
 

Tracks and Charlie’s Country Q&A 
 

1) What is the message to be taken from both texts in terms of the impact 
that the clash of cultures (indigenous/non-indigenous) has on our 
protagonists?  
In both texts the clash of cultures between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians is seen as a result of arrogance and a lack of respect and 
education on the part of settler or non-Indigenous Australians. In the case of 
Tracks, Davidson sees the most important way of bridging this divide to be 
education, so her journey becomes about educating herself about the culture 
of the First Nations communities she engages with and also about country. 
The practice she models is taking the time to listen and to understand and to 
recognise and accept the gaps in her knowledge. So it is about humility – and, 
in contrast, she demonstrates how destructive the arrogance and the 
ignorance of so many of the settler Australians she meets can be.  
 
In Charlie's Country, the viewer sees the world through Charlie’s eyes and 
shares in his experience -- after all he is in every scene in the film! Every time 
Charlie leaves his shelter, he is called to account by the non-Indigenous 
members of his community. There is however a lot of complexity in the 
representation of the clash of cultures because in some ways the police and 
the other non-Indigenous people in Charlie's community are just doing their 
job, and Charlie could be considered a bit of a rulebreaker. The subtle 
implication is that Charlie's rebellion relates to the fact that the Yolngu 
community in the town have had some of their autonomy taken away from 
them. This is signalled – very subtly – in the sign that we see at the beginning 
of the film.  This highlights that the community is subject to rules imposed on 
them by the government rather than negotiated as a shared decision. And it is 
this failure on the part of the non-Indigenous people in the community to 
respectfully connect and consult with the Yolngu community they are 
supposedly working for that becomes the problem. So, once again the focus 
is on settler Australians developing humility and learning to listen. By the 
same token, Charlie also needs to learn some humility in relation to his 
understanding of culture and country, and when he does begin on this 
learning journey at the end of the narrative, he has also begun to look forward 
to the future.  
 
NOTE: As you decide on appropriate terminology, you might like to check out 
this link: https://www.commonground.org.au/learn/aboriginal-or-indigenous 
 

2) Please explain how the struggle to retain one's identity is compromised 
or undermined by the demands of society. Are the protagonists able to 
be who they want to be? Or do they not actually know who they want to 
be?  
Davidson specifically describes her decision to go on her lone journey across 
the country as a way of escaping from all of the social pressures and 
limitations that are built into western society. But she also says that she wants 
to escape from the person that she has become within her current life. She 
sees the challenge of the journey as a way of stripping everything back and 
getting to the heart of who she is. In the process, she discovers lots of things 

https://www.commonground.org.au/learn/aboriginal-or-indigenous


 

about herself, but most powerfully she learns the importance of asking 
questions and being uncertain – she learns “Camel trips as I suspected all 
along …do not begin or end, they merely change form.” In other words, there 
is never an end to life’s journey of discovery and building identity and a sense 
of self is an ongoing process. 
 
The contrast between Charlie and Davidson is that Charlie begins the 
narrative completely certain that he knows who he is and that everything that 
is wrong with his life is the fault of others. Charlie's journey involves losing this 
certainty; in fact after he gets sick and needs to be rescued by Black Pete, he 
experiences a complete loss of identity, a loss of self. This trajectory is traced 
through his surrender to alcohol and disconnection from country and culture in 
Darwin and then reaches its lowest point when he goes to prison – think about 
the scene where his hair is cut off and he stares out of the darkness into the 
camera. Initially in prison, he is presented as a ghost and has lost all of the 
attributes that make him who he is – his rebelliousness and sense of mischief. 
Think about how this loss of self is communicated in his posture. Ultimately, 
Charlie re-emerges from this loss of self and state of alienation with the 
beginnings of a new understanding of himself as part of a community. He is 
also building an awareness that to be part of this community, he has a 
responsibility to keep culture and country alive.   
 
To be more explicit in response to the second part of this question: Davidson 
is searching for a new identity and has no preconceptions as to what that 
might be. At the beginning of Charlie’s Country, Charlie thinks he is just fine 
as he is; by the end of the narrative, he is exploring a new way of 
understanding his place in the world. 

