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AUSTRAL IA~—LAST OPPORTUNITY OR LOST OFFPORTUNITY?

Reasan, Mateship and the Commonwealth of Australia

JOHM MCLAREN

Ausztralia, last dizcovered land of the new worlids, had long been
the obiect of old world desire. At the end of the nineteenthn
century, this desire seemed to have reached a culmination in the
irauguration of the new Commonwealth of Australia. At the end of
the twentieth century, this Commonwealth seems to have lost 1ts
WaY . This cyvcle ot desire renewed and frustrated forms a pattern
o Australian literature as it seeks to recover lost hopes, and

itz itseld  an aspect of the crisig of legitimation that presently

e

attects the world. In this crisis, penple havé' only three
options. They can twn to the authority of the law, of any leqgal
or verbal svetem that has always been and thalt continues to
enshrines power as it 1s. They can rest their +faith on  some
apncalvptic account of the future, such as the crumbling Maoizt
dogma of China or the religious tervours ot America. 0Or they can
seelk to find in the past of their own coemmunities and society a
tradition with the authority to suggest a way into the future,.
It is the third of these paths that I am attempting tormnight. but
the very endeavour raises the guestion of whether there was ever
-

a sound basis for hope in the experience or white =zettlement in
Australia.

This guestion is raised today 1in much of the revisionist and

feminist recansiderations of Australian history that have

appeared over the last twenty vears. In a different +orm, 1t



underlies both the movement +to rid the Australian +lag and
constitution of %Dreign symbole and establish a republic, and the
vitriolic opposition thece attemptz aroucse. Most recently, and
most  urgently, the tailure of confidence in the legitimacy of
ouw  tradition and our occupation of the continent which is
revealed in these debates underlies the conflicting opinions of
the High Court in 1its judgemsnt on the PFabo land rights case.
~“Flthough  this  judgement has been hailed as setting a precedent
for redressing the historic wrong of the dispossession of the
mative peoples by white settlement 1in Australia, 1t should I
believe rather be read as an evasion of the moral and political
responsibility for  this  inustice by diverting i1t to an issue of
legal process. Justice Brennan gives in his reasoning a detailed
examination of the racist basis of colonial laws of property, and

concludes that this basi=zs can no longer be considered wvalid.

-

Justice Dawson, in a dissenting opinion, azzé&ts even more
starkly that a racist disregard for the rights of the earlier
inhabitants 1s integral toa the claim of Australian saovereignty.
In dismissing the plaintiff’s claims, he argues that M"if
traditional land rights . - . are to be afforded to the
inhabitants of the Murray Islande, the respon=sibility, both legal
and moral, lies with the legislature and not with the courts.”
(p.1712 This Jjudgement recognizes that the law 1= locked into
the past and therefore cannot undo 1t. That is the
responsibility of the whole community, and I would argue that
uritil the Australian people by constitutional amendment or other
nolitical agreement recognize Aboriginal rights the sovereignty
of the nation will remain morally, 1+ not legally, deficient. By

relying on the courts to correct past injustices we merely avoid

I



our obligations and so both undermine the authority of the legal
system and diminish the ability of the political process to deal
with the fundamental issues that face us.

These iszues will be understood only as we place them in both
the geographic context of our environment and }he historical
tradition that has been produced by white occupation of this
2nvironment. It 12 the function of literature to provide this
context. Much of the pogtry written about the middle of the

century served precicsely this function as it brought these two

aspects ot identity together in allegories that turned
Australia®s geographical properties 1into metaphors for the
condition of modern humanity. These metaphors thus placed the

particular historv of Australia within the more general history
of Euwropean expansion  and the consequent development o+
modernism. ~The condition of Australia became a measzure of  the
modern world.

Fenneth Slessor saw this  Australian history as one of heroic
achievement, symbolized in the figure of Captain Cook, followed
by a transition to the modern confusion bubt  beauty of "Five
Bells”, where the lights and echoes of Svyvdney Harbowr become  an
image of death transcended by beaulty. Contrastingly, A.0.Hope
found in the country merely imagesz of Europe’s final sterility:
"a nation of trees, drab green and dessclate grey” where the

"iver of her immense stupidity / Floods her monotornous tribeg"

and

« + » her five cities, like five teeming sares,
Each drains her: a vast parasite rohber-state

Where cecond—-hand Eurgpeans pullulate
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Timidly on the edge of alien shores.

