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By deploying the term “Australia” “you are speaking the 
language of the colonizer, because you have decided that 
the name of this place is Australia”. 
                Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak1

“The occupation of Australia is an event in language as 
well as in space. As colonisers, non-Aboriginal Australians 
have conversed about this space, have imagined, de-
scribed, remembered and discoursed upon it. Through this 
process the occupiers of Aboriginal Australia have imag-
ined a non-Aboriginal Australia, an Australia in which they 
have constructed themselves as inhabitants, not as colo-
nists, but as Australians.” 
                Jay Arthur2

The American nature writer Barry Lopez exhorts his readers to “Take 
care for the spiritual quality, the holy quality, the serious quality of the lan-
guage.”3 I would like to take up this implicit challenge to bind together ideas 
of language and landscape, and suggest that one way of being “true to the 
earth” is to take great care in talking about the earth and human interac-
tions with it. One of the most intimate sites of such interactions is the gar-
den; and one of the most passionately discussed garden types in Australia 
is the native garden.  
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Not surprisingly in a country whose non-indigenous inhabitants display 
a twin obsession with working in the garden and working at belonging in 
and to the land, books such as Don Burke’s Indigenous: The Making of My 
Native Garden4 and Michael Archer and Bob Beale’s Going Native: Living 
in the Australian environment5 have enjoyed significant commercial suc-
cess.6 Given their subject matter, the writers of both books necessarily 
(though not always reflectively, or even visibly) deal with issues of white-
ness, indigeneity, Australianness, and national belonging. These concepts, 
which occur alongside and intertwined with their advocacy of garden and 
lifestyle practices, are ‘loaded’, to say the least. I suggest that the ways in 
which this literature presents being Australian, especially in and through re-
sponses to native plants, is too often simplistic and reductionist. This is be-
cause this type of literature is often (though not exclusively) produced and 
consumed in relation to a subjectivity which is white, Anglo Saxon and mid-
dle class – all of which enjoy the privilege of being unmarked categories.7 
This writing, I will argue, is informed by accounts of the past and ways of 
knowing which belong to the colonisers. Scholars have for some time now 
been speaking of the limitations and instability of white Australian identities, 
and their contested nature; yet “Australian” is often discussed in the context 
of native plants as if it is a given quality, that can be easily known, experi-
enced, and practiced in the garden.  

The titles of the above-mentioned books raise a number of unacknow-
ledged and complicating questions – What does “native” mean? How can 
white Australians “go native”? How do Aboriginal Australians interpret the 
white Australian desire to “go native”? What makes an “Australian garden”? 
Relatedly, what makes an Australian?  

A closer reading of a passage from Archer and Beale’s preface to Go-
ing Native can elucidate some of the complexities contained in, and yet si-
multaneously camouflaged by, apparently simple assertions about “native” 
landscapes. They write: 

We worry that Aussie kids are losing their bonds with and interest in 
our native plants and animals. Historically, a large proportion of Aus-
tralian children had experiences like our own. They caught all kinds 
of beautifully patterned cicadas, dodged armies of ants, inhaled the 
honeyed scent of wattles in bloom, heard the wind swishing through 
casuarina needles or found little mounds of dirt where bandicoots 
had dug conical holes in the backyard. Adults spun them tales of the 
bush, and storytellers like May Gibbs, Dorothy Wall and Norman 
Lindsay wrote uniquely Aussie yarns based on real and imagined 
plants and animals. (ix) 
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I propose that whiteness permeates this passage which, ostensibly, has 
everything to with landscape and responses to the environment, and noth-
ing to do with race or ethnicity. The writers assert “we worry” about Aussie 
kids – I would ask “who is doing the worrying?” and “why?”. Ghassan Hage, 
in his book, White Nation, posits that the figure of the “national worrier” is 
white – he claims “(i)t could even be said that it is this ‘right to worry’ which 
differentiates White from non-White national subjects in Australia today.”8 
The subject position of the writers as worried Australians needs to be scru-
tinised. This can result, not in a denial or negation of their concerns about 
the future of the environment, but in a more complex and inclusive re-
sponse to them, such as Peter Read formulated when he explored non-
Aboriginal responses to place in his book Belonging.9 Indeed, Archer and 
Beale’s own discussion of the term “wilderness” (83-5) and its implications 
in terms of indigenous and non-indigenous belief systems successfully pro-
duces this kind of “deep account.” 

