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I ADOLESCENCE – NATION – FILM: THEORETICAL
AND HISTORICAL CONSTRUCTIONS





1 Introduction – Adolescence and the Nation

Australians all let us rejoice,

for we are young and free.

Australia is a nation so obsessed with images of youth that for many decades its national
anthem by default regarded “all” members of its nation as “young”. On the 1st of January
2021, the Australian government announced to replace the word “young” by “one” in an
attempt to acknowledge Australia’s Indigenous ancient history and unify “all Australians”
(Hurst). By drawing on the enduring implications of Australia’s identification as a young
nation – an image built on the exclusion of Australia’s pre-colonial past – the following
discussion analyses youth and coming of age as a defining narrative of Australia’s na-
tional cinema. Both on a thematic level and in the film industry’s own development the
notion of coming of age is deeply rooted within the fantasy of Australia’s national identi-
ty. Just as adolescence is characterised by its movement towards adulthood, Australia is
characterised as existing in a state of perpetual ‘becoming’.

According to Sandra Hall, coming of age is considered “the national theme”, the “di-
lemma of a Peter Pan country committed in theory to all responsibilities of worldliness,
even as it draws back for fear of being exploited by the larger and the more powerful”
(Critical Business 1). To compare Australia’s national image with adolescence – a transi-
tional stage of inner turmoil, vulnerability and instability – may therefore speak of an
unstable and struggling society, one that has not come to terms with its colonial past, at
times shameful history and lack of self-confidence in its own cultural productions. How-
ever, as I will argue in the following by challenging the view of adolescence as a limita-
tion, it is precisely within the representation of adolescence as a transitional process that
a new generation of filmmakers re-imagines possibilities of agency, multicultural and
more fluid identities, and new potentials for reconciliation. The implication is that the
desire and need to locate and assert a revised Australian national imaginary is mirrored
in the experience of growing up; in each individual’s struggle to find their own place in
the world. The discussion of diverse cinematic examples in this study will show in how
far contemporary Australian cinema challenges and redefines a homogenous image of
coming of age in Australia – individually and as a discourse of the nation at large –
thereby re-imagining on a larger scale what is regarded as typical ‘Australian’.
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1.1 The Adolescent Nation: National Fictions of Becoming

This is the history of a national obsession.

Most new nations go through the formality of

inventing a national identity, but Australia

has long supported a whole industry of

image-makers to tell us who we are.

The federal nation of Australia was the first in history to vote itself into existence. Yet in
spite of this responsible democratic act, Australia’s nation has ever since been compared
to a “craven adolescent” (Hartcher 78). Media coverage of the 2014 G20-summit in Aus-
tralia (“the shrimp of the schoolyard”) referred to former Prime Minister Tony Abbott as
“an awkward, pimply youth” (Dixon), as he had promised Australians “a grown-up
government, yet seemed to offer only adolescent interest in pursuing Australia’s global
aims” (Hartcher 74). By focusing on Australia’s underperforming role in foreign politics,
Peter Hartcher, in The Adolescent Country, blames the “pathology of parochialism,” the
provincial reflex of the Australian nation as “still being in need for growing-up” (4) for
the common representation of Australia as “premature” (93), having unserious, “adoles-
cent interest[s]” (74), as being “dependent” on the outside world (40), and Australian
politicians being “schoolyard bullies” (Editorial).

