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9 Ontologies and ecologies 
of hardship
Past and future governance in the 
Central Australian arid zone

Sarah Holcombe

Introduction

Before British colonisation, the Australian Western Desert was the most sparsely
peopled habitable desert on the planet. The British ‘settlers’ didn’t reach the remote
central Australian region until the 1870s, some 100 years after they arrived in,
what is now, Sydney on the east coast. The Western Desert lands of the Pintupi-
Luritja people discussed in this chapter became a focus of non-Aboriginal interest
only from the 1930s. Excluding the regional hub of Alice Springs, Aboriginal people
make up more than 80 per cent of the population of this region, which is classified
as ‘very remote’ by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS). The sparse popu -
lation has always presented challenges for governance by the modern state. Issues
of scale, significant unemployment, food security, poor educational out comes, poor
health and low life expectancy, together with chronic social problems such as
substance abuse and family violence, have defied a host of bureaucratic inter -
ventions. ‘Sustainability’ has never been a term readily applied on any measure
in this region. Indeed huge swathes of land in this region were scheduled as
Aboriginal Land (under the Aboriginal Land Rights (NT) Act 1976) because it
was marginal to non-indigenous interests and thus available with little contest.

A socio-ecological history

According to Cane, the ecological constraints of the Western Desert ‘represent
possibly the most marginal example of permanent human occupation in the world’
(1990: 156). In the eastern margins of the Great Sandy and Gibson deserts (two
of the three deserts that comprise the broader region conflated as the Western
Desert), Long estimated that the pre-colonial Pintupi population density was 
1 person per 200 km2 (1971: 264), while Cane also found for the neighbouring
Gugadja (Kukatja) to the north a probable population density of 1 person per
150–200 km2 (1990: 156).1 He notes this is ‘an incredibly sparse population – lower
than anywhere else in Australia and lower than any other permanently occupied
desert landscapes in the world’ (Cane 1990: 151). This sparse population is thus
an arid zone phenomenon, along a spectrum of extremes. Consequently, the



environment has played a strongly deterministic role in the social organisation of
desert hunter-gatherers, as these social structures have evolved over 40,000 years
and persisted through climatic fluctuations, including a 10,000-year glacial drought
(Smith 2005; Cane 2013). This hostile environment not only protected the land
from colonial interests, but also gave its inhabitants refuge from those interests.

With the coming of the Tjultji (‘soldiers’, explorers and Native Affairs patrol
officers) and the ‘opening up’ of the remote desert country, contact with non-
Aboriginals gradually increased to the point where desert dwellers saw access to
food and water sources as creating prospects for an apparently easier life. In
recalling this history of movement, one has to be cautious about the debate
concerning whether people were actively encouraged into the settlements or
whether they came in voluntarily. It seems rather that both situations were realities
at different stages of the settlement process. In the later stages the government
played an active role in the ‘evacuation’ as it has been termed by Long (1971:
263; and see Long 1989). The Kukatja moved westward to settlements such as
Balgo in Western Australia (WA), while the Pintupi tended to migrate eastwards
towards the Haasts Bluff and Papunya settlements in the Northern Territory (NT)
from the 1930s to the late 1960s. And while the late arrivals from the 1960s in
particular were keen to return to the settlement of Kintore in the mid-1980s, as
it was established on their country near the WA border, many also chose to remain
in these earlier settlements to the east. As Long noted, the population of Papunya
was about 50 per cent Pintupi, while in both settlements there was considerable
intermarriage between the family groups that first moved to Haasts Bluff in the
1940s who spoke various languages (1971). The lingua franca of Pintupi-Luritja
(which speakers themselves refer to as Luritja) emerged as the principal form of
communication between these various groups. The formation of this language,
or ‘communilect’, is evidence of flexible processes of group formation in conditions
of displacement, whereby a new settled identity also emerged (Holcombe 2004a).
The Aboriginal people who live in the neighbouring communities of Papunya,
Mt Liebig, Haasts Bluff and surrounding outstations are recognised today, and
recognise themselves, as Luritja speaking people. These communities are the focus
of this chapter. The Luritja people call themselves Anangu, the Western Desert
term for ‘human’, and this term is used here.