 
3) How do we assess the future of both protagonists? Is there hope are 

they satisfied?  
I think both texts finish with hopeful gestures to the future. Davidson has 
committed herself to a life of searching for meaning and rethinking the ideas 
that she has already formed. The lesson she has learned is the value of 
change and of new knowledge about herself and her world. Sadly, in her 
postscript, she offers a less hopeful vision of the future of the country that she 
travelled across. The conclusion of Charlie's Country is open to so many 
possibilities but there is hope for Charlie and hope for the future of his 
community. Charlie has previously been uninterested in passing on 
knowledge to the young people who will be the ones to take his people's 
culture into the future. In the film's conclusion we see that he has agreed to 
become part of that future. I really like the way that he commits himself to this 
new sense of community by sharing his story of dancing for the queen and 
making that part of the community's shared story.  
 

4) Why does Charlie value dancing for the queen when she is the most 
potent symbol of colonialism and invasion?  
It is certainly curious that Charlie is so proud of having danced for the Queen 
at the opening of the Sydney Opera House, when he is so furious about the 
impact of colonisation and very much regards the settler or non-Indigenous 
people that he encounters as taking away his rights to his land and his 



 

culture. Initially his pride in this event and his obsession with the photo of this 
moment in his life relates to the way it proves his worth within a society that 
he now feels gives him no respect. Dancing for the Queen has become the 
story that defines his life; it was a moment when his culture was given value 
by the colonisers. It is particularly moving that he pulls the photo out when he 
becomes so sick after returning to country. In the conclusion when he tells the 
story to the boys as he teaches them to dance, he is modelling a future of 
reconciliation and renewal between First Nations people and settler 
Australians. The narrative explores the idea that each group of Australians 
might be able to create a shared narrative society based on mutual respect. 
 

5) Are there issues and complexities in comparing a fictional film with a 
factual autobiography?  
It is always important to keep the differences in form at the forefront of the 
study and comparison of these two texts. The modes and techniques that 
relate to the multi-modal form of film and the distinctive literary devices and 
techniques that Davidson uses in Tracks need to be taken into account. 
Tracks is also a multimodal text because of its inclusion of photographs. But 
this question about comparing Charlie’s Country and Tracks is a good one -- 
there is a vast difference between an autobiographical subject and a fictional 
character, However, Davidson makes it a bit easier for us by constructing her 
past self as a character that she as the writer of the autobiography is separate 
from and can judge thanks to the passing of time. This is particularly the case 
when we first meet her past self arriving in Alice Springs – her ignorance 
about the world that she has just entered and her unpreparedness for the 
challenges that await her. When Davidson breaks down the learning journey 
and search for identity that her past self experiences, there are many ways we 
can link this with the portrayal of Charlie as a character who, like Robyn 
Davidson’s past self, achieves wisdom as part of his life journey.  
 
Also, if you have done much research on Charlie’s Country, then you will 
know that it was inspired by David Gulpilil's own experiences and was a 
project that he and director Rolf de Heer worked on together as a form of 
recovery and reflection. This does not mean that we should regard Charlie's 
Country as anything other than a fictional narrative film, but Gulpilil's 
contribution works almost as an invitation to viewers who are outside of 
Yolngu culture to engage with the complexities and problematic and 
challenging aspects of Charlie’s character. 
 

6) Is Charlie a likeable character?  
 

Charlie is an interesting, challenging and thought-provoking character 
regardless of whether he is likeable. That said, despite his shortcomings and 
blind spots, he an exuberant character with a passion for life, a great sense of 
humour and a determination not to be defeated. Accordingly, viewers are on 
his side, as he tries to make a life for himself in his home community, and it is 
therefore heartbreaking when we experience his loss of identity alongside 
him. De Heer uses film techniques to connect viewers with Charlie's 
experience of the world either through those sustained shots, or the camera 
following his movements or the interconnection between his body and his 



 

surroundings. So when, in the scenes in prison, the perspective changes and 
viewers look at him from the outside, it is really shocking to view this character 
who was once so present, as a lost human being. For that reason, I really like 
the scene where he gives the parole officer cheek, as we can see Charlie 
finding himself again.  
 
