darwin. The line was completed 
in 1872 making it possible for 

pastoralists to take up leases in 
the Central Desert who 
promptly took control of the 
scarce water sources, depriving 
not only Aborigines of water but 
also the animals upon which 
they relied for food. Further, the 
introduction of cattle caused 
the extinction of myriad animals 
and plants and all but made 
the traditional hunter gatherer 
lifestyle untenable. It is 
important to remember that the 
process of colonisation and the 
subsequent displacement of 
Aboriginal Australians 
happened much later in the 
arid centre than it did in the 
fertile fringes of the continent. 
Aboriginal people from all 
around the Central Desert 
began gravitating toward Alice 
Springs for survival in the form of 
rations, handouts and 
protection from the violence of 
pastoralists. Thus began the 
perverse Aboriginal 
dependence on the European 
culture that was causing their 
demise. 

Aborigines lives became utterly 
controlled by white authorities 
and have been subject to a 
long continuum of government 
policies under various guises; 
Protection and Segregation, 
followed in the 1950’s by 
Assimilation, 1960’s – 
Integration, 1970’s – Self 
Determination, 1990’s – Mutual 
Obligation and in the 2000’s – 
Intervention. 

Who is Tangentyere Council? What 
do they do? 

Tangentyere Council was 
incorporated in 1979 to assist people 
to gain some form of legal tenure of 
the land they were living on in order to 
obtain water, electricity and housing.  
The Housing Associations are 
individually incorporated and each has 
its own elected Executive. 
Tangentyere Council has an Executive 
comprising the elected Presidents of 
each of 16 Town Camps. The 
conservative service population 
estimate for Town Camps is between 
1,950 - 3300, 70% are permanent 
residents and 30% are either visitors 
or homeless. Tangentyere Council 
and residents have worked for 35 
years to attain land, housing, services, 
and opportunities to address the 
devastating poverty and exclusion 
faced by those living in Town Camps 
and is one of the largest employers of 
Aboriginal people in Australia.
 

Over the years various policies 
and attitudes served to exclude 
Aboriginal people from the 
town centre. As recently as 
1978, a group known as the 
Citizens for Civlised Living were 
lobbying government to 
prevent Aboriginal people from 
living in the town. While non 
Aboriginal people tended to 
see the camps as temporary, 
Town Campers view them as 
permanent. There are now 
generations of children that 
have been born in and lived 
their entire lives in the Town 
Camps. The fact is that many 
town-campers choose to live in 
Town Camp communities 
rather than within the 
mainstream.

Town Campers may be 
considered having a distinct 
identity defined by their 
residence in Town Camps. The 

Alice Springs Town Camp 
community is made up of 
various peoples from around 
the Central Desert region of 
Australia and includes speakers 
of twelve distinct languages. 
The geographical layout of the 
camps reflects this so that the 
camps at the northern end of 
Alice Springs are predominantly 
populated by Warlpiri, 
Anmatjerre and Kadetje 
people whom originate in the 
region to the north of the town, 
whereas the camps to the west 
of Alice Springs are traditionally 
the domain of Western Arrarnta 
and Luritja from the region to 
the west of the town. Before 
colonisation and the 
subsequent establishment of 
the Town Camps, the area now 
known as Alice Springs was the 
traditional land of the Central 
Arrernte people. 

In an ironic inversion of 
historical fact, white Central 
Australians viewed Aborigines 
as outsiders and previously 
referred them as “fringe 
dwellers” even though their 
presence in the region 
stretches back many 
thousands of years before the 
town of Alice Springs ever 
existed. This is a manifestation 
of what is known as a 
Eurocentric worldview, wherein 
Europeans tend to privilege 
themselves at an exclusive 
centre while seeing everyone 
else as “others” or outsiders. 

The Aboriginal founders of the 
camps coined the term “Town 
Camper” in 1970’s as a 
replacement for the term 
“fringe-dweller” in an act of 
self representation and 
de-colonisation. Similarly, the 
ethos behind these films is that 
Town Campers take control of 

their media image, to 
re-present themselves. These 
Town Camp films are made 
from the inside looking out, 
rather from the outside peering 
in. It is a process of 
de-colonisation through 
media. 

TOWN CAMPS TODAY
Town Camp communities are 
a very specific type of 
Aboriginal community. They 
are on the one hand 
inextricably connected to 
traditional remote (“bush”) 
communities both in cultural 
origin and through present day 
family links. On the other hand 
they are urban communities, 
but clearly not in the same way 
as Redfern in Sydney. They are 
somewhere in between urban 
and remote in character. 
Aboriginal Australians make up 
around 30% of the population 
of Alice Springs, which 

oscillates between 25,000 and 
30,000. It is one of only a 
handful of major urban centres 
nationwide where Aboriginal 
people are highly visible in 
large proportion. Precisely 
because of this fact, the town 
is squarely at the coalface of 
the black-white relations in 
Australia.

Unfortunately alcohol abuse is 
a serious issue in Alice Springs 
Town Camps. It wreaks the 
same havoc in these 
communities as it does 
throughout other parts of 
Australia, leading tragically in 
the case of some individuals to 
violence and abuse, crime 
and the long-term 
consequences of poor 
education attainment and 
unemployment. Petrol sniffing 
has also had tragic 
consequences within Town 
Camp (and remote) Aboriginal 
communities.

Watch “Living with Alcohol” 
and dicuss the issue of 
alcoholism in town-camp 
communities.

Watch “Itelareme 
Ntyenermale; memories of a 
sniffer” and discuss the issue of 
petrol sniffing in town camp 
communities.

The residents of Town Camps 
are highly mobile and due to 
their strong links to remote 
communities, Town-camp 
communities are not static. 
Family from “out bush” often 
come to town and can remain 
for extended periods, adding 
further pressure to already 
overcrowded and 
under-resourced housing. The 
resident population of 
approximately 2,500 regularly 
swells to a projected service 
population in excess of 3,500. 

Despite the obvious 
challenges, there are positive 
stories to be told of Town 
Camp life. For example the 
success of art enterprises like 
Yarrenyty Arltere Artists and 
Tangentyere Artists mean that 
not only are artworks by Town 
Camp artists gaining renown 
around Australia, they offer 
appropriate opportunities for 
economic participation. Living 
in Town Camps you will find 
professionals, community 
police officers, community 
leaders and elders, artists, 
politicians, war veterans, 
school kids and family men 

and women working in a 
diverse range of fields from 
child-care to security. While 
some do act irresponsibly, 
many Town Campers are trying 
very hard to overcome the 
disadvantage they face. 
Notwithstanding the issues 
associated with town-camp 
life, many town-campers 
actively choose to live where 
they do. This does not mean 
they condone the alcoholism, 
violence and social 
dysfunction that plague their 
communities.

Watch “Hidden Valley Mosaic” - 
what are the positives in this 
story?

It is not that stereotypes are 
entirely untrue; it is that they 
are incomplete. While the 
stereotype of the Town 
Camper as unmotivated 
and unemployed, alcoholic 
or violent may be an apt 
description of some, it is 
utterly false as a general 
depiction of all Town 
Campers.

THE INTERVENTION AND 
BEYOND

In 2007 just before the 
federal election of that year, 
the then Howard 
government introduced a 
raft of policies that directly 
targeted Alice Springs Town 
Camp communities along 
with other Northern Territory 
Aboriginal communities. It 
was officially called the 
Northern Territory 
Emergency Response, as it 
claimed to be in response to 

the Little Children are 
Sacred report into child 
sexual abuse. It came to be 
known popularly as the 
Intervention. It included a 
number of punitive 
restrictions around the 
consumption of alcohol and 
pornography within what 
were termed ‘prescribed 
areas’ including Alice 
Springs Town Camps. It also 
included the quarantining of 
welfare payments and other 
measures aimed at 
improving the lives of those 
living within ‘prescribed 
areas’. 

Perhaps the most vexed 
aspect of the Intervention is 
that it does not differentiate 
between Aboriginal people 
as individuals, for example 
between chronic alcoholics 
and teetotallers. It treats 
Aboriginal people as 
“undifferentiated others” as 
Marcia Langton puts it. The 
fact that you reside in a 
prescribed area qualifies 
you as a target of the 
Intervention. Rather than 
hold an individual to 
account for his or her 
wrongdoing, the laws that 
make up the Intervention 
indiscriminately applies to 
an entire community. 

The Australian Government 
negotiations in 2009 with the 
Housing Associations that 
controlled the 
aforementioned to sublease 
back the Town Camp land 
parcels. The government 

claimed that it could not invest 
capital to upgrade 
infrastructure in the camps 
without some security of land 
tenure. It threatened that if the 
Housing Associations did not 
agree to their proposal that 
they could and would 
compulsorily acquire the Town 
Camps in any case. 14 of the 
Town Camp Housing 
Associations did agree to a 
sublease term of forty years. 
The Commonwealth 
Government subsequently 
entered a subleasing 

arrangement with the Northern 
Territory Government which 
has become the housing 
authority for Town Camp 
housing. In effect the Northern 
Territory Government has 
become the landlord of the 
residents of the Town Camps 
who are in practice also the 
landlords for the 
Commonwealth Government 
who are landlords for the 
Northern Territory Government. 
Today Town Campers are the 
tenants of their tenant’s 
tenant!

While the Town Camp 
movement was set into motion 
by the displacement of 
Aboriginal people from their 
traditional lands, it was further 
catalysed by the repeal of the 
Welfare Ordinance Act (1964) 
and the Equal Wages (1968) 
that meant pastoralists were no 
longer willing to employ (for 
rations and board) Aboriginal 
men and women on their cattle 
stations. Though the 
town-camps have existed in 
one form or another since 
before the town of Alice Springs 
was gazetted in 1888, 
Aboriginal people camped 
around Alice Springs were 
considered by the authorities to 
be illegal squatters occupying 
vacant crown land.

In order to gain some security of 
land tenure, throughout the 
1970’s and 1980’s one by one 
the eighteen camps applied for 
‘purpose leases’. To date 
sixteen such leases have been 
granted while one camp 
remains essentially illegal and 
bereft of the most basic of 
services. Initially the camps 
were on the outskirts of the 
town however, as the town has 
grown it has enveloped the 
town-camps so that today their 
boundaries abut mainstream 
Alice Springs suburbs, hence 
the cultural clash that can 
occur.pg 7



Do you think that town-campers 
might think of themselves 
differently to how outsiders think 
of them?

Think back to the way 
Town-Campers are represented 
through mainstream media, for 
example in a Television News 
report. Analyse the production 
and editorial choices and 
compare these to the films on 
this DVD. For example, consider 
the relationship of the camera 
to the subjects; the type of lens 
and the distance of the camera 
to the subjects. Are they long 
(telephoto) lenses shot from a 
distance or wide-angle lenses 
and close? What do such 
choices reveal about “point of 
view” and the relationship 
between the filmmakers and 
the subjects?

CULTURE AND 
ABORIGINALITY
The modern western 
understanding of the term 
"culture" has it’s origins in 
German Romanticism and the 
Volksgeist or "spirit" of a people. 
Edward B. Tyler defined the term 
"culture" as “that complex 
whole which includes 
knowledge, belief, art, morals, 
law, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member 
of society." 

So…everyone has culture.

Cultures only become visible 
when they butt up against each 
other. In other words, a culture is 
defined by its difference to 
another. We understand black 
in relation to white. If everything 
in the world was black, then we 
would be unaware of the idea 
of blackness.

“Aborigine” is an English word 
meaning “original inhabitant”. 
The concept of Aboriginality 
did not exist prior to 
colonisation. For members of 
the dominant culture, it can be 
difficult and even unnecessary 
to define their own culture. 
Whereas being a member of a 
minority culture means you are 
constantly reminded of your 
difference, a situation that 
necessitates you understand, 
define and iterate your cultural 
identity. 

A symptom of colonisation is 
that Aborigines are viewed as a 
homogenous group. Think 
about the fact that Australia is 
larger in area than Europe and 
prior to colonisation there 
existed more than two hundred 
distinct languages. The 
incredible variety in the 
continent’s environments and 

climates; from arid desert to 
tropical rainforest, from Alps to 
coast, have spawned an 
equally incredible diversity of 
Aboriginal culture. As we do 
not equate an Englishman with 
an Italian, nor can we equate a 
Pitjantjatjara man from Uluru 
with a Gadigal man from the 
Sydney area. And as we would 
not expect a German could 
speak on behalf of a Greek, nor 
can we expect one Aboriginal 
culture to be able to speak on 
behalf of another.

Marcia Langton says, “There is 
a naïve belief that Aboriginal 
people will make better 
representations of us, simply 
because being Aboriginal 
gives greater understanding. 
This belief is based on an 
ancient and universal feature 
of racism: the assumption of 
the undifferentiated other”. 

In addition to this intrinsic 
cultural diversity across 
Aboriginal Australia, 
colonisation causes further 
layers of diversity; for example 
between displaced urban 
Aboriginal people and those 
continuing to live on their 
traditional lands. Conversely 
though, colonisation also unifies 
Aboriginal peoples because of 
the commonality of their 
experience of colonisation. 
Government policy has 
struggled to differentiate 
between different language 
groups, tending to assume 
Aboriginal peoples to be “all 
the same” as it were.

If you had the opportunity to 
make a film that showcases 
your ulture and your way of life, 
how might it look and sound? 
How would you choose to 
present your culture? Does the 
task of representating your own 
culture come with a  sense of 
responsibility and difficulty? 
Why?

