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Abstract
We critically analyse the ways in which a particular gambling space, Lasseters
Hotel Casino, Alice Springs, Northern Territory, has incorporated the marginalised Aboriginal population of central Australia into the market economy as
consumers, despite the failure of the market and the state to provide meaningful
inclusionary alternatives in the realm of production. We explore the ways in which
this gambling space has evolved as a synthesis between the imperative of capital
accumulation on one hand, and the demands for the reproduction of Aboriginal
social life on the other. We examine the dialectical relations between technology
and consumption practices, the ideology of chance, and racialised regulation that,
in combination, produce a contradictory space of economic exploitation and
social inclusion. We argue that the casino has achieved something that the state
has failed to do across remote Australia, that is, provide an inclusionary space for
Aboriginal people within society, albeit an economically exploitative one.
KEY WORDS casinos; Aboriginal gambling; electronic gaming machines;
Central Australia; social inclusion

Introduction
Alice Springs, located in Australia’s Northern
Territory (NT), is home to both a relatively
affluent non-Aboriginal population and a
hyper-marginalised ‘fourth-world’ Aboriginal
population. Aboriginal people in Central Australia are little involved in economic activity in
ways that are visible to the state. Only 28% of
Aboriginal people in Central Australia are formally employed, compared to 86% of nonIndigenous people,1 leading to a characterisation
of Aboriginal people in public discourse as
‘welfare dependent’(cf. Lawrence, 2005).
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Racialised policing of public places represents a
further spatial marginalisation of Indigenous
people; their occupation of sites of consumption
such as public shopping malls is highly regulated
and subject to discriminatory policing (Lea et al.,
2012). In this context, Lasseters Hotel Casino
(Figure 1) in Alice Springs has emerged as one of
the few spaces for Aboriginal social inclusion,
providing Aboriginal consumers encapsulated in
the capitalist state the rare opportunity to inhabit
a semi-public space, free from harassment from
authorities. Yet at the same time, the casino is a
site of material exploitation that redistributes
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resources from the poorest in society to government and sites of centralised corporate power
(Young et al., 2011). Unlike in the United States
and Canada, where sovereign rights have enabled
indigenous nations to own casinos and thereby
profit from them (Cornell, 2008), Lasseters
parent company is listed on the Singapore stock
exchange and its profits accrue to its mostly
foreign owners (Sim, 2006; cf., Nicoll, 2009).
This syncretic combination of social inclusion
and financial exploitation has produced a liminal
space characterised by tension between the Aboriginal moral economy (Peterson and Taylor,
2003) and the cash economy of capitalism.
Indeed, gambling itself appears to hold a contradictory position in Aboriginal society. Anthropological studies propose that Aboriginal
gambling performs constructive social functions
in terms of resource distribution and the management of social relations (e.g. Altman, 1985;
Goodale, 1987). However, survey data suggest
that gambling is also troubling for Aboriginal
people, with 31.9% of Indigenous people in the
NT (excluding Darwin) reporting that gambling
is a problem for themselves, their family or their
friends, compared to 3.5% of the general population of Australia (Stevens and Young, 2010).
Unfortunately, very little is known about the role
of casinos and electronic gaming machines
(EGMs) or ‘pokies’ in Aboriginal social life,
compared to more established forms of gambling
such as card games (Foote, 1996). Because prac-

Figure 1

tices such as gambling are culturally mediated, it
is likely that the form, meanings, and consequences of gambling vary substantially between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people (McMillen and Donnelly, 2008).
The separation between Aboriginal and mainstream society is also reflected in the phrase
‘across the creek’, which is commonly used by
Aboriginal people in Alice Springs to describe the
whereabouts of someone visiting the casino. At a
material level, visiting the casino requires the
traversal of the Todd River – a usually dry sandy
creek bed that bisects the town of Alice Springs,
separating the casino from the central business
district and most of the residential areas (see
Figure 2 and 3). The creek bed forms a spatial axis
to the town that is used by Aboriginal people as a
walking route, meeting point and place to camp.
In this context, visiting the casino involves a significant liminality, a movement from one spatial
realm to another. Indeed, in a town where race
relations are at times antagonistic (e.g. Graham,
2009; Hall, 2010; Henderson and Nancarrow,
2010), the casino appears to straddle the divide
between black and white2 – an uncommon configuration in a landscape where the occupation of
space is still inscribed with historical and neocolonial racial segregation (Lea et al., 2012). In
this paper, we explore the paradoxical coupling of
social inclusion and economic exploitation by
investigating how the casino is produced in this
remote Australian town.