It is also worth following up this idea of likeability in relation to Tracks 
precisely because Davidson does not try to make her past self likeable. In 
fact, she often does the opposite and presents the worst of herself. If you 
think about how distressed she is by Rick Smolan's gorgeous photos and the 
articles that describe her as the beautiful Camel Lady, you can understand 
her writing to involve a conscious undermining of people's desire to 
romanticise her journey. In the postscript written when the book was 
rereleased in 2012, Davidson writes that she wrote in order to get behind her 
own act. In other words, to insist on getting to the truth of who she really is 
rather than try to make herself into someone she is not in order to satisfy 
other people's expectations.  

 
7) How would you compare the endings of the two texts?  

I probably answered this question about the endings when I responded to the 
earlier question about the future of the protagonists. But let's have a bit more 
of a think about how the texts are structured. First of all, each text has a long 
first act, or in Davidson's case, first chapter that leads into the protagonists 
visiting country. Davidson's journey is complex and eventful, full of detail as 
she crosses different countries and landscapes and learns many new things. 
Once she has learned Eddie’s lesson about being in the present rather than 
relentlessly rushing forward, the further she goes on her journey, the less it 
means to finish. The end of her journey is recounted in the shortest section of 
the book and is described in a fairly subdued way. Her final sentences are not 
so much about a sense of achievement but about her realisation that such 
achievements lose their power as soon as they are over. In other words, she 
recognises the journey of self-discovery is an ongoing one. As she reflects on 
this idea, Davidson expresses her suspicion of and distaste for the society 
that she has left and now must once again contend with.  
 
The first act of Charlie's Country establishes the changed parameters of his 
life. Just as Davidson becomes desperate to escape Alice Springs, Charlie 
feels there is no longer a place for him in his home community. The 
conclusion of Charlie's Country is a very short coda that comes after he is 
released from prison. It is about him rediscovering his place in the world 
through community and culture. In the case of each text the endings are 
open-ended something that highlights the importance of knowledge and 
change in each narrative.  
 
The protagonists in each text is searching for and journeying towards wisdom 
– and, as the endings suggest, wisdom relates to humility and a recognition 
that life is about an ongoing search for answers. 
 

8) What do Charlie and Robyn Davidson each learn as a result of their 
experiences in each of the texts?  



 

 
While this has been covered in previous answers, let's think a bit more about 
the idea of wisdom and how it relates to self, culture, country and community. 
Both Charlie and Robyn Davidson’s journeys lead them to move away from 
an individualistic sense of self and, instead, to embrace an idea of the 
connected self. Part of this education relates to an understanding of self in 
terms of the land or country that we inhabit and cross over -- this is suggested 
in the idea that the country owns us, rather than in Charlie's continued 
assertion: “This is my country.” With this in mind, we see Black Pete highlight 
the responsibilities of caring for country by taking on the job of ranger. We 
also see Black Pete and Old Lulu demonstrate the importance of community 
and culture. Their sense that they are responsible for protecting community 
and culture emerges when they visit Charlie in Darwin and reminds him of his 
responsibilities to adhere to the laws of his culture.  
 

9) Can you say more about the minor characters in each of the texts? 
 

This is a really important question as the other characters in Charlie's Country 
as well as the people that Davidson meets on her journey are significant in 
terms of the positive or negative impact they have on each of the protagonists 
as well as in terms of what viewers and readers can learn from them. (And 
this can be both positive and negative-- Davidson has countless examples of 
the ignorance, racism and misogyny of men she encounters in Alice Springs 
as well as a number she encounters on her journey.) Of all of the people 
Davidson encounters, Eddie makes the greatest impact on her and the 
reader, as he teaches her the most important lessons she has to learn about 
mutual respect, generosity, culture and country. Rick Smolan is also an 
important figure, in the way that his presence disrupts her plans and dreams 
for what she is trying to achieve. Smolan introduces a level of self-
consciousness into her journey, making her see it as something that she was 
doing for others. Due to the presence of Smolan’s camera and the 
participation of National Geographic, Davidson feels she loses the immediacy 
and authenticity of her search for meaning and that instead it becomes a story 
for others. 
 