A BRIEF HISTORY OF 
ALICE SPRINGS TOWN 

CAMPS
Alice Springs is one of Australia’s 
iconic tourist destinations, yet 
it’s European history began 
modestly as a telegraph station 
along the overland telegraph 
line between Adelaide and 
Darwin. The line was completed 
in 1872 making it possible for 

pastoralists to take up leases in 
the Central Desert who 
promptly took control of the 
scarce water sources, depriving 
not only Aborigines of water but 
also the animals upon which 
they relied for food. Further, the 
introduction of cattle caused 
the extinction of myriad animals 
and plants and all but made 
the traditional hunter gatherer 
lifestyle untenable. It is 
important to remember that the 
process of colonisation and the 
subsequent displacement of 
Aboriginal Australians 
happened much later in the 
arid centre than it did in the 
fertile fringes of the continent. 
Aboriginal people from all 
around the Central Desert 
began gravitating toward Alice 
Springs for survival in the form of 
rations, handouts and 
protection from the violence of 
pastoralists. Thus began the 
perverse Aboriginal 
dependence on the European 
culture that was causing their 
demise. 

Aborigines lives became utterly 
controlled by white authorities 
and have been subject to a 
long continuum of government 
policies under various guises; 
Protection and Segregation, 
followed in the 1950’s by 
Assimilation, 1960’s – 
Integration, 1970’s – Self 
Determination, 1990’s – Mutual 
Obligation and in the 2000’s – 
Intervention. 

Who is Tangentyere Council? What 
do they do? 

Tangentyere Council was 
incorporated in 1979 to assist people 
to gain some form of legal tenure of 
the land they were living on in order to 
obtain water, electricity and housing.  
The Housing Associations are 
individually incorporated and each has 
its own elected Executive. 
Tangentyere Council has an Executive 
comprising the elected Presidents of 
each of 16 Town Camps. The 
conservative service population 
estimate for Town Camps is between 
1,950 - 3300, 70% are permanent 
residents and 30% are either visitors 
or homeless. Tangentyere Council 
and residents have worked for 35 
years to attain land, housing, services, 
and opportunities to address the 
devastating poverty and exclusion 
faced by those living in Town Camps 
and is one of the largest employers of 
Aboriginal people in Australia.
 

Over the years various policies 
and attitudes served to exclude 
Aboriginal people from the 
town centre. As recently as 
1978, a group known as the 
Citizens for Civlised Living were 
lobbying government to 
prevent Aboriginal people from 
living in the town. While non 
Aboriginal people tended to 
see the camps as temporary, 
Town Campers view them as 
permanent. There are now 
generations of children that 
have been born in and lived 
their entire lives in the Town 
Camps. The fact is that many 
town-campers choose to live in 
Town Camp communities 
rather than within the 
mainstream.

Town Campers may be 
considered having a distinct 
identity defined by their 
residence in Town Camps. The 

Alice Springs Town Camp 
community is made up of 
various peoples from around 
the Central Desert region of 
Australia and includes speakers 
of twelve distinct languages. 
The geographical layout of the 
camps reflects this so that the 
camps at the northern end of 
Alice Springs are predominantly 
populated by Warlpiri, 
Anmatjerre and Kadetje 
people whom originate in the 
region to the north of the town, 
whereas the camps to the west 
of Alice Springs are traditionally 
the domain of Western Arrarnta 
and Luritja from the region to 
the west of the town. Before 
colonisation and the 
subsequent establishment of 
the Town Camps, the area now 
known as Alice Springs was the 
traditional land of the Central 
Arrernte people. 

In an ironic inversion of 
historical fact, white Central 
Australians viewed Aborigines 
as outsiders and previously 
referred them as “fringe 
dwellers” even though their 
presence in the region 
stretches back many 
thousands of years before the 
town of Alice Springs ever 
existed. This is a manifestation 
of what is known as a 
Eurocentric worldview, wherein 
Europeans tend to privilege 
themselves at an exclusive 
centre while seeing everyone 
else as “others” or outsiders. 

The Aboriginal founders of the 
camps coined the term “Town 
Camper” in 1970’s as a 
replacement for the term 
“fringe-dweller” in an act of 
self representation and 
de-colonisation. Similarly, the 
ethos behind these films is that 
Town Campers take control of 

their media image, to 
re-present themselves. These 
Town Camp films are made 
from the inside looking out, 
rather from the outside peering 
in. It is a process of 
de-colonisation through 
media. 

TOWN CAMPS TODAY
Town Camp communities are 
a very specific type of 
Aboriginal community. They 
are on the one hand 
inextricably connected to 
traditional remote (“bush”) 
communities both in cultural 
origin and through present day 
family links. On the other hand 
they are urban communities, 
but clearly not in the same way 
as Redfern in Sydney. They are 
somewhere in between urban 
and remote in character. 
Aboriginal Australians make up 
around 30% of the population 
of Alice Springs, which 

oscillates between 25,000 and 
30,000. It is one of only a 
handful of major urban centres 
nationwide where Aboriginal 
people are highly visible in 
large proportion. Precisely 
because of this fact, the town 
is squarely at the coalface of 
the black-white relations in 
Australia.

Unfortunately alcohol abuse is 
a serious issue in Alice Springs 
Town Camps. It wreaks the 
same havoc in these 
communities as it does 
throughout other parts of 
Australia, leading tragically in 
the case of some individuals to 
violence and abuse, crime 
and the long-term 
consequences of poor 
education attainment and 
unemployment. Petrol sniffing 
has also had tragic 
consequences within Town 
Camp (and remote) Aboriginal 
communities.

Watch “Living with Alcohol” 
and dicuss the issue of 
alcoholism in town-camp 
communities.

Watch “Itelareme 
Ntyenermale; memories of a 
sniffer” and discuss the issue of 
petrol sniffing in town camp 
communities.

The residents of Town Camps 
are highly mobile and due to 
their strong links to remote 
communities, Town-camp 
communities are not static. 
Family from “out bush” often 
come to town and can remain 
for extended periods, adding 
further pressure to already 
overcrowded and 
under-resourced housing. The 
resident population of 
approximately 2,500 regularly 
swells to a projected service 
population in excess of 3,500. 

Despite the obvious 
challenges, there are positive 
stories to be told of Town 
Camp life. For example the 
success of art enterprises like 
Yarrenyty Arltere Artists and 
Tangentyere Artists mean that 
not only are artworks by Town 
Camp artists gaining renown 
around Australia, they offer 
appropriate opportunities for 
economic participation. Living 
in Town Camps you will find 
professionals, community 
police officers, community 
leaders and elders, artists, 
politicians, war veterans, 
school kids and family men 

and women working in a 
diverse range of fields from 
child-care to security. While 
some do act irresponsibly, 
many Town Campers are trying 
very hard to overcome the 
disadvantage they face. 
Notwithstanding the issues 
associated with town-camp 
life, many town-campers 
actively choose to live where 
they do. This does not mean 
they condone the alcoholism, 
violence and social 
dysfunction that plague their 
communities.

Watch “Hidden Valley Mosaic” - 
what are the positives in this 
story?

It is not that stereotypes are 
entirely untrue; it is that they 
are incomplete. While the 
stereotype of the Town 
Camper as unmotivated 
and unemployed, alcoholic 
or violent may be an apt 
description of some, it is 
utterly false as a general 
depiction of all Town 
Campers.

THE INTERVENTION AND 
BEYOND

In 2007 just before the 
federal election of that year, 
the then Howard 
government introduced a 
raft of policies that directly 
targeted Alice Springs Town 
Camp communities along 
with other Northern Territory 
Aboriginal communities. It 
was officially called the 
Northern Territory 
Emergency Response, as it 
claimed to be in response to 

the Little Children are 
Sacred report into child 
sexual abuse. It came to be 
known popularly as the 
Intervention. It included a 
number of punitive 
restrictions around the 
consumption of alcohol and 
pornography within what 
were termed ‘prescribed 
areas’ including Alice 
Springs Town Camps. It also 
included the quarantining of 
welfare payments and other 
measures aimed at 
improving the lives of those 
living within ‘prescribed 
areas’. 

Perhaps the most vexed 
aspect of the Intervention is 
that it does not differentiate 
between Aboriginal people 
as individuals, for example 
between chronic alcoholics 
and teetotallers. It treats 
Aboriginal people as 
“undifferentiated others” as 
Marcia Langton puts it. The 
fact that you reside in a 
prescribed area qualifies 
you as a target of the 
Intervention. Rather than 
hold an individual to 
account for his or her 
wrongdoing, the laws that 
make up the Intervention 
indiscriminately applies to 
an entire community. 

The Australian Government 
negotiations in 2009 with the 
Housing Associations that 
controlled the 
aforementioned to sublease 
back the Town Camp land 
parcels. The government 

claimed that it could not invest 
capital to upgrade 
infrastructure in the camps 
without some security of land 
tenure. It threatened that if the 
Housing Associations did not 
agree to their proposal that 
they could and would 
compulsorily acquire the Town 
Camps in any case. 14 of the 
Town Camp Housing 
Associations did agree to a 
sublease term of forty years. 
The Commonwealth 
Government subsequently 
entered a subleasing 

arrangement with the Northern 
Territory Government which 
has become the housing 
authority for Town Camp 
housing. In effect the Northern 
Territory Government has 
become the landlord of the 
residents of the Town Camps 
who are in practice also the 
landlords for the 
Commonwealth Government 
who are landlords for the 
Northern Territory Government. 
Today Town Campers are the 
tenants of their tenant’s 
tenant!

While the Town Camp 
movement was set into motion 
by the displacement of 
Aboriginal people from their 
traditional lands, it was further 
catalysed by the repeal of the 
Welfare Ordinance Act (1964) 
and the Equal Wages (1968) 
that meant pastoralists were no 
longer willing to employ (for 
rations and board) Aboriginal 
men and women on their cattle 
stations. Though the 
town-camps have existed in 
one form or another since 
before the town of Alice Springs 
was gazetted in 1888, 
Aboriginal people camped 
around Alice Springs were 
considered by the authorities to 
be illegal squatters occupying 
vacant crown land.

In order to gain some security of 
land tenure, throughout the 
1970’s and 1980’s one by one 
the eighteen camps applied for 
‘purpose leases’. To date 
sixteen such leases have been 
granted while one camp 
remains essentially illegal and 
bereft of the most basic of 
services. Initially the camps 
were on the outskirts of the 
town however, as the town has 
grown it has enveloped the 
town-camps so that today their 
boundaries abut mainstream 
Alice Springs suburbs, hence 
the cultural clash that can 
occur. pg 8



Do you think that town-campers 
might think of themselves 
differently to how outsiders think 
of them?

Think back to the way 
Town-Campers are represented 
through mainstream media, for 
example in a Television News 
report. Analyse the production 
and editorial choices and 
compare these to the films on 
this DVD. For example, consider 
the relationship of the camera 
to the subjects; the type of lens 
and the distance of the camera 
to the subjects. Are they long 
(telephoto) lenses shot from a 
distance or wide-angle lenses 
and close? What do such 
choices reveal about “point of 
view” and the relationship 
between the filmmakers and 
the subjects?

CULTURE AND 
ABORIGINALITY
The modern western 
understanding of the term 
"culture" has it’s origins in 
German Romanticism and the 
Volksgeist or "spirit" of a people. 
Edward B. Tyler defined the term 
"culture" as “that complex 
whole which includes 
knowledge, belief, art, morals, 
law, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member 
of society." 

So…everyone has culture.

Cultures only become visible 
when they butt up against each 
other. In other words, a culture is 
defined by its difference to 
another. We understand black 
in relation to white. If everything 
in the world was black, then we 
would be unaware of the idea 
of blackness.

“Aborigine” is an English word 
meaning “original inhabitant”. 
The concept of Aboriginality 
did not exist prior to 
colonisation. For members of 
the dominant culture, it can be 
difficult and even unnecessary 
to define their own culture. 
Whereas being a member of a 
minority culture means you are 
constantly reminded of your 
difference, a situation that 
necessitates you understand, 
define and iterate your cultural 
identity. 

A symptom of colonisation is 
that Aborigines are viewed as a 
homogenous group. Think 
about the fact that Australia is 
larger in area than Europe and 
prior to colonisation there 
existed more than two hundred 
distinct languages. The 
incredible variety in the 
continent’s environments and 

climates; from arid desert to 
tropical rainforest, from Alps to 
coast, have spawned an 
equally incredible diversity of 
Aboriginal culture. As we do 
not equate an Englishman with 
an Italian, nor can we equate a 
Pitjantjatjara man from Uluru 
with a Gadigal man from the 
Sydney area. And as we would 
not expect a German could 
speak on behalf of a Greek, nor 
can we expect one Aboriginal 
culture to be able to speak on 
behalf of another.

Marcia Langton says, “There is 
a naïve belief that Aboriginal 
people will make better 
representations of us, simply 
because being Aboriginal 
gives greater understanding. 
This belief is based on an 
ancient and universal feature 
of racism: the assumption of 
the undifferentiated other”. 

In addition to this intrinsic 
cultural diversity across 
Aboriginal Australia, 
colonisation causes further 
layers of diversity; for example 
between displaced urban 
Aboriginal people and those 
continuing to live on their 
traditional lands. Conversely 
though, colonisation also unifies 
Aboriginal peoples because of 
the commonality of their 
experience of colonisation. 
Government policy has 
struggled to differentiate 
between different language 
groups, tending to assume 
Aboriginal peoples to be “all 
the same” as it were.

If you had the opportunity to 
make a film that showcases 
your ulture and your way of life, 
how might it look and sound? 
How would you choose to 
present your culture? Does the 
task of representating your own 
culture come with a  sense of 
responsibility and difficulty? 
Why?