Another popular expression to emphasise the idea that Australia is yet in the process
“to truly grow up” (Hartcher 95) is the phrase regularly deployed in association with
tragic events: “the day Australia lost its innocence”. From the tragedies of Gallipoli in
World War I, the 2002 Bali bombings to the 2014 Sydney siege (now in the variant “the
day Sydney lost its innocence”), Australia losing its innocence has been referred to as a
“constantly repeated process, as if somehow we regain it between tragedies, only to be
deprived of it next time” (Keane). The underlying assumption of such “loss-of-inno-
cence” statements implies that Australia is innocent, despite its controversial history as a
prison colony, its colonial politics of dispossession and racial discrimination of Indige-
nous peoples, and its participation in the wars of imperialism in the twentieth century.
Tom Conley explains the prevailing image of Australia’s innocence by its colonial de-
pendence on Britain. In his study on Australia’s reactions to world economy and global-
isation he argues, “Australia was born vulnerable” (1). Due to its resource dependence
and high household debt, Australia’s outward focus was, and still is, relying on the “pro-
tective framework of British power and […] on British ‘men, money and markets’” (1).
In the “history of a national obsession” with national identity (White viii, see full quote
above), Australia has taken the path to invent itself as a young nation. “What the ‘Aus-
tralian’ case was founded on was not national sentiment nor a sense of being distinctively
Australian; rather it was based on the notion of a growing colony” (52), yet to become
independent from its British ‘parent’. The notion of the adolescent nation hence implies
both, on the one hand Australia’s (continued) dependence on Britain as the ‘mother
country’, and on the other hand the image of the nation that politics and media seem to
deliberately maintain and constantly repeat in order to describe what makes this nation
distinctly (and independently) Australian.
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Geoffrey Blainey’s The Tyranny of Distance (1966), whose title has since become a
catchphrase, explains Australia’s cultural cringe and parochialism as a product of the con-
tinent’s historic isolation and vast distance from the colonial power, Britain, which in turn
has shaped many of Australia’s characteristics (172). By referring to Australia in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth century, Blainey argues that due to Australia’s deficiency of
natural resources and its distance from world trade routes, it was in particular Australia’s
distance to Europe that created a barrier for attracting enough migration for labour. This
stood in contrast to the rapid growth of population in the United States in the nineteenth
century (148). “Much of Australia’s history had been shaped by the contradiction that it
depended intimately and comprehensively on a country which was further away than
almost any other in the world” (339). Recognising its vulnerability in the region, led Aus-
tralia to “embrace an insular attitude towards the outside world and particularly towards
Asia” (Conley 1). Australia was a self-governing country within the British Empire, but
judging Australia by behaviour rather than by constitutional status, one was “entitled to
think that she had no independence and was in fact a British colony” (Blainey 328).

Australia’s role as “echo and image of Britain and an outpost of Europe” (328) began
to change, according to Blainey, with the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbour in 1941 and a
strengthening of Australia’s position in the Pacific (329).1 Gradually Britain’s power as
“the fountain of migrants, trade, capital, military security, foreign policy, popular and
academic culture, and technology” (339) gave way to the influence of the United States
of America (338). The antipodes were “drifting” (339), torn between links to the ‘old’
world and the development of distinct national identities and cultures. The ‘new’ world
is the Asia Pacific, into which Australia has been increasingly drawn since the 1960s by
the pull of trade and shifting patterns of immigration, which was intensified in the 1980s
and 1990s by an economic restructuring within Australia and by the forces of globali-
sation (Higgott and Nossal 624). Australia “is – and will remain – ‘odd man out’ in Asia”
for it is a politico-cultural oddity to be tagged as ‘Western’ in a region that is pre-
dominantly ‘Eastern’ (628).2 It is Australia’s in-between state that will be of interest in
the following discussion.

Though having its roots in debates on Australia’s geographical and economical role,
the term “cultural cringe” has been of particular relevance for Australia’s cultural pro-
duction. The term was popularised by Melbourne critic A.A. Phillips in his 1950 essay
“The Cultural Cringe”, in which he explores the struggle of Australian intellectuals and
artists against the ingrained feelings of inferiority, namely the public assumption that any-
thing produced by local artists (dramatists, directors, musicians, and writers) is

1 For Blainey, the bombings of Pearl Harbour, Honolulu, have changed the world’s power rela-
tions, as Britain lost its world leader position and with the rise of the USA and Japan as two
new powerful nations on the Pacific, Australia was put into closer proximity to the “seat of
trouble in war” (329).