The development of this post-colonial lingua franca can be read as a trope; 
it holds within it many of the metaphors of the ‘Aboriginal power of imagination’
(per Stanner 1966: 52). Previously I noted that:

the adoption of the Luritja language is an implicit rejection of the multiple
genealogies . . . of the previous generation. The language of Luritja,
contemporary as it is, places the past in abeyance (cf. Jackson 1996) . . . Luritja
is representative of what Clastres defines as a people without history, a
people concerned more with today than yesterday. By emplacing the
individual speaker, the term holds within it an identity that conjures up 
the surrounding land and its settlement history.

(Holcombe 2004a: 267)
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In the Haasts Bluff Land Trust west of Alice Springs, the MacDonnell 
Shire (established in 2008) that now incorporates this region proclaims its 
mission as: ‘Many Voices, One Dream, Building a Quality Desert Lifestyle’.2

This chapter explores what such a ‘lifestyle’ can mean for Aboriginal people in
terms of future social and economic visions, as these are interwoven with the
concept of sustainability promulgated in policies embedded in the justificatory
myths of the modern state. Many of the ecological constraints on the popula-
tion prior to colonisation have now been lifted, as the settlement has created 
an artificial environment; a ‘permanent’ water supply, climate controlled housing
(where residents pay for energy via ‘power-tickets’), food trucked in from inter-
state, the use of fossil fuels for energy needs, and so on. The Aboriginal popula-
tion here has been increasing by more than 20 per cent every five years 
since 2001 (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2011), with an average age of 23 
in 2011 and at least 10 per cent more women than men. The gender disparity 
results from a significant proportion of the Aboriginal men being in prison in
Alice Springs and a high male death rate through accidents, violence and 
poor health.

Prior to settlement, the population was precarious. Prolonged droughts were
catastrophic, with an estimated 25 per cent loss of life, while it is likely that 
10 per cent of the population perished every two generations, significant given
the sparse population (Kimber 1990: 162). This genealogy of hardship under -
writes a persistent desert Aboriginal ontology that is structured in terms of
demand sharing, deeply familial relational identities, a commitment to place,
circular mobility and a highly labile social organisation. This chapter does not
aim to pathologise or essentialise this desert personhood. The ability to adapt
and innovate is also a salient feature of the arid zone Aboriginal ontology, as the
development of a new language and the associated succession processes illustrates
(see Holcombe 2004a, 2004c).

Any consideration of the ecologies, ontologies and mythologies of 
hardship has to move between the local and the regional in Central Australia.
For the purposes of this chapter, the local is represented by the neighbouring
communities of Papunya, Haasts Bluff, Mt Liebig and Kintore, while the 
regional incorporates the township of Alice Springs in the east, as well as com -
munities to the north, west and south of these three places. Particular settlement
groups or ‘communities’ as they are generally termed, each numbering from 
a few hundred to 1,000 people, develop their own patterns of orbiting, or 
circular migration, between these larger and smaller centres. Such patterns are
informed by the need to access specialised services, such as the Alice Springs
hospital, and the need to maintain relationships including extensive ceremonial
networks underpinned by mythol ogies, known as Tjukurrpa (Dreamings), some
of which connect people thousands of kilometres apart (see Peterson 2000).
Indeed, because these places are so small, such regional interconnections are
possibly as crucial today for social continuity as they were prior to colonisation
(Holcombe 2004b).
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Material comfort and accumulation as a modern ontology

These [Pintupi] people suffered as a group, throughout their lives, from near
starvation, intense cold from which they had no protection and intolerable
summer heat in a land offering little shade. Yet they were apparently unaware of
suffering, for that was their heritage.