A BRIEF HISTORY OF 
ALICE SPRINGS TOWN 

CAMPS
Alice Springs is one of Australia’s 
iconic tourist destinations, yet 
it’s European history began 
modestly as a telegraph station 
along the overland telegraph 
line between Adelaide and 
Darwin. The line was completed 
in 1872 making it possible for 

pastoralists to take up leases in 
the Central Desert who 
promptly took control of the 
scarce water sources, depriving 
not only Aborigines of water but 
also the animals upon which 
they relied for food. Further, the 
introduction of cattle caused 
the extinction of myriad animals 
and plants and all but made 
the traditional hunter gatherer 
lifestyle untenable. It is 
important to remember that the 
process of colonisation and the 
subsequent displacement of 
Aboriginal Australians 
happened much later in the 
arid centre than it did in the 
fertile fringes of the continent. 
Aboriginal people from all 
around the Central Desert 
began gravitating toward Alice 
Springs for survival in the form of 
rations, handouts and 
protection from the violence of 
pastoralists. Thus began the 
perverse Aboriginal 
dependence on the European 
culture that was causing their 
demise. 

Aborigines lives became utterly 
controlled by white authorities 
and have been subject to a 
long continuum of government 
policies under various guises; 
Protection and Segregation, 
followed in the 1950’s by 
Assimilation, 1960’s – 
Integration, 1970’s – Self 
Determination, 1990’s – Mutual 
Obligation and in the 2000’s – 
Intervention. 

Who is Tangentyere Council? What 
do they do? 

Tangentyere Council was 
incorporated in 1979 to assist people 
to gain some form of legal tenure of 
the land they were living on in order to 
obtain water, electricity and housing.  
The Housing Associations are 
individually incorporated and each has 
its own elected Executive. 
Tangentyere Council has an Executive 
comprising the elected Presidents of 
each of 16 Town Camps. The 
conservative service population 
estimate for Town Camps is between 
1,950 - 3300, 70% are permanent 
residents and 30% are either visitors 
or homeless. Tangentyere Council 
and residents have worked for 35 
years to attain land, housing, services, 
and opportunities to address the 
devastating poverty and exclusion 
faced by those living in Town Camps 
and is one of the largest employers of 
Aboriginal people in Australia.
 

Over the years various policies 
and attitudes served to exclude 
Aboriginal people from the 
town centre. As recently as 
1978, a group known as the 
Citizens for Civlised Living were 
lobbying government to 
prevent Aboriginal people from 
living in the town. While non 
Aboriginal people tended to 
see the camps as temporary, 
Town Campers view them as 
permanent. There are now 
generations of children that 
have been born in and lived 
their entire lives in the Town 
Camps. The fact is that many 
town-campers choose to live in 
Town Camp communities 
rather than within the 
mainstream.

Town Campers may be 
considered having a distinct 
identity defined by their 
residence in Town Camps. The 

Alice Springs Town Camp 
community is made up of 
various peoples from around 
the Central Desert region of 
Australia and includes speakers 
of twelve distinct languages. 
The geographical layout of the 
camps reflects this so that the 
camps at the northern end of 
Alice Springs are predominantly 
populated by Warlpiri, 
Anmatjerre and Kadetje 
people whom originate in the 
region to the north of the town, 
whereas the camps to the west 
of Alice Springs are traditionally 
the domain of Western Arrarnta 
and Luritja from the region to 
the west of the town. Before 
colonisation and the 
subsequent establishment of 
the Town Camps, the area now 
known as Alice Springs was the 
traditional land of the Central 
Arrernte people. 

In an ironic inversion of 
historical fact, white Central 
Australians viewed Aborigines 
as outsiders and previously 
referred them as “fringe 
dwellers” even though their 
presence in the region 
stretches back many 
thousands of years before the 
town of Alice Springs ever 
existed. This is a manifestation 
of what is known as a 
Eurocentric worldview, wherein 
Europeans tend to privilege 
themselves at an exclusive 
centre while seeing everyone 
else as “others” or outsiders. 

The Aboriginal founders of the 
camps coined the term “Town 
Camper” in 1970’s as a 
replacement for the term 
“fringe-dweller” in an act of 
self representation and 
de-colonisation. Similarly, the 
ethos behind these films is that 
Town Campers take control of 

their media image, to 
re-present themselves. These 
Town Camp films are made 
from the inside looking out, 
rather from the outside peering 
in. It is a process of 
de-colonisation through 
media. 

TOWN CAMPS TODAY
Town Camp communities are 
a very specific type of 
Aboriginal community. They 
are on the one hand 
inextricably connected to 
traditional remote (“bush”) 
communities both in cultural 
origin and through present day 
family links. On the other hand 
they are urban communities, 
but clearly not in the same way 
as Redfern in Sydney. They are 
somewhere in between urban 
and remote in character. 
Aboriginal Australians make up 
around 30% of the population 
of Alice Springs, which 

oscillates between 25,000 and 
30,000. It is one of only a 
handful of major urban centres 
nationwide where Aboriginal 
people are highly visible in 
large proportion. Precisely 
because of this fact, the town 
is squarely at the coalface of 
the black-white relations in 
Australia.

Unfortunately alcohol abuse is 
a serious issue in Alice Springs 
Town Camps. It wreaks the 
same havoc in these 
communities as it does 
throughout other parts of 
Australia, leading tragically in 
the case of some individuals to 
violence and abuse, crime 
and the long-term 
consequences of poor 
education attainment and 
unemployment. Petrol sniffing 
has also had tragic 
consequences within Town 
Camp (and remote) Aboriginal 
communities.

Watch “Living with Alcohol” 
and dicuss the issue of 
alcoholism in town-camp 
communities.

Watch “Itelareme 
Ntyenermale; memories of a 
sniffer” and discuss the issue of 
petrol sniffing in town camp 
communities.

The residents of Town Camps 
are highly mobile and due to 
their strong links to remote 
communities, Town-camp 
communities are not static. 
Family from “out bush” often 
come to town and can remain 
for extended periods, adding 
further pressure to already 
overcrowded and 
under-resourced housing. The 
resident population of 
approximately 2,500 regularly 
swells to a projected service 
population in excess of 3,500. 

Despite the obvious 
challenges, there are positive 
stories to be told of Town 
Camp life. For example the 
success of art enterprises like 
Yarrenyty Arltere Artists and 
Tangentyere Artists mean that 
not only are artworks by Town 
Camp artists gaining renown 
around Australia, they offer 
appropriate opportunities for 
economic participation. Living 
in Town Camps you will find 
professionals, community 
police officers, community 
leaders and elders, artists, 
politicians, war veterans, 
school kids and family men 

and women working in a 
diverse range of fields from 
child-care to security. While 
some do act irresponsibly, 
many Town Campers are trying 
very hard to overcome the 
disadvantage they face. 
Notwithstanding the issues 
associated with town-camp 
life, many town-campers 
actively choose to live where 
they do. This does not mean 
they condone the alcoholism, 
violence and social 
dysfunction that plague their 
communities.

Watch “Hidden Valley Mosaic” - 
what are the positives in this 
story?

It is not that stereotypes are 
entirely untrue; it is that they 
are incomplete. While the 
stereotype of the Town 
Camper as unmotivated 
and unemployed, alcoholic 
or violent may be an apt 
description of some, it is 
utterly false as a general 
depiction of all Town 
Campers.

THE INTERVENTION AND 
BEYOND

In 2007 just before the 
federal election of that year, 
the then Howard 
government introduced a 
raft of policies that directly 
targeted Alice Springs Town 
Camp communities along 
with other Northern Territory 
Aboriginal communities. It 
was officially called the 
Northern Territory 
Emergency Response, as it 
claimed to be in response to 

the Little Children are 
Sacred report into child 
sexual abuse. It came to be 
known popularly as the 
Intervention. It included a 
number of punitive 
restrictions around the 
consumption of alcohol and 
pornography within what 
were termed ‘prescribed 
areas’ including Alice 
Springs Town Camps. It also 
included the quarantining of 
welfare payments and other 
measures aimed at 
improving the lives of those 
living within ‘prescribed 
areas’. 

Perhaps the most vexed 
aspect of the Intervention is 
that it does not differentiate 
between Aboriginal people 
as individuals, for example 
between chronic alcoholics 
and teetotallers. It treats 
Aboriginal people as 
“undifferentiated others” as 
Marcia Langton puts it. The 
fact that you reside in a 
prescribed area qualifies 
you as a target of the 
Intervention. Rather than 
hold an individual to 
account for his or her 
wrongdoing, the laws that 
make up the Intervention 
indiscriminately applies to 
an entire community. 

The Australian Government 
negotiations in 2009 with the 
Housing Associations that 
controlled the 
aforementioned to sublease 
back the Town Camp land 
parcels. The government 

claimed that it could not invest 
capital to upgrade 
infrastructure in the camps 
without some security of land 
tenure. It threatened that if the 
Housing Associations did not 
agree to their proposal that 
they could and would 
compulsorily acquire the Town 
Camps in any case. 14 of the 
Town Camp Housing 
Associations did agree to a 
sublease term of forty years. 
The Commonwealth 
Government subsequently 
entered a subleasing 

arrangement with the Northern 
Territory Government which 
has become the housing 
authority for Town Camp 
housing. In effect the Northern 
Territory Government has 
become the landlord of the 
residents of the Town Camps 
who are in practice also the 
landlords for the 
Commonwealth Government 
who are landlords for the 
Northern Territory Government. 
Today Town Campers are the 
tenants of their tenant’s 
tenant!

While the Town Camp 
movement was set into motion 
by the displacement of 
Aboriginal people from their 
traditional lands, it was further 
catalysed by the repeal of the 
Welfare Ordinance Act (1964) 
and the Equal Wages (1968) 
that meant pastoralists were no 
longer willing to employ (for 
rations and board) Aboriginal 
men and women on their cattle 
stations. Though the 
town-camps have existed in 
one form or another since 
before the town of Alice Springs 
was gazetted in 1888, 
Aboriginal people camped 
around Alice Springs were 
considered by the authorities to 
be illegal squatters occupying 
vacant crown land.

In order to gain some security of 
land tenure, throughout the 
1970’s and 1980’s one by one 
the eighteen camps applied for 
‘purpose leases’. To date 
sixteen such leases have been 
granted while one camp 
remains essentially illegal and 
bereft of the most basic of 
services. Initially the camps 
were on the outskirts of the 
town however, as the town has 
grown it has enveloped the 
town-camps so that today their 
boundaries abut mainstream 
Alice Springs suburbs, hence 
the cultural clash that can 
occur. pg 9



Do you think that town-campers 
might think of themselves 
differently to how outsiders think 
of them?

Think back to the way 
Town-Campers are represented 
through mainstream media, for 
example in a Television News 
report. Analyse the production 
and editorial choices and 
compare these to the films on 
this DVD. For example, consider 
the relationship of the camera 
to the subjects; the type of lens 
and the distance of the camera 
to the subjects. Are they long 
(telephoto) lenses shot from a 
distance or wide-angle lenses 
and close? What do such 
choices reveal about “point of 
view” and the relationship 
between the filmmakers and 
the subjects?

CULTURE AND 
ABORIGINALITY
The modern western 
understanding of the term 
"culture" has it’s origins in 
German Romanticism and the 
Volksgeist or "spirit" of a people. 
Edward B. Tyler defined the term 
"culture" as “that complex 
whole which includes 
knowledge, belief, art, morals, 
law, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member 
of society." 

So…everyone has culture.

Cultures only become visible 
when they butt up against each 
other. In other words, a culture is 
defined by its difference to 
another. We understand black 
in relation to white. If everything 
in the world was black, then we 
would be unaware of the idea 
of blackness.

“Aborigine” is an English word 
meaning “original inhabitant”. 
The concept of Aboriginality 
did not exist prior to 
colonisation. For members of 
the dominant culture, it can be 
difficult and even unnecessary 
to define their own culture. 
Whereas being a member of a 
minority culture means you are 
constantly reminded of your 
difference, a situation that 
necessitates you understand, 
define and iterate your cultural 
identity. 

A symptom of colonisation is 
that Aborigines are viewed as a 
homogenous group. Think 
about the fact that Australia is 
larger in area than Europe and 
prior to colonisation there 
existed more than two hundred 
distinct languages. The 
incredible variety in the 
continent’s environments and 

climates; from arid desert to 
tropical rainforest, from Alps to 
coast, have spawned an 
equally incredible diversity of 
Aboriginal culture. As we do 
not equate an Englishman with 
an Italian, nor can we equate a 
Pitjantjatjara man from Uluru 
with a Gadigal man from the 
Sydney area. And as we would 
not expect a German could 
speak on behalf of a Greek, nor 
can we expect one Aboriginal 
culture to be able to speak on 
behalf of another.

Marcia Langton says, “There is 
a naïve belief that Aboriginal 
people will make better 
representations of us, simply 
because being Aboriginal 
gives greater understanding. 
This belief is based on an 
ancient and universal feature 
of racism: the assumption of 
the undifferentiated other”. 

In addition to this intrinsic 
cultural diversity across 
Aboriginal Australia, 
colonisation causes further 
layers of diversity; for example 
between displaced urban 
Aboriginal people and those 
continuing to live on their 
traditional lands. Conversely 
though, colonisation also unifies 
Aboriginal peoples because of 
the commonality of their 
experience of colonisation. 
Government policy has 
struggled to differentiate 
between different language 
groups, tending to assume 
Aboriginal peoples to be “all 
the same” as it were.

If you had the opportunity to 
make a film that showcases 
your ulture and your way of life, 
how might it look and sound? 
How would you choose to 
present your culture? Does the 
task of representating your own 
culture come with a  sense of 
responsibility and difficulty? 
Why?