2 Another reason for Australia’s position as the ‘odd man out’ is its relationship to the United
States, which, in the context of the region at least, is unique. At present – and for the foreseeable
future – there is no other country in the Pacific that is as closely connected to the United States
in such a multidimensional way, involving defence, economics, culture, and ‘way of life’. The
economic ties between Australia and the United States are seen as important for strengthening
the political and defence links (Higgott and Nossal 629-630).
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necessarily deficient in comparison to the works of their British and European counter-
parts. “The Australian writer is affected by the Cringe because it mists the responsiveness
of his audience, and because its influence on the intellectual deprives the writer of a
sympathetically critical atmosphere” (Phillips 54). Phillips criticises the conflation of
quantitative (“limitations of size, youth and isolation”) and qualitative deficiency (52)
and blames the “colonial situation” of Australia for the perception of Australian culture
as derivative (54).3 Phillips therefore suggests the persistence of a cultural cringe as a
legacy of Pax Britannica that operates on a holistic level: “In other words, products pro-
duced by one’s own society are seen as necessarily deficient simply because they are
produced by one’s own society. On the reverse, individuals and products produced by a
certain other society are seen as necessarily superior simply because they are produced
by that society” (Mattar 180-181, original emphasis).

The continuing debates about Australia’s inferiority complex attest to the fact that this
term remains valid until today. This is particularly evident in discussions on the construc-
tions of national identity in film. Australian actor Hugo Weaving has commented on the
cultural cringe in 2017:

I have no idea why we’re so pathetically immature about our own culture. We just don’t
seem to be brave enough to embrace it in any way, and I think it’s getting worse. It feels
like we’re that immature teenager at the party who thinks they’re not very important and
that some other people are more important because they’re bigger, making more noise and
wearing more colourful shirts. (Weaving quoted in Neutze, “Hugo Weaving”)

This comment not only refers back to the immature teenager metaphor, but restates
Phillips’ initial call that the cultural cringe means more than Australia’s inherent lack of
faith in a culture of its own. Instead, it takes a new self-consciousness to promote a na-
tional culture unmarred by an inferiority complex vis-à-vis Britain, a culture that is un-
abashedly Australian.

Phillips argues that a reason for the cringe is that Australia has “no long-established
or interestingly different cultural tradition to give security and distinction to its inter-
preters” (52). Like many critics have done before and after him, Phillips fails to
acknowledge the presence of Australia’s Indigenous cultures, the oldest continuous
culture in the world.4 Paradoxically, in the attempt to distance Australia from the British
colonial past, national fictions of Australia foreground a future-orientated idea of

3 Implications of Phillips’ insights have been applied to all former colonial nations and have been
tightly connected with “cultural denigration” or cultural alienation, the self-inflicted conscious
or unconscious oppression of the Indigenous culture by a supposedly superior racial or cultural
model. This crisis in self-image is closely linked to the notion of displacement (Ashcroft et al.
9).

4 The term ‘Indigenous’ here and in the following includes all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-
lander peoples. ‘Aboriginal’ is used to specifically identify those people belonging to communi-
ties on the mainland and Tasmania. The spelling of ‘Indigenous’ in this book follows the Aus-
tralian Federal government Parliamentary Counsel Drafting Direction No. 2.1 on English usage
(March 2016), ‘Part 4, Spelling of “Indigenous”’ 34: “Always capitalise ‘Indigenous’ when it
refers to the original inhabitants of Australia – as in ‘Indigenous Australians’ and ‘Indigenous
communities’” (Parliamentary Counsel 6).
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Australia as a young nation, and deny the more than 65,000 years history of Indigenous
Australia.5

Since the nineteenth century the phenomenon of an ever-evolving ‘Young Australia’
has been understood as part of a prevailing cultural “mentalité” and has influenced many
debates in Australian politics, among them

the imperial relationship, demographic shifts and the rise to prominence of the native-born,
the apparent precocity of Australian youth and the characteristics of the ‘Australian Girl’,
juvenile crime and ‘larrikinism’, education, attitudes towards immigration and race, the de-
piction of the Australian colonies as a laboratory of social progress, the movement for
federation, feminist reasoning and republican sentiment. (Sleight 36)

