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Abstract	
 
Gum	trees,	or	eucalypts,	encompass	all	species	belonging	to	the	genera	Eucalyptus,	

Corymbia,	Angophora,	Stockwellia,	Allosyncarpia,	Eucalyptopsis	and	Arillastrum.	They	are	

the	most	abundant	group	of	trees	in	Australia	and	have	adapted	to	almost	every	Australian	

natural	and	urban	landscape	and	climate.	They	have	also	found	a	significant	place	in	the	

cultural	landscape,	featuring	heavily	in	Australian	art,	books,	stories,	songs,	poems,	movies	

and	television.	Attempting	to	understand	this	collective	cultural	significance	could	provide	

insight	into	relationships	between	humans	and	nature,	as	well	as	better	understand	human	

motivations	to	protect	or	defend	nature.	

This	thesis	explores	how	and	why	gum	trees	are	such	a	strong	part	of	Australian	cultural	

identity,	asking	this	of	a	particular	group	of	Australians	–	academics	whose	discipline	

involves	gum	trees	and/or	Australian	nature,	within	a	science	or	social	science	field	of	study.	

There	has	been	very	limited	research	on	the	relationship	between	Australians	and	gum	

trees,	and	focusing	on	a	group	that	has	direct	professional	linkages	to	gum	trees	means	

potentially	extracting	deeper	and	more	considered	responses	that	can	then	be	used	for	

Australians	outside	this	group	in	further	research.	

An	‘audio	diary’	methodology	was	used	to	extract	data	from	eight	participants	in	this	study.	

This	involved	sending	a	series	of	eight	questions	out	via	email	over	a	period	of	four	weeks	

(two	questions	per	week),	asking	participants	to	record	their	answers	on	a	personal	

recording	device	such	as	a	mobile	telephone,	and	to	send	their	recordings	back	each	week.	

The	types	of	questions	asked	were	open-ended	and	experiential,	encouraging	emotive	

responses	and	personal	stories	where	appropriate.	The	recordings	were	then	transcribed	

and	the	resulting	corpus	was	analysed	using	grounded	theory	and	schema	analysis.	Central	

and	underlining	themes	were	extracted	and	their	interactions	were	mapped	in	a	

visualisation	(Figure	3).		

There	were	two	themes	to	all	of	the	data	collected:	toughness	and	comfort.	Toughness	

represented	the	general	perception	of	gum	trees	being	independent,	adaptable,	and	

distinctive	and	giving	off	an	impression	of	individualism.	Comfort	addressed	feelings	of	

belonging,	the	idea	of	provision	and	associations	with	home.	Separate	to	these	two	central	



 3	

themes	there	was	also	a	focus	of	human	impact	amongst	participants.	Impacts	were	

generally	negative,	and	included	habitat	destruction,	introduced	species,	die-back,	climate	

change	and	the	neglect	of	indigenous	knowledge.	This	third	theme	introduced	a	level	of	

vulnerability	to	gum	trees	that	contradicted	with	toughness	and	comfort	and	was	upsetting	

to	the	participants.	It	was	also	reflective	of	the	participants’	specific	field	of	study,	as	many	

of	the	impacts	discussed	were	related	to	research	that	they	had	conducted.	As	such,	it	is	

likely	that	Australians	outside	of	this	group	would	not	have	the	same	focus	on	human	

impact,	and	perhaps	the	potential	themes	of	toughness	and	comfort	could	create	a	sense	of	

ambivalence	in	terms	of	the	protection	of	nature.			
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Introduction	
	

“Eucalyptus	is	not	only	the	Universal	Australian,	it	is	the	Ideal	Australian	–	versatile,	tough,	
sardonic,	contrary,	self-mocking,	with	a	deceptive	complexity	amid	the	appearance	of	massive	
homogeneity;	an	occupier	of	disturbed	environments;	a	fire	creature.''	(Pyne,	1991,	p.	25)	

	

Gum	trees,	especially	those	belonging	to	genus	eucalyptus,	are	probably	the	most	widely	

planted	hardwood	tree	in	the	world.	Very	few,	if	any	other	genus,	can	boast	about	having	

established	populations	in	every	single	continent	save	Antarctica.	Even	so,	to	claim	that	they	

are	quintessentially	Australian	would	be	an	understatement,	and	many	Australians	are	still	

shocked	to	see	them	when	they	travel	abroad.	I	hadn’t	truly	thought	about	it	until	I	moved	

from	my	home	in	Sydney	to	Dunedin	in	New	Zealand.	Eucalypts	are	widely	planted	in	New	

Zealand	for	hardwood,	as	well	as	for	oil,	farm	windbreaks,	and	ornament.	I	noticed	one	

within	five	minutes	of	leaving	the	airport	in	Dunedin,	and	I	had	to	double-take.	To	me,	the	

lush,	green,	low	vegetation	of	New	Zealand	makes	the	commanding,	distinctly	sparsely	

leaved	trees	seem	completely	out	of	place.	Instead,	the	tree	should	have	been	surrounded	

by	dry,	brown	grassland	and	red	dirt,	or	perhaps	sandstone	terrain	abundant	with	harsh,	

spikey	bushes	(the	surrounding	sheep	seemed	the	only	familiar	accompaniment).	At	first,	I	

didn’t	feel	the	nostalgia,	but	eventually,	as	I	began	to	miss	home,	a	gum	tree	was	an	

extremely	welcome	sight.	There	was	a	Sydney	blue	gum,	Eucalyptus	saligna,	planted	on	a	

distant	hill	I	could	see	from	my	house	in	Dunedin,	and	although	I	couldn’t	see	it	in	any	detail,	

the	way	the	light	filtered	through	the	leaves	and	the	tree’s	wide	canopy	made	me	happier	

than	I	could	ever	have	anticipated.	I	began	to	know	all	the	gums	on	my	familiar	routes,	and	

paused	to	smell	the	leaves	or	look	at	the	strange	flowers.	I	felt	deep	pride	to	learn	that	the	

tallest	tree	in	New	Zealand	is	in	fact	a	eucalypt,	a	mountain	ash,	Eucalyptus	regnans,	living	

at	Dunedin’s	Orokonui	Ecosanctuary.	Whenever	I	felt	overwhelmed	I	would	drive	there	just	

to	visit	the	tree,	walk	around	its	immense	base	and	gaze	up	its	straight	trunk	to	the	canopy	

eighty	meters	above	me,	and	somehow	feel	grounded.	My	strong	emotional	response	to	

these	trees	took	me	by	surprise,	and	I	began	to	wonder	how	many	other	Australians	feel	the	

same	way,	and	developed	an	interest	in	how	this	came	to	be.	It	got	me	thinking	about	

Australian	identity	and	how	conflicted	I	felt	–	our	dark	history	steeped	with	racism,	from	the	

treatment	of	indigenous	peoples	and	to	more	recently,	asylum	seeker	policies;	our	
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obsession	with	sport	and	‘masculinity’;	and	perhaps	most	importantly	for	me,	the	seeming	

ambivalence	to	the	rate	of	destruction	of	habitat,	often	for	the	benefit	of	the	all-powerful	

mining	industry.	Australia	is	blessed	with	an	extremely	unique	and	distinct	natural	

landscape,	flora	and	fauna	–	surely	the	appreciation	of	which	is	something	a	majority	of	

Australians	share?	All	these	thoughts	brought	me	to	the	birth	of	this	thesis.			

	

Understanding	the	interaction	between	a	people	and	their	environment	is	a	tricky	feat,	even	

when	looking	at	a	contemporary	nation	that	has	only	come	to	being	in	the	last	230	years.	In	

the	case	of	gum	trees,	Australian	culture	is	riddled	with	them	–	they	appear	as	a	feature	in	

art,	literature,	poetry,	children’s	books,	film	and	television,	but	the	reasons	behind	this	

infatuation	is	little	understood	beyond	the	trees’	ubiquity	in	the	landscape.	While	the	

Australian	environment	plays	a	significant	part	in	culture,	Australia	has	seen	overwhelming	

environmental	degradation	ever	since	the	invasion	of	Europeans	in	1788.	This	degradation	

has	led	to	the	highest	extinction	rate	of	mammals	of	any	country	in	the	world,	and	the	

continual	endangerment	of	flora	and	fauna	alike.	How	does	a	nation	seemingly	so	

connected	to	its	natural	landscape	let	this	happen?		

	

This	thesis	takes	a	multi-disciplinary	approach	to	looking	at	the	role	of	gum	trees	in	the	

collective	identity	of	academics	whose	research	focuses	on	the	trees	themselves	or	the	

Australian	environment	in	general.	In	doing	so	we	can	begin	to	understand	the	

characteristics	of	these	trees	that	make	them	so	appealing	to	Australians,	and	perhaps	

begin	to	explain	the	conflicting	ambivalence	to	protect	them.	The	first	part	of	the	thesis,	

chapters	one	and	two,	provides	a	background	into	research	on	this	topic	and	sets	the	scene	

for	the	data	collected.	This	is	essential	knowledge	for	any	sort	of	in-depth	qualitative	

analysis	–	according	to	Corbin	and	Strauss,	

“…	To	understand	the	human	response,	it	must	be	located	within	the	personal	and	larger	

social,	psychological,	political,	temporal,	economic	and	cultural	context…”	(Corbin	&	Strauss,	

2015)	

	

Chapter	one,	Mapping	Terms,	will	provide	a	short	history	and	base	definitions	of	a	number	

of	concepts	used	in	this	thesis,	namely	culture,	identity,	environment,	nature	and	

environmental	identity.	These	concepts	all	have	their	own	complexities	and	assumptions	
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and	thus	a	strong	understanding	of	them	individually	and	how	they	interact	is	paramount	to	

the	base	theory	of	this	thesis,	especially	with	its	multidisciplinary	approach.	Chapter	two,	

Setting	the	Scene,	provides	a	background	into	the	cultural,	biogeographical	and	historical	

context	of	Australia	and	its	interaction	with	its	natural	landscape.	The	first	part,	‘The	

Australian	Environment’,	provides	a	brief	geological	history,	describes	some	basic	climatic	

patterns,	and	touches	on	the	kind	of	flora	and	fauna	on	the	continent.	This	part	has	a	

particular	focus	on	aridity	and	fire	as	the	main	drivers	for	evolution.	The	second	part	of	this	

chapter,	‘Nature	in	Culture’,	provides	a	brief	cultural	history	of	nature	and	its	role	in	the	

formation	of	identity	in	Australia.	As	this	thesis	is	concentrating	on	Australia	after	European	

colonisation,	this	part	looks	particularly	at	how	the	Australian	environment	was	perceived	

by	early	settlers	and	how	it	has	matured.	I	try	to	avoid	the	terms	post-colonial	and	colonial	

as	much	as	possible	due	to	Australia’s	complicated	history	with	colonisation	–	the	dominant	

culture	is	still	currently	settler	culture.	The	third	and	final	part	of	this	chapter	looks	at	the	

gum	tree	specifically,	how	it	is	distinguished	and	its	role	in	the	Australian	landscape,	both	

physically	and	culturally.	It	was	essential	here	to	identify	exactly	what	is	a	gum	tree	in	the	

context	of	this	thesis,	as	this	is	surprisingly	a	complicated	topic	in	itself	due	to	the	taxonomic	

complexities	of	eucalypts.		

The	second	part	of	this	thesis,	chapters	three	and	four,	‘Methods’	and	‘Results	and	

discussion’	respectively,	looks	at	the	primary	research	collected.	The	‘audio	diary’	

methodology,	in	which	each	participant	is	asked	to	record	their	response	to	a	series	of	

questions	relating	to	gum	trees,	is	explored	in	depth	in	chapter	three,	as	is	the	qualitative	

analysis	methods	used.	The	recordings,	as	described	in	chapter	three,	were	transcribed,	

analysed,	and	themes	were	then	extracted,	the	central	themes	being	toughness,	comfort	

and	human	impact.	These	central	themes	were	defined	and	explored	individually	in	chapter	

four,	with	several	examples	of	each	from	the	corpus.		

Finally,	I	included	with	a	short	epilogue,	an	autoethnography,	which	summarises	my	own	

reactions	and	observations	regarding	the	study,	which	I	felt	was	important	due	to	the	

personalised	nature	of	this	thesis.		
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1.	Mapping	Terms	
1.1	Culture	
 

“When	I	use	a	word,”	Humpty	Dumpty	said	in	a	rather	scornful	tone,	“it	means	just	

what	I	choose	it	to	mean	–	neither	more	nor	less.”	

Lewis	Carroll:	Through	the	looking	glass.	

	

Understanding	culture	is	no	simple	task.	Sociologists	and	anthropologists	have	grappled	

with	defining	culture	for	decades,	usually	to	no	unanimous	avail,	and	on	top	of	that,	many	

of	the	definitions	are	logically	incompatible.	Some	have	avoided	using	the	term	completely,	

preferring	instead	to	refer	to	terms	such	as	“relative	custom”,	“civilisation”	and	“social	

heritage”	(Kroeber	&	Kluckhohn,	1952).	Definitions	are	constantly	changing,	but	an	added	

difficulty	is	the	fact	that	so-called	‘culture’	itself	is	evolving,	creating	a	moving	target	of	

sorts.	When	anyone	uses	the	term	‘culture’	they	are	using	a	frame	of	reference	from	their	

own	discipline,	which	can	differ	significantly	to	that	of	another.	This,	and	following	Humpty	

Dumpty’s	example,	is	precisely	what	I	mean	to	do.	

	

	One	of	the	first	ever	definitions	of	culture	was	written	by	anthropologist	Sir	Edward	B.	Tylor	

in	1871.	Prior	to	Tylor,	notions	of	culture	existed	in	a	less	generic	form,	and	were	overdue	to	

take	on	a	more	defined	shape.	Tylor	wrote,	“Culture…	taken	in	its	broad,	ethnographic	

sense,	is	that	complex	whole	which	includes	knowledge,	belief,	art,	morals,	law,	custom,	

and	any	other	capabilities	and	habits	acquired	by	man	as	a	member	of	society.”	(Tylor,	

1920).	Despite	having	been	re-examined	and	re-worked	by	countless	scholars	since	it	was	

written,	this	definition	impressively	remains	widely	used	as	a	base	definition	across	

disciplines	(Griswold,	2008).	Perhaps,	since	Tylor’s	main	focus	was	the	idea	of	“cultural	

evolution”	(he	was	a	fan	of	Darwin’s),	he	might	have	expected	his	definition	to	evolve	and	

adapt	in	the	subsequent	years	–	and	it	did.	In	fact,	the	concept	of	culture	is	now	so	deeply	

ingrained	that	its	significance	to	anthropology	and	the	social	sciences	has	been	compared	to	

that	of	the	theories	of	gravity	to	physics,	disease	to	medicine	and	evolution	to	biology	

(Kroeber	&	Kluckhohn,	1952).		
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Since	Tylor’s	1871	definition,	a	number	of	significant	attempts	have	been	made	to	define	

culture	in	a	more	encompassing	way.	In	1952,	anthropologists	Kroeber	and	Kluckhohn	

provided	a	comprehensive	history	of	the	concept,	followed	by	a	convenient	list	of	162	

definitions	of	culture,	critically	analysing	each	one.	They	wanted	to	address	the	issue	of	the	

notion	of	culture	being	“so	loose,	so	diffuse	[that	it	would]	promote	confusion	rather	than	

clarity.”	(Kroeber	&	Kluckhohn,	1952).	Along	with	the	etymological	origins	and	the	first	

dictionary	definitions,	Kroeber	and	Kluckhohn	looked	for	the	origins	of	the	specifically	

anthropological	understanding	of	the	word.	They	found	that	it	had	started	in	the	word	

“custom”,	eventually	combining	with	concepts	such	as	“tradition”	and	“social	heritage”.	