A BRIEF HISTORY OF 
ALICE SPRINGS TOWN 

CAMPS
Alice Springs is one of Australia’s 
iconic tourist destinations, yet 
it’s European history began 
modestly as a telegraph station 
along the overland telegraph 
line between Adelaide and 
Darwin. The line was completed 
in 1872 making it possible for 

pastoralists to take up leases in 
the Central Desert who 
promptly took control of the 
scarce water sources, depriving 
not only Aborigines of water but 
also the animals upon which 
they relied for food. Further, the 
introduction of cattle caused 
the extinction of myriad animals 
and plants and all but made 
the traditional hunter gatherer 
lifestyle untenable. It is 
important to remember that the 
process of colonisation and the 
subsequent displacement of 
Aboriginal Australians 
happened much later in the 
arid centre than it did in the 
fertile fringes of the continent. 
Aboriginal people from all 
around the Central Desert 
began gravitating toward Alice 
Springs for survival in the form of 
rations, handouts and 
protection from the violence of 
pastoralists. Thus began the 
perverse Aboriginal 
dependence on the European 
culture that was causing their 
demise. 

Aborigines lives became utterly 
controlled by white authorities 
and have been subject to a 
long continuum of government 
policies under various guises; 
Protection and Segregation, 
followed in the 1950’s by 
Assimilation, 1960’s – 
Integration, 1970’s – Self 
Determination, 1990’s – Mutual 
Obligation and in the 2000’s – 
Intervention. 

Who is Tangentyere Council? What 
do they do? 

Tangentyere Council was 
incorporated in 1979 to assist people 
to gain some form of legal tenure of 
the land they were living on in order to 
obtain water, electricity and housing.  
The Housing Associations are 
individually incorporated and each has 
its own elected Executive. 
Tangentyere Council has an Executive 
comprising the elected Presidents of 
each of 16 Town Camps. The 
conservative service population 
estimate for Town Camps is between 
1,950 - 3300, 70% are permanent 
residents and 30% are either visitors 
or homeless. Tangentyere Council 
and residents have worked for 35 
years to attain land, housing, services, 
and opportunities to address the 
devastating poverty and exclusion 
faced by those living in Town Camps 
and is one of the largest employers of 
Aboriginal people in Australia.
 

Over the years various policies 
and attitudes served to exclude 
Aboriginal people from the 
town centre. As recently as 
1978, a group known as the 
Citizens for Civlised Living were 
lobbying government to 
prevent Aboriginal people from 
living in the town. While non 
Aboriginal people tended to 
see the camps as temporary, 
Town Campers view them as 
permanent. There are now 
generations of children that 
have been born in and lived 
their entire lives in the Town 
Camps. The fact is that many 
town-campers choose to live in 
Town Camp communities 
rather than within the 
mainstream.

Town Campers may be 
considered having a distinct 
identity defined by their 
residence in Town Camps. The 

Alice Springs Town Camp 
community is made up of 
various peoples from around 
the Central Desert region of 
Australia and includes speakers 
of twelve distinct languages. 
The geographical layout of the 
camps reflects this so that the 
camps at the northern end of 
Alice Springs are predominantly 
populated by Warlpiri, 
Anmatjerre and Kadetje 
people whom originate in the 
region to the north of the town, 
whereas the camps to the west 
of Alice Springs are traditionally 
the domain of Western Arrarnta 
and Luritja from the region to 
the west of the town. Before 
colonisation and the 
subsequent establishment of 
the Town Camps, the area now 
known as Alice Springs was the 
traditional land of the Central 
Arrernte people. 

In an ironic inversion of 
historical fact, white Central 
Australians viewed Aborigines 
as outsiders and previously 
referred them as “fringe 
dwellers” even though their 
presence in the region 
stretches back many 
thousands of years before the 
town of Alice Springs ever 
existed. This is a manifestation 
of what is known as a 
Eurocentric worldview, wherein 
Europeans tend to privilege 
themselves at an exclusive 
centre while seeing everyone 
else as “others” or outsiders. 

The Aboriginal founders of the 
camps coined the term “Town 
Camper” in 1970’s as a 
replacement for the term 
“fringe-dweller” in an act of 
self representation and 
de-colonisation. Similarly, the 
ethos behind these films is that 
Town Campers take control of 

their media image, to 
re-present themselves. These 
Town Camp films are made 
from the inside looking out, 
rather from the outside peering 
in. It is a process of 
de-colonisation through 
media. 

TOWN CAMPS TODAY
Town Camp communities are 
a very specific type of 
Aboriginal community. They 
are on the one hand 
inextricably connected to 
traditional remote (“bush”) 
communities both in cultural 
origin and through present day 
family links. On the other hand 
they are urban communities, 
but clearly not in the same way 
as Redfern in Sydney. They are 
somewhere in between urban 
and remote in character. 
Aboriginal Australians make up 
around 30% of the population 
of Alice Springs, which 

oscillates between 25,000 and 
30,000. It is one of only a 
handful of major urban centres 
nationwide where Aboriginal 
people are highly visible in 
large proportion. Precisely 
because of this fact, the town 
is squarely at the coalface of 
the black-white relations in 
Australia.

Unfortunately alcohol abuse is 
a serious issue in Alice Springs 
Town Camps. It wreaks the 
same havoc in these 
communities as it does 
throughout other parts of 
Australia, leading tragically in 
the case of some individuals to 
violence and abuse, crime 
and the long-term 
consequences of poor 
education attainment and 
unemployment. Petrol sniffing 
has also had tragic 
consequences within Town 
Camp (and remote) Aboriginal 
communities.

Watch “Living with Alcohol” 
and dicuss the issue of 
alcoholism in town-camp 
communities.

Watch “Itelareme 
Ntyenermale; memories of a 
sniffer” and discuss the issue of 
petrol sniffing in town camp 
communities.

The residents of Town Camps 
are highly mobile and due to 
their strong links to remote 
communities, Town-camp 
communities are not static. 
Family from “out bush” often 
come to town and can remain 
for extended periods, adding 
further pressure to already 
overcrowded and 
under-resourced housing. The 
resident population of 
approximately 2,500 regularly 
swells to a projected service 
population in excess of 3,500. 

Despite the obvious 
challenges, there are positive 
stories to be told of Town 
Camp life. For example the 
success of art enterprises like 
Yarrenyty Arltere Artists and 
Tangentyere Artists mean that 
not only are artworks by Town 
Camp artists gaining renown 
around Australia, they offer 
appropriate opportunities for 
economic participation. Living 
in Town Camps you will find 
professionals, community 
police officers, community 
leaders and elders, artists, 
politicians, war veterans, 
school kids and family men 

and women working in a 
diverse range of fields from 
child-care to security. While 
some do act irresponsibly, 
many Town Campers are trying 
very hard to overcome the 
disadvantage they face. 
Notwithstanding the issues 
associated with town-camp 
life, many town-campers 
actively choose to live where 
they do. This does not mean 
they condone the alcoholism, 
violence and social 
dysfunction that plague their 
communities.

Watch “Hidden Valley Mosaic” - 
what are the positives in this 
story?

It is not that stereotypes are 
entirely untrue; it is that they 
are incomplete. While the 
stereotype of the Town 
Camper as unmotivated 
and unemployed, alcoholic 
or violent may be an apt 
description of some, it is 
utterly false as a general 
depiction of all Town 
Campers.

THE INTERVENTION AND 
BEYOND

In 2007 just before the 
federal election of that year, 
the then Howard 
government introduced a 
raft of policies that directly 
targeted Alice Springs Town 
Camp communities along 
with other Northern Territory 
Aboriginal communities. It 
was officially called the 
Northern Territory 
Emergency Response, as it 
claimed to be in response to 

the Little Children are 
Sacred report into child 
sexual abuse. It came to be 
known popularly as the 
Intervention. It included a 
number of punitive 
restrictions around the 
consumption of alcohol and 
pornography within what 
were termed ‘prescribed 
areas’ including Alice 
Springs Town Camps. It also 
included the quarantining of 
welfare payments and other 
measures aimed at 
improving the lives of those 
living within ‘prescribed 
areas’. 

Perhaps the most vexed 
aspect of the Intervention is 
that it does not differentiate 
between Aboriginal people 
as individuals, for example 
between chronic alcoholics 
and teetotallers. It treats 
Aboriginal people as 
“undifferentiated others” as 
Marcia Langton puts it. The 
fact that you reside in a 
prescribed area qualifies 
you as a target of the 
Intervention. Rather than 
hold an individual to 
account for his or her 
wrongdoing, the laws that 
make up the Intervention 
indiscriminately applies to 
an entire community. 

The Australian Government 
negotiations in 2009 with the 
Housing Associations that 
controlled the 
aforementioned to sublease 
back the Town Camp land 
parcels. The government 

claimed that it could not invest 
capital to upgrade 
infrastructure in the camps 
without some security of land 
tenure. It threatened that if the 
Housing Associations did not 
agree to their proposal that 
they could and would 
compulsorily acquire the Town 
Camps in any case. 14 of the 
Town Camp Housing 
Associations did agree to a 
sublease term of forty years. 
The Commonwealth 
Government subsequently 
entered a subleasing 

arrangement with the Northern 
Territory Government which 
has become the housing 
authority for Town Camp 
housing. In effect the Northern 
Territory Government has 
become the landlord of the 
residents of the Town Camps 
who are in practice also the 
landlords for the 
Commonwealth Government 
who are landlords for the 
Northern Territory Government. 
Today Town Campers are the 
tenants of their tenant’s 
tenant!

While the Town Camp 
movement was set into motion 
by the displacement of 
Aboriginal people from their 
traditional lands, it was further 
catalysed by the repeal of the 
Welfare Ordinance Act (1964) 
and the Equal Wages (1968) 
that meant pastoralists were no 
longer willing to employ (for 
rations and board) Aboriginal 
men and women on their cattle 
stations. Though the 
town-camps have existed in 
one form or another since 
before the town of Alice Springs 
was gazetted in 1888, 
Aboriginal people camped 
around Alice Springs were 
considered by the authorities to 
be illegal squatters occupying 
vacant crown land.

In order to gain some security of 
land tenure, throughout the 
1970’s and 1980’s one by one 
the eighteen camps applied for 
‘purpose leases’. To date 
sixteen such leases have been 
granted while one camp 
remains essentially illegal and 
bereft of the most basic of 
services. Initially the camps 
were on the outskirts of the 
town however, as the town has 
grown it has enveloped the 
town-camps so that today their 
boundaries abut mainstream 
Alice Springs suburbs, hence 
the cultural clash that can 
occur.
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Do you think that town-campers 
might think of themselves 
differently to how outsiders think 
of them?

Think back to the way 
Town-Campers are represented 
through mainstream media, for 
example in a Television News 
report. Analyse the production 
and editorial choices and 
compare these to the films on 
this DVD. For example, consider 
the relationship of the camera 
to the subjects; the type of lens 
and the distance of the camera 
to the subjects. Are they long 
(telephoto) lenses shot from a 
distance or wide-angle lenses 
and close? What do such 
choices reveal about “point of 
view” and the relationship 
between the filmmakers and 
the subjects?

CULTURE AND 
ABORIGINALITY
The modern western 
understanding of the term 
"culture" has it’s origins in 
German Romanticism and the 
Volksgeist or "spirit" of a people. 
Edward B. Tyler defined the term 
"culture" as “that complex 
whole which includes 
knowledge, belief, art, morals, 
law, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member 
of society." 

So…everyone has culture.

Cultures only become visible 
when they butt up against each 
other. In other words, a culture is 
defined by its difference to 
another. We understand black 
in relation to white. If everything 
in the world was black, then we 
would be unaware of the idea 
of blackness.

“Aborigine” is an English word 
meaning “original inhabitant”. 
The concept of Aboriginality 
did not exist prior to 
colonisation. For members of 
the dominant culture, it can be 
difficult and even unnecessary 
to define their own culture. 
Whereas being a member of a 
minority culture means you are 
constantly reminded of your 
difference, a situation that 
necessitates you understand, 
define and iterate your cultural 
identity. 

A symptom of colonisation is 
that Aborigines are viewed as a 
homogenous group. Think 
about the fact that Australia is 
larger in area than Europe and 
prior to colonisation there 
existed more than two hundred 
distinct languages. The 
incredible variety in the 
continent’s environments and 

climates; from arid desert to 
tropical rainforest, from Alps to 
coast, have spawned an 
equally incredible diversity of 
Aboriginal culture. As we do 
not equate an Englishman with 
an Italian, nor can we equate a 
Pitjantjatjara man from Uluru 
with a Gadigal man from the 
Sydney area. And as we would 
not expect a German could 
speak on behalf of a Greek, nor 
can we expect one Aboriginal 
culture to be able to speak on 
behalf of another.

Marcia Langton says, “There is 
a naïve belief that Aboriginal 
people will make better 
representations of us, simply 
because being Aboriginal 
gives greater understanding. 
This belief is based on an 
ancient and universal feature 
of racism: the assumption of 
the undifferentiated other”. 

In addition to this intrinsic 
cultural diversity across 
Aboriginal Australia, 
colonisation causes further 
layers of diversity; for example 
between displaced urban 
Aboriginal people and those 
continuing to live on their 
traditional lands. Conversely 
though, colonisation also unifies 
Aboriginal peoples because of 
the commonality of their 
experience of colonisation. 
Government policy has 
struggled to differentiate 
between different language 
groups, tending to assume 
Aboriginal peoples to be “all 
the same” as it were.

If you had the opportunity to 
make a film that showcases 
your ulture and your way of life, 
how might it look and sound? 
How would you choose to 
present your culture? Does the 
task of representating your own 
culture come with a  sense of 
responsibility and difficulty? 
Why?

