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Ann Curthoys 

 
 
This collection of essays in the Journal of the European Association for Studies of Australia is a 
testament to the vitality of Australian Studies in both Europe and Australia and a reminder of the 
value of interdisciplinary and transnational scholarship in tackling some of the tough issues of 
our time.  
 
As someone who has been involved in Australian Studies internationally for a long time, it is 
exciting to see such a collection appear. When I say a long time, I mean more than half a century. 
My involvement in Australian Studies began slowly. When I graduated from the University of 
Sydney in 1967, I had had no experience of studying Australia in any form. Although I had 
completed an honours year in history, I had done no Australian history, and I had completed 
three years of English literature that had included no Australian literature at all. I had done one 
year of Anthropology, but the only Australian content in Anthropology I that I can remember was 
a six-week Archaeology sequence taught by Rhys Jones, then a young PhD student fresh from 
Cambridge who had just begun his groundbreaking research in Tasmania; I have a vague 
memory of him holding up flaked stone tools, talking excitedly about his research.   
 
In my Diploma of Education year in 1967, however, I chose as my essay topic for the History 
unit a study of the history of the White Australia Policy, and was surprised to find how little 
scholarship there had been. Working on this essay is where my engagement with Australian 
history really began. Instead of teaching high school, as I had been training to do, the following 
year I enrolled at Macquarie University to research and write a PhD on race relations in New 
South Wales from 1856 to 1881 which focused on racial ideas and policies towards both 
Aboriginal people and Chinese immigrants. Given I had studied no Australian history at all, I 
was poorly prepared, and on my first day as a PhD student, I sat in Mitchell Library, the 
specialist research part of the New South Wales State Library, and realised I had absolutely no 
idea how to proceed. With help from friends, I learnt how to do the research and completed the 
thesis in 1973, and after a year in England and then working in Canberra as a research assistant 
and sessional tutor I began my career as a full time academic in 1976 as a lecturer in Women’s 
Studies at the Australian National University. It was during our Canberra years that both my 
literary critic husband, John Docker, and I became enthusiasts and advocates for studying 
Australian history and literature in international contexts. John wrote several key essays on the 
topic, including “Commonwealth Literature and the Universities” and “The Neocolonial 
Assumption in the University Teaching of English” (see Docker, “Commonwealth”, “The 
Neocolonial” and “The University Teaching”). 
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In 1978, I joined the academic staff in the Faculty of Humanities at the NSW Institute of 
Technology in Sydney, and in 1982 I took my first study leave. We went to London, as so many 
Australian academics then did when they had the opportunity. There John and I both became 
visitors to the new Centre for Australian Studies (later the Menzies Centre for Australian 
Studies). The Centre was so new that in fact we began our visit just before the inaugural 
Director, Geoffrey Bolton, arrived in London to take up his position. At that point, there were no 
British academics involved, or not that I remember, and the centre was located at first in Gordon 
Square in Bloomsbury and then in a Dickensian building in Russell Square, complete with a 
creaking rickety staircase, shared with the Institute of Commonwealth Studies. Geoff was a 
superbly genial host, and the centre became a haven for visiting Australian academics like us; the 
seminar series was attended mainly by a hotchpotch of people including Australians living in 
London. Getting British academics in the humanities and social sciences interested in Australia 
would be a long slow process, and there is still a long way to go. I continued to visit the Centre 
under a series of directors while on study leave, in 1991, 2002, and 2006. Over the years, the 
proportion of Australians at the Centre gradually fell and the proportion of British and other 
scholars rose.  
 
Through the 1980s and 1990s, new centres or programmes in Australian Studies popped up in 
Italy, Denmark, and other parts of Europe, often with an expatriate Australian scholar initially at 
the helm. One such site was at the University of Aarhus in Denmark, where Anna Rutherford 
taught Australian literature; we visited there and spoke with students in 1982. These were 
exciting times, though there were problems. In these forays into Australian Studies in diverse 
places there tended to be a focus on Australian literature and film, and scholarship sought to 
establish that these texts, often otherwise unknown outside Australia, were indeed worthy of 
serious attention. One consequence, in my experience, was that it was hard to bring a critical 
edge to the analysis; strong criticism seemed to endanger the project of Australian Studies itself. 
There was an element almost of veneration for the texts under study and very often also for their 
authors. 
 