Hence, the concept of youth has played a defining role in the construction and develop-
ment of Australia’s images and narrative concepts of national identity. Within Australian
cultural production and criticism it has become customary to construct aspects of Aus-
tralian life as distinctive – not of a class or of a subculture – but of the whole nation
(Turner, “It Works” 644). Graeme Turner has described such myths as “national fictions”,
as universal structures of making meaning of the Australian nation (National Fictions 1).6

The cultural specificity, the Australian-ness, of Australian texts lives in the recurring princi-
ples of organisation and selection as applied to the universal narrative structures. Australian
texts employ a particular language in that they draw on those myths, connotations and sym-
bols which have currency in the Australian culture; and they also reveal what formal
preferences – the encouragement of certain genres, conventions, and models of production
– are exercised in that culture. (19)

In the patterning of such influences, he concludes, one can recognise which meanings are
preferred within a culture (19). ‘Culture’ itself is, if we choose to follow Stuart Hall, the
production of meaning by the exchange between members of a culture through the use of
language, signs, and images which stand for or represent things (Hall, Representation 17).
Especially historiography is considered a constructive source of a nation that provides
such meanings and a sense of belonging to the population of a nation (Dwivedi 501).
Nevertheless, there is the inevitable linking of nation with imagination, as “a national

5 A condition that not all ‘young Australians’ seem to support: In September 2018, the refusal of
a nine-year-old primary school student in Queensland, Harper Nielsen, to stand up for the Aus-
tralian national anthem during school assembly, drew global media attention. Her explanation
for her behaviour: “[…] when it says ‘we are young’ it means that it ignores the Indigenous
Australians who were here before the English for over 50,000 years” (quoted in Wiedersehn).
The word ‘young’ in the national anthem has since been changed in January 2021 in an attempt
to better acknowledge Australia’s Indigenous heritage, a minor change that has been regarded
as tokenistic by some.

6 The term ‘myth’ is understood in reference to Roland Barthes, who describes myth as a
symbolic embodiment of a truth often buried too deep to be apprehended by the conscious or
rational. Myths incarnate anxieties or urges which only rise to surface in the form of themes,
symbols or images which recur in the works of writers, artists, filmmakers and the like (Barthes;
Coe 129).
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identity is an invention. […] artificially imposed upon a diverse landscape and popula-
tion” (White viii). Homi Bhabha defines the collective unconscious as inherently am-
bivalent; it automatically constitutes a nation in opposition to the ‘other’, in spite of the
nation and its ‘other’ always being located in the same psychic structure. “The ‘other’ is
never outside or beyond us; it emerges forcefully, within cultural discourse, when we
think we speak most intimately and indigenously ‘between ourselves’” (Narration 4). The
rhetoric of a nation (in nationalism) constructs an inner common core, which can only be
an “incomplete signification” as it excludes its constitutive ‘other’ from its own definition
(4). The in-between spaces through which the meanings of cultural and political authority
are negotiated stress the international dimension as defining feature of any understanding
of the nation (4). Australia’s national identity is most commonly defined in terms of its
otherness to Britain, resulting in “a tug-of-war between Australianness and Britishness,
between the impulse to be distinctively Australian and the lingering sense of a British
heritage” (White 47). By defining its otherness with regard to Britain, Australian national
identity however already implies the Western/European invention of ‘Australia’ and can-
not be understood without its British ‘other’ as part of its national psyche (White ix).

Thus any given culture as well as the images representing this culture are construc-
tions, imagined rather than given.7 Benedict Anderson’s argument of a nation being an
“imagined community” suggests that what connects the citizens of a nation is that they
share a common imaginary – a common set of stories – “through education, popular cul-
ture, and political rhetoric – images and stories, sayings and histories that encourage a
feeling of connection and shared values, where they might not actually exist” (Elder 25).
This view regards national identity as a decentred construct of related meanings involving
the wishes, fantasies, and self-images of the members of a culture as manifested in such
cultural productions as history, literature, art, and film (Molloy 213).8