A BRIEF HISTORY OF 
ALICE SPRINGS TOWN 

CAMPS
Alice Springs is one of Australia’s 
iconic tourist destinations, yet 
it’s European history began 
modestly as a telegraph station 
along the overland telegraph 
line between Adelaide and 
Darwin. The line was completed 
in 1872 making it possible for 

pastoralists to take up leases in 
the Central Desert who 
promptly took control of the 
scarce water sources, depriving 
not only Aborigines of water but 
also the animals upon which 
they relied for food. Further, the 
introduction of cattle caused 
the extinction of myriad animals 
and plants and all but made 
the traditional hunter gatherer 
lifestyle untenable. It is 
important to remember that the 
process of colonisation and the 
subsequent displacement of 
Aboriginal Australians 
happened much later in the 
arid centre than it did in the 
fertile fringes of the continent. 
Aboriginal people from all 
around the Central Desert 
began gravitating toward Alice 
Springs for survival in the form of 
rations, handouts and 
protection from the violence of 
pastoralists. Thus began the 
perverse Aboriginal 
dependence on the European 
culture that was causing their 
demise. 

Aborigines lives became utterly 
controlled by white authorities 
and have been subject to a 
long continuum of government 
policies under various guises; 
Protection and Segregation, 
followed in the 1950’s by 
Assimilation, 1960’s – 
Integration, 1970’s – Self 
Determination, 1990’s – Mutual 
Obligation and in the 2000’s – 
Intervention. 

Who is Tangentyere Council? What 
do they do? 

Tangentyere Council was 
incorporated in 1979 to assist people 
to gain some form of legal tenure of 
the land they were living on in order to 
obtain water, electricity and housing.  
The Housing Associations are 
individually incorporated and each has 
its own elected Executive. 
Tangentyere Council has an Executive 
comprising the elected Presidents of 
each of 16 Town Camps. The 
conservative service population 
estimate for Town Camps is between 
1,950 - 3300, 70% are permanent 
residents and 30% are either visitors 
or homeless. Tangentyere Council 
and residents have worked for 35 
years to attain land, housing, services, 
and opportunities to address the 
devastating poverty and exclusion 
faced by those living in Town Camps 
and is one of the largest employers of 
Aboriginal people in Australia.
 

Over the years various policies 
and attitudes served to exclude 
Aboriginal people from the 
town centre. As recently as 
1978, a group known as the 
Citizens for Civlised Living were 
lobbying government to 
prevent Aboriginal people from 
living in the town. While non 
Aboriginal people tended to 
see the camps as temporary, 
Town Campers view them as 
permanent. There are now 
generations of children that 
have been born in and lived 
their entire lives in the Town 
Camps. The fact is that many 
town-campers choose to live in 
Town Camp communities 
rather than within the 
mainstream.

Town Campers may be 
considered having a distinct 
identity defined by their 
residence in Town Camps. The 

Alice Springs Town Camp 
community is made up of 
various peoples from around 
the Central Desert region of 
Australia and includes speakers 
of twelve distinct languages. 
The geographical layout of the 
camps reflects this so that the 
camps at the northern end of 
Alice Springs are predominantly 
populated by Warlpiri, 
Anmatjerre and Kadetje 
people whom originate in the 
region to the north of the town, 
whereas the camps to the west 
of Alice Springs are traditionally 
the domain of Western Arrarnta 
and Luritja from the region to 
the west of the town. Before 
colonisation and the 
subsequent establishment of 
the Town Camps, the area now 
known as Alice Springs was the 
traditional land of the Central 
Arrernte people. 

In an ironic inversion of 
historical fact, white Central 
Australians viewed Aborigines 
as outsiders and previously 
referred them as “fringe 
dwellers” even though their 
presence in the region 
stretches back many 
thousands of years before the 
town of Alice Springs ever 
existed. This is a manifestation 
of what is known as a 
Eurocentric worldview, wherein 
Europeans tend to privilege 
themselves at an exclusive 
centre while seeing everyone 
else as “others” or outsiders. 

The Aboriginal founders of the 
camps coined the term “Town 
Camper” in 1970’s as a 
replacement for the term 
“fringe-dweller” in an act of 
self representation and 
de-colonisation. Similarly, the 
ethos behind these films is that 
Town Campers take control of 

their media image, to 
re-present themselves. These 
Town Camp films are made 
from the inside looking out, 
rather from the outside peering 
in. It is a process of 
de-colonisation through 
media. 

TOWN CAMPS TODAY
Town Camp communities are 
a very specific type of 
Aboriginal community. They 
are on the one hand 
inextricably connected to 
traditional remote (“bush”) 
communities both in cultural 
origin and through present day 
family links. On the other hand 
they are urban communities, 
but clearly not in the same way 
as Redfern in Sydney. They are 
somewhere in between urban 
and remote in character. 
Aboriginal Australians make up 
around 30% of the population 
of Alice Springs, which 

oscillates between 25,000 and 
30,000. It is one of only a 
handful of major urban centres 
nationwide where Aboriginal 
people are highly visible in 
large proportion. Precisely 
because of this fact, the town 
is squarely at the coalface of 
the black-white relations in 
Australia.

Unfortunately alcohol abuse is 
a serious issue in Alice Springs 
Town Camps. It wreaks the 
same havoc in these 
communities as it does 
throughout other parts of 
Australia, leading tragically in 
the case of some individuals to 
violence and abuse, crime 
and the long-term 
consequences of poor 
education attainment and 
unemployment. Petrol sniffing 
has also had tragic 
consequences within Town 
Camp (and remote) Aboriginal 
communities.

Watch “Living with Alcohol” 
and dicuss the issue of 
alcoholism in town-camp 
communities.

Watch “Itelareme 
Ntyenermale; memories of a 
sniffer” and discuss the issue of 
petrol sniffing in town camp 
communities.

The residents of Town Camps 
are highly mobile and due to 
their strong links to remote 
communities, Town-camp 
communities are not static. 
Family from “out bush” often 
come to town and can remain 
for extended periods, adding 
further pressure to already 
overcrowded and 
under-resourced housing. The 
resident population of 
approximately 2,500 regularly 
swells to a projected service 
population in excess of 3,500. 

Despite the obvious 
challenges, there are positive 
stories to be told of Town 
Camp life. For example the 
success of art enterprises like 
Yarrenyty Arltere Artists and 
Tangentyere Artists mean that 
not only are artworks by Town 
Camp artists gaining renown 
around Australia, they offer 
appropriate opportunities for 
economic participation. Living 
in Town Camps you will find 
professionals, community 
police officers, community 
leaders and elders, artists, 
politicians, war veterans, 
school kids and family men 

and women working in a 
diverse range of fields from 
child-care to security. While 
some do act irresponsibly, 
many Town Campers are trying 
very hard to overcome the 
disadvantage they face. 
Notwithstanding the issues 
associated with town-camp 
life, many town-campers 
actively choose to live where 
they do. This does not mean 
they condone the alcoholism, 
violence and social 
dysfunction that plague their 
communities.

Watch “Hidden Valley Mosaic” - 
what are the positives in this 
story?

It is not that stereotypes are 
entirely untrue; it is that they 
are incomplete. While the 
stereotype of the Town 
Camper as unmotivated 
and unemployed, alcoholic 
or violent may be an apt 
description of some, it is 
utterly false as a general 
depiction of all Town 
Campers.

THE INTERVENTION AND 
BEYOND

In 2007 just before the 
federal election of that year, 
the then Howard 
government introduced a 
raft of policies that directly 
targeted Alice Springs Town 
Camp communities along 
with other Northern Territory 
Aboriginal communities. It 
was officially called the 
Northern Territory 
Emergency Response, as it 
claimed to be in response to 

the Little Children are 
Sacred report into child 
sexual abuse. It came to be 
known popularly as the 
Intervention. It included a 
number of punitive 
restrictions around the 
consumption of alcohol and 
pornography within what 
were termed ‘prescribed 
areas’ including Alice 
Springs Town Camps. It also 
included the quarantining of 
welfare payments and other 
measures aimed at 
improving the lives of those 
living within ‘prescribed 
areas’. 

Perhaps the most vexed 
aspect of the Intervention is 
that it does not differentiate 
between Aboriginal people 
as individuals, for example 
between chronic alcoholics 
and teetotallers. It treats 
Aboriginal people as 
“undifferentiated others” as 
Marcia Langton puts it. The 
fact that you reside in a 
prescribed area qualifies 
you as a target of the 
Intervention. Rather than 
hold an individual to 
account for his or her 
wrongdoing, the laws that 
make up the Intervention 
indiscriminately applies to 
an entire community. 

The Australian Government 
negotiations in 2009 with the 
Housing Associations that 
controlled the 
aforementioned to sublease 
back the Town Camp land 
parcels. The government 

claimed that it could not invest 
capital to upgrade 
infrastructure in the camps 
without some security of land 
tenure. It threatened that if the 
Housing Associations did not 
agree to their proposal that 
they could and would 
compulsorily acquire the Town 
Camps in any case. 14 of the 
Town Camp Housing 
Associations did agree to a 
sublease term of forty years. 
The Commonwealth 
Government subsequently 
entered a subleasing 

arrangement with the Northern 
Territory Government which 
has become the housing 
authority for Town Camp 
housing. In effect the Northern 
Territory Government has 
become the landlord of the 
residents of the Town Camps 
who are in practice also the 
landlords for the 
Commonwealth Government 
who are landlords for the 
Northern Territory Government. 
Today Town Campers are the 
tenants of their tenant’s 
tenant!

While the Town Camp 
movement was set into motion 
by the displacement of 
Aboriginal people from their 
traditional lands, it was further 
catalysed by the repeal of the 
Welfare Ordinance Act (1964) 
and the Equal Wages (1968) 
that meant pastoralists were no 
longer willing to employ (for 
rations and board) Aboriginal 
men and women on their cattle 
stations. Though the 
town-camps have existed in 
one form or another since 
before the town of Alice Springs 
was gazetted in 1888, 
Aboriginal people camped 
around Alice Springs were 
considered by the authorities to 
be illegal squatters occupying 
vacant crown land.

In order to gain some security of 
land tenure, throughout the 
1970’s and 1980’s one by one 
the eighteen camps applied for 
‘purpose leases’. To date 
sixteen such leases have been 
granted while one camp 
remains essentially illegal and 
bereft of the most basic of 
services. Initially the camps 
were on the outskirts of the 
town however, as the town has 
grown it has enveloped the 
town-camps so that today their 
boundaries abut mainstream 
Alice Springs suburbs, hence 
the cultural clash that can 
occur.
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Do you think that town-campers 
might think of themselves 
differently to how outsiders think 
of them?

Think back to the way 
Town-Campers are represented 
through mainstream media, for 
example in a Television News 
report. Analyse the production 
and editorial choices and 
compare these to the films on 
this DVD. For example, consider 
the relationship of the camera 
to the subjects; the type of lens 
and the distance of the camera 
to the subjects. Are they long 
(telephoto) lenses shot from a 
distance or wide-angle lenses 
and close? What do such 
choices reveal about “point of 
view” and the relationship 
between the filmmakers and 
the subjects?

CULTURE AND 
ABORIGINALITY
The modern western 
understanding of the term 
"culture" has it’s origins in 
German Romanticism and the 
Volksgeist or "spirit" of a people. 
Edward B. Tyler defined the term 
"culture" as “that complex 
whole which includes 
knowledge, belief, art, morals, 
law, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member 
of society." 

So…everyone has culture.

Cultures only become visible 
when they butt up against each 
other. In other words, a culture is 
defined by its difference to 
another. We understand black 
in relation to white. If everything 
in the world was black, then we 
would be unaware of the idea 
of blackness.

“Aborigine” is an English word 
meaning “original inhabitant”. 
The concept of Aboriginality 
did not exist prior to 
colonisation. For members of 
the dominant culture, it can be 
difficult and even unnecessary 
to define their own culture. 
Whereas being a member of a 
minority culture means you are 
constantly reminded of your 
difference, a situation that 
necessitates you understand, 
define and iterate your cultural 
identity. 

A symptom of colonisation is 
that Aborigines are viewed as a 
homogenous group. Think 
about the fact that Australia is 
larger in area than Europe and 
prior to colonisation there 
existed more than two hundred 
distinct languages. The 
incredible variety in the 
continent’s environments and 

climates; from arid desert to 
tropical rainforest, from Alps to 
coast, have spawned an 
equally incredible diversity of 
Aboriginal culture. As we do 
not equate an Englishman with 
an Italian, nor can we equate a 
Pitjantjatjara man from Uluru 
with a Gadigal man from the 
Sydney area. And as we would 
not expect a German could 
speak on behalf of a Greek, nor 
can we expect one Aboriginal 
culture to be able to speak on 
behalf of another.

Marcia Langton says, “There is 
a naïve belief that Aboriginal 
people will make better 
representations of us, simply 
because being Aboriginal 
gives greater understanding. 
This belief is based on an 
ancient and universal feature 
of racism: the assumption of 
the undifferentiated other”. 

In addition to this intrinsic 
cultural diversity across 
Aboriginal Australia, 
colonisation causes further 
layers of diversity; for example 
between displaced urban 
Aboriginal people and those 
continuing to live on their 
traditional lands. Conversely 
though, colonisation also unifies 
Aboriginal peoples because of 
the commonality of their 
experience of colonisation. 
Government policy has 
struggled to differentiate 
between different language 
groups, tending to assume 
Aboriginal peoples to be “all 
the same” as it were.