A more critical, theoretical, and politically aware approach would soon develop both in Australia 
and in Europe. My own experience of these changes was mainly in Australia in the 1980s and 
1990s and outside Australia after 2000. In 1985, while a visiting scholar for a year at the 
Australian National University, I became through my friend, the historian Kay Daniels, aware of 
the ongoing review into Australian Studies that she chaired, and which had been commissioned 
by Susan Ryan as Education Minister in the Hawke Labor Government. She and her two co-
reviewers, Bruce Bennett and Humphrey McQueen, were inspired by the very particular 
concerns of their time. For our generation, born in the 1940s, schooled in the 1950s, and flooding 
into universities in the 1960s, the universities had provided an undergraduate education that 
included very little about Australian culture, society, and history. In our education we had lacked 
adequate reference points to the society in which we had grown up, and the anger of this 
generation of white Australians at the gaps in their education permeates the Review report, 
entitled Windows onto Worlds (1987). For example, it writes: “Many key works of literature and 
science were out of print for decades; some of our film-making heritage has been lost forever; 
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major musical compositions have never been recorded; inventors want the biographies that 
would convey a sense of their past achievements” (Committee of Review of Australian Studies 
Tertiary Education 18). 
 
Windows onto Worlds wanted a form of Australian Studies to suit a changing Australia. It 
discussed the implications of ethnic and cultural diversity for Australian studies and strongly 
urged a multicultural understanding of Australian society and culture. It was also sensitive to 
Indigenous issues and emphasised the need for both focused attention to Aboriginal perspectives 
in a distinct Aboriginal-managed sequence of studies, and the importance of attending to 
Aboriginal perspectives not only in special units but also across the curriculum. “Aboriginal 
Studies,” said the report, “must generate its own pedagogy and identify how it should be used 
and by whom it should be used.” It specified that “Aboriginal studies should be generated as a 
discipline itself and this generation should be done by Aboriginal people.” Furthermore, the 
report argued for the influence of Aboriginal studies on other studies more generally, for instance 
the value of Aboriginal knowledge in the study of health and medicine, mathematics, chemistry, 
geography, and resource management. Looking back, these suggestions were prescient and are 
still pertinent today. Windows onto Worlds was not, however, much interested in Australian 
Studies outside Australia; it would be up to others to press for a new kind of Australian Studies 
internationally (see Curthoys 60-71; 369). 
 
In the following years, for a range of reasons, many university curricula in Australia were 
Australianised in just the way the report advocated. Insights from Aboriginal Studies, Women’s 
Studies, and Cultural Studies were incorporated, to varying degrees across the country. In some 
universities, new courses were developed aiming directly at visiting international students. When 
I moved from UTS back to ANU in 1995, ANU had recently established an Australian Studies 
undergraduate major and postgraduate coursework program. These courses did not attract 
enough students to survive in the long run, but John Docker and I were lucky to have a chance to 
teach a coursework masters in Australian Studies for a few years, and to supervise research 
students, both masters and PhDs. The graduate program in Australian Studies attracted three 
main groups: overseas students, local students of non-English-speaking background, and 
Indigenous students. In its subject matter and student body, this was Australian Studies with a 
much more multicultural and culturally diverse flavour than one could ever have planned for, 
and John and I were able to put our own long-standing interest in internationalising and 
cosmopolitanising Australian Studies into practice. Later, when I moved from ANU to the 
University of Sydney in 2008, I found opportunities there in the Koori Centre to engage with 
interdisciplinary Australian Studies, teaching with Leah Lui-Chivize, a geographer, a unit on 
Issues in Indigenous History. 
 
My experience of Australian Studies in Australia has, therefore, been one of flux and instability, 
which nevertheless provided opportunities for its practitioners to be adventurous and 
interdisciplinary, somewhat outside the purview of established disciplinary controls. Because of 
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its insecure institutional existence within Australia, it has become a space crossed unpredictably 
by multiple institutional settings and networks, many world histories, and a range of disciplinary 
and interdisciplinary alliances.  
 
This sense of flexibility, multiple settings, and disciplinary alliances has also come to 
characterise Australian Studies outside Australia. I first became aware of these changes through 
my own increasing engagements with international forms of Australian Studies. In 2003-4, I 
spent a year as a Visiting Professor of Australian Studies at Georgetown University, in 
Washington D.C in the US, where I taught courses on Australian history (The Sixties, Gender 
and Sexuality, and Migration) and contributed to conferences held by the Australian and New 
Zealand Studies Association of North America. China was rapidly becoming an important site 
for Australian Studies internationally and in 2006, John and I were both guests of the Australian 
Studies Centre, East China Normal University, Shanghai, where I spoke on the Australian 
women’s movement and John on genocide and settler colonialism, a little confronting for our 
hosts, perhaps, but in which the students were extraordinarily interested. Later that year, at the 
invitation of David Zhang, my former PhD student who was now teaching journalism at 
Shandong University in Weihai, John and I both gave lectures and conducted tutorials with 
students who were studying journalism and translation. It was an exciting and intellectually 
challenging experience.  
 