Constructions of national identity are usually based upon historical events or myth-
ologies, a “recourse to formulas at once old and yet capable of new interpretations, with
which audiences are generally familiar and can identify, leads to the tendency towards
repetition in narrative structures and patterns which both satisfy and shape audience ex-
pectations” (214). Who decides what the dominant images of Australia are, whose inter-
ests are served by the various representations and how do these meanings function in
everyday life (Schaffer, Women 2)? Russel Ward’s description of the origins of the myth
of the ‘typical’ Australian outlines the essential elements of what he calls variously the
Australian mystique, ethos, legend, or character:

According to the myth the ‘typical Australian’ is a practical man, rough and ready in his
manners and quick to decry any appearance of affectation in others. He is a great im-
proviser, ever willing ‘to have a go’ at anything, but willing, too, to be content with a task
done in a way that is ‘near enough’. Though capable of great exertion in an emergency, he

7 “It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their
fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of
their communion” (Anderson 6).

8 Dermody and Jacka have advanced in reference to Australian film the idea of a “social imagi-
nary” of Australian identity (Vol. 2 19).
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normally feels no impulse to work hard without good cause. He swears hard and con-
sistently, gambles heavily and often, and drinks deeply on occasion […]. (Ward 1-2)

Although most Australians today would be dissatisfied with Ward’s ironic description,
many aspects of this description still circulate today “when generalisations are made
about Australian-being” (Elder 4). The ‘typical’, or as Schaffer calls it, the ‘real’ Aus-
tralian stands for certain identifiable values, attitudes and behaviours; as much in terms
of what he is as of what he is not (Women 19, pronoun deliberate here).9 These dominant
characteristics have helped to produce “a picture of Australian-ness as golden youth, larri-
kin nonchalance and unpretentious courage” (Elder 5).

The notion of national identity projects a set of ideas which coalesce into an ideal self
– the ‘real’ Australian – one that never existed (Schaffer, Women 8). In accordance with
Lacan’s understanding of the ‘real’ and ‘imaginary’, similarly to what the child encoun-
ters during the mirror stage, (mis)recognising an ideal ‘imaginary’ mirror image of itself,
the ‘real’ national Australian type is such an ideal image (9-11). “It represents a construc-
tion of the self arising out of fantasies, memory and desire, and is given value within a
particular culture through the symbolic order of language” (11). What makes these na-
tional fantasies so enduring is that they are repeated so often through codes of meaning,
embedded in language and cultural representations that they are gradually taken for
granted (8; Hall, “Discourse” 291-292).

Similarly, Jennifer Rutherford, in her book The Gauche Intruder. Freud, Lacan and

the White Australian Fantasy, offers a psychoanalytic reading of Australia’s formation of
a national identity and the moral code that supports it, addressing the importance of repeti-
tion. She identifies repeated “collectively held fantasies of nation and national character
that regulate subjectivity” (12) and that are understood as the underbelly of (white) Aus-
tralian culture. These repetitions even “occur in unexpected places, in fields that we might
assume to be in competition with the dominant and traditional discourses of white Aus-
tralia” (14). With reference to Michel Foucault’s “system of dispersion”, Stuart Hall
argues similarly for the prevalence of a (national) discourse: “The statements within a
discursive formation need not all be the same. But the relationships and differences be-
tween them must be regular and systematic, not random” (“Discourse” 292). Therefore,
cultural content regarded in competition to mainstream notions of national identity can
nevertheless sustain collective continuities of national fantasies.

The fantasy that according to Rutherford has the strongest regulatory weight in the
Australian everyday life is that of Australia as the site of “a privileged and realised good”
egalitarian and neighbourly nation (Rutherford 15). But how can such a dominant fantasy
exist in Australia’s “legacy” of xenophobia, racism, and misogyny. Rutherford here
points specifically to the

dispossession of the Aboriginal peoples of Australia, the White Australia policy, the as-
similation policies of the twentieth century, a pronounced antipathy towards and intolerance

9 In her study on the role of women within the Australian national tradition, Schaffer recognises
the masculine bias; the myth of the ‘real’ Australian representing a masculine, white, Anglo-
Irish and heterosexual norm (12), as profiled in Russel Ward’s The Australian Legend.
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of the feminine, and a continued cultural policing of traits that metonymically carry the
stain of difference. (12-13)