(Lockwood 1964: 18)

This conditioned stoicism is not a quality that can be readily cast off; it is a deeply
formative feature of desert personhood. Anangu may declare that they want a
three-bedroom brick house such as they view on the television and the
paraphernalia of material comfort with which to fill it, as they maintain ‘we’ve
got nothing’. For many, however, even while acknowledging that the housing
shortage compromises privacy and the maintenance of an organised domesticity,
this is a thin normative veneer. Their physical stoicism is essential to their
ontology, while a fundamental element of modernity is the focus on the physical
comfort and security of the human individual. If so, only by learning to demand
material comfort, not from non-Aboriginal people, but intra-culturally; that is,
to care about contraptions of convenience in the home and so on, will there be
an authentic engagement with modernity. Yet ‘cultural ideas like comfort have
a life that is measured in centuries’ (Rybczynski 1986 in Chappells and Shove
2004: 8). As conservative liberal writer Julie Novak recently stated;

The material comforts and the widespread social freedoms enjoyed by the
common man and woman today – although constantly threatened by
socialists, progressives and paternalists – owes its existence to tireless
intellectual efforts by those outlining the possibilities for human progress
inherent within the liberal idea over at least hundreds of years.

(Novak 2014)

Disinterest in material comfort is not unconditional. The intense heat in
Central Australia drives a desire for thermal comfort on the part of community
members. Cooling is a significant need as the average number of days above 35
degrees is increasing (Maru et al. 2012). Such intense heat has a direct impact
on the possibilities for developing an active civil society in communities, because
for approximately six months of the year community residents, Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal, either stay indoors or move between air-conditioned spaces in
vehicles. Walking around these treeless communities is challenging and is only
done by residents when absolutely necessary in the summer months.

As a subjective disposition, material comfort needs to be desired before it can
be adopted, as the air-conditioning example illustrates. One of the challenges to
realising this new ontology is that Anangu tend to value familial kin relationships
more highly than objects, as Myers articulated (1988). Does this label them
socialists or progressives, according to Novak’s reckoning? The concept of
‘relational autonomy’ (Myers 1988) speaks to both the deeply relational ontology
of the person and the process whereby they are ‘boss for themselves’ within the
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structured and secure frame of kinship. This self is a very porous one; the Pintupi-
Luritja term waltja simultaneously refers to one’s ‘family’ and one’s ‘self’ (see
Hansen and Hansen 1992: 163; and Myers 1986: 109).

This domestic moral economy focuses on developing the extended family as
an index of one’s influence and prestige. Usually within a limited sphere (i.e.
bonding social capital), ‘the family grows in proportion to the income received
by an individual, the more he [a Warlpiri man] gave away the more influential
he became . . . he kept none [of ‘his significant income’] for himself over the 
long term’ (Price and Price 2013: 198). While this ethic of sharing describes 
the power-broking of a ‘big man’ as he chooses to extend his range of influence,
it also operates on a smaller scale. Acts of sharing can also be understood as
‘humbugging’ (a less politic description of demand sharing), where there may be
less control, or less resources and a relentless barrage of demands (see Gerrard
1989; Mahood 2012). ‘Elder abuse’ is also a relatively new term that police have
used to describe this phenomenon as it applies to the actions of grandchildren,
usually males (field notes 4–03–2014).

Autonomy in the form of physical stoicism begins as a child and is inculcated
through socialisation. Children are encouraged to be as self-sufficient and as
independent as possible; indeed ‘the most fundamental feature of children’s lives
is that from infancy through to late childhood, they are largely socialised by other
children’ (Langton et al. 1991, in Edmunds 2010: 13). Children are not fed as
such, rather food is made available and they feed themselves (Shaw 2002: 51),
while the less demanding ones miss out (Edmunds 2010: 14). As such ‘demanding’
is learnt early, behaviour which some non-Aboriginal people may find confron -
tational. Developing routines, whether they are around mealtimes, employment
or schooling, is far from normative. As one long term non-Aboriginal staff
member of an NGO stated; ‘Aboriginal people refuse to be domesticated [by the
State]’, that is, captured by non-Aboriginal modes of organisation and being (field
notes 15–4-2013).