The issue of inclusiveness, however, problematises these writers’ ad-
jectival use in the above quoted passage of the term “Aussie”. Are the 
“Aussie kids” that are the source of all this worry defined as all children 
born in that place called Australia, or does it refer to a particular type of 
child? I suggest that the word “Aussie” subtly excludes children who are 
perhaps “Australian” by category, but who do not share the heritage em-
bodied and celebrated in this shortened but culturally weighted term.10 In 
fact, later in the book the term “Aussie” (as in ‘long-established Aussies’) is 
employed in differentiation to the word “immigrants” (310-1).The reading 
matter of the “Aussie” kid of the past suggests that this is an Anglo Saxon, 
English-language literature consuming child. The use of the word “yarns” to 
describe this white literary heritage itself functions to exclude: what would a 
reader of this passage who was not familiar with Australian vernacular vo-
cabulary make of this phrase? These same readers are prevented from 
joining the writers in their concerns about the future of the environment be-
cause they are being positioned as outside the shared experiences of the 
“we” who are writing (and worried). Many Australians do not share these 
childhood experiences of interaction with native plants or animals, not be-
cause of the march of time and increasing urbanisation, but simply because 
they did not grow up here. Their childhood landscape is in another place. 
Where is the place for these people in this discourse of nostalgia? 

I have argued elsewhere that the discourse about plants and gardens 
in Australia has constantly crossed paths with discussions about race and 
immigration.11 Evidence of this linguistic cross-pollination can also be un-
covered in Going Native.  

The writers mobilise a vocabulary in their discussion of the environ-



Kylie Mirmohamadi    ░ 94 

ment that is intimately associated with the ways in which race, ethnicity and 
Australian nationalist anxieties are discussed. Anxieties about the “inva-
sion” of the Australian environment by non-native plants are couched in the 
same language, and use the same logic, as that employed by Hage’s “na-
tional worriers” who worry, amongst other things, about the ethnic composi-
tion of the nation. For example, Beale and Archer quote Rick Roush’s 
characterisation of the importation of “weeds” as “[t]he national invasion by 
plants from all corners of the Earth … [in Archer and Beale] romping and 
smothering their way through Australian ecosystems … ” (296) In this de-
scription unwanted plant imports are humanised through the use of verbs –
they invade the nation, romp, smother, and they come from all corners of 
the earth – in a way which invites a parallel with human immigration and 
with the subsequent occupation of Australian national space by non-Anglo 
migrants.12 Consciously or not (for I am not for a moment suggesting that 
this is the opinion of these writers themselves) this type of language edges 
the discourse towards a place in which environmental concern and far right 
thought coverges, just as in One Nation’s Policy Statement in which, to 
quote Martin Thomas, “an embattled environment becomes a metaphor for 
embattled Australianness. According to this logic, ‘traditional’ Aussies, like 
traditional flora and fauna, are being squeezed from their habitats by feral 
intruders.”13 Thomas’ reading here is a reminder that the reverberations of 
environmental statements can reach beyond their original parameters and 
stray into the far more ambiguous terrain of issues of ethnicity and race. 
Furthermore, in the contemporary political climate, I suspect that the use of 
military terms such as “foreign weeds are in effect smart bombs” (296) and 
the quoting of the assertion that “[s]ome of our most virulent invaders have 
been present in Australia for many decades before they exploded into the 
natural landscape” (299) are somehow tapping into fear surrounding the 
idea of an “enemy within” as a result of migration, which Ghassan Hage 
points out, has had great purchase in the post September 11 political envi-
ronment in the west.14