They	comment	on	the	fact	that	the	United	States	were	the	first	to	properly	embrace	the	

anthropological	sense	of	the	word,	and	offer	an	explanation	in	the	“heterogonous	cultural	

backgrounds	of	Americans”,	especially	when	compared	with	the	English	and	French,	who	

were	less	aware	(and	more	indifferent)	to	the	significance	of	cultural	diversity.	Most	of	the	

earlier	definitions	therefore,	come	from	American	theorists,	and	Kroeber	and	Kluckhohn	list	

them	in	chronological	order.	Definitions	evolve	slowly	from	Tylor’s	to	incorporating	other	

factors	such	as	human	activities,	activities	and	objects	as	part	of	society,	human	habits	and	

reactions,	language	and	non-inherited	traits.	The	latter	is	particularly	important,	especially	

in	the	case	of	this	thesis,	as	it	looks	at	culture	at	a	national	level,	and	Australia’s	population	

is	quite	genetically	diverse.		

In	her	prolific	book	Cultures	and	Societies	in	a	Changing	World,	Wendy	Griswold	offers	a	

modern	perspective	of	Tylor’s	original	definition,	concentrating	on	his	idea	of	“that	complex	

whole”.	She	says,	“Viewing	culture	as	a	people's	entire	way	of	life	avoids	the	ethnocentrism	

and	elitism	that	the	humanities-based	definition	falls	prey	to,	but	such	an	all-encompassing	

definition	lacks	the	precision	desired	in	the	social	sciences.”	(Griswold,	2008).	The	

humanities-based	definition	that	Griswold	refers	to	relates	the	idea	of	‘high-culture’	–	a	

contemporary	idea	based	on	pre-Tylor	uses	of	the	term	which	viewed	culture	and	society	

(or	culture	and	civilisation)	as	two	very	different	things.	According	to	Griswold,	European	

intellectuals	would	contrast	the	two	concepts	as	a	protest	against	Enlightenment	thinking	

and	industrialisation.		

If	civilization	meant	filthy	tenements,	factories	spewing	smoke	into	the	air,	and	

people	treated	as	nothing	more	than	so	many	replaceable	parts,	many	thoughtful	
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men	and	women	wanted	no	part	of	it.	They	saw	culture—entailing	the	wisest	and	

most	beautiful	expressions	of	human	effort—as	its	contrasting	pole	and	the	

salvation	of	over-civilized	human	beings.”	(Griswold,	2008)	

	

She	notes	that,	although	Tylor’s	“complex	whole”	still	dominates	social	sciences,	that	

humanities-based,	elitist	definition	of	culture	has	persisted	in	common	language.	This	is	the	

reason	why	we	frequently	describe	ourselves	as	‘cultured’	if	we	enjoy	theatre,	art,	music,	

and	other	beautiful	human	expressions	(these	expressions	make	up	what	is	known	as	‘high	

culture’	because	of	their	elitist	implications).	However	interesting,	‘high-culture’	definitions	

will	be	avoided	in	this	thesis.	Tylor’s	“complex	whole”	is	much	more	appropriate	to	adopt,	

however,	as	Griswold	writes,	it	“lacks	the	precision	desired	in	the	social	sciences”.	Finding	

this	precision	is	important	within	the	context	of	this	thesis,	so	this	is	where	my	own	

discipline	starts	to	become	relevant.		

	

The	conceptions	of	culture	already	discussed	all	seem	to	share	one	commonality:	that	

culture	is	exclusively	human.	This	one	commonality	is	the	very	assumption	that	is	challenged	

in	social	sciences	and	anthropological	studies	relating	to	the	environment,	including	

environmental	humanities	(my	background	discipline).	Enter	the	nature-culture	dilemma,	

the	problematic	separation	between	nature	and	culture.	This	thesis	will	contribute	to	the	

abundant	existing	literature	that	challenges	nature-culture	dualism	by	looking	at	the	part	

nature	(in	this	case,	the	Gum	Tree)	has	to	play	in	Australian	culture	and	collective	cultural	

identity.	One	of	the	most	significant	issues	with	nature-culture	dualism	is	its	debilitating	

effect	on	biodiversity	conservation	(Haila,	1999),	but	it	also	limits	the	scope	of	

understanding	both	nature	and	culture	independently,	as	those	studying	the	different	

groups	have	little	to	say	to	one	another	(Demeritt,	1994).	Studying	them	together	is	a	

recognition	of	the	ways	that	“humans	and	non-humans	are	intimately	bound	in	ways	that	

put	into	question	some	of	the	fundamental	precepts	of	western	thought”	(Potter	&	

Hawkins,	2009).		

	

With	all	this	in	mind,	it	is	extremely	important	to	include	nature	while	attempting	to	define	

culture	for	the	purpose	of	this	thesis,	but	it	is	equally	important	not	to	abandon	the	original	
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human	elements.	My	working	definition	is	an	evolved	version	of	Tylor’s,	taking	into	account	

Griswold’s	observation	of	it	lacking	precision.		

	

In	this	thesis,	culture	means	that	complex	whole	which	makes	up	the	physical	and	

intellectual	surroundings	of	a	particular	human	group.	This	whole	includes	knowledge,	

belief,	art,	morals,	law,	custom,	nature,	environment	and	any	other	elements	which	help	to	

distinguish	the	group.	Culture	here	is	still	an	exclusively	human	phenomenon	(unless	

discussing	animal	cultures,	which	is	an	entirely	different	realm)	but	it	still	must	include	the	

natural	elements	which	are	extremely	important	in	cultivating	our	human	behaviour	and	

bearings.	

	

1.2	Identity	(Collective	Cultural)	
 
Like	culture,	identity	is	riddled	with	complexities,	assumptions	and	multiple	interpretations	

(Schwartz,	Luyckx,	&	Vignoles,	2011).	It	seems	too	to	have	been	receiving	particular	

attention	in	the	last	sixty-odd	years	across	a	broad	range	of	social	sciences	(Côté,	2006;	

Schwartz	et	al.,	2011).	This	would	most	likely	be	the	result	of	prolific	writers	such	as	Erik	

Erikson	coming	into	fruition	in	the	1950s	(the	writer	known	for	coining	the	term	‘identity	

crisis’)	(Brubaker	&	Cooper,	2000),	and	the	topic	becoming	very	popular	in	the	USA	in	the	

late	1960s	(Côté,	2006)	(Brubaker	&	Cooper,	2000).		

[At	the	time],	there	was	a	palpable	increase	in	anxiety	among	social	scientists	about	

the	rise	of	mass	society,	with	its	decline	in	community,	the	ascendance	of	

anonymous	bureaucratic	control	along	with	the	technological	transformation	of	

human	activities,	and	a	consequent	rise	in	problems	of	personal	definition.	(Côté,	

2006)	

Identity	was	increasingly	used	thereafter,	perhaps	as	an	attempt	to	retain	sameness	in	

individuals	and	their	communities,	and	to	maintain	a	sense	of	belonging	in	the	quick-

changing	urban	landscapes.	Brubaker	and	Cooper	(2000)	argue	that	since	the	1960s,	with	

the	increasing	rate	of	use	of	identity,	the	word	has	softened	and	lost	meaning,	used	to	bear	

far	more	theoretical	weight	than	it	can	support,	especially	as	it	is	stretched	across	so	many	

disciplines	(Ashmore,	Deaux,	&	McLaughlin-Vope,	2004).	The	challenge	here	is	to	find	a	clear	
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and	meaningful	definition	without	delving	too	deep	into	Erikson’s	‘ego	identity’	

psychoanalytical	theory.	

	

Schwartz	et	al.	(2011)	offer	an	elegant	starting	point	in	defining	identity:	it	is	essentially	the	

complex	series	of	responses	given	to	the	question,	“Who	Are	You?”.	A	seemingly	simple	

question,	but	no	so.	The	first	step	to	answering	this	question	is	to	definite	the	‘you’	more	

specifically.	It	can	be	put	into	one	of	three	categories	of	identity:	individual,	relational	or	

collective	(Schwartz	et	al.,	2011)	(Sedkides	&	Brewer,	2001).	Individual	or	personal	identity	

involves	a	person’s	individual	goals,	values	and	beliefs	(Waterman,	1999)	which	can	also	

include	self-esteem	and	self-evaluation	(Schwartz	et	al.,	2011),	‘desired,	feared	and	

expected	future	selves’	(Markus	&	Nurius,	1986),	and	a	‘life	story’	(Adams,	2008).	Using	this	

logic,	if	I	were	asked	the	question,	“who	are	you	personally?”,	I	might	talk	about	my	current	

studies	and	academic	or	career	aspirations;	evaluate	my	personality	as	something	like,	

‘determined	yet	distractible’;	explain	my	core	values	and	beliefs	as	being	‘first	and	foremost	

intimately	bound	with	the	Australian	environment’	(I	might	also	mention	my	love	for	dogs	

as	a	core	value);	and	describe	my	life	story	with	reference	to	my	hometown	of	Sydney,	my	

upbringing	in	a	‘hard	science’	family,	and	perhaps	my	education.	These	would	all	be	

included	as	part	of	someone’s	personal	or	individual	identity.		

	

Relational	identity	is	formed	through	an	individual’s	roles	with	other	people,	such	as	family	

roles,	or	within	a	different	social	group	such	as	a	workplace	or	community	group	(Schwartz	

et	al.,	2011).	Relational	identity	cannot,	however,	be	purely	how	an	individual	views	

themselves	relationally,	as	claims	to	this	identity	are	only	secure	if	they	can	be	recognised	

and	confirmed	by	the	relative	social	group	(Markova	&	Wilkie,	1987).	My	relational	identity	

is	comprised	of	my	roles	as	a	strong	partner,	independent	daughter,	opinionated	sister,	loud	

housemate;	how	these	roles	are	formed,	and	how	they	perceived	by	all	directly	affected.		

The	answer	to	“Who	Are	You?”	is	looking	quite	long	at	this	stage,	but	there	is	a	third	and	

final	category,	collective	identity,	which	will	be	most	common	type	of	identity	used	in	this	

thesis.		

Collective	identity	refers	to	people’s	identification	with	the	groups	and	social	

categories	to	which	they	belong,	the	meanings	that	they	give	to	these	social	groups	
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and	categories,	and	the	feelings,	beliefs,	and	attitudes	that	result	from	identifying	

with	them.	(Schwartz	et	al.,	2011)	

The	above	definition	has	similarities	to	our	definition	of	‘culture’,	outlined	in	the	previous	

section.	That	is	because	collective	identity	and	culture	are	both	deeply	rooted	in	the	social	

world	(Ashmore	et	al.,	2004),	and	therefore	the	two	concepts	often	overlap.	These	concepts	

share	the	theme	of	social	commonality;	culture	can	only	be	formed	with	some	form	of	

homogeneity	in	a	social	group,	and	similarly,	collective	identity	is	only	formed	when	there	is	

a	common	identifying	thread.	Unlike	culture,	however,	a	collective	identity	has	to	be	self-

defining	-	a	person	can	only	be	categorised	to	a	certain	group	if	they	feel	they	belong	in	that	

group	(Ashmore	et	al.,	2004).	If	answering	the	question	“Who	Are	You?”	in	terms	of	my	

collective	identity,	the	first	thing	I	might	say	(depending	on	who	was	asking)	is	that	‘I	am	

Australian’.	This	is	vital	to	point	out	because	Australian	collective	identity	is	a	major	focus	of	

this	thesis.	To	make	this	as	clear	as	possible	I	will	be	drawing	on	Ashmore	et	al.’s	(2004)	

‘Elements	of	Collective	Identity	as	Individual-Level	Constructs’.	Some	of	these	elements	

relevant	to	this	thesis	include	‘self-categorisation’,	‘social	embeddedness’,	‘behavioural	

involvement’,	’ideology’	and	‘narrative’,	among	some	new	elements	–	‘life-story’,	‘emotional	

embeddedness’	and	‘childhood’.	These	will	reappear	in	the	discussion.	

	

For	the	purpose	of	this	thesis,	I	will	be	combining	collective	identity	and	culture	to	focus	on	a	

collective	cultural	identity.	Very	simply	put,	this	includes	anyone	who	self-identifies	within	

the	collective	umbrella	of	Australian	culture.	I	will	be	avoiding	the	concept	of	National	

Identity	because	of	its	political	implications,	and	I	do	not	want	to	exclude	those	who	do	not	

identity	with	the	nation,	nor	do	I	want	to	exclude	non-citizens.	Australia	is	a	perfect	example	

to	demonstrate	this	potential	for	exclusion.	

Australia,	its	states	occupying	colonial	boundaries,	manages	to	maintain	its	filiative	

relationship	with	Britain,	symbolized	by	the	union	jack	on	the	flag,	while	deploying	

nationalism’s	fullest	capacity	for	exclusion,	in	its	institutions,	its	policies	and	its	white	

masculinist	mythology	of	national	identity.	Nations	are	traditionally	formed	when	a	

people	draws	geographical	boundaries	around	itself.	But	in	Australia	the	process	was	

reversed.	The	boundaries	of	the	island	continent	were	set,	but	they	needed	to	be	

filled	with	a	people,	and	this	people	turned	into	a	nation,	which	required	a	great	deal	

of	mythic	invention.	(Ashcroft,	2011)	
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Here	Ashcroft	articulates	my	discomfort	with	using	the	term	national	identity.	Even	though	

the	nation	of	Australia	might	be	on	the	surface	easier	to	define	than	other	countries	due	to	

its	geographical	state	(being	an	island	helps),	it	is	still	loaded	with	too	many	political	and	

social	implications	to	address	in	this	thesis,	and	so	will	be	pushed	aside	to	avoid	over	

complication.		

	

1.3	Environment	
 
Enter	yet	another	over-used,	under	defined	and	problematic	term,	not	only	in	social	

sciences	but	especially	in	scientific	disciplines	(Weichhart,	1979).	Despite	these	qualities,	it	

will	still	be	used	frequently	and	bear	a	lot	of	weight	in	this	thesis,	so	of	course,	its	problems	

need	to	be	addressed	and	it	must	be	properly	defined.	The	etymological	origins	of	this	word	

are	relatively	clear,	but	that	does	not	mean	current	uses	are	any	less	complex.	The	word	

comes	from	the	Old	French	word	environner,	meaning	“to	surround”,	which	seems	like	a	

simple	place	to	start,	but	alas,	the	term	is	soaked	in	cultural,	political	and	social	influences.	

In	its	modern	sense,	it	was	first	thought	to	be	used	in	1828	in	the	Scottish	Lowlands	by	

Thomas	Carlyle,	who	was	translating	a	German	work	by	Goethe	and	came	across	the	word	

‘umgebung’	which	he	translated	into	this	new	word,	‘environment’	(Jessop,	2012).	But,	

according	to	Jessop,	this	word	was	not	simply	the	result	of	a	translation.	