Classical or traditional forms of governance were socio-centric and under -
pinned by male initiation (referred to as ‘men’s business’ in Aboriginal English,
and entailing circumcision). This ceremonial practice maintained not only the
cosmological order, but also marriage relationships and the geographical certainty
of resource access over a wide area; thus reining in uncertainty (Myers 1986).
Small family groups, from three to fifteen people, often separated over vast
distances, were standard in this region. As Cane indicates;

This society was characterised by . . . infrequent group contact, high 
levels of group mobility, fluid group composition and a high degree of 
group autonomy. It is apparent that family groups (as well as individuals)
spent extended periods of time (possibly years) living in isolation from 
other groups; hunting and gathering within their respective estates . . .
Contact revolved around ceremonial activities and the need to share
resources.

(Cane 1990: 156)
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The implications of the ‘future’ concept on Anangu
mythologies and ontologies

The ‘future’, as a normative concept tends to be associated with lineal trajectories
of the ‘development as progress’ paradigm as derived from Western science and
as an underpinning core value of capitalism. It is not readily compatible with
Indigenous knowledge paradigms which tend to be localised, socially restricted
and interdependent with the environment. To assist in thinking through these
different knowledge paradigms, James Maffie has articulated what he refers to as
‘ethnoepistemology’. For Maffie, a Native American philosopher, this construct
is fundamentally a political program to decentre the dominant form of knowledge
production of modern Western science, thereby legitimating local knowledges.
Yet, for my purposes, the knowledge forms he specifies for these non-empirical
epistemologies resonate with Indigenous Australian knowledge practices. These
include the articulation of a pluriverse with multiple truth possibilities, rather 
than a singular universe; it is practice-centred; yet focused on ‘being rather than
doing’ (Maffie 2009a, 2009b; see also Burton and Osborne 2014). This ‘being rather
than doing’ can be understood as an Anangu focus on the moment, as immersed
in the socio-centric context of family, rather than an ego-centric individuated
ontology. These two epistemological features present some of the most funda mental
challenges to engaging with modernity, principally because of the way in which
‘agency’ is understood within both ontologies, as will be discussed.

The past that endures in the present can be found in the Anangu (and more
generally Aboriginal) epistemology of the Tjukurrpa (glossed as ‘the Dreaming’),
an intrinsic element of which is the preordained nature of a person’s relationship
with kin and country. The ancestral Dreaming beings provided for the kinship
and cosmological structures of the present. The lack of emphasis on human agency
contests a key attribute of Western modernity in which ‘the past is no longer the
primary source of either meaning or legitimacy . . . and human agency, not divine
or preordained order is at the centre of the human world’ (Bauman 2001 in
Edmunds 2010: 11). The interdependence between the Tjukurrpa and kinship –
where the land is literally kin – also underpins a complex pluriverse, or unseen
spiritual webs of connection, that includes an ongoing belief in sorcery that, at
times, contests medical interventions and ‘rational’ explanations for deaths.