The collective “fantasies of the good provide a camouflage for aggression at both a na-
tional and a local level: an aggression directed both towards an external and an internal
Other” (10). In its drive towards “the good”, the nation purposefully masks positions of
extreme right and turns to acts of aggression. Socially homogenising policies – whether
by preserving a white Australia or dispossessing Aboriginal Australians – are ironically
authorised by and further a manifestation of good intentions. Fantasies of solidarity and
human decency are transformed into violence against those who are in any way different,
marginal or foreign, and thus do not fit the paradigm of the prevalent image of social
coherence. This paradox is visible in a continuing circulation of personal and collective
anxieties about Australian identity, evident for example in the nineteenth century in the
paranoia of the yellow peril (see I.2.3). Rutherford’s observations prove useful in under-
standing Australia’s cultural production within the context of national dominant fantasies
that are regulated by repetition. In this way the fantasy of ‘Young Australia’ emerges as
an ‘Australian fantasy’ with multiple expressions.

In Australia’s self-understanding as constantly growing and coming of age, the con-
cept of a becoming nation is thus strictly correlative to the concept of repetition rather
than something necessarily new. Slavoj Žižek argues that in the Deleuzian understanding
of ‘becoming’, it is “far from being opposed to the emergence of the New” (On Deleuze).
Rather, “the proper Deleuzian paradox is that something truly New can ONLY emerge
through repetition. What repetition repeats is not the way the past ‘effectively was’, but
the virtuality inherent to the past and betrayed by its past actualization” (Žižek, On

Deleuze). Gilles Deleuze’s idea of ‘becoming’ is particularly concerned with individual
and collective struggles to come to terms with events and intolerable conditions and to
shake loose, to whatever degree possible, from determinants and definitions – “to grow
both young and old [in them] at once” (Deleuze 170).10 Becoming, for Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari is, “generative of a new way of being that is a function of influences rather
than resemblances” (258). The process is not productive in some utilitarian way (as in,
‘you become something’), but one of removing the element from its original functions
and bringing about new ones.11 In constant repetitions and re-imaginations of Australia
being a growing young (and good) nation, Australian national identity has found its
manifestation. If repetition, in the Lacanian sense, is the attempt to find a desired object
(‘the real’) that is ultimately missed, then the desire of being a nation that has finally come

10 ‘Becoming’ for Deleuze and Guattari “is certainly not imitating or identifying with something;
neither is it regressing-progressing, establishing corresponding relations; neither is it producing,
producing a filiation or producing through filiation. Becoming is a verb with a consistency all
its own” (239). Hence it “is generative of a new way of being that is a function of influences
rather than resemblances. The process is one of removing the element from its original functions
and bringing about new ones” (258).

11 Deleuze and Guattari identify a further figure of becoming in the concept of the rhizome. The
rhizome is a constant flow or movement; it is not a point to be reached. The rhizome is an
uncontainable dimension with “no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things,
interbeing, intermezzo” (25).
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of age can therefore never be reached. I argue that precisely this transitional in-between
phase expresses what constitutes Australian identity.

A Deleuzean reading of the ethics of ‘becoming’ assumes an excitement towards
open-ended possibilities. In contrast, Anna Hickey-Moody and Mary Lou Rasmussen
point out, “an ethics based on transformation cannot be conceived outside relationships
with lack, melancholy, and mourning” (43). Australia as a nation in the transitional stage
of becoming is hence shaped by (possibly violent) past experiences, histories, and
memories. The ambiguous relation between the transitional as necessarily empower-
ing/jubilant/chosen and as lacking/enforced is inevitably part of the discussion. Australia
regards itself ‘post-colonial’ in the understanding that the ‘post’ commemorates the
triumph over colonisation however thereby allows aspects of Australia’s past “to fade
into the amnesia of history” (Young 60). According to Robert Young, the postcolonial
“pays tribute to the great historical achievements of resistance against colonial power,
while, paradoxically, it also describes the conditions of existence that have followed in
which many basic power structures have yet to change in any substantive way” (60).
Young doubts the ‘post’ in Australia’s post-colonialism since the end of colonialism has
led to new forms of post-colonial domination over the country’s Indigenous peoples. This
is a double standard that implies that on the one hand, former settler colonies such as
Australia have freed themselves from the colonial rule of the mother country (although
in Australia only constitutionally); yet on the other hand those who became independent
from the British colonial dominance have been the ones who continuously oppress
Indigenous peoples (19-20). Indigenous peoples of Australia have struggled for human
rights, land rights, and self-determination ever since the beginnings of colonisation,
therefore the decolonisation of the political links to, but not necessarily achieves, a
cultural decolonisation, as Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s famous phrase suggests: it is a question
of “decolonising the mind”. Since dominant fantasies of a (post-colonial) nation are
usually built on the exclusion of other groups of and in that nation, it takes cultural
productions – and I argue film in particular – to identify and correct these fantasies.