Archer and Beale’s comments on border protection also serve to un-
derscore the parallel nature of the discourses surrounding “undesirable” 
plant and human immigration. They identify, amongst many other things, 
what they call “boat people” as a quarantine risk. They predict that “we can 
count on a continuing trickle – and perhaps future floods – of boat peo-
ple.”(301) Why the use of the outdated term “boat people” when it suggests 
that the only defining feature of these people is the mode of transport in 
which they breached Australian quarantine?15 Why the use of the word 
“flood”? This emotive word hints at an imminent risk to the nation, and need 
to secure the borders. And borders, like gardens, are never neutral 
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spaces;16 they evoke profound and revealing anxieties. Nikos Papaster-
giadis suggests, in relation to white Australians’ fear of invasion by refu-
gees in 2001 “[b]order crossing was charged with potency not because 
there was evidence of a real ‘flood’ or even credible projections of an on-
coming tidal wave of refugees, but rather because it was loaded with the 
racist fears of the other.”17

The emphasis on border protection posits “Australians” (plants and 
humans) who already live here as at risk of invasion, and overwhelming (as 
the flood metaphor suggests) by unregulated bodies of “the other” (plants 
and humans). The irony is, of course, that it is non-Aboriginal Australians 
who have been characterised, controversially, as invaders;18 the ones who 
did the overwhelming (which is, some scholars argue, precisely the reason 
why this fear is so resonant).19 However, by making reference to the very 
real imperative to maintain the integrity of the Australian environment 
Archer and Beale can manoeuvre non-Aboriginal subjectivities into the role 
of the victim, the invaded, the at risk. In a passage that conflates plant and 
human movements, they write that “[t]he invasion process may have begun 
two centuries ago but it is ongoing. Some 300 new weeds have become 
established in the past 25 years and the tally is rising at the rate of about 
10 new species a year.” (297) In just two sentences non-Aboriginal Austra-
lians have been re-imagined, from invaders to victims of invasion.20 Later, I 
will argue that Don Burke adds another chapter to this evolving narrative – 
the restorative figure of the eco-hero. This character is based on, yet works 
at replacing, the figure Peter Bishop has ironically named “the eco-
savage.”21

Don Burke’s book is an important text to address here, because of his 
prominence in Australian popular culture and gardening circles, primarily 
through the now defunct, but phenomenonally successful, television show, 
Burke’s Backyard. This show was represented as identifiably ‘Australian’. 
Burke himself displayed a carefully cultivated version of Anglo-
Australianness, from the opening song’s reference to a home amongst the 
gumtrees, to his signature sign-off “hooroo” (notwithstanding linguist Ro-
land Sussex’s observation that ‘Don Burke is the only person I know who 
says hooroo.’)22 Frances Bonner has characterised Burke’s use of this 
term, and the greeting “G’day”, in his overseas broadcasts as maintaining 
“his Australianness in such improbable locations as the gardens of Ver-
sailles … ”23 This “speak(ing) both of and to the national”24 has been a 
longstanding project for Burke. He appeared on the cover of his 1984 book 
The Lazy Gardener wearing a T shirt bearing an Australian logo, and in his 
public speaking has employed terms such as ‘dinky-di Aussie’, making im-
passioned appeals to ‘ordinary decent Australians’.25 In Indigenous, Don 
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Burke attributes the success of the show, not surprisingly, to “the immedi-
ate support from the people of Australia.”(19) Television viewers become, 
in this constantly nationalising discourse, “the people of Australia.” Here, 
the idea of the nation is linked to the decision to watch a television show - 
an articulation of what Bonner calls the ‘banal nationalism’ expressed by 
shows such as Burke’s Backyard.26