The	term	needs	to	be	seen	partly	as	a	response	to	a	large	number	of	intersecting	

social,	political,	economic,	and	agrarian	changes	associated	with	the	Enlightenment,	

the	industrial	revolution,	and	in	particular	the	modernising	transformations	of	the	

Lowland	Clearances.	(Jessop,	2012)	

Amongst	other	contextual	surroundings,	Carlyle	was	facing	a	significant	agricultural	

revolution	in	the	Scottish	Lowlands	(‘The	Lowland	Clearances’)	–	he	would	have	seen	his	

‘natural’	surroundings	change	quite	significantly	in	a	short	period	of	time.	This	is	important	

because	it	starts	to	paint	a	picture	of	a	type	of	‘surrounding’	feature	that	was	being	

tampered	with,	and	should	not	be	overlooked.		

	

The	complex	origins	of	the	word	environment	are	perhaps	why	it	is	now	overused	and,	like	

the	term	‘identity’,	has	lost	or	at	least	changed	meaning,	which	is	evident	in	its	repurposing	

into	scientific	fields.	



 16	

The	manifold	meanings	of	"environment"	result	in	the	inconsistent	use	of	the	term,	

reducing	it	progressively	to	an	empty	formula.	A	further	difficulty	arises	from	the	

fact	that	"environment"	has	become	part	of	colloquial	speech,	being	used	especially	

in	the	context	of	"environmental	protection",	"environmental	destruction",	

"environmental	problem",	"environmental	crisis	and	environmental	quality",	etc.	

(Weichhart,	1979)	

Weichhart	also	mentions	other	popular	uses	of	the	term,	which	have	extended	beyond	

anything	that	would	commonly	be	considered	‘natural’.	For	example,	one	might	hear	the	

expressions	‘workplace	environment’,	‘study	environment’	or	similar,	which	are	describing	

surroundings,	but	these	surroundings	are	entirely	human.	Weichhart	seems	to	despise	the	

use	of	the	word	outside	of	the	‘natural’	word,	stating	that	this	use	is	“absurd”.	Weihchhart	

would	have	us	only	use	the	term	as	per	its	use	in	ecological	science	(although	agrees	that	

this	use	is	not	without	problems),	that	is,	within	an	ecological	system,	the	“environment”	is	

all	the	‘natural’	surroundings	and	interactions	with	a	specific	organism.	Despite	being	one	of	

the	most	common	uses	of	the	word,	it	does	not	take	into	account	its	socio-political	and	

cultural	origins.	The	‘colloquial	speech’	that	Weichhart	mentions	does	take	into	account	

these	origins,	but	does	not	necessarily	refer	to	the	“environment”	as	relative	to	a	specific	

living	organism,	but	rather	as	relative	humanity	as	a	collective	species,	often	in	a	non-

specified,	non-localised	geographical	area.	This	colloquial	approach	that	Weichhart	is	so	

critical	of	is	actually	more	helpful	in	the	context	of	this	thesis,	but	it	is	still	important	to	

incorporate	the	ecological	perspective	in	some	way.		

	

This	is	how	the	Oxford	English	Dictionary	defined	‘environment’	in	2017:	

The	natural	world,	as	a	whole	or	in	particular	a	geographical	area,	especially	as	

affected	by	human	activity.	("Environment,"	2017)	

That	last	line	is	an	important	distinction	–	‘especially	as	affected	by	human	activity’.	This	is	

particularly	the	case	with	concepts	such	as	‘environmentalists’	and	‘environmental	history’	–	

the	underlying	message	is	an	interaction	between	humans	and	‘nature’	which,	in	the	case	of	

the	former,	is	seen	as	an	issue,	and	with	the	latter,	an	important	part	of	the	field	of	study	

(more	of	what	Weichhart	would	refer	to	as	“colloquial	speech”).	In	Australia,	the	‘natural’	

landscape	is	not	without	human	interaction.	It	is	now	widely	accepted	that	Australian	

Aboriginal	peoples	played	an	important	part	in	shaping	and	caring	for	the	country–	thanks	
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to	authors	such	as	Bruce	Pascoe	and	Bill	Gammage	(Pascoe,	2015)	(Gammage,	2011)	–	at	

least	up	until	European	colonisation,	and	since	then	“white”	Australians	have	also	had	a	

significant	part	to	play	(although	rarely	a	positive	one).	This	is	not	the	only	level	of	human	

interaction	with	the	term,	either.	There	are	also	human	influences	in	how	we	see	the	term,	

what	we	perceive	to	be	our	environment;	“…‘environment’	is	nothing	but	‘nature’	seen	

through	the	lens	of	a	specific	culture”	(Nofri,	2013).	In	this	thesis,	‘environment’	is	seen	

through	the	lens	of	my	culture,	non-indigenous	Australian	culture,	and	is	referring	to	my	

‘natural’	surroundings	within	the	geographical	boundaries	of	Australia.	To	please	Weichhart,	

I	can	be	the	‘specific	living	organism’	that	he	believes	to	be	necessary	(unless	there	is	

another	specific	organism	used	in	context).	I	do	not	mean	of	course,	my	immediate	‘natural’	

surroundings,	but	more	so	my	imagined	‘natural’	surroundings	as	an	Australian.	In	‘natural’	

surroundings	I	mean	any	place	that	is	not	traditionally	constructed	by	humans	(see	my	

definition	of	‘nature’	for	reference),	but	might	still	be	impacted	or	shaped	by	humans.	By	

this	definition	I	would	include	‘environments’	such	as	forests,	grasslands,	national	parks,	

woodlands,	deserts,	and	even	sometimes	farmland.	For	the	purpose	of	this	thesis	I	will	

discard	any	protectionist	notions	of	‘environment’	(such	as	with	the	term	

‘environmentalist’)	as	there	is	not	necessarily	an	element	of	protection	or	conservation	with	

every	mention	of	the	word.		

	

1.4	Nature	
 
If	‘nature’	is	to	be	brought	in	to	my	definition	of	culture	(and	used	in	this	thesis	in	its	own	

right),	it	must	also	be	defined;	a	difficult	endeavour,	and	perhaps	even	more	difficult	is	

finding	its	distinction	from	‘environment’.	When	culture	and	nature	are	separated,	they	

exclude	one-another,	and	since	culture	is	the	ultimate	human	expression,	then	the	

implication	is	that	nature	encompasses	all	non-human	organic	matter	–	this	is	precisely	

what	most	definitions	of	the	word	return	to,	including	the	Oxford	English	Dictionary;	

The	phenomena	of	the	physical	world	collectively,	including	plants,	animals,	the	

landscape,	and	other	features	and	products	of	the	earth,	as	opposed	to	humans	or	

human	creations.	("Nature,"	2017)	

This	is	the	most	basic	assumption	of	nature,	and	already	dubitable,	as	there	is	are	a	very	

limited	number	of	‘natural’	spaces	that	are	untouched	by	humans	(Uggla,	2010).	It	is	not	
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helpful	that	the	most	common	definition	of	nature	is	highly	questionable,	as	the	word	

seems	to	be	malleable	and	loosely	used;	“nature	is	an	elastic	concept,	providing	an	

ideological	vehicle	for	almost	any	position	on	the	relationship	between	humans	and	their	

environment”	(Uggla,	2010).	So	how	do	we	define	it	for	the	purpose	of	this	thesis	(and	use	it	

as	our	own	“ideological	vehicle”)?	According	to	Lamb,	Val	Plumwood	suggests	doing	away	

with	the	term	all	together;	

The	term	nature	has	become	a	big	bread	box	that	all	kinds	of	misunderstood	

concepts	have	been	thrown	into...	The	most	successful	way	to	eliminate	the	

naturalistic	fallacy	is	to	think	about	what	you	are	using	the	term	nature	to	describe	

and	use	those	words	instead.	(Lamb,	1996)	

Plumwood’s	suggestion	does	not	help	in	this	instance.	Especially	since	defining	associated	

concepts	such	as	‘wilderness’	and	even	‘the	natural	world’,	which	might	be	viable	

replacements,	come	with	their	own	headaches.	Instead,	we	need	to	investigate	what	some	

of	the	‘misunderstood	concepts’	are	and	how	they	influence	the	definition	of	nature.	Lamb	

discusses	these	conflicts	and	how	each	approach	will	emphasise	a	different	value	depending	

on	the	direction	of	focus	(Lamb,	1996).	She	uses	practical	issues	as	an	example,	especially	

when	it	comes	to	conservation.	Nature	is	viewed	by	some	as	having	intrinsic	rights,	and	that	

all	nature	has	a	right	to	be	conserved,	whereas	others	view	it	as	instrumental	to	human	use	

or	human	subjectivity	only.	Lamb	discusses	nature	with	the	‘heavy	blow’	of	the	naturalistic	

fallacy	–	a	concept	introduced	by	philosopher	G.	E.	Moore	in	his	1903	book	Principa	Ethica.		

The	idea	is	that	“just	because	something	exists	in	a	certain	way	does	not	mean	it	has	or	is	

supposed	to	be	that	way”	(Lamb,	1996).	Conservationist	or	intrinsic	views	of	nature	

frequently	commit	this	fallacy	with	their	belief	that	if	something	is	‘natural’	or	‘already	

exists’	then	it	is	good	and	must	be	preserved,	and	that’s	the	way	it	‘ought’	to	be.	The	

naturalistic	fallacy	may	seem	tangential	in	the	concept	of	this	thesis,	but	on	the	contrary,	it	

is	important,	especially	when	it	comes	to	defining	nature	in	Australia.	The	country	is	rife	

with	catastrophic	weather	events,	especially	bushfires,	droughts	and	flooding	events	–	good	

examples	of	why	the	naturalistic	fallacy	is	problematic,	because	the	devastation	they	cause	

could	never	be	viewed	as	‘good’.	To	add	an	extra	layer	of	complication,	these	events	are	

considered	to	be	‘natural’	but	have	been	managed	and	mitigated	by	Indigenous	Australians	

for	tens	of	thousands	of	years.	The	extent	of	their	non-humanness	is	unknown.	This	fallacy	

is	a	heavy	blow	because	it	means	“throwing	out	some	cherished	assumptions	about	the	
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value	of	“pristine”	nature”	(Schuyler,	1999),	and	also	brings	us	back	to	the	nature-culture	

dilemma.		

	

So,	what	does	this	‘big	bread	box’	mean	for	a	working	definition	of	nature?	Rather	than	

defining	a	binary	picture	of	“what	is”	and	“what	it	is	not”	nature,	in	this	thesis,	I	will	take	

nature	to	be	a	spectrum	from	‘most	natural’	to	‘least	natural’.	The	most	natural	end	of	the	

spectrum	includes	things	and	environments	which	are	either	‘untouched’	by	humans,	or	

exist	in	a	closed-loop	ecological	system	with	certain	human	groups.	The	least	natural	end	

includes	things	that	are,	in	the	traditional	sense,	human-made,	or	indistinguishable	from	

their	original	form	in	the	way	that	a	city-scape	or	skyscraper	is	indistinguishable	from	its	

original	materials	of	metal,	stone,	wood,	glass,	etc.	My	spectrum	would	mean	that	

whenever	I	use	the	terms	‘nature’	or	‘natural’	in	this	thesis,	I	am	referring	to	the	former	end	

of	the	spectrum—that	which	is	mostly	natural	–	without	creating	a	blanket	rule	of	it	being	

non-human.	This	spectrum	also	addresses	the	naturalistic	fallacy,	as	it	avoids	the	

assumption	that	natural	equals	good.		

	

1.5	Environmental	Identity	
 
By	now	the	reader	may	notice	a	theme	in	the	strict	rejection	of	the	separation	of	nature	and	

culture.	This	is	a	central	theme	to	this	thesis,	and	the	interaction	between	Australian	nature	

and	contemporary	culture	and	identity	is	important.	It	is	important	because	its	

acknowledgement	could	lead	to	a	deeper	understanding	of	why	and	how	people	want	to	

protect	their	natural	environment,	and	could	also	facilitate	a	deeper	identification	with	their	

culture.		

Understanding	identity	and	its	role	in	mediating	behaviour	toward	the	natural	world	

not	only	has	provocative	implications	for	research,	but	it	also	has	important	practical	

implications.	If	we	better	understand	what	makes	people	passionate	about	the	

environment,	we	can	understand	the	psychological	mechanisms	capable	of	fostering	

protective	environmental	policies	and	behaviour.	At	a	local	level,	researchers	in	

many	countries	have	begun	to	find	that	environmentally	sustainable	behaviour	

requires	a	strong	community	identity	because	both	personal	and	collective	identity	

determine	whether	the	values	of	sustainability	are	adopted.	At	the	global	level,	
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analyses	of	intransigent	political	conflict	suggest	that	they	too	are	often	

fundamentally	conflicts	over	identity	and	such	crucial	environmental	resources	as	

water.	(Clayton	&	Opotow,	2003)	

	

The	relationship	between	natural	environments	and	identity	is	well-researched,	and	more	

recently	it	has	been	explored	in	the	field	of	psychology	(Schultz	&	Tabinaco,	2007).	One	

study	from	2009	looked	at	the	environmental	experiences	from	a	sample	of	university	

students	and	found	that	“frequency	of	experience	of	the	natural	environment	and	the	

degree	of	meaning	obtained	from	such	experience	would	positively	predict	both	well-being	

and	environmental	identity”	(Hinds	&	Sparks,	2009).	Other	studies	have	looked	at	using	

identity	to	encourage	some	sort	of	‘environmentally	responsible	behaviour’	(Stets	&	Biga,	

2003)	(Hinds	&	Sparks,	2008).	These	studies	are	relevant	to	the	implications	of	the	findings	

of	these	thesis,	as	gaining	a	better	understanding	of	the	role	of	nature	in	the	identities	of	

some	Australians	puts	us	in	good	stead	for	further	investigation	into	how	this	identity	can	

then	be	linked	to	a	stronger	sense	of	protection,	and	even	action	to	protect.	The	nature-

culture-identity	here	will	be	referred	to	as	‘environmental	identity’,	a	term	borrowed	from	

Clayton	(2003),	which	she	defines	as	“a	sense	of	connection	to	some	part	of	the	non-human	

natural	environment,	based	on	history,	emotional	attachment,	and/or	similarity,	that	affects	

the	ways	in	which	we	perceive	and	act	toward	the	world”	(Clayton	&	Opotow,	2003,	pp.	45-

46).		
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2.	Setting	the	Scene	
	

2.1	The	Australian	Environment		
 
As	this	thesis	regularly	mentions	the	Australian	natural	environment,	it	is	necessary	to	

provide	a	brief	biogeographical	overview.	Australia’s	famously	unique	flora	and	fauna	is	

thanks	to	its	geological	history	and	geographical	location,	along	with	a	number	of	dominant	

features	which	have	shaped	the	evolution	of	biodiversity	on	the	continent.	

	

The	aridity	of	Australia	should	be	the	first	feature	mentioned,	seeing	as	it	is	the	world’s	

driest	vegetated	continent	(Griffiths,	2001)	and	“no	feature	dominates	the	Australian	scene	

to	the	extent	that	does	rainfall”	(Keast,	1959,	p.	18).	Simply	put,	rainfall	in	Australia	relies	on	

two	systems;	the	“Antarctic”	system	that	moves	up	from	the	southern	part	of	the	continent,	

and	the	“Tropical”	system	that	moves	down	from	the	north.	The	result	of	these	two	systems	

is	that	the	northern	part	of	the	continent	sees	the	majority	of	its	rainfall	in	summer,	

whereas	in	the	south,	the	winters	are	wetter,	and	thus	more	effective	(due	to	decreased	

rates	of	evaporation	and	other	influencing	forces)	(Keast,	1959).	The	effect	of	these	patterns	

in	vegetation	and	biodiversity	are	somewhat	expected.	The	northern	part	of	the	continent	

being	much	drier,	it	is	more	sparsely	decorated	by	vegetation	than	the	southern	part,	while	

the	centre,	missing	out	on	the	majority	of	both	systems,	is	the	driest	and	barest	(the	‘centre’	

makes	up	thirty-five	percent	of	the	continent’s	area,	most	of	which	is	effectively	desert).	