Then, in 2008, there began an especially exciting development for Australian Studies scholarship 
in Europe. This was the application of the methods of ego histoire to the field. As they would 
later recall, two proponents of this approach, Anna Cole and Vanessa Castejon, developed the 
idea when attending a conference in 2008 entitled Myth, Memory and History at the Centre for 
Australian Studies at the University of Barcelona. While at the conference, they wondered over 
breakfast one day “why many of the Australian scholars speaking on Indigenous topics at the 
conference did not reflect on their role in representing Indigenous Australia in and to Europe” 
(Castejon et al. 1). They began by probing their own engagements as Europe-based scholars, 
using the notion of ego histoire to do so. By ego histoire, following Pierre Nora, they meant the 
application of historical methods to oneself and one’s own life experience. They began writing 
ego histoire essays themselves, and encouraging others to do the same, leading to an essay 
collection entitled Ngapartji Ngapartji: In Turn, In Turn: Ego-histoire and Australian 
Indigenous Studies (2014). With eighteen contributors, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous, 
reflecting on the ways their own history had led them to Indigenous Australian Studies, this 
collection put the ego histoire approach firmly on the map. Both Castejon and Cole also 
separately published essays on their own engagements with Indigenous Australia. Castejon wrote 
of her background as the child of an anarchist family forced into exile from Franco’s Spain, who 
had grown up in the poor, immigrant, and multi-ethnic part of Paris. When researching for her 
PhD at Monash on Aboriginal politics, she became interested in rebellious figures like Gary 
Foley, and the Aboriginal Provisional Government, reminding her of her anarchist uncle’s 
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father’s role in the Spanish Republican government in Exile (see Castejon 2019-228). Cole wrote 
of her childhood in Perth, as part of a family who migrated from Britain to Western Australia in 
the late 1970s, driven partly by her father’s determination to escape the pattern of childhood 
institutionalisation that he had experienced from the age of seven; for Anna, migration was 
experienced as a process of exile and reinvention (see Cole 527-538). 
 
New directions in Australian Studies occurring in Europe were also evident at the Australian 
Studies conference in Potsdam in 2014, on the theme Postcolonial Justice, which was organised 
jointly by the German Australian Studies Association and the Association for the Study of New 
English Literatures. Here, the tendency by overseas scholars in Australian Studies towards 
uncritical treatment of Australian literature and film that I had seen in earlier years seemed to 
have run its course. All kinds of views and evaluations were freely expressed. There were many 
excellent papers at this conference, but one I particularly remember was a thought-provoking and 
challenging paper by Martina Horáková on the work of two non-Indigenous Australians who 
write about Indigenous history—Mark McKenna’s Looking for Blackfellas’ Point and Peter 
Read’s Belonging (see Horáková 7-26). 
 

***** 
 
The desire to rise to new challenges which has marked Australian Studies for some time now is 
especially evident in this issue of the Journal of the European Association for Studies of 
Australia. In the first of the two special issues the guest editors have brought together six essays 
that collectively address some of the key themes in modern Australian Studies—identity, 
Indigeneity, representation, modernities, communication, cultural diversity, relationships to 
Europe and Asia, and environmental concerns. 
 
Simone Lazaroo writes in the tradition of ego histoire that European scholars of Australian 
Studies have done so much to establish, providing a wonderful meditation based on her own life 
experiences, on growing up in Perth in Western Australia, on questions of belonging and not 
belonging, on not quite fitting in. She traces her experiences in relation to Indigenous people in 
Australia and confronts the ethical questions that arise when representing Indigenous people in 
photography and written texts. Her essay concludes by suggesting the importance, despite the 
complexities and difficulties, of continuing the search for ethical ways to represent Indigenous 
people, since “such representations are one of the ways by which we come to see them and 
ourselves in different lights, and as evolving members of communities always in transition.”  
 