Lasseters Hotel Casino, Alice Springs. Photograph by Bruce Doran.
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Research approach
We conducted a month-long program of fieldwork in and around Alice Springs during July
and August 2010. As part of this, we conducted
interviews with a range of key stakeholders who
had knowledge about the use of the casino by
Aboriginal people. These included social service
providers (in Aboriginal health provision,
alcohol and drug treatment, housing services,
and remote outreach services), local and state
government representatives, and local Aboriginal
community representatives from Alice Springs
and its surroundings. As Alice Springs is a relatively small community, we conducted a snowball sample that started with a list of key contacts
developed from our prior research in the jurisdiction. We invited individuals to participate in an
interview with us and/or suggest others we could
potentially talk to. As some interviews involved
two or more people, we ended up conducting 15
separate interviews that included the participation of 36 individuals. As part of the privacy and
confidentiality restrictions with our Human
Ethics Clearance, both individuals and organisations remain de-identified. We refer only to the
gender, Aboriginality and sector (i.e. social services, government or Aboriginal community) of
our interviewees.
The overarching goal of these exploratory
interviews was to find out more about the catchments and markets of EGM venues, particularly

Figure 2

the importance of the casino to Aboriginal social
and economic life. We structured the interviews
around the spatial patterns of casino use and
other EGM venues in Alice Springs. We first
presented a base map of Alice Springs and the
surrounding areas, supplemented with a map of
language groups, and asked interviewees in the
first instance where people came from to visit the
casino. From there, we allowed the interview to
take the direction that the interviewees preferred,
attempting to glean their unique perspective or
knowledge about the casino and its markets. We
recorded the interviews in written form, and used
these notes to inform the arguments we develop
below.
The perspectives we were offered fell into two
broad camps: 1) the predominantly nonIndigenous social-service providers (including
non-government and government organisations);
and 2) Aboriginal community representatives.
The overwhelming message from the interviews
was that the casino plays a fundamentally important role in the social and economic life of Aboriginal people from Central Australia. Not only is
it used by local Aboriginal residents, including
suburban residents and town campers, but also by
virtually every Aboriginal settlement in the
service catchment of Alice Springs. In the perception of most of the interviewees (both service
providers and Aboriginal representatives) the
casino is the most important venue for Aboriginal

The Todd River, Alice Springs. Photograph by Bruce Doran.
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people from Alice Springs’ remote hinterland,
many of whom visit it during a trip into town.
The strength and consistency of this message
across all groups and individuals raised the question of why the casino is on the radar of every
Aboriginal community in Central Australia,
especially given these communities are both
extremely spatially remote and impoverished.
When we started to probe, a complex story
emerged, one that revealed the casino as a space
that is uniquely configured towards the incorporation of otherwise marginalised Aboriginal
groups. We commence our analysis by examining
the creative destruction of Aboriginal space by the

Figure 3

casino development in a way that has enabled the
casino to embed itself firmly within in the fluid
time–space systems of Aboriginal mobility. Subsequently, we discuss three processes in the social
production of casino space that co-produce a
space that internalises a contradiction between
inclusion and exploitation of Aboriginal people.
These are: 1) technology and consumption practices; 2) aleatory ideology; and 3) racialised regulation. We seek to reveal some of the elements of
an assemblage that results in the curious conjunction of exploitation and inclusion produced in the
casino space, and go on to draw out the dialectical
relations between these processes.