Likewise, the unpredictability of the harsh desert weather does not lend itself
to future planning but to a responsive flexibility. What could be relied on was
family – through the practice of ‘demand-sharing’; an egalitarian morality of
responding to requests that evolved as an economic system to cater for resource
vari ability (Peterson 1993, 2013). While the Luritja economic system has shifted
from hunter-gatherer to the state-based system of welfare transfers or to employ -
ment, this practice is persistent as ‘it underwrites a relational ontology in which
sharing has a profound significance for the nature of personhood’ (Peterson 2013:
167). The effect of this ongoing practice post-settlement is that it actively opposes
the accumulation of goods or assets, as a denial of a request may be understood as
the denial of a relationship (see Myers 1986: 115; Austin-Broos 2009: 146–147).
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Such atomistic socio-centric societies present an enduring challenge to the
governance mechanisms of the modern state, whose centralised and increasingly
neoliberal interventionist approach corrals and incorporates diffuse and often non-
compliant Aboriginal polities. This was most starkly exemplified by the so-called
Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) of 2007, where the federal
government (under conservative prime minister John Howard) aimed to ‘stabilise,
normalise and exit’ seventy-three Aboriginal communities and other ‘prescribed
areas’ such as town camps. The radical set of policy interventions was ostensibly
catalysed by the Northern Territory Little Children Are Sacred report documenting
endemic child abuse and gender violence in these remote communities (Northern
Territory Board of Inquiry 2007). Yet, there were far broader sets of interven -
tions, including welfare reforms such as ‘income quarantining’, widespread alcohol
restrictions and bans on pornography, enforced school attendance through linking
income support and family assistance payments to school attendance, federal
government acquisition of townships (i.e. communities on Aboriginal-owned
land) through five-year leases, increases in policing levels, and so on. While some
of these policies (such as increases in infrastructure funding and extra policing)
were welcomed by Aboriginal residents, Hinkson noted that ‘At the heart of the
government’s coercive approach lies a clear intent: to bring to an end to the
recognition of, and support for, Aboriginal people living in remote communities
pursuing culturally distinctive ways of life’ (2007: 5).

Aboriginal organisations such as the Central Land Council (CLC), that
developed on the wave of 1960s land rights, with its recognition of ongoing and
distinctive Aboriginal identities, were opposed to many of these interventions as
they also overtly threatened many of its functions and indeed the inalienability
of Aboriginal Land with the compulsory leases (see for instance Central Land
Council 2008).3 Yet, the CLC are also rewriting how they do business with their
constituents via their new Community Development Unit. Perhaps, ironically,
given their initial opposition, such ‘development’ is being driven, in part, by the
now significant income stream coming on-line from the community lease monies
from the NTER five-year leases to the affected communities. However, their
participatory approach to managing these ‘intervention’ monies differs from the
government’s range of punitive and coercive policies. Nevertheless, an emerging
theme among many of the NTER interventions, such as compulsory schooling
and training in return for unemployment benefits, resonates with the CLC’s
community development approach: to encourage the future-orientated process
of ‘responsibilisation’. As a ‘thoroughly modern concept’, responsibility in the
sense of accountability to others, is a fundamental feature of representative
democracy and is embodied . . . in all modern governance structures, no matter
how local (Hage and Eckersley 2012: 3–5).

The CLC’s Community Development Program, established in 2005, actively
encourages and facilitates Anangu engagement with a ‘responsible’ envisioning
of the future, and potentially new subjectivities, as they ‘implement commun-
ity development projects involving Aboriginal rent and royalties from land 
use agree ments and affected area payments’, such as from mining agreements 
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(CLC 2011: 4). The most recent project, which also brings in two of the four
communities in the Haasts Bluff Land Trust, is managing the Community Lease
Money (thirty-one communities in total in the CLC region) for the compulsory
five-year leases taken out during the 2007 NTER, as above. According to the
CLC, community development is, ‘irrevocably connected with empowerment’
(Campbell and Hunt 2012: 4). Very few organisations have operated in this
development field in remote Australia, as all levels of government have applied
a needs-based approach through a passive service delivery model. As a result, it
seems that while the CLC approach signals a compelling alternative to the
infantilising welfarist model, in their inclusive and participatory demand-driven
approach, it is nevertheless underwritten by a move beyond the atomistic family
to the civic community.

