Sally Goers Fox

Springwater NY USA

Message:

To: The Committee Secretary

Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee 

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

Australia

Dear Sir/Madam,

This submission is in response to the invitation for public comment as part of the Committee's Inquiry into Australian Expatriates.

I left Australia 30 years ago, but I remain an Australian citizen. I left home on a one-way ticket with $300 in my pocket, to train in Paris. I wanted to train in mime and movement-based theatre, and at the time that was not possible to do in Australia. I became a cultural exile, I guess, living and training in Paris and performing throughout France. After several years I moved to Germany (West, at the time), continuing to train with top people in the field and gradually developing my own personal aesthetic. A few years later, I moved to the US where I have lived and worked ever since, except for an attempted return to Oz in 1988. 

I have longed to return home ever since leaving Australia, but I had left in search of excellence, of true greatness (not my own!, but rather in the people I trained with)and of art which transcends the specifics of culture and time period. Whenever I returned to Australia, I felt that the cultural and artistic concerns there were specific to the emergence of the new (and at that time, urgent)apprehension of what it meant to be specifically Australian. My own artistic concerns, being less specific and more universal, were not in fashion. And my emerging artistic voice was still too fragile and insecure to be able to survive the reactions of Australians in the arts industry when they learnt of my work overseas. It is ironic to me that my husband, who is American, is far more welcomed in Australia than I, an Australian who left. I and my work have been welcomed in all the other countries in which I have lived. Don't get me wrong. I don't feel that I am owed anything by Australia. Having lived this long in the US, I never feel that an artist is owed anything. I think you have to work hard, and make things happen for yourself. I just wish that there was not an automatic judgment in place in Australia that you are "up yourself" because you had the audacity to leave and expose yourself to other cultures and other places. The tall poppy syndrome has been painful to encounter.

My husband and I will be returning to Australia within the next couple of years. We tried moving there in 1988 and returned to the US in 1990, as the recession in Australia made it financially impossible for us to stay. But we have purchased a property in South Austalia, near family, and will move there soon. We had always intended to return to Oz when we no longer needed to work. We are moving sooner than expected for health reasons. And we will have to work. We do not expect to earn anything in Australia like the income we have here. And I expect it to be quite difficult to find employment even vaguely related to my field. My husband works in architectural drafting with CAD, teaches, and has written a number of books on various CAD programs. I have been on the faculty of the theatre department at the University at Buffalo for 8 years, and have a rich professional/artistic life here. I would love to be able to translate that to Australia... Or at least, I would like to be able to offer the benefits of 30 years of training, experience and teaching in my field of experimental, physical theatre. 

I do not anticipate problems organising taxes, super etc, as Australia has a tax agreement with the US. I do, however, anticipate cultural problems. When my husband and I moved to Oz in '88, and I experienced how difficult it was to make the transition back home, I longed for the kind of support system that migrants received. I was an Australian, and yet I was also a migrant. I was neither fish nor fowl, and there was no one to help me make sense of it all, except a friend who'd had the same experience. Australia has done an outstanding jobs of recognising the challenges migrants face, and putting programs in place to ease the transition. Expats face their own specific challenges. Many of us are now half-breeds. We are most at home in airport lounges because from there we can go in any direction. We are adept at dealing with immigration departments in multiple countries, but we can't always make sense of the confusion we feel when we return "home". Why do we feel strange? Why must I be so cautious so as not to discomfort people? Why is my experience not valued? Help us make sense of some of these things. Or perhaps, help us to help others make sense of all these things, and it will be one step towards bringing some of us home. (Maybe this will be my work in Australia - 30 years of experience as an expat...)

It means a great deal to me to be recognised at last. We expats have been invisible, both to Australia and to each other. I left Austalia in 1973 - no email, no internet, and phone calls were prohibitively expensive. I moved to Paris where I knew no other Australians, and where the Australian embassy was dismissive and arrogant. I had simlar experiences in both Gemany and the US. I am glad to say that the Australian consulates seem a lot friendlier these days. I hope that's true. I found them in stark contrast to the easygoing, democratic kind of support that my American friends found, both from their embassies, and also from all kinds of support organisations that existed for Americans overseas. I think it is telling that the Southern Cross Group, the first group of its kind, formed only in the past few years. We really have felt like outcasts from home. 

I am profoundly grateful that this whole discussion is underway. I really think that Australia is enriched by its diaspora, but only if we are able to speak and be heard. 

I have been a cultural ambassador for Australia, as my artistic work has always reflected my Australian identity. I meet and work with hundreds and even thousands of people in any given year. I am aware that I have the potential to nuance the impressions that people have of Australia. Around here, those impressions are most commonly formed by Steve Irwin and Paul Hogan... Just as people in Australia have impressions of the US that are formed by TV and George Bush. We all need to move beyond the surface impressions. Countries are complex, not simple. Integrating the Australian diaspora into greater Australia will not be simple, but will make all of us richer. It will certainly at least recognise the reality of Austalians - that many of us need to go walkabout, tracing songlines that stretch across the globe. And sometimes recognising reality is the most important step one can take.

There is much more to say. I could write pages on the notion of place and how it relates to cultural identity. Ironically, my newest performance piece deals directly with this whole issue - how to reconcile, on an emotional and psychological level, identification with more than one place. For me the places are the physical landscape of South Australia and that of the Finger Lakes district here in upstate New York. I have received an arts grant from New York State to create this piece here in the Finger Lakes. There will be images of the Collinsville Hills, rusted corrugated iron, and the Flinders Ranges interwoven with the cattails and fall color on the hills surrounding Hemlock Lake. Maybe that's the only way I can make sense of all this.

I hope there is a true dialogue that arises out of all this. If I can help with that, just let me know.

Sally Goers Fox

