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INTRODUCTION

Graham Willett

To say that Australia looms large in the conciousness of Europe would be no
exaggeration; it would be, on the contrary, simply untrue. Most Europeans
never give Australia a moment’s thought from one year to the next. Those who
do, draw upon a melange of tourist promotion images and newsworthy events.
Australia 1s a big country, a long way away. It is deserts and beaches and some-
thing called the Outback. Friendly, relaxed. It is Uluru (usually still called
Ayers Rock) and the Sydney Opera House. German tourists get murdered there,
dingos take babies, the Simpsons went there once... The Tampa looms large.
The Cronulla race riot was extensively covered on the news, and watched with
horror. The more political, and the slightly older, remember Pauline Hanson.
The younger often know that Kylie is an Aussie. All in all, a pretty mixed pic-
ture.

Academically, there is some interest and presence, and both are growing. But
to date attention has has tended to be focused on literature, film and cultural
studies, with a smattering of Indigenous Studies. History and politics as such
don’t get much of a look in. Which is a shame, because, without overstressing
this, I do think that Australia has something to say to Europe. Among the neo-
liberalisers here, the experience of the Labor governments especially has been
widely noted. The transition of Australia from a social democratic and social
liberal to an ever-more purely neo-liberal society has gone so smoothly that
some of its innovations, like the deferred payment student-fees system, HECS,
and the immigration-by-points system, have been adopted or are under active
consideration in a number of countries. Analyses of the consequenences of
these changes ought to be of at least as much value to those considering, im-
plementing or opposing them.

So when I found myself with money for an Australian studies conference in
Berlin (itself a small sign perhaps of a growing interest), I decided on some-
thing that would emphasise those aspects of Australian life that didn’t get much
notice but which would, I thought, be a useful contribution to local knowledge
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and Australian visibility. I decided to organise a conference that would focus on
Australian politics and society, and on the transformations that they have un-
dergone in recent decades. The result was a small but lively gathering of pre-
senters (mostly from Australia) and of local students with an interest in the
Land Down Under. The secondary result was this volume.

The conference went under the title of ‘On the Right Path?’ and so it was no
surprise that many of the papers focussed on the nature, scope and impact of
this socio-economic and political transformation. What might be surprising, to
some, perhaps, was the thoughtful and considered way that the presenters had
done their work. We academics are so used to being berated by the head-kickers
of the neo-liberal right for our whining, our stuck-in-the-sixties attitudes, our
refusal to face facts or to acknowledge that a new world is emerging all around
us — we are so used to hearing this that it is easy to assume that it is true. These
papers show scholars and activists working with care, and producing much
more nuanced views of what is going on than we are often gioven credit for.

From big-picture pieces to micro-studies, what these papers have in common
is precisely a willingness to ferret out the facts by serious research, to face
those facts without flinching, and to make sense of them. The big issues of eve-
ryday life are all here — unemployment, education and housing. So too are po-
litical shake-ups and constitutional debates. AIDS, refugees, multiculturalism
and the rise of the right all get their due attention. The conference did not avoid
the cultural; how could it? The book includes some reflections on this, includ-
ing pieces from German students Anja Schwarz and Inga von Kurnatowski who
have studied in Australia and bring us their insights as outsiders. Tatjana
Seserko in her discussion of two performance pieces deals directly with issues
of insider/outsider as someone who comes from the former Yugoslavia and is
currently living in Australia.

The book also includes three papers that were not presented at the confer-
ence. An earlier project to produce a collection of reflections by political activ-
ists had to be aborted when no Australian publisher could be found. I am glad
to be able to include the chapters that were written for it in its early stages — on
ACTUP, Spare Rooms for Refugees, and the Maritime Union of Australia
(‘wharfies’) dispute. These papers highlight the role of passion and commit-
ment in Australian public and political life, which is often hinted at in the other
chapters, but is here made explicit.

In worrying at the problem of how to arrange the papers I found myself with
numerous options for grouping them by theme, topic, methodology. Many of
the papers are, of course, written within the political science tradition. Gwenda