This new approach requires a radical departure from the way the CLC has
operated since it was established in 1976. In the past, such monies have
automatically been allocated to individual ‘Traditional Owners’ (TOs) as those
who had ‘primary spiritual responsibility’ for specific Tjukurrpa, as identified by
social anthropologists under the Aboriginal Land Rights Act NT (1976). This
was regardless of whether they resided in the affected community or still had any
cultural or land management interest in the land the money derived from. They
were not required to be responsible or accountable for these monies, so such
monies usually enabled ‘big men’ to shore up their bonding social capital (the
term ‘Toyota Dreaming’ was coined to cynically describe the most common
spending outlet). The development paradigm attempts to change this model from
individual TO-based, to community-based interests, so including those who are
long term residents. This inclusive approach attempts to challenge the centrality
of family through the encouragement of a civil society or a community of shared
interests beyond kin; an approach that was approved by the elected Aboriginal
members of the Full Council of the CLC (field notes 21–04–2013).

Although this new paradigm may again appear to be, at least initially, externally
driven and even patronising, as Aboriginal people now have to think about
‘community benefit’, it could be countered that the earlier category of ‘Tradi-
tional Owner’ was equally external or non-endogenous (see Bell and Ditton 1980;
Povinelli 2002; Holcombe 2004). The ‘TO’ category was not only prescriptive,
but juridifed what had been a negotiable, and often context-specific, set of rights
and obligations to land. As Jagger found, the Aboriginal Land Rights Act NT
(1976) privileged local autonomy in its juridification of the ‘local descent group’
to the detriment of the relational aspects of landed Aboriginal social organisa-
tion, thus hampering the development of local and regional civil society and
unbalancing the autonomy/relatedness dynamic (2011).

Male community leaders were initially, and in some cases still are, significantly
more resistant to allocating monies to community purposes than were the women.
It was these ‘big men’ who had the most to gain personally from their greater
control over these resources as royalty streams (see also Langton 2008). The
community purpose approach benefits women, as they now have a legitimate voice
in decision-making and their choices tend to engage with the community of shared
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interests and children’s education. As an evolving model of contemporary
governance, the third stage of the six-stage community development consultation
process is: ‘The group talks about the main areas they want to work on to make
life better now and for the kids and grandkids in the future’ (CLC Community
Development News, Summer 2013).

This program of reform attempts to move beyond the parochialism of kin and
develop a long term view that also re-imagines a non-hierarchical and non-
patriarchal, outward-looking desert ontology. Indeed, this is part of a broader
movement being led by the Indigenous Peak Organisations of the Northern
Territory (IPO NT), of which the CLC is a member. As the Aboriginal CLC
director, David Ross, stated at the Northern Territory Aboriginal Governance
Summit:

I am very keen that we don’t spend all our time and energy talking about
what should be delivered by government . . . I am most interested in what
you can do for yourselves, how you determine your own futures . . . implement
your own initiatives and take responsibility for your decisions and actions.

(Ross 2013, bold in original; Tennant Creek, 
Central Australia)

As I have discussed elsewhere,

in throwing out this challenge . . . though acknowledging the structural
disadvantages that have led to inequalities and the ‘service rich, but outcome
poor’ context, Ross was . . . rewriting the language of the left; a language that
has traditionally not been comfortable with attaching responsibilities with
citizenship.

(Holcombe 2014: 14)

Desert metaphors and myths: viability and victimhood or
vulnerability and resilience?

The harshness of their [Pintupi] existence is almost beyond belief – and yet it 
is true.

(Lockwood 1964: 2)

These concepts, ‘viability’, ‘vulnerability’, and so on, can be understood as
metaphors for ideological positions about the desert Aboriginal ontology because,
following Lakoff and Johnson, they structure ‘how we perceive, what we think
and what we do’ (1980: 4). In the policy literature and the media, remote-dwelling
Aboriginal people tend to be variously administered or labelled as ‘victims’: of
their harsh environment, of their ‘culture’, or of colonial history. This passivity
then speaks to the concept of ‘viability’, so that without agency, Aboriginal people
in the arid zone are always in deficit: facilitating a ‘needs based’ approach. Such
an approach has been operating for over a generation as Indigenous policy has
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been formulated against a backdrop of public commentary on ‘dysfunction’ 
and social collapse in remote Indigenous communities (e.g. Skelton 2010; 
Hughes 2007). Terms such as ‘viability’ were prominent in the public discourse
from 2005 when the then Indigenous Affairs minister Amanda Vanstone described
small remote Aboriginal communities as ‘cultural museums’. As Stafford Smith
et al. (2008) note, this not only raised doubts about ongoing government 
support for these remote communities, but was also bolstered by the neoliberal
literature on these ‘lands of shame’ (per Hughes 2007) and the ‘Leaving 
Remote Communities’ conference sponsored by the Bennelong Society (held 
in September 2006).