Location of EGM venues in Alice Springs. Map by David Lamb, Charles Darwin University.
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The creative destruction of aboriginal space
Alice Springs generally, and the casino site in
particular, are historically rich in cultural and
environmental meaning. There exist longstanding Aboriginal patterns of movement built
around place-based cultural practices. For the
Arrernte, the traditional owners of the Alice
Springs region, ayeparenye or the caterpillar and
its associated ceremonies are intimately connected to the land. One of the most significant
ceremonies that took place around Alice Springs
is the altharde, a public ceremony involving
men, women and children. The ceremonies associated with ayeparenye drew people from vast
distances, communities as far away as what are
now South Australia and Western Australia
(Rubuntja and Green, 2002). Rubuntja and Green
(2002, 48) illustrate the nature and significance
of these ceremonies to Arrernte and other language groups from throughout Central Australia:
They used to worship the little ayeparenye
caterpillar all the time. They used to worship
them – tnyantyeme means ‘worship’. They
danced the altharte for the ayeparenye caterpillar – the arntalye-arntalye. That altharte
ceremony belonged to Mparntewe-arenye
[Alice Springs] people . . . Everybody – lots
of people used to come in from all over
the place. Different languages – Alyawarr,
Kaytetye, Arrernte, Luritja, Pitjantjatjara,
Warlpiri, Ngaliya and all. They used to talk
Arrernte to each other as well as find husbands and wives from different groups.
They’d meet each other during the altharde
ceremony time.
The casino is built adjacent to a site where the
ayeparenye is embodied in the landscape – one
of the most culturally significant places in Alice
Springs. This site is named Ntyarlkarle Tyaneme
and embodies the passing of ancestral caterpillars across the Todd River (Brooks, 1994). The
cultural importance of the casino site was echoed
by a senior Aboriginal respondent, herself a linguist, artist, and author. She told us that ‘the
casino is built on one of the big central places, a
big ceremony place, big dancing, big piece of flat
land where all the food would be laid out before
any development.’ Similarly, a local linguist who
has been working with Arrernte for many years
described the casino site as a ‘. . . big-time train
station central for songlines,’ a convergence he
explained was due to the attractions to desert
people of a permanent water source and topographic variation. Clearly, the casino site, by

virtue of its physical, spatial, and spiritual features, was an important locus of social and spiritual activity.
It was perhaps inevitable that a casino development, indeed any capitalist development,
would interfere with existing spatio-cultural
meanings and practices. In the case of the casino,
development involved the intentional and clandestine desecration of a sacred site, a manifestation of the neo-colonial process Harvey (2003)
describes as accumulation by dispossession. This
occurred when Barrett Drive, now the main thoroughfare to the casino (running parallel to the
Todd River) was built to provide better access
to the casino and adjacent Crowne Plaza Hotel.
Its designated path crossed the end of the
ayeparenye sacred site to which it ran perpendicular. Frustrated at the protracted negotiations
which were taking place over the road proposal,
the NT Government took matters into its own
hands and, in December 1983, dynamited and
bulldozed one end of the sacred site without
informing the traditional owners (Brooks, 1994).
While charges were laid under the Sacred Sites
Act against the Minister for Lands and others
responsible, these were later dropped due to legal
technicalities. According to Brooks (1994), the
incident was bitterly felt and Barrett Drive
became known as Broken Promise Drive among
the local Arrernte people.
The time–space fluidity of the
casino catchment
While the casino was constructed over existing
Aboriginal cultural networks and in disregard for
local Aboriginal systems of meaning, this has not
rendered it peripheral to contemporary Aboriginal social life in Central Australia. On the contrary, the casino has proven popular with
Aboriginal patrons precisely because it continues
to form a hub in social networks. One Aboriginal
respondent woman explained that the purpose of
a casino visit is primarily social. Lasseters is a
place where you can get news from different
communities, find out about funerals, send messages, and gather. In her words, ‘it’s a real good
channel place . . . the Casino’s like a big wildfire . . . It’s good entertainment, good gathering,
good socialising, good for meeting Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal people’. Most of the other
Aboriginal people we spoke to emphasised the
sociability of the casino in that people visited
from the bush, from town, and town camps.
These included different ages, gender and social
roles. As one Aboriginal man from a remote
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community put it ‘. . . if you’re looking for
someone, Lasseters is the meeting place’. In consequence, the spatial catchment of the casino is
the same as that of the service centre for the
entire town, stretching across several geopolitical
jurisdictions (see Figure 4).
In terms of this catchment, there is no clear
separation between the service catchment of the
casino and that of the town more generally. Our
Aboriginal interviewees emphasised that people
did not come to Alice Springs specifically to
gamble. They tended to visit town for a range of
reasons including socialising, shopping, the purchase of higher-order goods, entertainment, sport,
medical, and cultural obligations. As the casino
offers a major meeting space, it is inevitably
included as part of this sequence of activities. In a
remote Aboriginal context, movement through
space is highly fluid, characterised by little
concern for proximity when travelling and
freedom from the temporal constraints of paid
employment (Peterson, 2004). The casino is successful in part because it is able to cater for this
rhythm, one characterised by incredibly high temporary mobility and temporal agility. For
example, a case study of Aboriginal people on one
remote settlement found that inhabitants made, on
average, 27 trips to the major regional centre
every year (Memmott et al., 2006). Here, the traversing of space has a strong cultural dimension in