If you had the opportunity to 
make a film that showcases 
your ulture and your way of life, 
how might it look and sound? 
How would you choose to 
present your culture? Does the 
task of representating your own 
culture come with a  sense of 
responsibility and difficulty? 
Why?

A BRIEF HISTORY OF 
ALICE SPRINGS TOWN 

CAMPS
Alice Springs is one of Australia’s 
iconic tourist destinations, yet 
it’s European history began 
modestly as a telegraph station 
along the overland telegraph 
line between Adelaide and 
Darwin. The line was completed 
in 1872 making it possible for 

pastoralists to take up leases in 
the Central Desert who 
promptly took control of the 
scarce water sources, depriving 
not only Aborigines of water but 
also the animals upon which 
they relied for food. Further, the 
introduction of cattle caused 
the extinction of myriad animals 
and plants and all but made 
the traditional hunter gatherer 
lifestyle untenable. It is 
important to remember that the 
process of colonisation and the 
subsequent displacement of 
Aboriginal Australians 
happened much later in the 
arid centre than it did in the 
fertile fringes of the continent. 
Aboriginal people from all 
around the Central Desert 
began gravitating toward Alice 
Springs for survival in the form of 
rations, handouts and 
protection from the violence of 
pastoralists. Thus began the 
perverse Aboriginal 
dependence on the European 
culture that was causing their 
demise. 

Aborigines lives became utterly 
controlled by white authorities 
and have been subject to a 
long continuum of government 
policies under various guises; 
Protection and Segregation, 
followed in the 1950’s by 
Assimilation, 1960’s – 
Integration, 1970’s – Self 
Determination, 1990’s – Mutual 
Obligation and in the 2000’s – 
Intervention. 

Who is Tangentyere Council? What 
do they do? 

Tangentyere Council was 
incorporated in 1979 to assist people 
to gain some form of legal tenure of 
the land they were living on in order to 
obtain water, electricity and housing.  
The Housing Associations are 
individually incorporated and each has 
its own elected Executive. 
Tangentyere Council has an Executive 
comprising the elected Presidents of 
each of 16 Town Camps. The 
conservative service population 
estimate for Town Camps is between 
1,950 - 3300, 70% are permanent 
residents and 30% are either visitors 
or homeless. Tangentyere Council 
and residents have worked for 35 
years to attain land, housing, services, 
and opportunities to address the 
devastating poverty and exclusion 
faced by those living in Town Camps 
and is one of the largest employers of 
Aboriginal people in Australia.
 

Over the years various policies 
and attitudes served to exclude 
Aboriginal people from the 
town centre. As recently as 
1978, a group known as the 
Citizens for Civlised Living were 
lobbying government to 
prevent Aboriginal people from 
living in the town. While non 
Aboriginal people tended to 
see the camps as temporary, 
Town Campers view them as 
permanent. There are now 
generations of children that 
have been born in and lived 
their entire lives in the Town 
Camps. The fact is that many 
town-campers choose to live in 
Town Camp communities 
rather than within the 
mainstream.

Town Campers may be 
considered having a distinct 
identity defined by their 
residence in Town Camps. The 

Alice Springs Town Camp 
community is made up of 
various peoples from around 
the Central Desert region of 
Australia and includes speakers 
of twelve distinct languages. 
The geographical layout of the 
camps reflects this so that the 
camps at the northern end of 
Alice Springs are predominantly 
populated by Warlpiri, 
Anmatjerre and Kadetje 
people whom originate in the 
region to the north of the town, 
whereas the camps to the west 
of Alice Springs are traditionally 
the domain of Western Arrarnta 
and Luritja from the region to 
the west of the town. Before 
colonisation and the 
subsequent establishment of 
the Town Camps, the area now 
known as Alice Springs was the 
traditional land of the Central 
Arrernte people. 

In an ironic inversion of 
historical fact, white Central 
Australians viewed Aborigines 
as outsiders and previously 
referred them as “fringe 
dwellers” even though their 
presence in the region 
stretches back many 
thousands of years before the 
town of Alice Springs ever 
existed. This is a manifestation 
of what is known as a 
Eurocentric worldview, wherein 
Europeans tend to privilege 
themselves at an exclusive 
centre while seeing everyone 
else as “others” or outsiders. 

The Aboriginal founders of the 
camps coined the term “Town 
Camper” in 1970’s as a 
replacement for the term 
“fringe-dweller” in an act of 
self representation and 
de-colonisation. Similarly, the 
ethos behind these films is that 
Town Campers take control of 

their media image, to 
re-present themselves. These 
Town Camp films are made 
from the inside looking out, 
rather from the outside peering 
in. It is a process of 
de-colonisation through 
media. 

TOWN CAMPS TODAY
Town Camp communities are 
a very specific type of 
Aboriginal community. They 
are on the one hand 
inextricably connected to 
traditional remote (“bush”) 
communities both in cultural 
origin and through present day 
family links. On the other hand 
they are urban communities, 
but clearly not in the same way 
as Redfern in Sydney. They are 
somewhere in between urban 
and remote in character. 
Aboriginal Australians make up 
around 30% of the population 
of Alice Springs, which 

oscillates between 25,000 and 
30,000. It is one of only a 
handful of major urban centres 
nationwide where Aboriginal 
people are highly visible in 
large proportion. Precisely 
because of this fact, the town 
is squarely at the coalface of 
the black-white relations in 
Australia.

Unfortunately alcohol abuse is 
a serious issue in Alice Springs 
Town Camps. It wreaks the 
same havoc in these 
communities as it does 
throughout other parts of 
Australia, leading tragically in 
the case of some individuals to 
violence and abuse, crime 
and the long-term 
consequences of poor 
education attainment and 
unemployment. Petrol sniffing 
has also had tragic 
consequences within Town 
Camp (and remote) Aboriginal 
communities.

Watch “Living with Alcohol” 
and dicuss the issue of 
alcoholism in town-camp 
communities.

Watch “Itelareme 
Ntyenermale; memories of a 
sniffer” and discuss the issue of 
petrol sniffing in town camp 
communities.

The residents of Town Camps 
are highly mobile and due to 
their strong links to remote 
communities, Town-camp 
communities are not static. 
Family from “out bush” often 
come to town and can remain 
for extended periods, adding 
further pressure to already 
overcrowded and 
under-resourced housing. The 
resident population of 
approximately 2,500 regularly 
swells to a projected service 
population in excess of 3,500. 

Despite the obvious 
challenges, there are positive 
stories to be told of Town 
Camp life. For example the 
success of art enterprises like 
Yarrenyty Arltere Artists and 
Tangentyere Artists mean that 
not only are artworks by Town 
Camp artists gaining renown 
around Australia, they offer 
appropriate opportunities for 
economic participation. Living 
in Town Camps you will find 
professionals, community 
police officers, community 
leaders and elders, artists, 
politicians, war veterans, 
school kids and family men 

and women working in a 
diverse range of fields from 
child-care to security. While 
some do act irresponsibly, 
many Town Campers are trying 
very hard to overcome the 
disadvantage they face. 
Notwithstanding the issues 
associated with town-camp 
life, many town-campers 
actively choose to live where 
they do. This does not mean 
they condone the alcoholism, 
violence and social 
dysfunction that plague their 
communities.

Watch “Hidden Valley Mosaic” - 
what are the positives in this 
story?

It is not that stereotypes are 
entirely untrue; it is that they 
are incomplete. While the 
stereotype of the Town 
Camper as unmotivated 
and unemployed, alcoholic 
or violent may be an apt 
description of some, it is 
utterly false as a general 
depiction of all Town 
Campers.

THE INTERVENTION AND 
BEYOND

In 2007 just before the 
federal election of that year, 
the then Howard 
government introduced a 
raft of policies that directly 
targeted Alice Springs Town 
Camp communities along 
with other Northern Territory 
Aboriginal communities. It 
was officially called the 
Northern Territory 
Emergency Response, as it 
claimed to be in response to 

the Little Children are 
Sacred report into child 
sexual abuse. It came to be 
known popularly as the 
Intervention. It included a 
number of punitive 
restrictions around the 
consumption of alcohol and 
pornography within what 
were termed ‘prescribed 
areas’ including Alice 
Springs Town Camps. It also 
included the quarantining of 
welfare payments and other 
measures aimed at 
improving the lives of those 
living within ‘prescribed 
areas’. 

Perhaps the most vexed 
aspect of the Intervention is 
that it does not differentiate 
between Aboriginal people 
as individuals, for example 
between chronic alcoholics 
and teetotallers. It treats 
Aboriginal people as 
“undifferentiated others” as 
Marcia Langton puts it. The 
fact that you reside in a 
prescribed area qualifies 
you as a target of the 
Intervention. Rather than 
hold an individual to 
account for his or her 
wrongdoing, the laws that 
make up the Intervention 
indiscriminately applies to 
an entire community. 

The Australian Government 
negotiations in 2009 with the 
Housing Associations that 
controlled the 
aforementioned to sublease 
back the Town Camp land 
parcels. The government 

claimed that it could not invest 
capital to upgrade 
infrastructure in the camps 
without some security of land 
tenure. It threatened that if the 
Housing Associations did not 
agree to their proposal that 
they could and would 
compulsorily acquire the Town 
Camps in any case. 14 of the 
Town Camp Housing 
Associations did agree to a 
sublease term of forty years. 
The Commonwealth 
Government subsequently 
entered a subleasing 

arrangement with the Northern 
Territory Government which 
has become the housing 
authority for Town Camp 
housing. In effect the Northern 
Territory Government has 
become the landlord of the 
residents of the Town Camps 
who are in practice also the 
landlords for the 
Commonwealth Government 
who are landlords for the 
Northern Territory Government. 
Today Town Campers are the 
tenants of their tenant’s 
tenant!

While the Town Camp 
movement was set into motion 
by the displacement of 
Aboriginal people from their 
traditional lands, it was further 
catalysed by the repeal of the 
Welfare Ordinance Act (1964) 
and the Equal Wages (1968) 
that meant pastoralists were no 
longer willing to employ (for 
rations and board) Aboriginal 
men and women on their cattle 
stations. Though the 
town-camps have existed in 
one form or another since 
before the town of Alice Springs 
was gazetted in 1888, 
Aboriginal people camped 
around Alice Springs were 
considered by the authorities to 
be illegal squatters occupying 
vacant crown land.

In order to gain some security of 
land tenure, throughout the 
1970’s and 1980’s one by one 
the eighteen camps applied for 
‘purpose leases’. To date 
sixteen such leases have been 
granted while one camp 
remains essentially illegal and 
bereft of the most basic of 
services. Initially the camps 
were on the outskirts of the 
town however, as the town has 
grown it has enveloped the 
town-camps so that today their 
boundaries abut mainstream 
Alice Springs suburbs, hence 
the cultural clash that can 
occur.
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Do you think that town-campers 
might think of themselves 
differently to how outsiders think 
of them?

Think back to the way 
Town-Campers are represented 
through mainstream media, for 
example in a Television News 
report. Analyse the production 
and editorial choices and 
compare these to the films on 
this DVD. For example, consider 
the relationship of the camera 
to the subjects; the type of lens 
and the distance of the camera 
to the subjects. Are they long 
(telephoto) lenses shot from a 
distance or wide-angle lenses 
and close? What do such 
choices reveal about “point of 
view” and the relationship 
between the filmmakers and 
the subjects?

CULTURE AND 
ABORIGINALITY
The modern western 
understanding of the term 
"culture" has it’s origins in 
German Romanticism and the 
Volksgeist or "spirit" of a people. 
Edward B. Tyler defined the term 
"culture" as “that complex 
whole which includes 
knowledge, belief, art, morals, 
law, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member 
of society." 

So…everyone has culture.

Cultures only become visible 
when they butt up against each 
other. In other words, a culture is 
defined by its difference to 
another. We understand black 
in relation to white. If everything 
in the world was black, then we 
would be unaware of the idea 
of blackness.

“Aborigine” is an English word 
meaning “original inhabitant”. 
The concept of Aboriginality 
did not exist prior to 
colonisation. For members of 
the dominant culture, it can be 
difficult and even unnecessary 
to define their own culture. 
Whereas being a member of a 
minority culture means you are 
constantly reminded of your 
difference, a situation that 
necessitates you understand, 
define and iterate your cultural 
identity. 

A symptom of colonisation is 
that Aborigines are viewed as a 
homogenous group. Think 
about the fact that Australia is 
larger in area than Europe and 
prior to colonisation there 
existed more than two hundred 
distinct languages. The 
incredible variety in the 
continent’s environments and 

climates; from arid desert to 
tropical rainforest, from Alps to 
coast, have spawned an 
equally incredible diversity of 
Aboriginal culture. As we do 
not equate an Englishman with 
an Italian, nor can we equate a 
Pitjantjatjara man from Uluru 
with a Gadigal man from the 
Sydney area. And as we would 
not expect a German could 
speak on behalf of a Greek, nor 
can we expect one Aboriginal 
culture to be able to speak on 
behalf of another.

Marcia Langton says, “There is 
a naïve belief that Aboriginal 
people will make better 
representations of us, simply 
because being Aboriginal 
gives greater understanding. 
This belief is based on an 
ancient and universal feature 
of racism: the assumption of 
the undifferentiated other”. 

In addition to this intrinsic 
cultural diversity across 
Aboriginal Australia, 
colonisation causes further 
layers of diversity; for example 
between displaced urban 
Aboriginal people and those 
continuing to live on their 
traditional lands. Conversely 
though, colonisation also unifies 
Aboriginal peoples because of 
the commonality of their 
experience of colonisation. 
Government policy has 
struggled to differentiate 
between different language 
groups, tending to assume 
Aboriginal peoples to be “all 
the same” as it were.