However, a counter to this trend has been to contextualise the arid zone 
as a system or ‘desert syndrome’, which involves causally linked factors that
characterise the functioning of the desert where climatic variability interacts with
sparse resources, a sparse population, remoteness, local knowledge and social
variability (Stafford Smith 2008). The Desert Knowledge Cooperative Research
Centre (DK CRC), that operated from 2003 to 2009, maintained that the myths
and metaphors of the dominant coastal population do not apply. As Stafford Smith
et al. note, ‘settlement viability needs to be differentiated from resilience’, as
‘viability is a short-term measure . . . a simplistic model [of which is] a threshold
of costs of service provision’. Yet, they comment that ‘this is misleading, based
on a supply- rather than demand-driven approach to services, and ignoring the
importance of social capital in remote area livelihoods’ (2008: 125; see also Pleshet
2006 and McAllister et al. 2011).

The more recent metaphors of ‘vulnerability’ and ‘resilience’ as applied to desert
dwellers are most evident in the climate change literature for the arid zone. As
Nursey-Bray et al. note, ‘vulnerability and resilience are two concepts that go
hand in hand . . . It is necessary to understand both in order to develop appropriate
adaptation options’ (2013: 26). Research focus on climate change has only very
recently turned specifically to the arid zone, where Memmott et al. found, from
an Aboriginal perspective, that the threat of climate change for people was a
‘relatively less salient and immediate issue than more immediate social, health,
and economic concerns and challenges’ (2013: 8).

The resilience metaphor, with its connotations of adaptation, resonates strongly
in the field of environmental services or ‘natural resource management’. This
relatively new field of livelihood possibilities, including the work of land and sea
rangers, is especially relevant for Aboriginal people (Altman and Kerins 2012).
The Indigenous estate covers up to 30 per cent of the continent, the significant
majority of which is in remote areas and includes virtually all of the land on which
small Aboriginal homelands and communities reside (see Altman et al. 2007;
Altman 2012). The ranger group Anangu Luritjiku Rangers, based in Papunya,
started operation in 2009. According to the CLC’s website, ‘The . . . community
ranger program is one of Central Australia’s most popular and successful initiatives
in Aboriginal employment’. The core reason for this popularity is that such a
livelihood responds to the ontological specifics of the Aboriginal–land relation -
ship; as Altman recently highlighted, this is based on a:
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spiritual connection, obligations to occupy and nurture a landscape that is
perceived as sentient and dear. People have an ethic of care and custodianship
and personal relationship to the land and species and sites of significance;
this means the condition of country is linked to their sense of self-worth,
notions of . . . well-being . . . and sense of future hope.

(2012: 222)

Recognising this plurality of affiliation with the land and its mythologies is
also an acknowledgment of fundamental elements of the particularities of
Aboriginal ontologies, while at the same time enabling opportunity in these
remote places where it exists (Altman and Kerins 2012). Not all Aboriginal people
can take up this opportunity. There are not enough jobs in this field and some
cynically suggest that many of the youth today are more interested in iPhones,
Americanisms and substance abuse, than engaging with their cultural heritage
(see Austin-Broos 2011; Johns 2011). Nonetheless, pathways to employment also
need to encompass such affirmative possibilities.