Generally	the	continent	follows	these	simplified	rules,	with	the	exception	of	Australia’s	

pockets	of	tropical	rainforest,	the	refusal	of	which	to	change	for	Australian	climatic	

conditions	reminded	naturalist	Charles	Laseron	of	‘an	Englishman	who	dresses	for	dinner	in	

the	wilds	of	Africa’	(Griffiths,	2001).	Unbeknownst	to	Laseron,	these	pockets	are	all	that	

remains	of	a	bygone	geological	era	in	Australia’s	history.		

	

The	second	significant	influence	on	Australia’s	natural	environment	is	fire.	Fire	of	varying	

intensities	has	been	highly	significant	in	shaping	Australian	biodiversity,	especially	its	flora	

(Gammage,	2011;	Griffiths,	2001;	Keast,	1959).	There	is	now	no	denying	that	humans	–	both	

Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	Australians	–	have	used	fire	‘in	every	conceivable	landscape	
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and	for	every	conceivable	purpose’	(Pyne,	1991),	but	fire	was	actually	a	highly	important	

feature	of	the	Australian	landscape	before	the	first	humans	arrived	on	the	continent.	This	is	

evident	from	the	specialised	adaptive	strategies	that	so	many	Australian	plant	species	have	

to	fire.		

There	is	little	doubt	that	their	[Indigenous	Australians’]	systematic	fire	management	

was	an	important	influence	on	the	distribution	of	rainforest	in	Australia,	and	it	seems	

likely	that	Aboriginal	burning	led	to	the	extinction	of	some	fire-sensitive	species.	But	

could	their	firesticks	have	had	an	impact	on	plant	evolution	as	well	as	distribution?	

In	other	words,	did	their	landscape	burning	trigger	or	escalate	the	evolutionary	

diversification	of	fire-adapted	non-rainforest	vegetation?	There	is	much	debate	

about	this	issue	and	the	evidence	is	ambiguous,	but	even	the	earliest	estimates	of	

Aboriginal	occupation	of	the	continent	at	over	100	000	years	ago	do	not	seem	to	

provide	enough	time	for	such	human-induced	evolutionary	effects	to	take	place.	The	

distinctive	Australian	sclerophyll	flora	evolved	over	millions	of	years.	(Griffiths,	2001)	

	

Australia	is	of	course	famous	for	its	peculiar	fauna,	in	particular	its	marsupials.	These	include	

koalas,	kangaroos	and	wombats,	along	with	many	other	species,	that	are	the	result	of	

millions	of	years	of	evolution	in	isolation	from	the	rest	of	the	world.	However,	the	world’s	

fascination	with	these	animals	means	the	flora	often	gets	overlooked,	despite	being	no	less	

unusual	(Cronon,	1991).	For	example,	the	sclerophyll	flora	that	Griffiths	is	referring	to	in	the	

passage	above	is	a	very	distinct	type	of	Australian	vegetation,	commonly	found	in	‘the	bush’	

of	south-eastern	Australia.	it	is	known	for	its	set	of	adaptations	especially	to	the	nutrient-

poor,	dry,	fiery	context	it	evolved	in.	These	adaptations	include	hard,	leathery	leaves,	

reduced	in	area	but	not	thickness,	spines	and	spikes,	and	an	overall	hardy	construction.	The	

plant	types	that	dominate	sclerophyll	forests	are	eucalypts,	banksias	and	wattles,	all	of	

which	have	developed	their	own	set	of	adaptations	to	their	harsh	conditions.	Banksias,	for	

example,	have	earned	international	attention	for	their	adaptation	to	fire,	as	demonstrated	

by	their	mention	in	David	Attenborough’s	Private	Life	of	Plants;	

Like	the	bottlebrush,	some	banksias	will	not	shed	their	seeds	unless	there	is	a	fire.	

Indeed,	it	is	almost	impossible	to	remove	them	from	the	plant	because	they	are	held	

in	hard	woody	two-valved	capsules…	By	releasing	their	seeds	only	in	the	wake	of	a	

fire,	the	banksias	ensure	that	they	will	fall	on	well-cleaned,	brightly-lit	ground	
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recently	fertilised	with	ash	and	so	get	the	most	favourable	of	starts	in	what	is,	even	

at	best,	an	extremely	harsh	and	demanding	environment.	(Attenborough,	1994,	pp.	

188-190)	

	

But	of	all	the	biota	that	has	adapted	to	Australia’s	arid	and	fiery	conditions	and	particularly	

poor	soils,	it	is	the	eucalypts,	the	gum	trees,	that	have	been	most	successful.	These	trees	

have	dominated	all	of	Australia’s	forests,	woodlands	and	grasslands	since	the	Holocene,	and	

have	displayed	extraordinarily	diverse	tactics	of	adaptation	even	between	species.	

The	spread	of	Eucalyptus	traces	the	spread	of	fire.	Charcoal	and	eucalypt	pollen	

march	side	by	side	in	the	geologic	record	of	the	late	Pleistocene	and	Holocene…	For	

most	eucalypts,	fire	was	not	a	destroyer	but	a	liberator.	(Pyne,	1991,	p.	47)	

The	adaptions	that	eucalypts	have	developed	to	poor	soils	and	dry	climates	meant	that	they	

were	prepared	for	fire	even	before	it	became	such	a	predominant	feature	of	the	Australian	

landscape.	Deeply	plunged	roots	looking	for	water	could	survive	the	heat	of	a	wildfire;	its	

opportunistic	growth	meant	it	was	ready	to	take	advantage	of	bare	habitats	cleared	from	

fire;	its	tendency	to	hoard	nutrients	in	lignotubers	(tough	storage	units	at	the	base	of	the	

trees)	meant	that	new	growth	could	occur	even	after	the	harshest	of	burns.	Eucalypts	are	

now	so	pyrophytic	that	in	many	cases	they	encourage	and	facilitate	fires	–	the	volatile	

eucalyptus	oil	stored	in	the	leaves	is	highly	flammable	and,	some	species,	such	as	Eucalyptus	

globulus,	will	peel	its	bark	at	the	base	in	such	a	way	that	it	produces	very	powerful	kindling.		

	

It	is	the	aridity,	fire,	and	typically	poor	soils	in	Australia	that	have	facilitated	the	evolution	of	

a	variety	of	unusual	biota	which	is	unfamiliar	to	most	visitors.	The	flora	and	fauna	have	an	

air	of	toughness,	rigidity	and	fight;	especially	the	sclerophyll	forests	most	common	in	the	

south-eastern	corners	of	the	continent,	where	Europeans	first	settled,	and	where	I	have	

spent	most	of	my	life.	It	was	these	dry,	tough,	ubiquitous	sclerophyll	forests	that	were	

quickly	dubbed	‘the	bush’	–	now	a	very	widespread	term	used	in	all	facets	of	Australian	

language	to	refer	to	this	unique	habitat.		
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2.2	Australian	Nature	in	Culture	
 
In	Australia,	when	something	is	messy,	chaotic	and	thrown	together,	it	is	often	referred	to	

as	‘a	dog’s	breakfast’.	This	phrase	is	particularly	well-suited	to	describing	contemporary	

Australian	culture	-	a	culture	formed	over	relatively	few	years	faced	with	the	frequent	

dramatic	changes	that	come	with	influences	such	as	war,	drought,	gold	rushes,	and	

widespread	immigration.		

“In	a	matter	of	time,	Australia	has	had	almost	too	little	opportunity	to	develop	a	national	

culture	of	any	great	originality	or	distinction	–	just	six	generations.”	(McLeod,	1963,	p.	2)	

Despite	the	lack	of	originality	or	distinction,	Australian	culture	has	been	influenced	in	

various	ways	by	European	and	particularly	British	culture	since	the	First	Fleet	arrived	in	1788	

(Offord,	Kerruish,	Garbutt,	Wessell,	&	Pavlovic,	2014).	The	arrival	of	thousands	of	convicts	

and	a	small	number	of	officers	saw	British	traditions	both	favoured	and	marginalised,	laying	

the	foundations	of	Australia’s	conflicted	relationship	with	the	monarchy	(Offord	et	al.,	

2014).	I	am,	of	course,	speaking	of	‘white’	Australian	culture.	Perhaps	it	is	important	to	

distinguish	myself	as	a	‘white’	Australian	–	that	is,	having	Anglo-European	descent	-	coming	

from	a	personal	perspective	of	‘white’	culture.	In	this	thesis,	I	will	not	attempt	to	provide	

any	real	insight	into	indigenous	culture.	It	is	problematic	to	try	to	understand	and	explain	

Aboriginal	Australian	culture	and	life	through	an	Anglo-European	lens,	as	there	is	strong	

resistance	to	‘European	theories	of	Aboriginal	culture	not	validated	through	personal	

experience	of	interaction	with	Aboriginal	Australians’	(Henderson,	2014).	At	the	same	time,	

Aboriginal	Australian	culture	should	not	be	ignored	in	any	analysis	of	Australian	culture,	

especially	when	it	is	pertaining	to	nature;	nor	should	the	violent	oppression	of	indigenous	

peoples	by	white	Australians	be	brushed	under	the	rug.		

	

Contemporary	Australian	culture	launched	with	a	colonial	thirst	for	a	new	national	identity	

which	would	differentiate	the	new	“white	Australia”	from	England,	and	with	a	lack	of	racial	

or	language	differences,	the	most	obvious	contrast	between	the	two	nations	was	the	

natural	landscape	(Highfield,	2006).	For	someone	accustomed	to	the	soft	vegetation	and	

gentle	undulating	landscape	of	the	British	Isles,	Australian	nature	would	have	comparatively	
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seemed	alien,	hard	and	unforgiving.	The	following	passage	paints	an	isolating	picture	for	a	

new	settler.	

The	trees	were	different,	the	birds	were	different,	the	insects	were	different,	colour	

was	different,	the	light	was	different,	sounds	were	different.	The	flowers,	though	

violently	chromatic	and	prodigal	in	variety,	were	without	scent	and	strangely	bristly.	

There	was	a	profusion	of	insects	of	the	oddest	types	and	an	extraordinary	range	of	

reptiles	that	seemed	to	have	survived	some	lost	world.	The	birds	were	bewildering,	

the	fish	improbable,	the	animals	absurd.	The	aborigines	seemed	hardly	to	belong	to	a	

human	species.	The	iron-hard	eucalyptus	trees	defied	axe	and	adze	and	auger.	The	

soil	had	no	affinity	for	the	plow;	indeed,	it	must	have	laughed	to	feel	the	puny	tickle	

of	those	first	picks	and	shovels.	And	every	dawn	greeted	the	settlers	with	the	crazed	

cackle	of	the	kookaburra	as	if	the	land	was	mocking	its	reluctant	invaders.	It	was	as	

though	the	old	continent	could	have	thrown	them	all	off	with	one	brief	shrug	of	its	

huge	shoulders.	(Johnston,	1971)	

	

Australia’s	newest	residents	had	no	choice	but	to	accept	this	uninviting	landscape,	and	over	

the	space	of	the	following	century,	attempted	to	make	it	their	own.	Ward	points	out	that	

the	differences	between	the	“new	white	Australia”	and	the	“British	prototype”	started	to	

become	more	evident	by	the	nineteenth	century	(Ward,	1963).	These	differences	were	

formed	by	two	main	actors:	the	strange	new	environment	and	the	adaptation	of	the	new	

residents	to	it;	and	the	fact	that	a	majority	of	the	population	were	from	“certain	classes	of	

British	society”	(being	working-class	convicts)	(Ward,	1963).	Eventually,	this	working-class	

majority	started	to	find	a	familiarity	in	the	brutality	of	the	landscape,	and	started	to	develop	

a	sense	of	pride	in	it.	Australian	landscapes	became	a	metaphor	for	the	tough,	hardy	

Australian,	who	had	no	accommodation	for	strict	British	class	structures.	Stories	of	

bushranger	heroes	and	reckless	adventurers	became	popular,	and	the	vast,	dry	interior,	or	

the	“Outback”,	found	its	way	into	national	values.	Australian	cultural	identity	began	to	

manifest	itself	in	the	desolation	of	the	country’s	interior,	despite	the	fact	that	most	settlers	

chose	to	establish	their	homes	on	the	country’s	more	forgiving	coastal	regions,	where	the	

vast	majority	of	Australians	now	still	live	(S.O.E.,	2011).	Regardless,	even	those	who	had	

never	ventured	toward	the	so-called	“Outback”	would	still	pride	themselves	as	belonging	to	

a	culture	that	could	embrace	it.			
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	The	Australian	and	the	Outback,	both	working	on	the	land	and	being	transformed	by	

it,	became	a	national	trope,	and	the	connection	between	the	hard	man	and	the	

harsh	land	also	turned	to	the	non-human	inhabitants	of	the	continent	as	extensions	

of	the	metaphor.”	(Highfield,	2006).	Eventually,	by	around	1880,	a	period	of	

‘intellectual,	creative	activity’	began	and	according	to	McLeod,	this	period,	which	

lasted	until	Federation	in	1901,	“saw	the	establishment	of	a	truly	national	identity	

(McLeod,	1963).		

It	was	during	this	period	that	Australian	nature	and	landscape	established	itself	in	Australian	

culture,	featuring	heavily	in	art,	poetry,	literature	and	eventually	film	and	television,	and	

often	manifested	itself	in	the	idea	of	“the	bush”.		

Landscape	has	always	occupied	a	central	place	in	the	imaginary	of	settler	Australia.	

Not	only	was	it	a	dominant	subject	of	textual	and	pictorial	representations	of	

Australia	during	the	colonial	era,	but	the	concept	of	“the	bush”	continues	in	today’s	

society	to	be	invested	with	a	very	special	importance	in	the	minds	of	many	non-

indigenous	Australians.	We	see	this	in	the	iconic	status	the	bush	enjoys	in	art,	fiction,	

and	then	contemporary	cinema,	the	key	role	it	plays	in	current	settler-descendant	

identity	discourse,	and	its	sacralisation	by	twenty-first	century	conservationists,	not	

to	mention	its	rapidly	growing	attraction	as	a	tourist	destination	for	settler	

descendants	of	all	ages	and	social	backgrounds.	(Collingwood-Whittick,	2008)	

“The	bush”	is	a	term	that	was	coined	very	early	in	the	nineteenth	century	by	European	

settlers	to	describe	a	typical	Australian	landscape	covered	in	native	vegetation,	usually	a	

wooded	area	which	contrasts	to	the	gentle	English	woodland	(Bromhead,	2011).	It	is	

generally	seen	as	monotonous,	or	as	one	mass,	despite	the	fact	that	it	houses	a	wide	variety	

of	native	flora	and	fauna	(Moore,	2008).	However,	like	the	“outback”,	“the	bush”	represents	

something	more	than	just	its	physical	makeup.	Like	the	“outback”	it	is	a	national	trope,	a	

condition	that	has	found	a	deep	place	in	Australian	cultural	identity.		