If you had the opportunity to 
make a film that showcases 
your ulture and your way of life, 
how might it look and sound? 
How would you choose to 
present your culture? Does the 
task of representating your own 
culture come with a  sense of 
responsibility and difficulty? 
Why?

A BRIEF HISTORY OF 
ALICE SPRINGS TOWN 

CAMPS
Alice Springs is one of Australia’s 
iconic tourist destinations, yet 
it’s European history began 
modestly as a telegraph station 
along the overland telegraph 
line between Adelaide and 
Darwin. The line was completed 
in 1872 making it possible for 

pastoralists to take up leases in 
the Central Desert who 
promptly took control of the 
scarce water sources, depriving 
not only Aborigines of water but 
also the animals upon which 
they relied for food. Further, the 
introduction of cattle caused 
the extinction of myriad animals 
and plants and all but made 
the traditional hunter gatherer 
lifestyle untenable. It is 
important to remember that the 
process of colonisation and the 
subsequent displacement of 
Aboriginal Australians 
happened much later in the 
arid centre than it did in the 
fertile fringes of the continent. 
Aboriginal people from all 
around the Central Desert 
began gravitating toward Alice 
Springs for survival in the form of 
rations, handouts and 
protection from the violence of 
pastoralists. Thus began the 
perverse Aboriginal 
dependence on the European 
culture that was causing their 
demise. 

Aborigines lives became utterly 
controlled by white authorities 
and have been subject to a 
long continuum of government 
policies under various guises; 
Protection and Segregation, 
followed in the 1950’s by 
Assimilation, 1960’s – 
Integration, 1970’s – Self 
Determination, 1990’s – Mutual 
Obligation and in the 2000’s – 
Intervention. 

Who is Tangentyere Council? What 
do they do? 

Tangentyere Council was 
incorporated in 1979 to assist people 
to gain some form of legal tenure of 
the land they were living on in order to 
obtain water, electricity and housing.  
The Housing Associations are 
individually incorporated and each has 
its own elected Executive. 
Tangentyere Council has an Executive 
comprising the elected Presidents of 
each of 16 Town Camps. The 
conservative service population 
estimate for Town Camps is between 
1,950 - 3300, 70% are permanent 
residents and 30% are either visitors 
or homeless. Tangentyere Council 
and residents have worked for 35 
years to attain land, housing, services, 
and opportunities to address the 
devastating poverty and exclusion 
faced by those living in Town Camps 
and is one of the largest employers of 
Aboriginal people in Australia.
 

Over the years various policies 
and attitudes served to exclude 
Aboriginal people from the 
town centre. As recently as 
1978, a group known as the 
Citizens for Civlised Living were 
lobbying government to 
prevent Aboriginal people from 
living in the town. While non 
Aboriginal people tended to 
see the camps as temporary, 
Town Campers view them as 
permanent. There are now 
generations of children that 
have been born in and lived 
their entire lives in the Town 
Camps. The fact is that many 
town-campers choose to live in 
Town Camp communities 
rather than within the 
mainstream.

Town Campers may be 
considered having a distinct 
identity defined by their 
residence in Town Camps. The 

Alice Springs Town Camp 
community is made up of 
various peoples from around 
the Central Desert region of 
Australia and includes speakers 
of twelve distinct languages. 
The geographical layout of the 
camps reflects this so that the 
camps at the northern end of 
Alice Springs are predominantly 
populated by Warlpiri, 
Anmatjerre and Kadetje 
people whom originate in the 
region to the north of the town, 
whereas the camps to the west 
of Alice Springs are traditionally 
the domain of Western Arrarnta 
and Luritja from the region to 
the west of the town. Before 
colonisation and the 
subsequent establishment of 
the Town Camps, the area now 
known as Alice Springs was the 
traditional land of the Central 
Arrernte people. 

In an ironic inversion of 
historical fact, white Central 
Australians viewed Aborigines 
as outsiders and previously 
referred them as “fringe 
dwellers” even though their 
presence in the region 
stretches back many 
thousands of years before the 
town of Alice Springs ever 
existed. This is a manifestation 
of what is known as a 
Eurocentric worldview, wherein 
Europeans tend to privilege 
themselves at an exclusive 
centre while seeing everyone 
else as “others” or outsiders. 

The Aboriginal founders of the 
camps coined the term “Town 
Camper” in 1970’s as a 
replacement for the term 
“fringe-dweller” in an act of 
self representation and 
de-colonisation. Similarly, the 
ethos behind these films is that 
Town Campers take control of 

their media image, to 
re-present themselves. These 
Town Camp films are made 
from the inside looking out, 
rather from the outside peering 
in. It is a process of 
de-colonisation through 
media. 

TOWN CAMPS TODAY
Town Camp communities are 
a very specific type of 
Aboriginal community. They 
are on the one hand 
inextricably connected to 
traditional remote (“bush”) 
communities both in cultural 
origin and through present day 
family links. On the other hand 
they are urban communities, 
but clearly not in the same way 
as Redfern in Sydney. They are 
somewhere in between urban 
and remote in character. 
Aboriginal Australians make up 
around 30% of the population 
of Alice Springs, which 

oscillates between 25,000 and 
30,000. It is one of only a 
handful of major urban centres 
nationwide where Aboriginal 
people are highly visible in 
large proportion. Precisely 
because of this fact, the town 
is squarely at the coalface of 
the black-white relations in 
Australia.

Unfortunately alcohol abuse is 
a serious issue in Alice Springs 
Town Camps. It wreaks the 
same havoc in these 
communities as it does 
throughout other parts of 
Australia, leading tragically in 
the case of some individuals to 
violence and abuse, crime 
and the long-term 
consequences of poor 
education attainment and 
unemployment. Petrol sniffing 
has also had tragic 
consequences within Town 
Camp (and remote) Aboriginal 
communities.

Watch “Living with Alcohol” 
and dicuss the issue of 
alcoholism in town-camp 
communities.

Watch “Itelareme 
Ntyenermale; memories of a 
sniffer” and discuss the issue of 
petrol sniffing in town camp 
communities.

The residents of Town Camps 
are highly mobile and due to 
their strong links to remote 
communities, Town-camp 
communities are not static. 
Family from “out bush” often 
come to town and can remain 
for extended periods, adding 
further pressure to already 
overcrowded and 
under-resourced housing. The 
resident population of 
approximately 2,500 regularly 
swells to a projected service 
population in excess of 3,500. 

Despite the obvious 
challenges, there are positive 
stories to be told of Town 
Camp life. For example the 
success of art enterprises like 
Yarrenyty Arltere Artists and 
Tangentyere Artists mean that 
not only are artworks by Town 
Camp artists gaining renown 
around Australia, they offer 
appropriate opportunities for 
economic participation. Living 
in Town Camps you will find 
professionals, community 
police officers, community 
leaders and elders, artists, 
politicians, war veterans, 
school kids and family men 

and women working in a 
diverse range of fields from 
child-care to security. While 
some do act irresponsibly, 
many Town Campers are trying 
very hard to overcome the 
disadvantage they face. 
Notwithstanding the issues 
associated with town-camp 
life, many town-campers 
actively choose to live where 
they do. This does not mean 
they condone the alcoholism, 
violence and social 
dysfunction that plague their 
communities.

Watch “Hidden Valley Mosaic” - 
what are the positives in this 
story?

It is not that stereotypes are 
entirely untrue; it is that they 
are incomplete. While the 
stereotype of the Town 
Camper as unmotivated 
and unemployed, alcoholic 
or violent may be an apt 
description of some, it is 
utterly false as a general 
depiction of all Town 
Campers.

THE INTERVENTION AND 
BEYOND

In 2007 just before the 
federal election of that year, 
the then Howard 
government introduced a 
raft of policies that directly 
targeted Alice Springs Town 
Camp communities along 
with other Northern Territory 
Aboriginal communities. It 
was officially called the 
Northern Territory 
Emergency Response, as it 
claimed to be in response to 

the Little Children are 
Sacred report into child 
sexual abuse. It came to be 
known popularly as the 
Intervention. It included a 
number of punitive 
restrictions around the 
consumption of alcohol and 
pornography within what 
were termed ‘prescribed 
areas’ including Alice 
Springs Town Camps. It also 
included the quarantining of 
welfare payments and other 
measures aimed at 
improving the lives of those 
living within ‘prescribed 
areas’. 

Perhaps the most vexed 
aspect of the Intervention is 
that it does not differentiate 
between Aboriginal people 
as individuals, for example 
between chronic alcoholics 
and teetotallers. It treats 
Aboriginal people as 
“undifferentiated others” as 
Marcia Langton puts it. The 
fact that you reside in a 
prescribed area qualifies 
you as a target of the 
Intervention. Rather than 
hold an individual to 
account for his or her 
wrongdoing, the laws that 
make up the Intervention 
indiscriminately applies to 
an entire community. 

The Australian Government 
negotiations in 2009 with the 
Housing Associations that 
controlled the 
aforementioned to sublease 
back the Town Camp land 
parcels. The government 

claimed that it could not invest 
capital to upgrade 
infrastructure in the camps 
without some security of land 
tenure. It threatened that if the 
Housing Associations did not 
agree to their proposal that 
they could and would 
compulsorily acquire the Town 
Camps in any case. 14 of the 
Town Camp Housing 
Associations did agree to a 
sublease term of forty years. 
The Commonwealth 
Government subsequently 
entered a subleasing 

arrangement with the Northern 
Territory Government which 
has become the housing 
authority for Town Camp 
housing. In effect the Northern 
Territory Government has 
become the landlord of the 
residents of the Town Camps 
who are in practice also the 
landlords for the 
Commonwealth Government 
who are landlords for the 
Northern Territory Government. 
Today Town Campers are the 
tenants of their tenant’s 
tenant!

While the Town Camp 
movement was set into motion 
by the displacement of 
Aboriginal people from their 
traditional lands, it was further 
catalysed by the repeal of the 
Welfare Ordinance Act (1964) 
and the Equal Wages (1968) 
that meant pastoralists were no 
longer willing to employ (for 
rations and board) Aboriginal 
men and women on their cattle 
stations. Though the 
town-camps have existed in 
one form or another since 
before the town of Alice Springs 
was gazetted in 1888, 
Aboriginal people camped 
around Alice Springs were 
considered by the authorities to 
be illegal squatters occupying 
vacant crown land.

In order to gain some security of 
land tenure, throughout the 
1970’s and 1980’s one by one 
the eighteen camps applied for 
‘purpose leases’. To date 
sixteen such leases have been 
granted while one camp 
remains essentially illegal and 
bereft of the most basic of 
services. Initially the camps 
were on the outskirts of the 
town however, as the town has 
grown it has enveloped the 
town-camps so that today their 
boundaries abut mainstream 
Alice Springs suburbs, hence 
the cultural clash that can 
occur.

Discuss the films in regards to;
* Media representation

* Culture and Aboriginality

* Town-camp history and life today
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Do you think that town-campers 
might think of themselves 
differently to how outsiders think 
of them?

Think back to the way 
Town-Campers are represented 
through mainstream media, for 
example in a Television News 
report. Analyse the production 
and editorial choices and 
compare these to the films on 
this DVD. For example, consider 
the relationship of the camera 
to the subjects; the type of lens 
and the distance of the camera 
to the subjects. Are they long 
(telephoto) lenses shot from a 
distance or wide-angle lenses 
and close? What do such 
choices reveal about “point of 
view” and the relationship 
between the filmmakers and 
the subjects?

CULTURE AND 
ABORIGINALITY
The modern western 
understanding of the term 
"culture" has it’s origins in 
German Romanticism and the 
Volksgeist or "spirit" of a people. 
Edward B. Tyler defined the term 
"culture" as “that complex 
whole which includes 
knowledge, belief, art, morals, 
law, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits 
acquired by man as a member 
of society." 

So…everyone has culture.

Cultures only become visible 
when they butt up against each 
other. In other words, a culture is 
defined by its difference to 
another. We understand black 
in relation to white. If everything 
in the world was black, then we 
would be unaware of the idea 
of blackness.

“Aborigine” is an English word 
meaning “original inhabitant”. 
The concept of Aboriginality 
did not exist prior to 
colonisation. For members of 
the dominant culture, it can be 
difficult and even unnecessary 
to define their own culture. 
Whereas being a member of a 
minority culture means you are 
constantly reminded of your 
difference, a situation that 
necessitates you understand, 
define and iterate your cultural 
identity. 

A symptom of colonisation is 
that Aborigines are viewed as a 
homogenous group. Think 
about the fact that Australia is 
larger in area than Europe and 
prior to colonisation there 
existed more than two hundred 
distinct languages. The 
incredible variety in the 
continent’s environments and 

climates; from arid desert to 
tropical rainforest, from Alps to 
coast, have spawned an 
equally incredible diversity of 
Aboriginal culture. As we do 
not equate an Englishman with 
an Italian, nor can we equate a 
Pitjantjatjara man from Uluru 
with a Gadigal man from the 
Sydney area. And as we would 
not expect a German could 
speak on behalf of a Greek, nor 
can we expect one Aboriginal 
culture to be able to speak on 
behalf of another.

Marcia Langton says, “There is 
a naïve belief that Aboriginal 
people will make better 
representations of us, simply 
because being Aboriginal 
gives greater understanding. 
This belief is based on an 
ancient and universal feature 
of racism: the assumption of 
the undifferentiated other”. 

In addition to this intrinsic 
cultural diversity across 
Aboriginal Australia, 
colonisation causes further 
layers of diversity; for example 
between displaced urban 
Aboriginal people and those 
continuing to live on their 
traditional lands. Conversely 
though, colonisation also unifies 
Aboriginal peoples because of 
the commonality of their 
experience of colonisation. 
Government policy has 
struggled to differentiate 
between different language 
groups, tending to assume 
Aboriginal peoples to be “all 
the same” as it were.