Yet despite these claims to an identifiable and universally experienced 
sense of what it is to be Australian, Burke’s Backyard was produced and 
consumed within a specific racial context; namely its (always unacknow-
ledged) whiteness. This whiteness is hidden behind the intimation that the 
show depicted, and was watched by, “ordinary” and/or “all” Australians. 
This claim was clearly made by Burke when he told a journalist that ‘(t)he 
difference between me and any other program is that we hold the lens up 
to Australia in all its parts, to people like the Governor General through to 
someone we might regard as very common.’27 This appeal to the ‘ordinary’ 
- and even the Governor General can become “ordinary” in the leveling 
context of the backyard according to the show’s vision of Australia as a 
classless society28 - functions as an obscured indication of whiteness. It is 
fairly safe to assume that when politicians and media commentators refer 
to ‘ordinary Australians’ they are not conjuring visual images of women in 
hijab or Aboriginal youths. These images are reserved for those times in 
which the nation is congratulating itself on its multicultural “tolerance,” or 
transition to modernity.29

When Don Burke named his television show Burke’s Backyard he was 
drawing upon the iconic status of the “Australian backyard” which seems to 
Stephen Meucke to be “a sacred space.”30 This space is racially encoded 
and contested. On a fundamental level, as Penelope Edmonds has shown, 
the ownership of private property is itself to do with race: dipossession 
meant that stolen Aboriginal land was converted to white “property”.31 Fur-
ther evidence of the racialised meaning of the backyard can be found in the 
scare tactics that surrounded the idea of native title, which was presented 
as threatening the backyards of “ordinary” (read, “non-Aboriginal”)32 Aus-
tralians. “Now it’s blacks in the backyard!” ran one newspaper headline.33 A 
Western Australian law firm advertised in a daily newspaper, “Live in fear, 
Mabo in your backyard? Our lawyers will answer all your legal questions.”34 
Note again, how those who were called invaders can now become the in-
vaded. Katie Holmes comments that the public response to John Howard’s 
1997 claims that native title might threaten freehold land highlighted “the in-
tense investments we have in this space [the backyard] and revealed the 
assumption that, by definition, it belongs to whites.”35 Nikos Papastergiadis 
has also linked the backyard to white Australian invasion anxieties.36
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Stephen Meucke asserts that the “celebrity gardener” segment on 
Burke’s Backyard subjects the backyards to “the imperative of ‘backyard-
ness,’ a trope which develops pop environmentalist interrelations of flora, 
fauna and the public elicitation of autobiography … ”37 In a similar way the 
autobiographical tone of Burke’s book allows him to present himself, in tex-
tual form, in familiar, and racialised, ways. His self-representation, I would 
suggest, centres upon what are considered traditional (again, read ‘non-
Aboriginal’) Australian values – those of property ownership, determination 
and courage in the face of adversity. It is as if the digger and the Aussie 
battler have bought adjoining suburban blocks and have started making a 
native garden. In fact he presents himself as so gritty and digger-like - a 
kind of hyper-Anzac figure - that the example of “The Charge of the Light 
Brigade” doesn’t have enough adversity for him (“they only went into the 
Valley of Death twice”!) He is inspired by Zulu, a movie he watches “when I 
need to grit up a bit more.”(12) He also makes explicit reference to the fa-
miliar notion of the “Australian dream” of property ownership when he 
claims “(w)e had dreamed of acquiring our own chunk of Australia so we 
could create a great garden – an acreage – but this was all that we could 
afford.”(8) 

Burke’s representation of the making of his native garden is informed 
by colonial accounts of the landscape and the past. In particular, he pre-
sents his struggles to establish the garden in the context of the familiar 
paradigm of white people struggling against a hostile environment. His 
block was, he writes, a “savage part of Australia that could break anyone’s 
heart.” (8) However, he presents his garden-making as a struggle not 
against the bush, but against a place rendered hostile by the corruption of 
the bush and the introduction of exotic plants. The garden, when they took 
possession, had been plundered of its bush rocks, and was “five acres of 
mown grassy weeds and a few inappropriate plants such as purple prunus 
and agapanthus.” (9, my emphasis) In a discussion of native plants in the 
area, who were “in desperate trouble,” Burke draws upon and refers to the 
same racial/ spatial anxieties I have identified earlier in this paper.38 The 
local gums were being replaced (if at all) with “… a jacaranda, a liquid-
ambar or some other foreign invader.” (40, my emphasis) In regard to the 
septic outflow area, he characterises non-native plant matter as inherently 
transgressive by anthropomorphising it: 