	

In	contemporary	culture,	“the	bush”	and	the	outback”	are	referenced,	but	are	not	so	heavily	

defined,	and	can	often	be	interchangeable.	The	feelings	they	produce	seem	to	be	a	larger	

feature	of	the	terms	themselves	to	allude	to	the	Australian	environment.	Feelings	of	

isolation,	of	a	terrifying	and	unforgiving	place;	but	also,	a	strong	sense	of	familiarity,	of	

beauty,	of	pride.	These	days	most	Australian	television,	film,	novel	or	children’s	book	will	
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include	some	element	of	Australian	nature	-	whether	it	be	“the	bush”,	the	“outback”,	some	

combination	of	the	two,	or	the	individual	species	that	live	amongst	them	-	as	it	is	now	

etched	deeply	into	Australian	cultural	identity	(Carter,	1998)	(Highfield,	2006).		

	

2.3	The	Gum	Tree	
 

The	eucalypts	in	particular	seemed	to	have	the	country	in	their	grip:	no	other	

comparable	area	of	land	in	the	world	is	so	completely	characterised	by	a	single	genus	of	

trees	as	Australia	is	by	its	gum	trees.	(Griffiths,	2001,	p.	1)	

	

Eucalyptus	is	not	only	the	Universal	Australian,	it	is	the	ideal	Australian	–	versatile,	

tough,	sardonic,	contrary,	self-mocking,	with	a	deceptive	complexity	amid	the	

appearance	of	massive	homogeneity;	an	occupier	of	disturbed	environments;	a	fire	

creature.	(Pyne,	1991,	p.	25)	

	

The	implications	of	both	Griffiths’	and	Pyne’s	statements	suggest	a	powerful	presence	of	

eucalypts	in	both	the	natural	landscape	and	the	Australian	psyche.	Gum	trees	are	a	feature	

of	most	cultural	depictions	of	Australian	natural	environments,	albeit	often	in	the	

background,	but	present	nonetheless:	they	are	almost	a	prerequisite	(Wrigley	&	Fagg,	

2013).	They	are	ubiquitous	in	almost	all	Australian	natural	landscapes	(Williams	&	Brooker,	

1997),	a	state	that	is	only	accentuated	by	their	distinct	appearance	and	feel,	despite	the	fact	

that	there	are	between	500	and	1000	species	of	this	group	(a	wide	range	due	to	their	

taxonomic	difficulties	and	tendency	to	cross-pollinate	to	produce	hybrid	species)	(Pyne,	

1991).	Confusingly,	Eucalyptus	is	not	the	only	genus	that	falls	under	the	eucalypt	or	gum	

tree	umbrella,	there	are	several	others	–	Corymbia,	Angophora,	Stockwellia,	Allosyncarpia,	

Eucalyptopsis	and	Arillastrum,	however	the	latter	four	only	contain	six	extant	species	

between	them,	and	Eucalyptus	was	the	first	genus	recognised	in	this	group,	and	

overwhelmingly	contains	the	most	species.	This	is	testament	to	the	gum	tree’s	taxonomic	

complexities	and	can	help	explain	why	there	is	such	a	wide	range	of	the	number	of	species.	

It	also	means	that	often	the	word	‘eucalyptus’	is	used	interchangeably	to	mean	the	genus	

and	the	eucalypt	group,	such	as	in	Pyne’s	passage	above.	For	the	purpose	of	this	thesis,	any	
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mention	of	eucalypts	or	gum	trees	will	mean	the	umbrella	group	containing	the	seven	

genera	(unless	referring	to	a	species,	e.g.	Eucalyptus	saligna).	 

	

The	ubiquity	of	eucalypts	in	the	Australian	landscape	is	down	to	this	group	of	trees’	

remarkable	adaptations	to	Australia’s	extremely	varied	environments	(Pyne,	1991).	One	

fantastic	example	of	this	adaptability	is	the	snow	gum,	Eucalyptus	pauciflora,	a	species	that	

is	widespread	in	Tasmania,	and	that	dominates	the	alpine	regions	of	New	South	Wales	and	

Victoria.	The	snow	gum	is	internationally	renowned	as	an	evergreen	flowering	tree	for	its	

ability	to	survive	in	sub-zero	temperatures	and	snow	storms	in	winter	(its	branches	bend	

and	twist	so	not	to	succumb	to	the	weight	of	the	snow	and	wind),	as	well	as	the	hottest	of	

raging	wildfires	in	summer	(they	grow	large	lignotubers	under	the	soil).	Personally,	I	have	a	

particular	fondness	for	snow	gums.	Having	family	in	alpine	NSW,	I	have	been	visiting	the	

snow	almost	every	year	of	my	life	and	every	time	I	visit,	these	trees	seem	to	amaze	me	

more	than	the	last.	Often	blackened	by	a	recent	fire,	they	are	also	usually	covered	in	so	

much	snow	and	ice	they	would	be	completely	black	and	white,	were	it	not	for	the	striking	

green-blue	leaves	peeking	out	from	under	the	heavy	snow	at	the	base	of	the	tree.		

	

Adrian	Franklin	has	provided	what	he	calls	a	‘posthumanist	account’	of	Australians	and	gum	

trees,	an	‘account	of	agency	in	nature	that	is	inextricably	intertwined	with	the	social-

cultural’	(Franklin,	2006).	Franklin	describes	how	accounts	of	gum	trees	can	tell	us	much	

about	the	sociology	of	Australian	nature,	especially	when	we	observe	chronological	

progression	of	nation-formation	after	colonisation.		

…it	was	against	the	gum	tree	that	a	viable	Australia	was	wrought;	it	was	with	the	

gum	tree	and	against	the	oak	and	the	plane	that	a	distinctive	modern	Australia	was	

asserted	(introduced	species	were	to	be	chased	out	whereas	native	species	were	to	

be	embraced	and	enthusiastically	planted).	(Franklin,	2006,	p.	556)	

Franklin	discusses	how	the	interaction	of	gums	and	fire,	both	wild	and	controlled	by	

Indigenous	peoples,	produced	the	grasslands,	‘eucalypt	parklands	and	savannas	so	

attractive,	ironically,	to	the	European	eye’	(Franklin,	2006).	Perhaps	this	was	because	it	

reminded	them	of	the	carefully	managed	undulating	landscape	of	the	gentleman’s	estate,	a	

comparison	that	is	the	central	theme	to	Bill	Gammage’s	book,	The	Biggest	Estate	on	Earth	

(Gammage,	2011).	Although	interesting,	it	is	important	to	note	that	Franklin’s	posthumanist	
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account	of	gum	trees	draws	on	assumptions	that	are	not	necessarily	supported	by	scientific	

research.	These	assumptions	can	be	summarised	in	the	following	statement;	

This	rapid	evolutionary	adaptation	that	occurred	as	a	result	of	the	dramatic	

difference	that	hunters	and	gatherers	made	to	the	landscape	must	be	seen	not	only	

as	something	that	only	happened	to	gum	trees	but	also	as	something	they	did.	

(Franklin,	2006)	

Franklin	is	assuming	that	some	sort	of	evolution	of	species	came	about	since	the	arrival	of	

the	first	Australians,	which,	at	over	60,000	years,	was	a	long	time	ago	in	terms	of	human	

history,	it	is	a	very	short	period	in	evolutionary	history.	Although	this	is	a	contentious	and	

highly	disputed	topic,	many	evolutionary	biologists	would	argue	that	this	is	not	sufficient	

time	for	a	whole	landscape	to	evolve,	especially	in	such	a	large	country	where	millions	more	

people	would	be	needed	to	make	the	‘dramatic’	changes	to	the	landscape	that	Franklin	is	

suggesting	(Griffiths,	2001).	Franklin	does	not	mention	this	contention,	nor	does	he	provide	

scientific	references	to	back	up	his	claims,	nor	is	he	a	practicing	scientist.	This	oversight	of	

his	assumptions	runs	the	risk	of	causing	a	decrease	in	validity	of	his	paper,	despite	his	

analysis	and	interesting	points	raised.	Unfortunately,	this	is	not	an	uncommon	occurrence	in	

multi-disciplinary	study	such	as	Franklin’s	(ironically,	he	points	out	the	traditional	separation	

between	science	and	humanities	and	the	new	dangerous	territory	of	combining	the	two).	It	

is	a	risk	that	should	be	especially	considered	by	those	practicing	in	science	communication.	

Due	to	the	similarity	of	this	thesis	to	Franklin’s	paper,	I	have	been	reminded	to	be	acutely	

aware	of	the	assumptions	I	draw,	especially	when	it	comes	to	topics	of	high	contention.		

I	would	suggest	that	this	thesis	also	poses	a	fundamental	difference	to	Franklin’s	paper	–the	

entire	concept	of	a	post-humanist	account.	In	his	abstract,	Franklin	points	out	traditional	

humanist	accounts	of	the	natural	world	developed	in	anthropology	and	sociology,	‘privilege	

the	activity,	agency,	and	representation	of	humans’.	Although	his	paper	seeks	alternative	

approaches,	I	would	argue	that	this	thesis	is	by	no	means	a	post-humanist	account,	nor	does	

it	intend	to	be.	Humanism	is	implied	in	my	interviewing	of	humans,	and	also	my	suggestion	

that	understanding	the	connection	between	Australians	and	their	natural	environment	may	

help	them	to	better	protect	it.	From	a	communications	perspective,	it	is	unwise	to	steer	far	

from	the	‘activity,	agency,	and	representation	of	humans’,	as	this	would	only	detract	

interest.		
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Franklin’s	account,	however,	should	not	be	dismissed,	especially	considering	it	is	the	only	

academic	piece	of	writing	that	accounts	for	the	relationships	between	eucalypts	and	

humans.		
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3.	Methods	
 

3.1	Recruitment	and	the	‘audio	diary’	
 
As	identity	is	one	of	the	focal	points	of	this	thesis,	I	chose	a	methodology	that	could	produce	

personal,	emotional,	story-oriented	perspectives	from	individuals	on	their	personal	and	

collective	identity.	To	do	so	I	adopted	Brittany	Wray’s	‘audio	diary’	methodology	which	

involved	emailing	a	series	of	eight	questions	to	multi-disciplinary	‘experts’	and	asking	them	

to	provide	their	answers	through	a	spoken	recording	from	their	smartphones	(Wray,	2016).	

In	doing	so,	I	was	able	to	remove	the	social	limitations	of	face-to-face	interviewing	entirely,	

to	allow	the	participants	more	temporal	and	intellectual	freedom	in	their	answers.	I	

designed	a	call-out	document	for	potential	participants	(sample	shown	in	Figure	1)	and	

emailed	it	to	Australian	university	schools	and	research	groups	with	a	focus	on	either	

Australian	anthropology	(especially	where	it	concerned	the	environment)	and	

ecology/botany.	This	document	gave	a	brief	summary	of	the	project	and	invited	people	to	

participate	or	express	their	interest	to	me	via	the	email	address	provided.	As	I	emailed	the	

document	to	either	administrative	contacts	or	head	of	departments/schools/research	

groups,	I	asked	the	recipients	to;	a)	email	the	document	to	specific	individuals	who	may	be	

interested;	b)	forward	the	document	to	their	departmental	mailing	list;	or	c)	print	the	

document	out	and	display	it	somewhere	visible	within	their	respective	universities.	Those	

who	contacted	me	to	express	their	interest	in	participating	or	to	ask	further	questions	were	

then	sent	the	participant	information	and	consent	forms	along	with	any	additional	

information	required.	All	contact	at	the	recruitment	stage	was	made	using	email	only.		

Data	collection	started	once	I	had	recruited	at	least	twenty	participants	(I	had	twenty-one	

participants	and	the	commencement	of	data	collection).	I	asked	each	participant	to	provide	

a	practice	recording	stating	their	name	and	a	small	amount	of	information	on	their	work	

and/or	interests.	I	informed	participants	that	they	would	receive	two	questions	every	

Monday	for	four	weeks,	that	I	required	each	answer	to	be	emailed	back	to	me	by	the	

Sunday,	and	that	I	would	send	a	reminder	every	Friday	morning.	By	the	second	week,	

thirteen	of	the	twenty-one	consenting	participants	either	pulled	out	of	the	study	entirely	or	

didn’t	respond	to	my	emails,	leaving	eight	participants	who	partook	in	the	entire	study.		
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Figure	1	-	Sample	of	call-out	poster	sent	for	recruitment	

	

The	various	groups	of	multidisciplinary	experts	were	contacted	due	to	their	possession	of	

deep	knowledge	and	critical	perspectives	pertaining	to	nature	in	Australia,	whether	that	be	

in	a	field	of	science	or	social	science.	Participants	were	informed	of	this	prerogative,	but	

were	not	asked	necessarily	about	the	knowledge	they	possess.	Instead	they	were	

encouraged	to	reflect	on	their	thoughts,	emotions,	memories	and/or	experiences	relating	to	

gum	trees.	These	were	extracted	by	emailing	two	questions	per	week	for	a	period	of	four	

weeks.	By	the	end	of	the	four-week	period,	the	participants	were	ideally	completely	

comfortable	with	the	process	and	able	to	express	themselves	to	a	greater	degree	compared	

to	the	beginning.	With	this	in	mind,	questions	became	deeper	and	more	specific	as	the	

participants	progressed.	As	well	as	the	linear	progression,	the	questions	are	all	different	

ways	of	extracting	certain	information.	For	example,	if	a	story	relating	to	the	participant’s	

childhood	isn’t	remembered	while	answering	question	four,	it	might	be	remembered	for	

question	five.	The	process	was	preceded	with	a	practice	recording	asking	for	the	
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participant’s	name	and	background	to	gain	confidence	with	the	process.	The	following	eight	

questions	were	asked:	

1. Describe	a	typical	natural	Australian	setting.	Does	it	feature	gum	trees?	If	so	why	and	

what	effect	does	this	have	on	the	picture?	

2. What	is	it	about	gum	trees	that	make	you	think	of	Australia	e.g.	colour,	smells,	

sound,	animals,	etc.?	Give	as	much	detail	as	possible.	

3. Describe	some	examples	of	how	gum	trees	are	represented	in	Australian	culture	

(books,	art,	television,	movies,	etc.).	Do	these	examples	mean	something	to	you	and	

why?	

4. What	is	it	about	gum	trees	that	make	them	a	good	subject	of	reference	in	Australian	

culture?	E.g.	do	they	produce	or	facilitate	certain	emotions?	

5. Describe	the	ways	in	which	gum	trees	remind	you	of	home.	If	possible,	recount	a	

personal	instance	where	you	felt	this	way	e.g.	a	gum	tree	overseas,	returning	home	

from	a	trip,	etc.	If	they	do	not,	explain	why	you	think	that	might	be.	

6. Consider	and	describe	the	sorts	of	emotions	you	personally	feel	in	the	presence	of	

gum	trees.	Include	positive	and	negative	if	applicable.	

7. (see	below)	

8. Recall	in	your	memory	any	particular	gum	trees	that	have	stuck	in	your	mind	e.g.	

during	childhood	or	other	significant	times	in	your	life,	a	painting,	a	movie,	a	

description	in	a	book,	your	own	images,	etc.	Why	do	you	remember	them	and	how	

do	you	feel	recalling	them?	If	possible	please	attach	any	additional	material	

(photographs,	stories,	etc.)	to	help	answer	and	explore	this	question.	Please	use	this	

question	to	provide	any	additional	reflections	on	this	project.	You	may	want	to	

comment	on	the	research	methods,	the	questions	asked,	any	overarching	feelings	or	

thoughts,	and	anything	you	want	to	add	about	gum	trees	in	Australian	culture	that	

you	haven’t	yet	had	the	chance	to	speak	about.	