that space itself is not seen as an impediment to
travel despite extreme levels of poverty. For
example, one Aboriginal informant told us that for
Aboriginal people, spatial access is not considered problematic because distance itself is not
seen as a barrier. Several of our interviewees (both
Aboriginal representatives and white service providers) described the commonplace nature of
Aboriginal people travelling to town and back on
a day trip – via lifts or hitching – from a distance
of hundreds of kilometres away.
However, perceptions of the space–time patterning of casino visitation were markedly different between Aboriginal representatives and the
broader social service community. The Aboriginal interviewees resisted the notion that people
came into town purely to gamble and certainly did
not want Aboriginal people to be constructed as
problem gamblers. A sympathetic white female
service provider made the point that people visit
Alice Springs to shop when they had money
largely because the prices in the remote communities are high and the range of goods low. This
re-expressed the Aboriginal perspective that Alice
Springs is a service centre rather than a gambling
one. In contrast, most of the service providers, in
line with their professional orientations and affiliations, were more likely to construct Aboriginal
use of the casino as coerced immobility. For
example, one alcohol and other drug treatment
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Figure 4 Service catchment of Alice Springs. Map by Francis Markham from 2006 ABS Community Housing and Infrastructure Needs Survey (CHINS).
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provider told us Aboriginal women need to come
into Alice Springs to look for work as part of their
social security obligations . . . ‘They then gamble
here and can be stuck for several days to a week. If
they don’t drink, they will be at the casino’. The
racial divide between the problematised Aboriginal population and non-Aboriginal service providers is expressed in competing constructions of
casino space – one as relatively benign; the other
as coerced, risky, and wasteful. To unpack these
antinomies, we examine below three dynamic and
interdependent aspects of the production of the
casino space: 1) technology and consumption
practices; 2) ideology of alea; and 3) regulation
and race.
Production of space I: technology and
consumption practices
EGM technology is based on the random number
generator, high-speed electronic communications, and the linking of machines to facilitate
collective jackpots. It has enabled the untethering
of gambling’s mechanical forms from metropolitan areas into far-flung places; the technological
production of a new round of time-through-space
compression (Harvey, 1989). It is this immateriality of the gambling product (i.e. the press of a
button on an EGM) that means production is
available at any time, in the same quantities, and
of the same quality, wherever the blinking lights
can be powered. The technology of the EGM
produces a casino space that attracts both those
disciplined by and those situated outside the
capitalist working day. Here, the EGM appears to
be able to extend consumption effortlessly across
class and, in the case of Alice Springs, racial
divides. The EGM speaks to a stunningly diverse
range of consumers – from the middle-class nonAboriginal Alice Springs resident through to the
Aboriginal visitor from a tiny, remote settlement
in the desert. This is possible in part because the
capitalist moment of exchange is available perpetually, circumscribed only by the opening
hours of the casino. And these are generous. The
casino only closes its doors between 3 am and
10 am, which means it is available to people in
and outside the working day. Indeed, several
interviewees told us that part of the casino’s
attractiveness is that it is open late. One middleaged informant presented a humorous anecdote
about how she regularly picked up her elderly
mother from the casino at 3 am. However, from
our interviewees and personal observations in the
casino, Aboriginal people, particularly the ‘bush