In Charlie's Country, the non-Indigenous characters are viewed from the 
outside. They are mostly just doing their job -- they are representatives of a 
bigger system and long history of inequality and injustice -- but what stands 
out is their paternalistic attitude to Charlie. The fact that they do not respect 
him as an equal is highlighted early in the film, where viewers see Charlie 
perform the role that the policeman Luke expects from him. Luke engages 
with Charlie as a bit of local colour rather than a complex human being, a 
summation that Charlie is aware of and counters by presenting an alternative 
scenario in language. Through the use of subtitles, the viewing audience is 
made aware that there is so much more to Charlie than the settler Australian 
population working in the community will ever know. Characters such as Black 
Pete and Old Lulu are significant because they offer an alternative to the self-
destructive negativity that Charlie expresses and prevents him from making a 
productive contribution to his own community. The minimal nature of Faith’s 



 

characterisation highlights that Charlie’s country is a man’s world that places 
women and their concerns on the margins. 
 

 
10) What are the key points where racism could be compared between 

Tracks and Charlie’s Country and how does this influence both texts? 
 

In Tracks Davidson presents racism as a scourge on Australian society and 
depicts multiple instances of a brutal and unreflective racism, particularly in 
Alice Springs with the camps on the outskirts of town. She also describes the 
failure of the Northern Territory school system to adapt to suit the needs of 
First Nations communities. A chilling example of racism as pure evil involves 
the horrific murder of an Indigenous man, whose body is found in a gutter 
painted white. Davidson also details countless racist and dehumanising jokes 
and comments. Having had the privilege of being accompanied by Eddie and 
learning from him about country and culture, she is infuriated by Eddie's 
treatment by the tourists who want to take photos of him as if he is an object 
of curiosity. But this is also a great example of Eddie fighting back with a 
powerful mixture of humour and defiance, along with a determination to 
maintain his self-respect -- Eddie reminds me of Charlie in this scene. Think of 
the occasions where he ‘manages’ the imposition imposed by settler 
Australians with humour and mischief.  
 
The first section of the Charlie’s Country narrative subtly introduces the 
regulation and control associated with the intervention. The fact that the 
intervention is something that has been imposed on the community is played 
out in the opening of the film, where the sign is the focus of an extended 
establishing shot. And we also see the resistance to this imposition in the 
treatment of the sign. The limitations imposed on the everyday lives of the 
Yolngu people in the community are played out through Charlie’s everyday life 
and experience. In Darwin the violence and disrespect of the police and other 
details such as the fact that the majority of prisoners are people of colour 
further highlights systemic injustice. In Tracks Davidson's encounter with the 
racist treatment of the First Nations communities she is so keen to understand 
makes her more and more bitter about and despairing of settler society. It also 
drives the passion with which she represents the  First Nations communities 
she meets to us the readers of the book. In Charlie's Country we are made 
very aware of the much larger story of colonisation and how the racist 
treatment of First Nations people in Australia is insidious and all-
encompassing.  

  
 
11) What would you say about the role of women in each text and the 

representation of feminist issues?  

This is a really important question. Tracks is an avowedly feminist text. 
Davidson writes at length about her sense that women are not given the 
chance to discover their potential within urban society in Australia. She writes, 
“‘it was such a relief to be free of disguises and prettiness and attractiveness. 
Above all that horrible, false, debilitating attractiveness that women hide 
behind.” This desire to be free from a society that values woman because of 



 

how they look rather than qualities relating to strength and self-determination. 
When Davidson sets out on her journey it is with the purpose of discovering 
what she is capable of and breaking free from the limitations that have held 
her back. In Alice Springs however she discovers a dangerous level of 
misogyny that heightens her recognition of the toxic racism faced by the First 
Nations people who live in settlements on the outskirts of the town.  
 
