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WHAT ARE WE DOING HERE, 
AUSTRALIA?

If there’s one thing Australians can all agree on, it’s that none 

of us can ever agree on exactly what it means to be Australian. 

Even today, scores of politicians make a play for the hearts and 

minds of their constituents by declaring their commitment 

to ‘Australian values’ and their determination to instil these 

‘Australian values’ in every Australian child, and the urgent need 

to prevent anyone without ‘Australian values’ from ever setting 

foot on our pristine shores. They then sidle away with a polite 

cough and some noncommittal mumbling when the question 

arises of what ‘Australian values’ actually are.

The Australian identity is one of the country’s most vexed 

issues. Unlike many other countries, which derive a sense of self 

from their people’s long and storied history, Australia’s long and 

storied history was sort of ruined when people from those other 

countries with long and storied histories showed up. We look 

enviously at nations with deep roots and secure identities. We 

wish we could be one of those countries where everyone walks 
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around with their chests puffed out, thinking happy thoughts 

about their Viking ancestors. We can’t do the same because we 

know that if the Vikings had come from Australia, most of us 

wouldn’t be descended from them: we’d be descended from the 

people who invaded the Vikings, killed them, and set fire to all 

their boats. It’s awkward knowing that your country is home to 

the world’s oldest continuous culture and that your heritage is a 

two-century project to eradicate it.

But awkwardness aside, where did the concept of ‘the 

Australian’ come from, where did it go, and where the hell is 

it now?

These are questions that generations of thinkers and writers 

have wrestled with, and if they have hitherto failed to come 

up with a satisfactory answer, it hasn’t been for lack of trying. 

It has, however, been for lack of talent, and in this, the 21st 

century, it’s quite a relief to finally find the job being essayed by 

someone with the right amount of skill and sensitivity to pull it 

off properly.

For the task of this book is nothing less than the complete 

interrogation of the essence of Australia itself, a comprehensive 

survey of Australian identity, Australian culture, Australian ego 

and, perhaps most of all, Australian stupidity.1 Like a mother who 

has just returned home to find her troubled son has set fire to the 

cat, this book will be taking Australia by the shoulders, shaking 

it frustratedly and asking, ‘Why are you like this?’ 

1 Not that there is any, of course. We are, as is well known internationally, 
an astonishingly intelligent nation.
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Think of this book, fundamentally, as a journey through 

Australia itself, except that the territory we shall be traversing 

together will not be the rugged, brown, unnecessarily cinematic 

terrain of the continent, but rather the cultural, political, 

psychological and emotional landscape of a nation and its people. 

Sure, call this description achingly poetic if you like, I won’t 

mind.

Where will we be going, you and I, on this journey? We will 

be hiking through the lush, verdant hills of early Australia when 

the continent was home to the myriad Aboriginal nations, and 

surveying the clash of cultures that resulted when white men 

arrived and mucked everything up. From that clash of cultures 

we move on to the clash of cultures that resulted when white 

men refused to leave, and on to the clash of cultures that resulted 

when white men claimed there had never been a clash of cultures.

From there we will scale the moderately sized mountains 

of Australian mythology, climbing the craggy peaks of our 

military history to uncover the cliffs and chasms of mateship 

and patriotism, while taking time to have a dip in the refreshing 

springs of larrikinism and the development of our national 

self-regard.

Crossing the vast barren desert of the Australian economy, 

we will stop by the oasis of wealth and privilege in Australia 

and see how the plutocrats who dwell in that cool, damp spot 

have helped shape the psyche of the nation. Moving on, we will 

pause for a hearty, home-cooked meal at the remote homestead 

that is the centre of the cattle station of Australian politics, 
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and examine just how our political culture has grown from its 

humble beginnings as a slightly organised crime racket to the 

sophisticated and endlessly irritating institution it is today.

It’s only natural that after surveying that vast station, we 

would trek across the burning sand dunes of the Australian 

working class, to see how the unshakeable principles of 

egalitarianism and workers’ solidarity have withstood opposition, 

political bastardry and the working class getting sick of them, to 

become, in the modern day, practically existent. Although those 

dunes will be hard on the feet, they will be worth seeing, for in 

the hot sands of the labour movement is to be found the heart of 

the Aussie battler, which he left behind some years ago and has 

since been doing quite well without.

The fertile highlands of the racial divide will be our next 

destination, where we will watch as the fat, happy cattle of 

xenophobia graze contentedly on the nutritious grasses of 

unresolved racial tensions, despite being constantly at risk from 

the feral brumbies of a legacy of dispossession and genocide.

And from there we will venture deep into the dark, moist 

rainforests of Australian ecology, where we will look with 

fascination upon the exotic flora and fauna of reckless waste and 

exploitation of land and water resources, catalogue the many and 

varied kinds of extinction that Australians have enthusiastically 

engaged in, and relax beneath the dappled canopy of destruction 

wrought by introduced species. Into the wilderness we will go 

to experience the true wonder of the environment of Australia’s 

environmental wonders.
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Sounds exciting, does it not? And if you think the previous 

six paragraphs contain some powerful yet agonisingly strained 

metaphors, you ain’t seen nothing yet. Because we are about to 

answer the profound question at the heart of every proud and 

not-so-proud Australian’s existence: just what the hell happened? 
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