Conclusions

This chapter has attempted to cover a lot of ground; from a brief analysis 
of the socio-ecology of this desert environment, where millenia of human
habitation speak to the very recent colonial frontier in remote central Australia.
This reminds us that in only a matter of a few generations Anangu have 
become Aboriginal through the gaze and controlling effects of the coloniser (see
Rafael 1988), while conversely they have been expected to absorb features of
capitalist modernity. The coupling of the disempowering neo-colonial 
discourse with the socio-economic and political structures of modernity has
compelled contradictory and contested practices, with new forms of modernity
emerging. Aboriginal organisations, such as the CLC, that developed on the 
wave of 1960s land rights are rewriting how they ‘do business’ with their
constituents through their new Community Development Unit. As they shift 
from a focus on the juridified model of ‘Traditional Owner’ to a more inclusive
community of shared interests, so too are they reflecting a growing engagement
with the norms of ‘responsibilisation’ and gender equality embedded in con -
temporary development practice. Contestation is also found in the govern-
mental expectations of a striving for modern comforts versus a deep stoicism, or
indeed the presence of voluntary hardship and demand-sharing versus profit 
or community use.

For Anangu, there is unprecedented scope for re-imagining their being in the
world, as their access to the world beyond the desert is now so much greater. Yet,
these emergent subjectivities are still partial and interstitial. The structures of
feeling that are embodied in deep relationality compete with new formative
subjectivities required for engaging with the ‘spirit of capitalism’ (per Weber 1958).
While there are benefits to engaging with the modern condition, as it holds the
possibility of enhancing choices, fostering personal safety, creating diverse
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opportunities and so on, the inter-subjective qualities embodied in the Aboriginal
ontology of relationality and its ethos of care for extended family are, conversely,
under-valued. At the risk of appearing to romanticise this relational ontology,
this Aboriginal investment in relationships with people can be contrasted to the
fetishisation of material comfort and objects that led to the ‘Global Financial
Crisis’ of 2007 and 2008, and anthropogenic climate change. Arguably, since the
Crisis there has been a growing recognition that inter-subjective qualities of care
are radically undervalued by the ‘free market’. There has been the emergence of
social impact bonds and a growing interest in local, Indigenous, ecological
knowledges as providing pathways for sustainability (see Perspectives from the
Social Finance Forum 2012; Gorjestani 2000).

Only recently, with the establishment in 2010 of the Aboriginal Peak
Organisations Northern Territory (APO NT), which includes the CLC and the
North Australian Justice Agency (NAJA), has the discourse shifted away from
government to (re)building Aboriginal networks and capacities. And while the
CLC may not explicitly use the language of the UN Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples, they are practising ‘the right to development’. Remoteness
need not be tied to marginality. Yet, while the terms of engagement may differ
(from the CLC’s participatory approach to the government’s coercive and punitive
approach) Pintupi-Luritja people’s ways of being are undergoing transformation
in the new contexts of the neoliberal regulation of the twenty-first-century
Australian state. So while the delivery may be different, the message is
fundamentally the same: whether it is labelled ‘empowerment’ or ‘taking
responsibility’.
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Notes

1 These language groups of Pintupi and Kukatja are also subsumed under the larger
‘Western Desert’ language and culture bloc which also includes Luritja, Ngaatatjarra,
Martu, Pitjantjatjarra and Yankunyjatjarra languages, amongst others (Yallop 1982;
Keen 2004).

2 A Land Trust is an area of inalienable freehold title land established under the
Aboriginal Land Rights Act (NT) 1976. The Central Land Council is the statutory
authority in this region that administers this, and other Land Trusts, on behalf of its
Traditional Owners.

3 The CLC is one of four Commonwealth statutory authorities set up as regional 
bodies in the Northern Territory under the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (NT) 1976.
The CLC, like the others, has an increasingly diverse range of functions as they have
moved beyond ‘land claims’ to managing this inalienable freehold land and its
resources. It is a council of ninety elected Aboriginal people from across the southern
half of the Northern Territory (see http://clc.org.au/).
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