If you had the opportunity to 
make a film that showcases 
your ulture and your way of life, 
how might it look and sound? 
How would you choose to 
present your culture? Does the 
task of representating your own 
culture come with a  sense of 
responsibility and difficulty? 
Why?

A BRIEF HISTORY OF 
ALICE SPRINGS TOWN 

CAMPS
Alice Springs is one of Australia’s 
iconic tourist destinations, yet 
it’s European history began 
modestly as a telegraph station 
along the overland telegraph 
line between Adelaide and 
Darwin. The line was completed 
in 1872 making it possible for 

pastoralists to take up leases in 
the Central Desert who 
promptly took control of the 
scarce water sources, depriving 
not only Aborigines of water but 
also the animals upon which 
they relied for food. Further, the 
introduction of cattle caused 
the extinction of myriad animals 
and plants and all but made 
the traditional hunter gatherer 
lifestyle untenable. It is 
important to remember that the 
process of colonisation and the 
subsequent displacement of 
Aboriginal Australians 
happened much later in the 
arid centre than it did in the 
fertile fringes of the continent. 
Aboriginal people from all 
around the Central Desert 
began gravitating toward Alice 
Springs for survival in the form of 
rations, handouts and 
protection from the violence of 
pastoralists. Thus began the 
perverse Aboriginal 
dependence on the European 
culture that was causing their 
demise. 

Aborigines lives became utterly 
controlled by white authorities 
and have been subject to a 
long continuum of government 
policies under various guises; 
Protection and Segregation, 
followed in the 1950’s by 
Assimilation, 1960’s – 
Integration, 1970’s – Self 
Determination, 1990’s – Mutual 
Obligation and in the 2000’s – 
Intervention. 

Who is Tangentyere Council? What 
do they do? 

Tangentyere Council was 
incorporated in 1979 to assist people 
to gain some form of legal tenure of 
the land they were living on in order to 
obtain water, electricity and housing.  
The Housing Associations are 
individually incorporated and each has 
its own elected Executive. 
Tangentyere Council has an Executive 
comprising the elected Presidents of 
each of 16 Town Camps. The 
conservative service population 
estimate for Town Camps is between 
1,950 - 3300, 70% are permanent 
residents and 30% are either visitors 
or homeless. Tangentyere Council 
and residents have worked for 35 
years to attain land, housing, services, 
and opportunities to address the 
devastating poverty and exclusion 
faced by those living in Town Camps 
and is one of the largest employers of 
Aboriginal people in Australia.
 

Over the years various policies 
and attitudes served to exclude 
Aboriginal people from the 
town centre. As recently as 
1978, a group known as the 
Citizens for Civlised Living were 
lobbying government to 
prevent Aboriginal people from 
living in the town. While non 
Aboriginal people tended to 
see the camps as temporary, 
Town Campers view them as 
permanent. There are now 
generations of children that 
have been born in and lived 
their entire lives in the Town 
Camps. The fact is that many 
town-campers choose to live in 
Town Camp communities 
rather than within the 
mainstream.

Town Campers may be 
considered having a distinct 
identity defined by their 
residence in Town Camps. The 

Alice Springs Town Camp 
community is made up of 
various peoples from around 
the Central Desert region of 
Australia and includes speakers 
of twelve distinct languages. 
The geographical layout of the 
camps reflects this so that the 
camps at the northern end of 
Alice Springs are predominantly 
populated by Warlpiri, 
Anmatjerre and Kadetje 
people whom originate in the 
region to the north of the town, 
whereas the camps to the west 
of Alice Springs are traditionally 
the domain of Western Arrarnta 
and Luritja from the region to 
the west of the town. Before 
colonisation and the 
subsequent establishment of 
the Town Camps, the area now 
known as Alice Springs was the 
traditional land of the Central 
Arrernte people. 

In an ironic inversion of 
historical fact, white Central 
Australians viewed Aborigines 
as outsiders and previously 
referred them as “fringe 
dwellers” even though their 
presence in the region 
stretches back many 
thousands of years before the 
town of Alice Springs ever 
existed. This is a manifestation 
of what is known as a 
Eurocentric worldview, wherein 
Europeans tend to privilege 
themselves at an exclusive 
centre while seeing everyone 
else as “others” or outsiders. 

The Aboriginal founders of the 
camps coined the term “Town 
Camper” in 1970’s as a 
replacement for the term 
“fringe-dweller” in an act of 
self representation and 
de-colonisation. Similarly, the 
ethos behind these films is that 
Town Campers take control of 

their media image, to 
re-present themselves. These 
Town Camp films are made 
from the inside looking out, 
rather from the outside peering 
in. It is a process of 
de-colonisation through 
media. 

TOWN CAMPS TODAY
Town Camp communities are 
a very specific type of 
Aboriginal community. They 
are on the one hand 
inextricably connected to 
traditional remote (“bush”) 
communities both in cultural 
origin and through present day 
family links. On the other hand 
they are urban communities, 
but clearly not in the same way 
as Redfern in Sydney. They are 
somewhere in between urban 
and remote in character. 
Aboriginal Australians make up 
around 30% of the population 
of Alice Springs, which 

oscillates between 25,000 and 
30,000. It is one of only a 
handful of major urban centres 
nationwide where Aboriginal 
people are highly visible in 
large proportion. Precisely 
because of this fact, the town 
is squarely at the coalface of 
the black-white relations in 
Australia.

Unfortunately alcohol abuse is 
a serious issue in Alice Springs 
Town Camps. It wreaks the 
same havoc in these 
communities as it does 
throughout other parts of 
Australia, leading tragically in 
the case of some individuals to 
violence and abuse, crime 
and the long-term 
consequences of poor 
education attainment and 
unemployment. Petrol sniffing 
has also had tragic 
consequences within Town 
Camp (and remote) Aboriginal 
communities.

Watch “Living with Alcohol” 
and dicuss the issue of 
alcoholism in town-camp 
communities.

Watch “Itelareme 
Ntyenermale; memories of a 
sniffer” and discuss the issue of 
petrol sniffing in town camp 
communities.

The residents of Town Camps 
are highly mobile and due to 
their strong links to remote 
communities, Town-camp 
communities are not static. 
Family from “out bush” often 
come to town and can remain 
for extended periods, adding 
further pressure to already 
overcrowded and 
under-resourced housing. The 
resident population of 
approximately 2,500 regularly 
swells to a projected service 
population in excess of 3,500. 

Despite the obvious 
challenges, there are positive 
stories to be told of Town 
Camp life. For example the 
success of art enterprises like 
Yarrenyty Arltere Artists and 
Tangentyere Artists mean that 
not only are artworks by Town 
Camp artists gaining renown 
around Australia, they offer 
appropriate opportunities for 
economic participation. Living 
in Town Camps you will find 
professionals, community 
police officers, community 
leaders and elders, artists, 
politicians, war veterans, 
school kids and family men 

and women working in a 
diverse range of fields from 
child-care to security. While 
some do act irresponsibly, 
many Town Campers are trying 
very hard to overcome the 
disadvantage they face. 
Notwithstanding the issues 
associated with town-camp 
life, many town-campers 
actively choose to live where 
they do. This does not mean 
they condone the alcoholism, 
violence and social 
dysfunction that plague their 
communities.

Watch “Hidden Valley Mosaic” - 
what are the positives in this 
story?

It is not that stereotypes are 
entirely untrue; it is that they 
are incomplete. While the 
stereotype of the Town 
Camper as unmotivated 
and unemployed, alcoholic 
or violent may be an apt 
description of some, it is 
utterly false as a general 
depiction of all Town 
Campers.

THE INTERVENTION AND 
BEYOND

In 2007 just before the 
federal election of that year, 
the then Howard 
government introduced a 
raft of policies that directly 
targeted Alice Springs Town 
Camp communities along 
with other Northern Territory 
Aboriginal communities. It 
was officially called the 
Northern Territory 
Emergency Response, as it 
claimed to be in response to 

the Little Children are 
Sacred report into child 
sexual abuse. It came to be 
known popularly as the 
Intervention. It included a 
number of punitive 
restrictions around the 
consumption of alcohol and 
pornography within what 
were termed ‘prescribed 
areas’ including Alice 
Springs Town Camps. It also 
included the quarantining of 
welfare payments and other 
measures aimed at 
improving the lives of those 
living within ‘prescribed 
areas’. 

Perhaps the most vexed 
aspect of the Intervention is 
that it does not differentiate 
between Aboriginal people 
as individuals, for example 
between chronic alcoholics 
and teetotallers. It treats 
Aboriginal people as 
“undifferentiated others” as 
Marcia Langton puts it. The 
fact that you reside in a 
prescribed area qualifies 
you as a target of the 
Intervention. Rather than 
hold an individual to 
account for his or her 
wrongdoing, the laws that 
make up the Intervention 
indiscriminately applies to 
an entire community. 

The Australian Government 
negotiations in 2009 with the 
Housing Associations that 
controlled the 
aforementioned to sublease 
back the Town Camp land 
parcels. The government 

claimed that it could not invest 
capital to upgrade 
infrastructure in the camps 
without some security of land 
tenure. It threatened that if the 
Housing Associations did not 
agree to their proposal that 
they could and would 
compulsorily acquire the Town 
Camps in any case. 14 of the 
Town Camp Housing 
Associations did agree to a 
sublease term of forty years. 
The Commonwealth 
Government subsequently 
entered a subleasing 

arrangement with the Northern 
Territory Government which 
has become the housing 
authority for Town Camp 
housing. In effect the Northern 
Territory Government has 
become the landlord of the 
residents of the Town Camps 
who are in practice also the 
landlords for the 
Commonwealth Government 
who are landlords for the 
Northern Territory Government. 
Today Town Campers are the 
tenants of their tenant’s 
tenant!

While the Town Camp 
movement was set into motion 
by the displacement of 
Aboriginal people from their 
traditional lands, it was further 
catalysed by the repeal of the 
Welfare Ordinance Act (1964) 
and the Equal Wages (1968) 
that meant pastoralists were no 
longer willing to employ (for 
rations and board) Aboriginal 
men and women on their cattle 
stations. Though the 
town-camps have existed in 
one form or another since 
before the town of Alice Springs 
was gazetted in 1888, 
Aboriginal people camped 
around Alice Springs were 
considered by the authorities to 
be illegal squatters occupying 
vacant crown land.

In order to gain some security of 
land tenure, throughout the 
1970’s and 1980’s one by one 
the eighteen camps applied for 
‘purpose leases’. To date 
sixteen such leases have been 
granted while one camp 
remains essentially illegal and 
bereft of the most basic of 
services. Initially the camps 
were on the outskirts of the 
town however, as the town has 
grown it has enveloped the 
town-camps so that today their 
boundaries abut mainstream 
Alice Springs suburbs, hence 
the cultural clash that can 
occur.

FINAL FOOD FOR 
THOUGHT

Take a closer look at the film 
‘Bus Stop’. What is Alistair 
Splinter (writer, co-director and 
lead actor) saying about Town 
Camp life? He relies on visual 
language to tell the story, 
showing you rather than telling 
you. Remember that film is 
primarily a visual medium, i.e. it 
communicates predominantly 
through images. Discuss the 
visual language of ‘Bus Stop’. 
What are the key images that 
serve to tell the story of the 
film?

Prior to watching these films 
did you think you would see 
comedy? What do you think 
the function of humour is in ‘Bus 
Stop’? 

We hope that these films serve 
to broaden your view of 
town-campers beyond what is 
readily available through the 
mainstream media, and to 
show that Town Camps are not 
just places of misery, but also 
joy and even humour, that 
there exists within Town Camp 
communities not just largesse 
but also energy and vitality, 
not just despair but also hope. 
When the camera takes the 
time, when it sees beyond the 
immediate and the sensational 
it can reveal a deeper truth 
hidden below the surface of 
preconception and prejudice.
 

HOW ARE THESE FILMS 
MADE?

The approach is a pragmatic 
one; a collaboration between 
Town Campers and 
professional filmmakers to 
bring a story to screen in a 
compelling way within limited 
means. These are stories that 
would otherwise not be told.

While these programs are 
conceived for their local social 
benefit, an added aim is to 
produce stand-alone quality 
films that serve as a form of 
intercultural dialogue. They 
are intended for consumption 
by the Town Camp 
community, as well as by a 
broader Australian audience. 
The key question asked before 
making one of these films is, 
“What is the value of the film to 
the people in it?” The 
professional filmmakers 
certainly contribute creatively, 
if they didn’t their involvement 
would be of no use. However, 
the decision to make the film, 
the story content itself and 
control over the final edit all 
vest in those to whom the 
stories belong i.e. Town 
Campers. Trust is the most 
critical ingredient in the 
process. The unique access 
granted in these films is the 
consequence of long-term 
relationships between Town 
Camp communities and 
filmmakers. Often the ideas for 
films surface only after years 
of engagement and 
collaboration.
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FURTHER REFERENCES TO 
GET YOU STARTED:
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About Tangentyere Council 
http://www.tangentyere.org.au/about

Intervention. Experiences And Opinions of Alice Springs Town 
Camp Residents of the Northern Territory Emergency Response, 
2008. 
http://www.tangentyere.org.au/publications/#research_r
eports

Australian Human Rights Commission Social Justice Report, 
2007.
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/publications/social-justic
e-report-2007-chapter-3-northern-territory-emergency-resp
onse-intervention

Tangentyere Artists
http://www.tangentyereartists.org.au