Arianna Grasso is similarly looking to new forms of representation, in this case self-
representation through the medium of Twitter. She explores the ways in which people in 
oppressive situations can mobilise through Twitter, focussing on the example of the award-
winning writer, Behrouz Boochani, who was detained by the Australian government on Manus 
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Island for six years, from 2013 to 2019. In discussing Boochani’s presence on Twitter, Grasso 
goes beyond existing narratives of belonging and exclusion to alert the reader to Boochani’s 
importance as a voice of refugee defiance. The tweets she quotes are themselves stunning in their 
simple condemnation of the oppressive conditions suffered by refugee detainees and equally in 
their expressions of resistance; in one case, Boochani tweeted “The resistance of refugees is a 
revolution against neo-fascism.” 
 
Isa Menzies provides a fascinating study of what happens when science comes into opposition 
with deeply felt narratives of identity. Her case study is the idea that brumbies (wild horses) are a 
fundamental aspect of Australian settler heritage and culture and thus are to be protected. While 
scientists generally favour removing the brumbies from the sensitive alpine areas of the 
Kosciuszko National Park in order to protect the native plants and animals there, proposals to do 
so are met with a widespread passionate outcry. As Menzies so succinctly puts it, “for settler 
Australians, the brumby has come to function as an avatar of belonging.” Menzies contrasts the 
strength of this attachment to the ready use of culling in other parts of the country and in earlier 
times, where horses endangered the grazing stock of pastoralists; it is only when environmental 
rather than economic profit concerns are at stake that brumbies are seen as needing to be 
protected.  
 
Prudence Black’s study of the role of Aboriginal workers in the Australian aviation industry 
uncovers a history that is little known. While the story of Aboriginal labour being of value yet 
poorly paid, if paid at all, is familiar, Black draws our attention to its importance in the early 
days of the aviation industry, taking the airstrip at Daly Waters in the Northern Territory in the 
1930s and 1940s as her key example. Black shows how the Aboriginal people employed in the 
aviation industry quickly demonstrated ease with the technology of power, speed, and travel, in 
the process reminding us that there have been many kinds of modernity. As Henriette Pearce, 
local Daly Waters resident, points out, these Aboriginal workers “passed serenely through the 
age of flying without losing a jot of interest in the earth beneath them and in the living things on 
bush and tree.”  
 
That modernity takes many forms is also the theme of Janine Hauthal’s study of representations 
of Europe in three relatively recent Australian novels—Peter Carey’s Jack Maggs (1997), 
Christos Tsiolkas’ Dead Europe (2005), and Gail Jones’ A Guide to Berlin (2015). In contrast to 
earlier Australian fiction casting Europe as the promised land, a place of sophistication and 
culture, and Australia as a cultural desert, something to be left behind, these three novels imagine 
Europe in much less glowing terms. Hauthal suggests that in Jack Maggs, England ceases to be a 
homeland of the mind and Australia comes to be appreciated; similarly, Dead Europe (as its title 
implies) reverses the older Eurocentric devaluations of Australia as a peripheral space. In 
contrast, A Guide to Berlin shows a shift in the view of the central character, a young Australian 
woman named Cass, from initial perceptions of Berlin as grey, bleak, and dark, towards a 
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recognition of the city as “a truly alternative space beyond the postcolonial.” All three novels 
are, she notes, silent on Australia’s Indigenous present and past, reminding us of W.E.H. 
Stanner’s famous charge of a “cult of forgetfulness practised on a national scale.” 
 
Mitchell Rolls takes up the question of the colonial past in his examination of the effects of the 
recognition of native title and the legislative reforms flowing from it since the early 1990s. Rolls 
opposes the notion that Aboriginal people have a singular special relationship to place, an idea 
that both underpins and has been strengthened by native title processes. Native title has, he 
argues along with other scholars, intensified distinctions between ‘traditional’ and ‘historical’ 
peoples frequently increasing the authority of the former. The necessity to demonstrate 
traditional ties to place (as against ties of more recent origin) in order to gain recognition of 
native title has thus contributed, Rolls suggests, to “the ossification of divisive social categories.” 
We need a space, I think Rolls is arguing, to develop a greater recognition of the wide variety of 
Aboriginal connections to country that now exist and to accord a higher value than native title 
processes currently do to connections of more recent historical origin.  
 
The authors of Windows onto Worlds would surely be amazed to see what Australian Studies 
now looks like, with its deep concern with cultural diversity, Indigenous Australia, and the 
environment. They would be even more amazed, I think, to see how transnational and 
international the field of Australian Studies has become.1 
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