	

For	question	seven	I	produced	a	story	about	a	specific	tree,	along	with	a	particularly	

confronting	photograph	of	a	gum	tree	consumed	by	a	raging	fire.	The	participants	were	

asked	to	reflect	on	these	pieces,	the	role	of	the	gum	tree	in	each,	and	the	philosophical	

implications.	The	story	(‘The	Widow	Maker’)	and	photograph	(Figure	2)	are	provided	below.		
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The	Widow	Maker	

A	river	slowly	flows	through	a	cattle	farm	near	the	inland	town	of	Albury,	where	New	South	

Wales	meets	Victoria.	On	a	shoulder	of	that	river,	shroud	in	roots	and	weeds,	an	impressive	

gum	tree	sits,	its	branches	stretched	out	like	twisted	arms	in	all	directions,	welcoming	the	

myriad	of	species	that	rely	on	it	for	shelter.	On	the	dry	side	a	small	group	of	Hereford	cattle	

can	almost	always	be	seen	taking	refuge	in	the	partial	shade.	All	year	round	a	flock	of	rowdy,	

vividly-coloured,	endangered	superb	parrots	roost	in	its	branches	and	crevices	in	its	trunk,	

their	numbers	sufficient	to	provide	warning	of	approaching	reptilian	predators.	Amongst	the	

roots	and	fallen	debris,	partially	submerged	in	muddy	water,	a	bustling	assortment	of	fish	

species	rest	and	socialise,	feeding	on	the	abundance	of	fresh	insect	larvae.	

	

On	a	particularly	hot	summers	day,	the	farmer	walked	humbly	along	his	river,	pausing	for	

shade	underneath	the	gum,	taking	in	its	nurturing,	maternal	presence.	He	watched	a	

brilliantly	green	superb	parrot	forage	calmly	and	happily	on	the	ground	in	front	of	him.	He	

sat	down	on	one	of	the	trees	enormous	roots,	which	was	cool	to	the	touch,	and	removed	his	

old	sweaty	hat.	He	let	out	a	sigh.	The	parrot	stopped,	looked	up	at	the	farmer,	its	yellow	

head	and	scarlet	beak	cocked	to	one	side,	considering	him.	They	looked	at	each	other	for	

what	felt	like	an	age.	The	parrot	was	the	first	to	brake	the	gaze,	now	looking	up	at	a	spot	

directly	above	the	farmer’s	head.	Suddenly,	a	deep	groan,	then	an	enormous,	deafening	

crack	sounded	from	what	seemed	like	every	inch	of	the	tree.	Before	he	had	the	

chance	to	react,	the	farmer	felt	a	vicious,	almighty	blow	on	the	head,	then,	black.	The	parrot,	

still	looking	at	the	spot	above	the	farmer,	took	flight	and	landed	in	the	tree’s	new	crater,	the	

spot	where	the	enormous	dead	branch	was	attached	only	seconds	before.	The	crater	was	

the	perfect	size	to	house	the	parrot’s	new	family.	
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Figure	2	-	Bushfire	photo	used	for	question	7.	
(photo	by	Andrew	Brownhill:	AAP	from	http://www.abc.net.au/news/2009-02-07/bushfire-out-of-control-
east-of-melbourne/286810	on	07/03/17)	
	

I	encouraged	all	answers	to	be	considered	and	advised	that	there	was	no	time	frame	–	

responses	should	be	as	long	as	the	participant	sees	fit.	Two	questions	were	emailed	at	the	

beginning	of	each	week	for	a	period	of	four	weeks.	Once	the	questions	were	emailed	to	the	

participants,	they	recorded	their	answers	on	their	smartphones,	and	emailed	the	file	

directly	back	to	me.	This	file	was	then	saved	in	Google	Drive.	Once	all	participants	had	

responded,	all	answers	were	transcribed	ad	verbatim.	The	corpus	was	analysed	using	

grounded	theory	and	schema	analysis.	

	

3.2	Grounded	Theory	and	Schema	Analysis	
 
To	analyse	the	content,	I	used	grounded	theory	(Strauss	&	Corbin,	1997),	and	schema	

analysis.	These	two	techniques	of	analysis	are	very	similar,	but	complement	each	other	in	

important	ways.		
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Grounded	theory	was	first	developed	by	Barney	G.	Glaser	and	Anselm	L.	Strauss	(1967),	“its	

fundamental	premise	that	researches	can	and	should	develop	theory	from	rigorous	analyses	

of	empirical	data”	(Charmaz	&	Belgrave,	2015).	The	idea	of	grounded	theory	arose	from	a	

need	for	a	structured,	homogenised	method	of	analysing	qualitative	data	that	still	allowed	

for	a	great	deal	of	flexibility	and	fluidity.	Part	of	this	fluidity	comes	from	the	fact	that	the	

concepts	out	of	which	the	theory	is	developed	are	established	during	and	after	the	data	is	

collected,	rather	than	before	(the	feature	that	gave	grounded	theory	its	name)	(Corbin	&	

Strauss,	2015).		

	

Schema	analysis	combines	elements	of	the	linguistic	and	sociological	traditions.	It	is	

based	on	the	idea	that	people	must	use	cognitive	simplifications	to	help	make	sense	

of	the	complex	information	to	which	they	are	constantly	exposed.	(Ryan	&	Bernard,	

2000,	p.	783)	

Examples	of	these	cognitive	simplifications	might	be	metaphors	and	similes,	repetitions	of	

words	or	subjects	and	sudden	shifts	in	content	or	tone.	Schema	analysis	also	factors	in	

anything	left	out	by	the	participants	based	on	the	assumption	that	the	listener	shares	their	

baseline	knowledge,	they	leave	out	information	that	“everybody	knows”	(Ryan	&	Bernard,	

2000).	This	is	particularly	relevant	in	the	case	of	my	participants	as	they	are	‘experts’,	which	

makes	it	difficult	for	them	to	remove	themselves	from	a	specific	field	that	they	work	in.	For	

example,	a	number	of	my	participants,	being	ecologists	or	botanists,	used	scientific	terms	

that	may	not	make	sense	to	a	layperson,	but	the	scientist	may	not	even	consider	explaining	

them	as	they	are	such	a	common	part	of	their	vernacular.	As	an	analyst,	I	have	a	baseline	

education	in	the	fields	of	the	participants,	which	may	seem	like	an	advantage	as	I	am	more	

likely	to	understand	these	assumed	knowledges,	but	it	also	means	I	have	to	be	particularly	

scrupulous	in	picking	them	out.			

	

For	both	grounded	theory	and	schema	analysis,	once	the	researcher	has	the	data,	they	can	

begin	coding.	Corbin	and	Strauss	(2008)	suggest	a	variety	of	analytical	tools	to	aid	in	the	

coding	process,	all	the	while	reiterating	that	these	tools	should	be	chosen	on	a	case-by-case	

basis	depending	on	the	researcher’s	preferences	and	the	type	of	data	being	analysed.	
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In	my	case,	I	have	concentrated	on	five	analytical	tools	for	my	analysis;	‘making	

comparisons’,	‘thinking	about	the	meanings	of	a	word’,	‘waving	the	red	flag’	(the	assumed	

knowledge	as	described	earlier),	‘looking	at	emotions	that	are	expressed	and	the	situations	

that	aroused	them’	and	‘thinking	in	terms	of	metaphors	and	similes’.	Although	these	tools	

are	outlined	in	a	book	specifically	about	grounded	theory,	they	are	also	important	analytical	

tools	in	schema	analysis.	I	have	also	added	an	extra	analytical	tool	more	related	to	schema	

analysis	and	highly	relevant	to	my	content;	‘repetition	of	words,	phrases	or	associative	

linkages’	–	this	proved	to	be	the	most	frequently	used	tool.	It	is	important	to	view	these	

analytical	tools	as	just	that	–	they	were	only	a	means	of	finding	patterns	in	the	data	which	

could	then	be	pulled	apart	and	interrogated,	and	pieced	back	together.	It	is	through	the	use	

of	these	tools	that	‘coding’,	or	finding	central	themes	could	take	place.	The	corpus	was	

transcribed	with	notes	on	tonal	delivery	and	general	observations,	and	I	analysed	the	

transcriptions	twice.	The	variation	and	repetition	of	analysis	is	an	important	part	of	

grounded	theory.	The	central	themes	were	then	mapped	out	in	a	visualisation,	as	

demonstrated	in	the	results	section.		
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4.	Results	and	Discussion	
 

4.1	Diversity	of	Responses	
 
Of	the	twenty-one	responses	received	from	the	call-outs,	eighteen	participants	actively	

began	the	study,	of	which	ten	dropped	out	too	early	for	their	answers	to	contribute	to	the	

final	data,	leaving	a	total	of	eight	participants	who	stayed	on	for	the	full	four	weeks.	The	

participants	were	made	up	of	six	ecologists	and	botanists	with	a	minimum	of	first	class	

honours	in	a	related	field,	while	two	were	from	the	social	sciences	–	one	environmental	

historian	and	one	anthropologist.	There	was	equal	split	in	gender	(four	males	and	four	

females).	The	final	document	of	transcription	contained	22,347	words,	which	equates	to	

just	under	3000	words	per	participant	on	average.	Length	of	responses	varied	significantly	

between	participants,	ranging	between	one	and	fifteen	minutes.	The	time	was	dependent	

on	the	participant’s	approach	to	answering	the	questions.	

	

Each	participant	took	a	slightly	different	approach	to	answering	the	questions.	One	

participant,	for	example,	wrote	their	answers	before	recording	them,	which	made	for	a	

more	poetic,	recited	feel,	and	often	made	way	for	emotions	to	shine	through	in	the	

language.	It	also	meant	this	particular	participant’s	responses	were	clearly	more	considered	

and	content-rich.	However,	what	this	approach	lacked	was	spontaneity	and	emotion	in	the	

delivery	of	the	response.	It	also	meant	the	data	was	a	little	harder	to	analyse	–	repetition	of	

words	was	less	frequent,	for	example,	but	repetition	of	concepts	was	still	commonplace,	

albeit	a	little	harder	to	deduce.	In	contrast,	another	participant’s	answers	suggested	that	

they	had	not	read	the	questions	before	pressing	record	on	their	device.	Their	answers	were	

much	longer	with	far	less	content	and	simpler	language,	however	the	frequency	of	pauses	

and	audible	pathways	and	considerations	still	made	for	a	rich	analysis.	It	also	allowed	for	

present-tense	commentary	such	as	‘I	am	looking	at	the	blue	gum	in	my	backyard	right	now’,	

resulting	in	the	vocalisation	of	more	immediate	thoughts	and	descriptions.		

	

Personal	perspectives	and	emotions	were	channelled	through	a	variety	of	platforms.	One	

participant’s	answers,	for	example,	were	almost	entirely	made	up	of	memories	and	stories	
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that	had	happened	to	them.	The	stories	were	recounted	in	vivid	detail	–	descriptions,	

feelings,	even	conversations	were	mentioned	–	and	there	was	a	significant	amount	of	

variation	in	their	voice	such	as	inflection,	emphasis	on	particular	words,	laughter,	etc.	Some	

of	these	stories	were	about	a	specific	gum	tree,	others	only	loosely	related	to	gum	trees	–	in	

the	background,	for	example,	but	connected	to	them	in	the	participant’s	memory.		A	good	

example	of	this	is	a	story	about	the	participant’s	childhood	(a	story	that	resonated	with	me	

personally,	too),	which	involved	playing	in	parks	and	wooded	areas	and	encountering	these	

enormous	caterpillars	which	the	participant	called	‘spitfires’,	with	barbed	spikes	that	get	

stuck	in	your	skin	and	irritate	it	immensely.	The	full	story	is	written	later	in	this	chapter.		

	

Another	participant	used	frequent	stories,	but	they	were	less	personal	and	more	scientific.	

Interestingly,	these	stories	were	still	highly	emotive,	and	seemingly	to	the	participant,	very	

important	in	forming	their	perceptions	and	feelings	towards	gum	trees.		

	

Common	responses	included	references	to	childhood	and/or	family	and	the	participant’s	

own	children,	as	well	as	many	mentions	of	the	participant’s	own	research.	Also	frequently	

mentioned	was	travel,	both	within	and	outside	of	Australia,	and	its	effect	on	the	perception	

of	gum	trees.	Die-back	and	conservation	was	a	topic	for	many,	and	the	sadness	towards	

Australia’s	general	attitudes	to	nature.	These	responses	were	all	analysed	and	broken	into	

themes,	as	follows.		

	

4.2	Themes	
 
The	analytical	tools,	stipulated	in	the	methods	section,	allowed	for	themes	to	be	extracted	

and	pieced-apart.	As	shown	in	the	visualisation	in	Figure	3,	there	were	three	tiers	of	themes,	

and	each	one	was	heavily	interconnected	with	many	others.	The	thirty	themes	on	the	third	

tier	were	the	first	to	be	extracted	from	the	data.	These	are	words	that	were	either	

frequently	used	by	a	number	of	participants,	or	they	represent	an	area	of	focus	that	was	

repeatedly	alluded	to.	These	words	were	chosen	over	the	course	of	analysis,	from	the	first	

listen	to	transcription	to	the	final	stage.	After	those	thirty	themes	were	tweaked	and	

finalised,	they	were	placed	in	one	of	six	overarching	themes	–	the	second-tier	themes	

(indicated	by	the	unbroken	lines	between	tiers	two	and	three).	The	unbroken	lines	
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represent	direct	connections	between	the	tiers,	that	is,	the	words	in	the	first	and	second	

tiers	were	formulated	by	the	words	in	the	following	tiers	connected	by	unbroken	lines.	For	

example,	the	first	three	words	in	the	third	tier	–	‘resilience’,	‘ingenuity’	and	‘rebellion’	–	lead	

to	the	formulation	of	the	first	theme	on	the	second	tier	–	‘independence’.	Then,	the	broken	

lines	demonstrate	secondary	connections	between	the	tires;	the	word	‘dangerous’	did	not	

help	formulate	the	sub-theme	of	independence,	but	the	two	words	still	interact	in	their	

definitions	and	implications.		