Cinema is an influential medium that, as a nationally funded product, is inevitably
linked to national discourses and dominant fantasies. On the one hand, film promotes and
reinforces prevailing images of Australia, thus takes part in the branding of the nation.
On the other hand, film is a powerful means to re-open those stories hidden from domi-
nant images of white Australia and takes part in working against the Australian ‘amnesia
of history’.

1.2 The Adolescent Nation: Coming of Age in Film

The national fiction of youth and coming of age is used as a model and narrative prefer-
ence to “catch Australia’s essence”, to not merely describe the continent, but “to give it
individuality, a personality” (White viii). The abundance of Australian films focusing on
a young person’s coming of age reinforces the continuous currency of the coming of age
theme as a national fiction.

The term adolescence, deriving from Latin adolēscere, ‘to grow up’, reinforces the
transitionality of human development between childhood and adulthood. Adolescence
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understood as a “new life stage” is a comparatively young term, first coined by the Ameri-
can psychologist G. Stanley Hall in 1904 in his classic work Adolescence: Its Psychology

and its Relation to Physiology, Anthropology, Sociology, Sex, Crime, Religion and Edu-

cation. According to Hall, adolescence is an intensely vulnerable and transitional mid-
point between the innocent state of childhood and the autonomous knowing state of adult-
hood, thus he regards adolescence as inherently problematic, agonistic, and difficult (G.
Hall; Bessant 31).12 The idea of a period of life between childhood and adulthood was
quickly adopted in the United States in times of cultural and societal changes when public
schooling became compulsory (Settersten et al. 3). Adolescence has ever since been de-
fined as a process of inner turmoil, a preparatory life stage with a developmental goal:
adulthood (Hilton and Nikolajeva 2). Catherine Driscoll states that “adolescence is not a
clear denotation of any age, body, behaviour, or identity” (Girls 51), it hence may not be
regarded as synonymous with the teenager. The term ‘teenager’ specifies no particular
experience or process, but foregrounds questions of cultural conformity (describing a spe-
cific group’s trends and attitudes of a certain society and decade), whereas in contrast
adolescence extends into an unspecific age category, representing experience, transition,
and mobility (52). Adolescence is closely related to the notion ‘coming of age’. The term
‘coming of age’ signifies movement: “The development arc of the protagonist is moti-
vated by the desire to become an adult, and this journey toward adulthood quite often
entails struggle” (Baxter 3). Coming of age is experienced differently in each society by
the fulfilment of certain markers, namely rites of passage. Initiation ceremonies and
events such as graduation, marriage, getting a job, driving a car or the moment of attaining
full legal status with the right to vote, mark in some societies possible endpoints of the
process to come of age (Baxter 3-4). Coming of age is popular as a literary theme, too,
commonly explored as a journey narrative of a (young) protagonist’s development into
adulthood and maturity.13 In the eighteenth century, with the emergence of the German
Bildungsroman, the theme developed into a specific genre.14 Elements of the Bildungs-

roman such as the “emotional development and moral education of its protagonist”
(Kenneth Millard 2), “a troubled quest for identity” (Baldick 24), and a focus on “the
processes by which maturity is achieved through the various ups and downs of life”
(Cuddon 88) are however integral to a broader understanding of coming of age as a theme
in different media.