When Davidson sets out on her journey, she discovers a liberation in leaving 
behind the categories that define and limit people and their experience. For 
this reason, Smolan’s photographs and the mythology that grows around the 
“Camel Lady” are hugely frustrating, as once again society is limiting her 
efforts at breaking free. As Davidson travels, she relishes the shedding of all 
the appearances and niceties of civilisation, relishing dirt, sweat and smells 
that take over her body during her journey. Typically women are under a huge 
pressure to maintain the social order and to present themselves and their 
bodies according to a socially constructed idea of femininity that is about 
cleanliness, neatness, politeness, domesticity and beauty.  
 
Davidson is curious about the possibility that the First Nations communities 
that she visits might provide an alternative set of conventions and practices 
around gender relations. Inspired by the meeting between Eddie and his wife, 
Davidson reflects on the separation of men and women’s roles in Pitjantjatjara 
culture, she observes that they work in separate roles towards a single 
purpose, and that they do this with mutual respect. She also argues that “if 
there is sexism amongst Aborigines today, it is because they have learnt well 
from their conquerors”. 

 
You can read a great rundown of the way these themes are explored in 
Tracks here. 
  
 
Davidson’s comments around the impact of colonisation on gender relations 
in First Nations communities creates a thought-provoking intersection with 
Charlie’s Country. For the most part, Charlie’s Country focuses on the 
relationships between men. Prior to Charlie’s relationship with Faith, his 
relationships with women in his home community are shadowy, but we know 
that he once had a house and a family. As Charlie moves through his 
community, a series of interactions underline how securely he belongs there. 
He may live in a shelter on the edge of town, but he is a well-known figure. 
Nevertheless, although he hands around quantities of cash, there is no sense 
that he feels responsible for anyone other than himself.  
 
Charlie’s relationship with Faith appears to be based on expediency on her 
part (Charlie is a great source of grog) and a sense of passive hopelessness 
on his. Nevertheless, Charlie and Faith spend a great deal of time together 
and although their relationship is primarily represented in terms of visits to the 
bottle shop, there is also an intimacy communicated in their shared glances 
and their relaxed demeanour as a couple as they walk together. However, this 
intimacy is interrupted by the brief moment where Charlie is shown drunkenly 
assaulting Faith, an incident that is over in the blink of an eye, but forces 

https://www.litcharts.com/lit/tracks-a-woman-s-solo-trek-across-1700-miles-of-australian-outback/themes/femininity-and-society


 

viewers to think more deeply about the minimal representation of women’s 
experience in Charlie’s Country.  
 
If Charlie is to find redemption, it will be through Men’s Business, and through 
offering the young men a connection to a living and responsive culture 
connected to the future. It could be argued that the hopeful conclusion of 
Charlie’s Country models the kind of healthy division of gender roles Davidson 
observes in Pitjantjatjara culture, while Charlie’s relationship with Faith 
suggests the kind of toxic masculinity that Davidson argues has been 
introduced by the colonisers. 
 

12)  Can we quote from the Postscript of Tracks? 
The edition of Tracks recommended in the VCE text list published by VCAA 
lists this edition which is a new edition that includes a new postscript written 
by Davidson as a reflection on both the journey and the process of writing of 
the book. This edition also includes a number of the photographs taken by 
Rick Smolan for National Geographic and that are a significant reference point 
in Davidson’s account. (The original text includes a different set of photos that 
are in black and white and come from a variety of sources.) I would argue that 
it is always important to take into account the whole text, and that the new 
postscript is an important inclusion adding considerably to the reader’s 
capacity to reflect on the meaning that Davidson’s quest and her memoir had 
for her original audience and the more nuanced meaning it has for twenty-first 
century readers. Taking into account the postscript provides a more robust 
sense of history that is important in forging a with Charlie’s Country. Both 
texts stem from and are informed by a particular historical moment but are 
also both connected to the long and destructive history of colonisation. One of 
the questions to ask when comparing and contrasting the two texts is how 
much has and has not changed for First Nations people in Australia. 
 
 
 

 
  

https://www.bloomsbury.com/au/tracks-9781408834862/