mob’, use the place most heavily during the day
(cf., Foote, 1996).
In particular, the technology of the EGM is
well suited to Aboriginal cultural and economic
circumstances. The machines in the Australian
EGM venues are generically similar to the archetypical Vegas slots, but have a key variation.
They allow for small lowest denomination bets
(one or two cents at a time), which can be bet in
many multiples. Each machine can therefore be
played at 1 cent a spin or up to hundreds of
dollars a throw (Livingstone et al., 2008). For
one dollar, someone can sit and slowly play the
100 credits it provides. As one informant noted,
this enables consumption by people who have
plenty of time but little money.
Perhaps more importantly, the sharing of
resources is of central importance in understanding how Aboriginal people use the casino and its
technology in comparison with more individualistic non-Aboriginal gamblers. Central Australian
Aboriginal social systems are based on sharing
and reciprocity through which individuals and
groups provide economic assistance to one
another (Peterson, 1993). As two Aboriginal
women pointed out, if you know someone else in
the casino, you can ask them for a couple of
dollars and keep playing, or you can just stand and
watch. Social systems based on sharing are inevitably reconfigured when reproduced in a cash
context. The anthropological literature makes
clear that relationships in hunter–gatherer Aboriginal society operated as a moral economy
mediated by connection to country and by sharing
of goods with kin (Peterson and Taylor, 2003).
Material goods, due to the minimal labour time
objectified in them, had low use-value and were
hence readily replaceable or alienable (Myers,
1989). As Myers argues, goods were more important in a symbolic rather than use-value sense,
acting to establish identity, kin relationships, and
reproduce a range of social values. These social
relations involved in the moral economy have
continued despite the introduction of cash and
high value Western commodities (e.g. consumer
durables and off-road vehicles). Goods may take
on a social rather than use or exchange value as
they enter the internal economy of Aboriginal
transactions (Peterson, 1991).
In this context, commodities and money are
subject to transformative Aboriginal social relations that operate within an external capitalist
framework. Expanding on this point, AustinBroos (2003) argues that the kin relations of
Arrernte people in Alice Springs’ hinterland, tra-
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ditionally embedded in place and country, are
increasingly objectified in cash and commodities. If we translate this into the context of the
casino, the resilience of the Aboriginal domestic
moral economy (Peterson and Taylor, 2003) is
revealed to the extent to which it appropriates
and transforms capitalistic objects of exchange
within the Aboriginal system of sharing and obligation. It appears as if Aboriginal social practices
within the casino are constituted by the sharing
central to the Aboriginal moral economy, while
at the same time reconfiguring Aboriginal relations more specifically with the gambling cash
economy. If we accept the argument of AustinBroos (2003), then the casino, with its combination of cash and catchment, has inevitably
become a major site for the identification and
reproduction of Aboriginal kinship relations. In
this context, sharing resources serves the dual
purpose of reinforcing relational ties while at the
same time enabling prolonged gambling in a
mutually sustaining system.
Indeed, our interview respondents pointed out
that the reciprocal social relations employed in
the casino enable a visit to be sustained for
several weeks. As one Aboriginal respondent
pointed out, ‘when people are out of money they
just walk around the casino. They will do that all
night right up to 3 am. The next day they will find
someone with money and will continue gambling
or wait until they get paid’. She also told us that
some people go in there at exactly the time of
their payday (e.g. 1 am) to get their money from
the ATM or to coincide with the exact time of the
paydays of others: ‘Everyone knows each other’s
paydays. It’s a big network, a lot of handing back
and giving back’. This amounts to a social–
financial network that is determined by paydays
and the temporal interstices between them. The
casino may in fact be part of a more general
reconfiguration of Aboriginal social relations to
accommodate an increasingly capitalistic landscape. As one Aboriginal interviewee pointed
out, ‘. . . bush people that never used to gamble,
now gamble . . . They need (emphasis added) to
go there to meet people’.
Production of space II: the enchanting
ideology of Alea
Given the richness of Aboriginal social relations
around the casino, it would be misleading to
place too much importance on the attractive
power of EGM technology per se. It is but one
component of the casino space that facilitates
consumption and, while it internalises the global