Finally,	the	second	tier	of	themes	branch	in	to	the	first	tier	of	two	main	overarching	themes	

–	‘toughness’	and	‘comfort’.	These	two	themes	are	central	to	all	of	the	data	collected	and	

seem	to	be	extremely	important	in	the	formation	of	a	collective	Australian	identity	in	

relation	to	Australian	nature.	It	need	be	mentioned	that	there	is	no	direct	connection	

(indicated	by	the	absence	of	an	unbroken	line)	between	these	two	themes	and	the	last	

theme	on	the	second	tier,	‘human	impact’.	I	noticed	human	impact	to	be	a	constant	and	

repeating	theme,	but	it	seemed	to	be	separated,	almost	side-lined,	to	the	strong,	underlying	

themes	of	toughness	and	comfort.	As	such	I	have	provided	an	explanation	and	examples	of	

‘human	impact’	below,	along	with	separate	definitions	and	examples	of	‘toughness’	and	

‘comfort’.	The	themes	discussed	in	this	chapter	form	the	collective	cultural	identity	in	

relation	to	gum	trees	and	the	Australian	environment	of	the	eight	participants	that	engaged	

in	this	study.	The	themes	were	represented	in	stories,	perspectives,	observations	and	

research.		
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Figure	3	–	visualisation	of	main	themes	and	their	interactions	with	one	another.	
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4.2.1	 Toughness	
 
Gum	trees	are	physically	tough	and	ecologically	resilient.	As	described	earlier,	they	

withstand	extreme	environments	–	drought,	ice,	fire	and	soil	sterility	–	and	many	species	

are	a	popular	hardwood	for	timber,	another	indication	of	their	physical	toughness.	But	

physical	toughness	is	not	only	what	is	being	referred	to	here.	The	participants	are	

anthropomorphising	the	Gum	Tree,	as	they	are	alluding,	perhaps	not	completely	

consciously,	to	its	mental	toughness,	or	its	ability	to	move	on	in	the	face	of	trying	times,	and	

not	waste	time	on	less	pressing	matters	than	survival.	This	invokes	a	sense	of	independence;	

the	first	word	on	the	second	tier.		The	most	obvious	example	of	this	would	be	a	response	to	

question	four	(what	is	it	about	gum	trees	that	make	them	a	good	subject	of	reference	in	

Australian	culture?).	The	participant	says;	

“One	of	the	other	things	that	I	think	about	gum	trees	that	makes	them	particularly	
Australian	and	good	for	representing	Australia	in	culture	and	art	is	that	they’re	irregular.	
They’re	much	less	symmetrical	than	a	lot	of	European	trees.	I	think	this	speaks	to	just	how	
challenging	the	Australian	environment	is	–	it’s	a	much	tougher	place	to	live,	and	many	
European	trees	simply	can’t	hack	it	here.	But	gum	trees	are	tough	enough	to	do	it	and	I	think	
that	evokes	the	toughness	that	Australians	like	to	think	that	they	have	(or	at	least	the	
toughness	we	associate	with	pioneers	and	the	early	pastoralists).	Also…	they	break	rules	
that	northern	hemisphere	trees	seem	to	follow.”	

	

This	rule-breaking	plays	into	to	the	idea	of	gum	trees	being	independent,	and	their	

comparison	with	European	trees	seems	to	be	a	common	approach	to	highlighting	this	

independence.	There	is	also	a	feeling	of	shared	experience;	Europeans	themselves	are	one	

and	the	same	as	their	trees,	and	certainly	this	participant	is	suggesting	that	gum	trees	are	

tough	in	the	way	that	Australians	picture	themselves.	Similarly,	one	participant	drew	on	

their	research	experience	with	gum	trees	to	describe	their	rebellious	side	(a	theme	linked	to	

toughness	on	the	third	tier);	

“There’s	a	slightly	meta	characteristic	that	I	think	of	as	being	Australian	–	eucalypts	are,	to	
be	honest,	a	bit	of	a	pain	to	study.	They	have	some	complexities	that	make	it	a	bit	difficult.	
They	are	complex	for	taxonomic	purposes	–	its	often	quite	difficult	to	identify	species	and	
taxonomists	have	a	really	hard	time	finding	diagnostic	characters	that	work	well	in	
Eucalyptus	species,	and	certainly	as	a	field	botanist,	it	can	certainly	be	really	frustrating	
when	you	think	you’ve	got	a	handle	on	what	defines	a	species	and	you	go	to	a	new	location	
and	you	find	the	population	fits	in	every	way	but	one.	This	happened	to	me	more	than	once	
[laughs].	There	are	some	other	complicating	factors	as	well,	such	as	their	mixed-mating	
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system	–	some	of	the	seeds	they	produce	are	produced	from	self-pollination	so	the	pollen	
comes	from	the	same	plant,	and	others	are	produced	from	pollen	from	other	plants.	This	
can	be	a	challenge	for	genetics,	including	quantitative	genetics.	They’re	a	bit	of	a	difficult	
thing	to	study	and	I	guess	I	see	this	as	a	little	bit	Australian	because	we	like	a	challenge.”	

	

This	passage	also	draws	on	the	shared	experience	of	Australians	and	gum	trees	being	

different,	independent	and	rebellious.			

	

Another	participant	described	a	different	demonstration	of	this	mental	toughness,	also	in	a	

response	to	question	four.	They	talked	about	visiting	Hiroshima	in	Japan,	and	how	very	little	

vegetation	persisted	amongst	the	rubble	after	the	atomic	bomb	in	1945,	with	the	exception	

of	a	few	trees,	known	as	a-bomb	trees.	One	of	these	a-bombs	is	an	imported	gum	tree	–	a	

yellow	box,	or	Eucalyptus	melliodora	–	a	site	that	shocked	the	participant.	They	did	some	

research	afterwards;	

“...	They	were	saying	that	this	tree	had	withstood	temperatures	of	three	thousand	degrees	
Celsius	at	the	moment	of	the	blast.	There’s	photos	of	the	tree	three	months	after	the	blast,	
and	there’s	a	destroyed	city	–	piled	rubble	and	the	remains	of	houses,	and	dejected	people	
on	the	street,	and	there’s	this	eucalyptus	treeing	laughing	in	the	face	of	all	that,	looking	like	
it	had	just	faced	a	normal	Aussie	bushfire!”	
	

The	notion	that	this	tree	somehow	laughed	through	the	experience	of	an	atomic	bomb	

speaks	volumes	to	the	participant’s	perception	of	its	mental	toughness	(and	readiness	to	

anthropomorphise).		

One	participant	frequently	references	art	in	their	descriptions	of	gum	trees,	and	especially	

how	it	has	changed	since	colonialisation.	These	descriptions	create	an	image	of	gum	trees	as	

different	and	irregular,	and	are	always	accompanied	by	a	tone	of	reverence	(and	sometimes	

amusement).	In	one	instance,	the	participant	describes	the	changing	of	the	colours	used	in	

Australian	art	over	time;	

“…	It’s	the	actual	colour	of	the	gum	trees	which	have	been	really	significant	in	this	shift	away	
from	the	understanding	that	Australia	isn’t	all	green	and	lush	and	full	of	European	trees,	it’s	
drier	and	harsher	and	there’s	beauty	in	that.	I	think	that	the	gum	tree	is	really	quite	central	
to	that	realisation.”	

	

In	this	passage,	the	participant	is	using	the	gum	tree	as	a	representation	of	the	gradual	

acceptance	of	the	Australian	environment	as	a	direct	contrast	to	that	of	Europe,	and	as	
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something	that	is	rough	and	untameable.	In	this	instance,	the	tree	is	just	a	small	part	of	

Australia’s	‘tough’	landscape.		

	

This	mental	toughness	demonstrated	above	is	also	represented	in	the	fear	of	gum	trees	–	

another	word	on	the	second	tier	–	of	the	trees	themselves	dropping	branches,	their	ability	

to	catch	fire,	and	the	dangerous	animals	that	live	in	their	branches	and	hollows.	This	danger	

or	fear	is	referenced	by	most	participants	and	it	is	always	paired	with	a	sense	of	respect	and	

acceptance.	One	participant	described	a	time	when	they	owned	a	fence	business	with	their	

husband,	who	would	go	out	into	the	forest	to	cut	gum	trees	every	day;		

“We	were	always	aware	of	how	dangerous	his	job	was,	and	he	said	that	if	he	was	killed	out	
there,	he	wanted	to	be	buried	under	the	tallest,	largest	tree,	so	that	he	could	lie	there	and	
look	at	it	forever.”	

	

The	participant	is	alluding	to	the	danger	of	falling	branches	from	gum	trees,	as	it	was	in	the	

context	of	the	seventh	question	–	the	story	about	the	farmer	being	killed	by	a	falling	branch.	

The	man’s	respect	for	the	trees	is	so	strong	that	he	would	like	to	be	buried	under	them	even	

if	they	were	responsible	for	his	death.		

		

Another	participant	also	discusses	the	risk	of	falling	branches;	

“Being	somebody	who	likes	camping,	I	definitely	have	a	sense	of	respect,	which	is	based	on	
fear	of	these	trees.	I’m	quite	irrelevant	to	these	trees	and	they’re	actually	capable	and	well-
known	for	dropping	branches	on	tents	and	people	sitting	under	them,	so	I	try	to	make	a	
habit	to	keep	an	eye	out	for	branches	overhead.”	

	
The	same	participant	goes	on	to	say;	

“As	a	kid,	respect	and	fear	for	eucalypts	grew	out	of	some	of	the	creatures	that	inhabit	
them.	These	things,	which	we	call	spitfires,	which	I	later	learnt	are	the	larvae	of	a	moth,	have	
got	amazingly	coloured	stinging	spines	along	their	back	and	you	always	knew	it	straight	
away	if	you	came	near	a	spitfire.	We	called	them	spitfires	because	we	lived	with	this	belief	
that	they	were	actually	able	to	shoot	the	venom	into	you,	you	didn’t	have	to	touch	them,	
which	of	course	isn’t	true.	But	they’re	quite	well-camouflaged	and	often	abundant	in	
eucalypts	so	you	can	brush	up	against	one	and	not	see	it,	and	then	you	see	another	one	and	
you	think,	‘oh	my	god,	the	spitfire	has	shot	me	from	a	meter	away!’.”	

	
Respect,	or	reverence,	and	fear	seem	to	go	hand	in	hand	in	many	of	the	participants’	

recorded	statements.	There	is	even	almost	a	parental	undertone	in	this	combination	of	

feelings,	which	is	also	reflected	in	the	other	central	theme	–	comfort.		
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4.2.2	Comfort	
 
Comfort	is	the	word	that	best	encapsulates	the	positive	mentions,	stories	and	references	to	

Australia,	home,	family	and	familiarity.	There	were	frequent	descriptions	of	moments,	

memories	and	feelings	during	childhood	(some	already	mentioned	above);	personal	stories	

of	family	and	travel	and	how	it	felt	to	be	away	from	Australia.	Comfort	also	includes	

descriptions	of	the	services	that	the	gum	trees	provide	–	things	like	beauty,	shade	and	

habitat.	It	extends	beyond	the	participant	themselves	to	the	trees,	as	some	describe	gum	

trees	being	‘at	home’	in	the	Australian	landscape.	A	feeling	of	familiarity	was	common	

amongst	the	participants,	especially	in	reference	to	the	ubiquity	of	gum	trees	on	the	

Australian	landscape	(a	theme	on	the	second	tier).	This	theme,	while	similar	to	toughness,	

also	directly	contrasts	to	it,	due	to	the	undertone	of	isolation	(and	discomfort)	associated	

with	toughness.	It’s	as	though	comfort	allows	for	the	emotive	responses	that	toughness	

doesn’t	accommodate.	

The	second	question	that	the	participants	were	asked	was,	“What	is	it	about	gum	trees	that	

make	you	think	of	Australia	e.g.	colour,	smells,	sound,	animals,	etc.?	Give	as	much	detail	as	

possible.”	This	question	produced	a	myriad	of	answers	that	reflected	comfort.	The	following	

participant	also	touches	on	the	themes	discussed	relating	to	toughness;	

“When	I	think	of	gum	trees	I	automatically	think	of	my	home,	my	country	–	I	think	of	
Australia.	A	particular	feature	of	gum	trees	that	make	me	think	of	Australia	and	the	
Australian	bush	is	probably	foremost	their	structure,	their	sort	of	gnarly	shape,	form,	they’re	
neither	tall,	straight	trees	or	multi-stemmed	shrubs	–	they	can	be	anywhere	in	between.	
Typically,	the	branches	never	follow	a	trajectory	for	very	long.	They’ve	got	these	gnarly	
shapes	and	often	develop	big	bulbous	parts	on	the	trunk	where	branches	fall	off	and	hollows	
form…	I	guess	that’s	why	they’re	such	an	important	habitat	tree.”	

	

As	discussed	earlier,	the	irregularity	and	strangeness	associated	with	gum	trees	is	frequently	

mentioned	and	is	linked	to	the	idea	of	them	being	tough.	Both	major	themes	are	apparent	

in	the	above	passage,	and	the	importance	of	their	relationship	is	made	clear.	

Another	response	to	question	two	is	an	intimate	description	–	a	sort	of	summary	–	of	the	

participant	growing	up	in	Australia;	

“Gum	trees	make	me	think	of	Australia	because	I	grew	up	with	them.	I	lived	for	6	years,	ages	
5-11,	and	again,	ages	14-17,	on	the	north	shore	of	Sydney	in	the	sandstone	and	eucalyptus	
bush.	As	kids,	we	ran	amongst	the	gum	trees,	making	‘cubbies’	out	of	fallen	branches.	We	
played	hide	and	seek,	leaning	up	against	their	smooth	trunks,	peeling	the	bark	off	the	
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scribbly	gums	looking	for	fairy	writing.	When	we	were	older	we	went	picnicking	and	camping	
in	the	bush,	seeking	out	gums	for	shade,	but	weary	of	them	in	high	winds,	aware	of	falling	
branches.	We	would	look	up	in	search	of	koalas	–	‘drop	bears’	–	watch	the	cockatoos	and	
lorikeets	playing	in	the	branches,	know	that	there	were	possums	asleep	in	there	
somewhere.	We	would	watch	the	wind	rustling	the	leaves,	you	could	tell	when	a	storm	was	
coming.	My	brother	used	to	pick	gum	leaves	and	make	billy	tea	for	us.	I	still	love	tearing	the	
leaves	and	inhaling	their	vapour	–	it	clears	the	head.	I	often	pick	up	gum	leaves	to	use	as	
bookmarks,	or	just	to	have,	they	can	be	so	beautiful.	As	are	the	gumnuts	–	they	remind	me	
of	Snugglepot	and	Cuddlepie,	the	stories	we	read	as	kids	and	the	gumnut	babies.	I	lived	in	
London	for	nine	years	as	a	young	adult.	I	used	to	get	terribly	homesick.	When	I	needed	to,	I	
would	travel	to	Kew	Gardens	and	sit	in	the	Australian	section,	under	a	gum	tree	–	then	I	
didn’t	feel	so	bad.”	

	

This	is	an	example	of	an	emotive	response	that	is	rich	in	descriptions	of	childhood	–	it	seems	

that	gum	trees,	though	not	necessarily	the	focus	of	the	memories,	certainly	feature	in	the	

background.	The	above	passage	also	includes	many	of	the	themes	in	the	third	tier	directly	

linked	to	comfort:	joy,	childhood,	growing	up,	family,	familiarity,	wisdon	and	also	provision	

in	the	shade	and	tea,	and	ecosystem	representing	the	animals	that	live	in	the	trees.		

	

Travelling	stories	also	seemed	to	produce	emotive	responses.	One	participant	recounted	a	

story	from	India	as	a	young	adult;	

“I	was	travelling	in	northern	India	about	20	years	ago.	There’s	a	lot	of	eucalypts	in	India	and	
there	was	some	massive	–	they	might	have	been	lemon-scented	gums	–	growing	in	the	town	
of	Rishikesh,	on	the	banks	of	the	River	Ganges	and	they	were	beautiful,	smooth-barked	
straight	trees,	looking	fantastic.	I	was	looking	at	them	and	had	this	moment	of	mental	
confusion.	Whilst	I	was	experiencing	these	trees	and	getting	all	these	warm,	positive	
memories	of	home	and	the	comforts	of	home,	and	feeling	safe,	whereas	travelling	in	India	
the	experience	is	generally	culture	shock	and	feeling	way	out	of	my	depth	and	unsafe.	
Seeing	these	trees	really	reversed	a	lot	of	that	but	I	was	looking	at	these	trees	and	I	was	
realising	that	there	was	something	wrong	with	the	picture,	and	I	couldn’t	quite	work	it	out,	
and	I	realised	it	was	because	there	were	macaque	monkeys	swinging	and	jumping	around	
the	branches,	which	was	normal	in	India,	and	it	suddenly,	this	moment	with	the	eucalypts	all	
came	crashing	down,	my	warm	fuzzy	feelings	that	I	was	somehow	the	master	of	my	own	
domain.	And	I	was	suddenly	back,	culture	shop	slaps	you	in	the	face	and	you	realise	you	are	
a	long	way	from	home	and	that	things	are	very	different.”	