Coming of age narratives are interested in the influences which shape a young per-
son’s identity. These influences include (aspects of) ethnicity or gender, the home and
family, the school and neighbourhood, and relations to friends, guardians or enemies
(Daemmrich and Daemmrich 70). The coming of age narrative is structured along a series
of encounters which confront the hero or heroine with diverse, possibly even contra-
dictory values in society which he or she is increasingly able to assess. The maturing

12 Hall reads adolescence therefore inherently as a time of delinquency, as this phase tests the
“hurdle of adjustment” into orderly adult life (Bessant 31).

13 Traditionally, The Telemachy, the first four books of Homers epic poem the Odyssey about
Odysseus’ son Telemachus and his journey in search for his missing father, is regarded as the
first literary coming of age story.

14 Bildungsroman is a genre closely tied to the German concept of Bildung, a term related to, but
not quite synonymous with education and formation (Kenneth Millard 3).
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process is usually structured by the young person leaving home and travelling, initiating
a cognitive and ethical maturing process towards his or her adult consciousness and pre-
sumably stable identity which enables “the individual’s ability to shape the future” (71).

In film studies, the coming of age narrative is quite often used synonymously with the
‘teen film’ or ‘teenpic’, a genre which emerged in Hollywood films of the 1950s in the
wake of a growing teenage culture (Neale 111). In film, the coming of age narrative is
frequently defined as “portraying aspects of the trajectory through adolescence, including
high school years, peer pressure, first love, beach parties, and initial attempts at adult-
hood, along with strains in the relationship with family” (Shary, “Teen Films” 494).15

‘Teen’, according to Catherine Driscoll, describes “an historical extension of, and limit
on, a period of social dependence after puberty” (Teen Film 2), hence a concept focusing
on the restrictions of a life stage that is inextricably linked to the biological development
of a young person. “The contradiction between maturity and immaturity that “teen” thus
describes is central to teen film” and culminate in the following narrative conventions:

the youthfulness of central characters; content usually centred on young heterosexuality,
frequently with a romance plot; intense age-based peer relationships and conflict either
within those relationships or with an older generation; the institutional management of
adolescence by families, schools, and other institutions; and coming-of-age plots focused
on motifs like virginity, graduation, and the makeover. (2)

Engaging with teen film as a genre means thinking about questions concerning adoles-
cence represented in these conventions, including the role of teen film in producing and
disseminating them. What is marketed as teen film depends on very particular historical
vantage points and certain styles, understanding changes in the genre as reflecting
changes to the lives of adolescents in the audience (65). Especially the emergence of a
youth culture in US-America in the second half of the twentieth century is regarded as
pivotal in the development of both, the conceptualisation of the teenager and the teen film
genre: “the spread of American-style consumerism, the rise of sociology as an academic
discipline and market research as a self-fulfilling prophecy, and sheer demographics
turned adolescents into Teenagers [sic]” (Savage quoted in Driscoll, Teen Film 28). Teen
film emerged as a mainstream product in an industry that embraces the adolescent (newly
identified as ‘teenagers’) as both exciting film content and as a specific target audience
(Lewis 2). Despite similar developments elsewhere, Hollywood as the major film industry
in the world contributed to the close association between teen film and American-ness.

15 When reading coming of age as a genre (sometimes referred to as a rites of passage film), it has
been argued to classify these films as a sub-genre of the teen film, together with other sub-
genres focusing on particular aspects of teenage life, such as the high school film (for example
in Moran and Vieth, Film in Australia). What films of this sub-genre have in common is the
strong emphasis on movement towards maturation and the adolescent exploration of “issues of
autonomy, identity, allegiance and difference in the context of the teenage peer group on the
one hand and adult society on the other” (Neale 114). Examples of Hollywood films assigned
to that genre are The Breakfast Club (1985), Dead Poets Society (1989), Almost Famous (2000)
and, more recently, Boyhood (2014). However, as I treat the coming of age narrative as inde-
pendent from the teen film or any other generic classification, this cannot be made fruitful for
this study.