production of alea, its meaning is created
through the way it both produces and is produced
by space. Here, we refer to the way the casino is
afforded a particular imagination or ideology.
What lies within the casino enclosure is the ideology of chance, the same aleatory ideology that
runs Las Vegas. Casinos both rationalize the provision of alea and simultaneously use it as a
mechanism of what Ritzer and Stillman (2001)
describe as enchantment, a form of self-illusory
hedonism. The process of enchantment arguably
act as a counter-balance to the forces of rationalisation that animate what are tightly managed
systems of direct and subconscious consumer
control (Ritzer, 2005). In this sense, the discursive overlay of enchantment is required to rationalise consumption of an immaterial product and
disguise an overtly exploitative system of economic exchange.
However, this ideological superstructure alone
does not explain the individual act of consumption. We also need to account for the socialised
individual within this framework. Livingstone
(2005) argues that EGM gambling is a site of
imagination where players are more concerned with their interior space of desire than the
logic, economic or otherwise, of the technology.
This inner space reveals a longing for the
re-establishment of a monadic state that precedes
experience, where all things are connected independent of social necessity (Livingstone, 2005,
529). Livingstone further argues that capitalist
modernity fragments this monad through the
social imaginary of money that constructs the
individual as consumer. The tension between
socialisation into capitalism and the monadic
state awakens the desire for reconnection. Livingstone (2005) uses this tension to explain the
phenomenon of EGM gambling, arguing that the
EGM combines a social imaginary of modernity
with a stream of indeterminacy bestowing a
momentary reflection of interiority.
While this configuration may provide an aleatory space for the capitalist subject where the
demands of rationality are temporarily alleviated,
for the Aboriginal subject, this idea requires
some rethinking. That is, many Aboriginal
people in remote NT are located within a cultural
system that is not disenchanted or rationalised in
the Weberian sense. Rather than being fascinated
by probabilities and indeterminism (Hacking,
1990), in Aboriginal societies, everything has a
direct cause or attribution. From this perspective,
Aboriginal subjectivities are already enchanted,
although it is important to note that this is a
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social, not a racial, characteristic, and is present
to varying degrees among the casino’s black and
white patrons. As a local example, we cite the
recent riots by residents of the small Aboriginal
settlement of Yuendumu, located 300 km northwest of Alice Springs. This incident was sparked
by a dispute over the alleged use of sorcery to kill
a young man from the community (Neill, 2010).
This use of magic and sorcery is still firmly
embedded within many Central Australian Aboriginal social practices and actions.
However, we baulk at positioning Aboriginal
society as pre-modernist or pre-socialised capitalist in Livingstone’s sense. More correctly, Aboriginal society may be considered quasi-capitalist
because, in common with displaced hunter gatherers and nomads across the globe, they engage
with capitalism in a number of ways (Peterson,
1991). While over a quarter of working age Aboriginal residents of Central Australia visibly participate in the labour force, others engage with the
informal cash and barter economies, revolving
around art production, short-term contracts, and
other opportunistic exchanges.
Therefore, we argue that rather than returning
to the monad through the EGM, Aboriginal
people are reconfiguring the monad in gambling
space in culturally specific ways. Entry into the
casino space entails not a movement between
different zones from modern to monadic as Livingstone argues, but a delight in the recognition
of the monad represented in white capitalistic
space. In this context, the monad is celebrated
and enhanced through the capitalist mediation of
casino space, one that effectively appropriates,
legitimates, and promotes Aboriginal lifeworlds.
The casino is popular precisely because it creates
a space where enchantment is normalised rather
than problematised. The power of this ideology
lies in its ability to reconcile the tension between
the capitalist and quasi-capitalist social forms.
This may be the reason the casino ‘talks across
languages’.
The integration in space of differing worldviews means that the movement into ideological
space is inverted depending on racial membership. For whites, the casino may represent a step
into the enchanted world of the monad; for Aboriginal gamblers, it may be the re-expression of
everyday enchantment in the world of capitalist
settler society. For one, it is the crossing of a
divide; for the other, a way to avoid the rationalist
demands of white modernity and remain in a
familiar but also aspirational space, one that can
be engaged with on Aboriginal cultural terms.