	

The	idea	of	the	participant	being	a	‘master	of	[their]	own	domain’	plays	into	the	theme	of	

home	as	connected	to	ownership	and	pride.	This	pride	extends	internationally	in	another	

participant’s	answer	to	question	five;	
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“I	am	reminded	of	my	travels	in	my	20s,	when	I	landed	a	job	WWOOFing	on	a	farm	in	Brazil	
adjacent	to	the	rainforest.	There	were	these	eucalypt	plantations	going	up	everywhere	and	I	
thought	they	were	great	because	they	did	remind	me	of	home	and	I	loved	the	smells	and	the	
look	of	the	plantations.	But	from	the	farmer’s	perspective,	these	trees	were	a	huge	problem,	
as	they	are	so	resilient	in	our	harsh	Australian	landscape,	they’re	also	very	efficient	at	
extracting	nutrients	and	water	from	the	soil	in	any	environment	that	you	put	them	in	and	
the	farmers	were	complaining	that	these	trees	were	causing	a	lot	of	the	natural	springs	in	
the	area	to	dry	up.	So,	while	I	was	very	happy	to	see	the	trees	breeding	throughout	the	
landscape,	the	locals	definitely	weren’t.”	

	
This	passage,	like	many	others,	combines	the	two	central	themes	of	toughness	and	comfort.	

In	the	context	of	recounting	when	gum	trees	have	reminded	them	of	home,	the	participant	

is	describing,	with	a	tone	of	admiration,	that	the	adaptability	of	gum	trees	to	harsh	

conditions	means	that	they	are	almost	greedy	in	their	uptake	of	water	and	nutrients	in	

other	environments.	Another	participant	recounts	a	similar	experience;	

“I	remember	hearing	a	story	from	someone	talking	about	South	Africa	and	how	the	gum	
trees	and	eucalypts	are	a	huge	pest	species.	I	guess	I	get	a	pang	of	pride	when	that	happens	
as	a	kind	of	Australian	underdog	story	is	at	play	where	our	little	old	gum	trees	have	gone	to	
another	country	and	become	hugely	resilient	and	hugely	successful,	whereas	in	Australia	
they’re	so	well-known	and	so	well-regarded.”	

	

The	sense	of	pride	is	more	evident	in	this	passage.	The	idea	of	a	tree	becoming	successful	

reeks	of	anthropomorphism,	and	also	hints	at	an	earlier	idea	of	gum	trees	being	

representative	of	Australians	abroad	–	Pyne’s	“ideal	Australian”.		

	

4.2.3	Human	Impact	
 
Although	only	indirectly	linked	to	comfort,	and	in	a	sense	contradicting	toughness,	the	

theme	of	human	impact	–	that	is,	the	impact	of	humans	on	gum	trees	and	their	surrounding	

environment	–	was	frequently	mentioned	by	the	participants.	The	impacts	described	were	

almost	all	negative,	relating	especially	to	land	clearing	and	habitat	destruction,	introduced	

species	and	climate	change.	As	academics,	the	participants	are	most	likely	well-versed	in	the	

impact	of	humans	on	Australian	environments,	so	it	was	likely	that	this	topic	would	be	

brought	up.			
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One	participant	uses	the	figure	of	the	gum	tree	as	a	silent	observer	of	change.	The	following	

passage	includes	multiple	themes	alongside	human	impact,	namely	ubiquity,	services	and	

fear;	

“I	actually	have	recurring	dreams	where	I’m	on	a	landscape	and	there’s	these	enormous	
eucalyptus	trees	that	are	bigger	than	anything	I’ve	ever	seen	in	my	waking	life,	and	I	
remember	looking	at	them	and	thinking,	‘that’s	amazing,	they	must	be	so	old,	these	trees	
have	stood	here	on	this	landscape	for	so	long,	the	things	that	they’ve	been	witness	to	–	the	
changes	in	the	landscape	from	the	changes	in	vegetation	to	the	changes	in	people	and	the	
cultures	that	walk	upon	it’.	It	really	makes	you	think	about	what	impacts	us	modern,	white	
Australians	are	having	on	this	land.”	

	

In	a	response	to	the	first	question,	which	asks	the	participants	to	describe	a	typical	natural	

Australian	setting	and	if	it	contains	gum	trees,	two	separate	participants	responded	with	

discomfort	toward	the	word	‘natural’	due	to	the	prevalence	of	human	impact	on	the	

landscape.	One	participant	said;	

“Little	bit	tricky	in	that	most	Australian	settings	are	probably	not	considered	‘natural’	if	you	
mean	without	human	impact...	The	Aboriginals	were	here	for	about	40,000	years	before	
Europeans	arrived	about	200	years	ago.	If	by	natural	you	mean	that	not	impacted	upon	by	
Europeans,	then,	Australia	is	quite	a	varied	landscape	and	much	of	it	is	quite	dry,	and	often	
without	trees,	so	our	dry,	semi-arid	interior	often	only	has	shrubs	or	spinifex	grasses	or	just	
raw	dirt…”	
	

The	other	response	was	more	focused	on	human	impact	since	the	arrival	of	Europeans.	The	

participant	recounts	agrarian	scenery,	the	most	common	setting	in	the	northern	tablelands	

of	New	South	Wales,	where	the	participant	lives,	and	where	there	is	an	abundance	of	gum	

trees.	They	go	on	to	say;	

“But	whether	it’s	natural,	I	don’t	know.	The	landscape	here	has	been	heavily	cleared	and	
modified	with	the	tree	cover	now	restricted	to	scattered	paddock	trees.	To	my	eye,	trained	
as	a	botanist,	I	look	at	the	landscapes	around	me	and	I	think	of	what	the	vegetation	that	
these	landscapes	have	derived	from	was	like…	What	was	the	vegetation	before	all	of	the	
anthropogenic	tree	removal.	…	It	does	make	me	feel	sad	that	the	landscape	has	been	
changed	so	much,	that	so	many	trees	have	been	lost,	and	also	the	effects	of	this	disturbance	
on	the	ecosystem	is	still	being	played	out.	These	[gum	trees]	are	long-living	species,	so	the	
tree	clearing	that	occurred,	its	effects	are	only	just	beginning	to	become	apparent	to	
observers.”	

	

Another	participant	tells	the	story	of	the	Namatjira	gums,	the	two	ghost	gums	near	Alice	

Springs	in	central	Australia	that	were	the	subject	of	Indigenous	painter,	Albert	Namatjira’s	
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celebrated	artworks.	These	artworks	were	mentioned	by	four	individual	participants	

throughout	data	collection.	When	asked	to	recall	any	particular	trees	that	stuck	out	in	their	

mind	(question	eight),	the	participant	responded;	

“…The	first	I’ll	talk	about	are	the	Namatjira	gums	which	grew	to	the	west	of	Alice	Springs	and	
were	painted	by	Albert	Namatjira	and	became	a	famous,	iconic	image	of	central	Australia.	
When	I	first	moved	to	Alice	Springs	I	saw	the	trees	and	they	were	impressive	in	the	
landscape,	but	within	six	months,	it	was	drawn	to	my	attention	through	work	that	these	
trees	were	displaying	signs	of	die-back,	that	their	leaf	cover	was	thinning,	that	braches	were	
dead,	and	that	the	trees	didn’t	look	healthy.	Over	the	next	ten	years	or	so	the	trees	
continued	to	decline	and	the	general	point	of	view	was	that	the	trees	were	suffering	due	to	
changed	fire	conditions	created	from	an	introduced	grass	species…	After	I	left	Alice	Springs	I	
heard	in	the	news	that	‘the	iconic	Namatjira	Ghost	Gums	had	been	burnt	to	the	ground’	and	
felt	very	sad…	Apparently	National	Parks	and	Wildlife	had	cleared	the	buffel	grass	from	
around	the	base	of	the	trees	as	they	were	about	to	be	heritage-listed,	then	someone	came	
and	set	fire	to	the	trees	in	the	middle	of	the	night.	The	article	I	read	implied	that	the	arsine	
attack	was	in	response	to	the	heritage	listing	of	the	trees,	implying	that	it	was	racially	
motivated	–	people	who	didn’t	like	Aboriginal	cultural	heritage	being	recognised…	I	feel	sad	
recalling	them	[the	trees],	I	feel	that	they	represent	the	damage	that	we’ve	done	to	this	
country	in	colonising	it	and	turning	it	into	some	sort	of	European	landscape.	I	don’t	know	
what	we’re	trying	to	do	with	it	but	we	are	ignoring	Aboriginal	cultural	knowledge	in	terms	of	
managing	the	landscape,	we’re	ignoring	scientific	evidence	that	is	pointing	towards	our	
mismanagement	and	we’re	losing	beautiful	trees	across	the	landscape,	important	habitat,	
it’s	all	gone.”	

	

To	this	participant,	the	neglect	and	eventual	vandalism	of	the	trees	represent	a	broader	

issue	of	mismanagement	in	the	Australian	landscape,	especially	where	it	excludes	

traditional	Indigenous	knowledge	and	embraces	settler	culture.	This	is	a	common	thread	

throughout	the	participants’	responses.	This	theme	of	human	impact	introduces	an	element	

of	vulnerability	to	the	gum	trees	which	contradicts	toughness	and	destabilises	comfort	in	a	

way	that	is	jarring	and	upsetting	for	many	participants.	But	again,	this	is	the	view	of	

academics	that	are	surrounded	constantly	with	discussions	about	human	impact.	How	

would	Australians	not	associated	with	gum	trees	and	Australia	in	their	professional	careers	

view	human	impact,	especially	where	it	related	to	gum	trees?	Could	toughness	be	a	curse	in	

its	suggestion	of	invincibility?	Is	this	where	some	of	the	ambivalence	mentioned	in	the	

introduction	stems	from?	Perhaps.	More	research	is	needed	to	understand	this	

phenomenon	in	the	Australian	public.		
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Epilogue	(an	auto	ethnography)	
 
In	the	introduction	to	this	thesis	I	described	a	personal	experience	that	led	me	to	this	

content,	and	I	knew	I	wanted	to	end	it	in	a	similar	way.	What	I	didn’t	mention	in	the	

introduction	was	that	I	also	took	part	in	the	research	as	a	full	participant	before	I	annotated	

and	analysed	the	other	participants’	results.	Originally,	I	wanted	to	include	my	answers	here	

and	compare	them	question	by	question	to	the	rest	of	the	data,	but	I	have	found	that	my	

answers	have	followed	the	overall	structure	of	this	thesis	and	are	scattered	throughout	the	

relevant	chapters.	For	example,	to	open	this	thesis	I	decided	to	write	about	my	arrival	in	

New	Zealand	and	my	first	encounters	with	gum	trees	here.	In	doing	so	I	explored	the	types	

of	emotions	felt	in	the	presence	of	these	trees,	how	they	reminded	me	of	home	and	why,	

and	I	even	described	a	typical	Australian	setting.	These	are	all	included	in	my	recording	

answers	to	questions	one,	two,	four,	five	and	six.	Later,	in	chapter	two,	I	mention	my	

fascination	and	love	of	snow	gums,	which	was	the	subject	of	my	answer	to	question	eight.	

Question	three	is	also	indirectly	answered	in	chapter	two,	when	I	write	about	the	role	of	

nature	in	Australian	culture	–	I	focus	on	nature	in	general	not	just	gum	trees,	which	is	how	I	

answered	question	three.	I	am	now	surprised	to	see	so	many	of	my	own	experiences	–	

which	I	had	included	in	my	original	recorded	answers,	scattered	throughout	my	thesis.	With	

this	in	mind,	instead	of	comparing	my	existing	answers	to	the	participants’	data,	I	decided	to	

write	about	my	reactions	to	the	themes	and	how	I	perceive	them	personally.		

	

Comfort	was	an	obvious	theme	from	the	very	start,	in	fact	it	is,	in	a	way,	the	emotion	that	

formed	the	beginnings	of	this	entire	thesis.	Human	impact	too	is	something	constantly	on	

my	mind,	though	I	don’t	think	I	ever	associated	it	with	gum	trees	in	particular	but	natural	

landscapes	and	more	generally,	flora	and	fauna.	The	toughness	theme	resonated	with	me	in	

the	most	significant	way.	I	recently	worked	as	a	research	assistant	on	an	Australian	study	

looking	at	people’s	genetic	risk	of	developing	melanoma,	and	their	behaviours	associated	

with	this	risk.	Part	of	the	study	was	to	test	participants’	saliva	samples	for	a	handful	of	genes	

commonly	associated	with	melanoma.	When	it	was	time	to	send	the	samples	off	to	the	lab,	

I	decided	to	join	a	number	of	my	colleagues	and	send	my	own	sample	out	of	intrigue.	I	was	

shocked	to	find	that	I	had	the	highest	genetic	risk	of	melanoma	out	of	about	fifty	females	
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tested.	I	have	strawberry	blonde	hair,	pale	skin,	and	tend	to	freckle	easily	–	all	phenotypes	

associated	with	a	higher	risk	of	melanoma	–	so	I	shouldn’t	have	been	surprised.	But	it	shook	

me,	in	fact	my	reaction	was	much	more	emotive	than	I	ever	would	have	anticipated.	It	took	

me	a	while	to	understand	why	I	felt	that	way,	but	eventually	I	realised	that	it	challenged	my	

strong	sense	of	belonging	to	Australia.	I	felt	like	my	body	wasn’t	‘designed’	for	the	harsh	sun	

and	heat	of	the	country	I	was	born	in,	like	somehow	covering	up	my	skin	was	a	form	of	

weakness.	For	my	whole	life,	I’ve	prided	myself	for	being	‘tough’	–	for	my	love	for	camping,	

hiking,	surfing,	and	my	lack	of	fear	for	dangerous	animals;	for	my	acceptance	of	the	heat	

and	harsh	conditions	that	Australia	has	to	offer.	Yes,	I	wore	sunscreen,	but	not	enough	–	

somehow	putting	it	on	seemed	an	acknowledgement	that	I	couldn’t	exist	as	myself	in	

nature	and	therefore	wasn’t	‘tough’	enough.	So,	the	toughness	of	the	Australian	

environment	had	to	somehow	be	reflected	in	my	own	constitution	in	order	for	me	to	

belong,	and	now	a	small	vial	of	my	saliva	was	challenging	that.	I	even,	at	times,	felt	an	urge	

to	‘give	up’	and	move	to	England,	or	even	Ireland	(I	had	been	to	neither	countries	before)	

because	that	was	somehow	where	I	truly	belonged.	But	seeing	Australian	nature,	especially	

gum	trees,	tells	me	otherwise,	and	I	suppose	I	have	learnt	a	bit	of	vulnerability	is	fine,	and	

actually	something	I	share	with	the	Australian	landscape	too.	It’s	just	that	now,	when	I	see	

the	hot	light	filtering	through	gum	leaves	and	the	crunch	of	the	dry	oily	leaves	underfoot,	

I’m	wearing	long	sleeves	and	a	wide-brimmed	hat…		
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