Downhill from the outflow zone a spear of death plunged into the na-
tive bush. All the native shrubs and trees were dead or dying. Lan-
tana and privet had colonized the ooze and were doing just fine – 
wild parties every night – these were great times for the weeds. (45) 
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This narrative of invasion does however have a hero - Don Burke becomes 
the bearer of the indigenous who will heal the landscape, restoring it so that 
it resembles the place in which he dwelt so harmoniously as a child. This 
mirrors the frequently expressed desire of environmentalists and indige-
nous plant enthusiasts, to recuperate Australian landscapes so that they 
can return to an (imagined) pre-colonisation state.39 In doing so, Burke re-
invents non-Aboriginal identity – rather than being an invader, he becomes 
the hero who heals the wounds of invasion. Allaine Cerwonka draws atten-
tion to such reconfigurations of non-Aboriginal Australian identities in her 
study of non-narrative practices in Australia: “The practices of community 
groups and bush gardeners also defined a new role for contemporary, 
enlightened Australians. Rather than being the colonizers of the Australian 
continent, their spatial practices reposition them as stewards of the unique 
Australian environment.”40

Burke draws upon familiar white Australian tropes in his portrayal of 
his childhood. Like Archer and Beale, he situates this childhood in nature, 
but this is also a space out of time and place – almost pre-modern (or, in 
the context of Australian history, pre-colonisation) – in which he communed 
with nature in a way now identified, problematically, with indigenous rela-
tions to land. “As a kid I loved the bush,” he writes of his North Shore child-
hood – he “instantly felt at home in the bush,” he felt “love and awe.”(30) 
His claim that his response to the potential dangers of the bush was one of 
love and not fear reimagines the remembered Australian landscape as be-
nign; a place in which a white child is “naturally” at home, rather than con-
tested ground, which was the site of many bloody battles for possession.41 
In this way, his account of his childhood experiences of the bush draws 
upon, and in some ways replicates, colonial narratives of erasure.  

Burke’s remembered pre-lapsarian Australian bush landscape func-
tions in the much the same way as the myth of terra nullius upon which the 
white possession of Australia was predicated. It is a landscape emptied of 
its indigenous owners.42 Significantly, the site of his childhood dwelling in 
the bush was national parkland, the creation of which some indigenous 
Australians see as another stage in the ongoing process of dispossession43 
- although the indigenous flora remains to be protected and appreciated by 
enlightened whites.44 As Susan K. Martin observes in a forthcoming book 
“any remembered garden is also a forgetting. In order to re-member a non-
Aboriginal Australian past, the Aboriginal past is forgotten, and other pasts 
overlaid by the garden.”45 Despite the title of Don Burke’s book, there is no 
sustained (or, for that matter, cursory) reference to the Aboriginal past or to 
indigenous readings of the landscape, though he does indulge at one stage 
in his own dreamtime mythologising when he makes the unreferenced 
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statement that the scribbly gum had “scribble marks made by the bunyips 
at night.” (40) Is this because, in his narrative, indigenous people have, lit-
erally, no place? The eco hero has restored the injured landscape and thus 
undone the work of colonisation.46

Environmental literature and horticultural writing about native gardens 
deal with difficult and complex concepts which are the heart of a national 
sense of place in the landscape, belonging, and racial identity. This com-
plexity is, however, often elided and left unacknowledged and unexplored. I 
conclude with the very modest assertion that if conversations about gar-
dens and native plants are more closely scrutinised – making room for an 
acknowledgement and exploration of the convoluted and vexed meanings 
of the words that are used – it will, indeed, enhance the attempt to be true 
to the Australian earth. 

La Trobe University 
K.Mirmohamadi@latrobe.edu.au 
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