Production of space III: regulation and race
Part of this transition into casino space is associated with a certain mode of comportment. One
respondent explained how Aboriginal people,
particularly those from the remote hinterland, use
the 24-hour laundromat nearby before going to
the casino. She said bush people like to clean up
and dress up for a casino visit: ‘It makes them
respectable, more dressed up, casino style’. We
emphasise the phrase ‘casino style’ because it
carries a connotation of exclusivity. In the case of
Alice Springs, the casino is the most exclusive,
yet ontologically familiar, public space an Aboriginal person can inhabit.
The notion of ‘casino style’ encapsulates a
further expectation of a particular conduct associated with the casino space (cf., Sansom,
1980). The reproduction of aleatory ideology
requires clear boundaries between the space it
animates and the everyday other world. Therefore, the casino space needs to be enclosed by a
system of clearly demarcated boundaries and
governed by formal and informal rules that
regulate individual behaviour within (Vasudevan
et al., 2008). In the local context, the enclosure
requires continuous reproduction. Here, the
Alice Springs casino is overtly no different to
other large EGM venues. The rules that govern
entry require consumers to be dressed and
deported following specific requirements relating to clothing, footwear, and sobriety. These
rules are maintained through gate-keeping with
security at the door and the interior space to
keep track of the gambling tables and record the
behaviour of customers. The lawns outside are
also subject to surveillance to keep an eye on
the perimeter.
The spatial policing of the casino appears to be
relatively welcome, particularly compared with
the privately policed local shopping centre. In the
case of the latter, interviewees reported to us
heavy-handed policing of space by private security guards who constantly ‘move people on’ (cf.
Lea et al., 2012). One Aboriginal informant told
us that no Aboriginal people complained about
the casino because ‘. . . Aboriginal people are
treated well there, unlike the way they are in the
local Coles and Woolies [local supermarkets]
who actively harass people, particularly if they
are drinking’. This tee-totalling, articulate
woman told us she had been harassed several
times when doing her weekly shopping. Much of
this dynamic is associated with the local alcohol
stores and the desire to eliminate ‘antisocial
behaviour’ in their surrounds – a euphemistic
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term that in reality refers to public drunkenness
by Aboriginal people.
The casino security is important because it
eliminates drunkenness from the mix. But it is
more than this. The relative security offered by
the casino to Aboriginal consumers is reflected in
its Arrernte name – Apmere Bulkere. Apmere
loosely means home or lounge room or living
space, while Bulkere is white or whitish in
colour. The space is both lived and familiar. The
security of the casino space was quickly recognised by the regulators and service providers. For
example, one senior government official told us
that gamblers are not humbugged (subjected to
demand for money by extended kin) in the casino
and that it is safer for women. Once again, a clear
racial difference emerged. The Aboriginal
informants emphasis on sociability and freedom
from harassment by the authorities (that now
include local council officers and shopping
centre security guards) on the one hand, was
contrasted with the white interpretation of ‘lack
of humbug’ and escape from interpersonal violence on the other. Even here then, inclusion may
be interpreted in a negative sense. For example,
in the view of one white social worker, the
casino, while not welcoming of remote Aboriginal people, will at least accept them. In the blunt
words of another, ‘. . . the casino is pretty much
the only place that would take them [Aboriginal
people]’. At the level of regulation, the casino is
not so much welcoming as tolerant, a clear contrast to the ideological celebration it offers
inside.
Conclusion: gambling space as
dialectical production
It is clear that Aboriginal people, indeed all
people, are accepted into the casino to the extent
that they obey its governance rules. These rules
construct the space to do what it is designed for,
that is, to accumulate capital for industry and
government and strip economic resources from
consumers, large proportions whom are likely to
be Aboriginal (cf. Young et al., 2011). The
casino, because of its ability to tap into the
demand for safe spaces for social interaction and
exchange for Aboriginal people, is able to
capture the financial surpluses from Aboriginal
people across the entire region of Central Australia. However, the casino space also offers an
alternative to economic exploitation insofar as
Aboriginal consumers utilise the space for their
own ends and appear to recognise its aleatory
ideology. Far from just being economically

