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EDITORIAL

Agency, Change and the Social Imaginary

This issue of the Journal of Australian Studies goes to print at a time when many Australians
are questioning a future of climate disruption. The bushfires that continue to burn have sent
smoke particles around the globe, choked cities and regional towns, and led to shock, grief and
anger at the scale of destruction to Country. As the debate about climate change pivots to reluc-
tant acceptance and the deep divisions over inaction fade, we will likely remember this period
as a kind of shared catastrophe and harbinger of change. We humans are agents of change—
individually and collectively—some constructive, others less so. Environment, gender, race:
each is reinvented, distorted and manipulated, straitjacketing people and land. In this issue,
we look to how gender has been subverted, reimagined and repurposed; how literature and
art has given voice to alternate imaginings; and how politics remains central in apology.

Uncovering the lived experiences of sexual minorities in the colonial era is not easy, and
attempts to do so tend to focus on questions of criminality. Kim Kemmis’s article takes an
anonymous news account of a disturbance at Melbourne’s Theatre Royal in 1865 to
examine competing models of masculinity. He argues that this incident and its reporting
offer a rare glimpse of public, queer sociability in the colonial era and the anxiety it generated
for traditional forms of masculinity. Intriguingly, he also asserts that such queer masculinities
enabled women’s sociability because social expectations demanded that women needed to be
accompanied by unmarried men. For Kemmis, a minor incident at the opera reveals a group of
men trying to move from criminality to sociality, and, in doing so, affirming their sexuality.

Late-colonial gender identities also lie at the heart of Effie Karageorgos’s article, which
explores the tension between the bushman ideal in the South African War (1899–1902) and
the experiences of the Australian soldiers who suffered psychiatric disorders in the course
of their overseas service. She finds that the war, fought alongside the foundation of the Aus-
tralian nation, served as a testing ground for the bushman myth, presaging its more extensive
articulation as a soldier ideal in the First World War. Her research into asylum and charity
organisation records reveals that these pervasive beliefs about masculinity, taken alongside
the feminisation of mental illness, influenced medical professionals’ diagnoses and treatment
of injured soldiers, shaping the development of culturally acceptable models of breakdown that
separated it from the trauma of military service.

Continuing this theme, Noah Riseman examines issues of gender identity in early 20th-
century Australia, before the category of “transgender” existed. Applying trans-ing analysis
and drawing on ideas of trans-historicity, he examines newspaper reports of men found dres-
sing as women. While the men typically claimed they were cross-dressing as a “joke”, Riseman
argues that the frequency and nature of such incidents suggests that something more complex
was happening: that the men were using these occasions to explore a non-binary gender
identification. Riseman claims that gender transgressions such as those reported in newspapers
form part of a trans-history preceding the psychological, medical and social ideas that would
later emerge to account for them. While Riseman warns that contemporary understandings
must not be applied to historical performances of gender, he argues that the expression of
trans-identities through such means as cross-dressing “as a joke” should not remain invisible
to the historian of gender diversity.

© 2020 International Australian Studies Association

JOURNAL OF AUSTRALIAN STUDIES
2020, VOL. 44, NO. 1, 1–3
https://doi.org/10.1080/14443058.2020.1728917

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14443058.2020.1728917&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-03-11
http://www.tandfonline.com


Gender also plays a role in the changing identity of wool in 20th-century Australia. In
“From Sheep to Chic: Reframing the Australian Wool Story”, Tiziana Ferrero-Regis tells the
story of the Australian wool industry’s attempts to shift the framing of wool from rural
bedrock of settler-Australia to cosmopolitan fibre of choice. Drawing on records of the Aus-
tralian Wool Board, newspapers, magazines and newsreels, the author demonstrates the ways
in which producers and others—under threat from man-made fibres, and especially polyester
in the years following the Second World War—sought to reinvent wool as feminine, elegant
and modern while maintaining its position as a masculine “symbol of Australian cultural heri-
tage and identity”.

Joseph Furphy is a key figure in understanding Australian identity. Roger Osborne’s meti-
culously researched article examines two chapters of Joseph Furphy’s Such is Life that were
removed from the original version under pressure from the publisher. These chapters were
subsequently revised and expanded into two novels, The Buln Buln and the Brolga and
Rigby’s Romance. Osborne offers a fascinating textual history of one of these, Rigby’s
Romance, a novel in which Furphy’s socialism was most clearly articulated. Osborne’s rich
and complex history demonstrates the flexibility of the idea of the literary work and argues
that, in order to understand the legacy of Joseph Furphy and his work, scholars must
engage with the ways in which the versions of the work are entangled in the lives of editors,
publishers, critics and general readers.

While Furphy provides a literary perspective on working-class Australians, Darren Jorgen-
sen’s article offers a sensitive analysis of the significance of the drawings and paintings of
Nyaparu (William) Gardiner, arguing that they offer a new perspective on the 1946 pastoral
workers’ strike in the Pilbara. Gardiner was born into the strike and worked on its mining
and pastoral settlements before leaving to take up station work elsewhere. He began to
make art in the final years of his life, portraying the strike leaders and workers and the land-
scape and conditions in which they worked. Jorgensen’s article offers insights into a little-
known Australian artist and argues that Gardiner’s work offers a unique Aboriginal perspec-
tive on the lived experience of those who participated in this significant event in Australian
labour and political history.

Just as Gardiner’s paintings offer a lens through which to explore Australian art, Catherine
Sherwood, Gary Osmond and Murray G. Phillips explore representations of Aboriginal rugby
league players in the first half of the 20th century to broaden our understanding of histories of
Australian sport. They show how government officials and white managers of Aboriginal
reserves saw a paternalistic “civilising” potential in rugby league football. The authors show
how these officials could present football as an “uplifting” institution while also controlling
the manner in which Aboriginal players were represented, and even limiting their playing
opportunities at whim. In so doing, the authors fit the rugby league scene of early 20th-
century Queensland into broader discourses of civilisation and primitiveness in the Australian
settler-colonial polity of the time.

Questions of control are also central to “‘You Betray your Country’: Remembering and For-
getting the Stolen Generations in the Press”. The Bringing Them Home report of 1997 exposed
the traumatic realities of the Stolen Generations to public view—and sparked a national
response. Matthew Bailey investigates the ways in which that response and the report were pre-
sented in the press. At a very early stage, he argues, media coverage shifted the focus from the
history of racial violence in Australia to reporting on the reception of Bringing Them Home. In
his reading, white elites led an acrimonious debate on how Australia was responding to the
report—not on the events detailed in the report. Bailey concludes that Prime Minister
Rudd’s 2008 apology did not represent a beginning to substantive changes to the racialised
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policy attitudes that led to Indigenous child removal; rather, it was an endpoint to the 10-year
debate about Australia’s response to the report.

As always, we hope you enjoy this issue.

Carolyn Holbrook

James Keating

Julie Kimber

Maggie Nolan

Tom Rogers
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