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BRUCE BENNETT 
Statement 

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [10.12 pm]: On a different note, I want to take a little time tonight 
to acknowledge a very significant member of Australia’s literary community and a well-known Western 
Australian, Bruce Bennett, who has recently died, and whom I had the good fortune to meet. He was described in 
The Canberra Times as the foremost scholar of Australian literature of his generation. I knew Bruce as he was 
the father of Michael Bennett, who worked for the Greens for a number of years here in Parliament. I was 
saddened to hear about Bruce’s death, and I want to raise it in the house tonight. 

Bruce was a great literary ambassador for Australia, working tirelessly to promote the study of Australian 
literature and culture overseas. Since his death on 14 April, after a long battle with illness, tributes have poured 
in from all over the world, celebrating not only his work as an academic and educator, but also his qualities as a 
kind and caring colleague and friend. I should say that I am referring to an article that appeared in The Canberra 
Times, to give it due credit. 

Bruce Bennett was born and raised in Western Australia, and his youth and early manhood were dominated by 
sporting and academic achievement. He played Australian football and cricket and captained the Subiaco Colts 
footy team.  

He took his first degree from the University of Western Australia, and followed this with a Diploma of 
Education from Claremont Teachers College. In 1964, he won a Rhodes scholarship and spent the next three 
years studying at Pembroke College, Oxford University. It was at this time that he first began to read the 
literature of his own state and country. He also met and married Patricia—the beginning of a lifelong and 
devoted partnership. 

On his return to Australia in 1968, Bennett was appointed to a lectureship at the University of Western Australia. 
It was the beginning of a stellar career. At UWA, Bennett was successively promoted to senior lecturer and 
associate professor. He became the Director of the Centre for Studies in Australian Literature. He co-edited the 
literary magazine Westerly. He was on the board of the Black Swan Theatre Company and acted in an advisory 
capacity to the Fremantle Arts Centre Press. He was head of the English department and an elected member of 
the university senate. With colleagues, he inaugurated a biannual symposium which addressed itself to the 
literatures in English of the Asia–Pacific region. He also spent a study leave in London, gaining a master’s 
degree in education. He put this to good use in his own teaching and in serving on a wide range of committees 
and advisory bodies dealing with the place of Australian literature and Australian studies in secondary and 
tertiary curricula both in Australia and overseas. He was a member of the Australian National Commission for 
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization from 1985 to 1990. 

In 1993, Bennett took up the chair of English at the University of New South Wales at the Australian Defence 
Force Academy in Canberra, where his work continued with unabated energy. In 1994, he was made an Officer 
of the Order of Australia for his services to literature and education. He was already a Fellow of the Australian 
College of Education, having been elected to that body in 1990, and in 1995 he became a Fellow of the Academy 
of the Humanities of Australia. He was appointed honorary professor at the University of Queensland in 2002 
and adjunct professor at the Humanities Research Centre, Australian National University, in 2003. He was 
awarded a Doctor of Letters by the University of New South Wales in 2004. This last was recognition of his 
published contributions to academic literature, which include 28 books edited or sole-authored, and more than 
150 articles, essays and reports to government and learned societies. His sole-authored books include his seminal 
study of Peter Porter’s life and work, Spirit in Exile, which won the WA Premier’s Award for historical and 
critical studies in 1992; his definitive history of the Australian short story; his wonderful collection of essays, 
Homing In; and his study of spies in literature, The Spying Game: An Australian Angle, which will be published 
shortly by Australian Scholarly Publishing. Of his many other publications, The Oxford Literary History of 
Australia, which was co-edited with Jenny Strauss, is one of the most significant. 

Bennett’s international work continued after his appointment at the UNSW Canberra. He advised universities 
and governments in a number of countries, including Vietnam, India and the Philippines, on approaches to 
Australian studies, as well as promoting interest in Australian literature in Europe, Canada and the United States. 
He was Group of Eight Professor of Australian Studies at Georgetown University in 2005–06 and was a member 
of the Australia–India Council from 2002–08.  

Despite the reach and breadth of his work and the various honours bestowed upon him in recognition of that 
work, Bennett was extraordinarily modest. He was a quiet, considerate, courteous and kindly man who wanted to 
help, encourage and support anyone who shared his passion for literature in general and Australian literature in 
particular. Two things unite his work: an intense thoughtfulness, and an intense desire to communicate and 
stimulate such thoughtfulness. His work is always respectful and deeply sensitive towards the object of his 
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study—the poems, plays and novels he loved. He was the least critical of literary critics in the sense that he was 
not interested in easy judgements, literary league tables or wielding literary battleaxes. Bennett’s sympathies 
were egalitarian and anti-authoritarian. His life and work are about the pursuit and promotion of understanding, 
the fostering of tolerance between people and nations, and the forging of connections and links to promote a 
more generous and humane world. 

Bennett is survived by his wife, Trish; his children, Michael and Cathy, and their partners, Serena and James, 
who are all good friends of mine; his grandchildren, Natasha and Lara; and his brothers, Jack and Glen.  

House adjourned at 10.18 pm 

__________ 

 
 
 