exploited, there is a cultural and social need that
is being served by the casino. In this sense, Aboriginal social systems are remarkably flexible
and adaptable. The irony is that in a town in
which racial management of space is so commonplace as to be invisible (Lea et al., 2012), the
casino is one of the very few inclusionary public
spaces for Aboriginal people. It provides the
palace – the grandest experience this configuration of white society can offer. Framed dialectically, the thesis is that space is capitalistically
produced in remote Australia to divert resources
from marginalised populations defined along
racial lines. And the postmodern aleatory cultural
form does this with breath-taking brilliance and
staggering efficiency. The antithesis to this
exploitation, one that is disturbingly flattering to
the gambling industry, is that gambling spaces
act to provide a space for social inclusion that is
otherwise unavailable in public spaces within the
capitalist economic frontier.
We would like to go further and argue that this
dialectic is itself socially constructed and contingent. The side emphasised depends on racial orientation. Economic exploitation was frequently
cited by white service providers (in terms of
motivations for visit, time and money spent gambling, and social obligations disregarded). This
discourse evoked the cultural-practice-form of
the addicted Aboriginal gambler, a racialised
version of the problem gambler category
(Collins, 1996; Reith, 2007). This generic categorisation was given a specific spatio-racial
bent, with Aboriginal people characterised as
being ‘stuck’ or out of place in Alice Springs and
needing to be returned to country, an account that
most certainly was not applied to white casinogoers. In contrast, the social inclusion side of the
dialectic was emphasised by Aboriginal people.
No one talked about addiction, overspending or
the amount of money changing hands. Instead,
the meeting-place, sociability and enjoyment
were primary. For example, when we pressed one
Aboriginal informant about the potential impacts
of EGMs on resource distribution, she replied
‘For Aboriginal people, gambling is nothing,
losing money is nothing’. She further explained
that people know they are challenging a machine
but do so in the knowledge that there will always
be someone who will share money. In this sense,
losing is not an issue as the burden is not an
individual one, but a shared loss that is absorbed
by the broader community. Winning is not personal triumph over fate as it is in individualist
capitalism (Caillois, 1961), but has more to do
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with accessing the casino space in a socialised
context.
In both these theses, the racial economy of
EGM gambling in Central Australia slides out of
view. The non-Aboriginal service providers’
focus on the addicted gambler problematises
Aboriginal consumption of gambling in itself,
rather than the neo-colonial context that frustrates the production of other less economically
exploitative spaces for Aboriginal social reproduction. Conversely, in the Aboriginal interviewees’ efforts to counter the problem-gambling
discourse by emphasising the productive aspects
of casino gambling, economic exploitation is
altogether erased. Within the space itself, the
tension is relieved through a neoliberal discourse
that reinterprets the practices within the space as
an expression of consumer choice within late
capitalism with its implied notions of democracy
and inclusion. It appears to synthesise the opposition between white alienation and desire for
enchantment with the Aboriginal embrace of the
uncanny and magical. The provocation revealed
by this dialectic is that the discourse of postmodernism as a cultural form of late capitalism
(Harvey, 1989) is achieving something that the
state has failed to do across remote Australia, that
is, providing an inclusionary space for Aboriginal people within settler society, albeit an economically exploitative one.
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NOTES
1. Custom tables based on the Australian Bureau of Statistics 2011 Census of Population and Housing for Apatula
and Alice Springs residents aged 15–64. This figure falls
to 25% if one excludes Indigenous persons whose only
form of employment is CDEP.
2. We use the terms ‘black’ and ‘white’ as per the Alice
Springs vernacular to indicate Aboriginal and nonAboriginal people, irrespective of skin colour or specific
non-Aboriginal cultural heritage.
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