Yet, it the country provided these images of nullity, ites
barrenness offered also a prospect of excape from the excecsses
of modernity, a place where the poet could "turn gladly home /
From the lush dungle of modern thought, tc find /7 The Arabian
desert of the human mind." (1964, p.13 L193%0:.

James MchAuley develops these contrasts as an explicit parable
of regeneration through decspailr. In "Terra Australis”, the
country i1s simultaneously an expression of the easy wavyes of 1its
people and of the pain and scstasy their ease conceals. The 1land
is & home where "the magpies call yvou Jack / And whistle at vou
like larrikine from the tree=," but it 15 also a landscape where
the twisted branches of the angophotra preach like Moses, the
cockatoo screams with "“"demonlac paim“; and thg~t§5m1taria o+ the
fiery north stand &as "ecstatic solitary pyres /0 Of unknown
lovers, featweless with flams". These images bkring together

the i1inner and outer, the vovages of the discoverers and the

voyage to be made "within you, on the ftabled occean' where the
truth of all things 1is to be Ffournd "in their imaglned
counterpart”. The implication of the poem i= that the hope that
Australia continues to oftfer, expressed 1in the easy larvikin

sociability of the magpie, will not be realized until itz people
are prepared to make the inner voyvage to the =zouwrce of the
demoniac pain they prefer to ignore. (1971, p.16 194617,

In other poems written during the 1?240s, Mcauley explored the
denial that he found at the heart not only of Australian but of

western civilization. He tinally found an answer to threats of

paersonal and social disintegration by accepting the disciplines



of the Catholic +aith, conservative politics and traditional
poetic forms. This acceptance enabled him to to return to his
theme of *Terra Australis® in his epic of 1244, "Captain Quiros®.
This long narrative celebrates the voyage by which Guiros sought
to plant the ideal order of Christ in a new land in the south.
The poem zerves the function of Quiros® ship, sailing "Inner and
nuter Jcean”" to make real the dream of the spirit in the material
world of Australia, whose people he call=s on to renounce the evil
that bhad destroved Ouiros’s visionary settlement and realize
their own destiny by accepting the order of Christ, making their

Terra fAustralis the true

Land of the inmost heart, searching for which

Men roam the earth, and on the way create

Their kingdoms i the Indies and grow rich,
Witﬁ‘ngﬁle arts and cities; only to learn

They bear the old selves with them that could turn
The stream of Eden to a standing ditch.

(p.113)

The heart of this injunction is not so much a Christian as a

Renal ssance awarensss both of the splendour of human ambition and

gt  the corruption that destroys it. The form of the poem,
however , the pattern of rbhbvme and rhythm that controls its
narrative and its passions, is the 1ambic pentameter of
Enlightenment rationality that, in its ambition to bring the

world under the control or reason, produced science, industrial
capitalism, the United States of America and, sventually, the

Commonweal th of Australia.



McAuley and Sle=s=zar, in their attempts to reconstruct
traditions of faith and reason, recognize that, before the
peoplesz of Australia had obtained an identity in world history,
the land h(had had a history in the Euwropean i1magination. Two
@lements of this hiztory are embodied in the name chosen {or the
new state when the colonists came together to establish  the
Commonwealth of Australia. The +first term, Commonweal th,

represgnts  an aven naobler 1deal than that of a republic. &

republic  is  concerned with matters that belong to the publicg
sphere. It 18 an abstracticn which takes 1te modern force from
the rationalizing and atomising tendencies of the Enlightenment,
that eighteenth century {flowering of genius that sought to

subject natuwre and

i
i

ociety to reason and instead bound both to

the iron wheels of industrial capitalism. A Commonwealth, on the

u

other hand, 1s

based on the mediaeval 1deal that people share a
common enjoyment of  the land and respensibility for each other.

In the Middle Ages this ideal was, disastrously, entrusted to the

n

sovereign, but the English sensibly killed this practice when, to

inaugurate their own  conmonwealth, they beheaded their last

{

absolute monarch. The s

3]

e of the term commonwealth for the newly
caonstituted tederation at australian state= WAS an
ackrnowledgement of continuity with this communal tradition, even
it the operative parts of the comstltution served to erase it.

The other term in our constitutional identity, Australia, is
=

of similar age. In its Latin form, it appears on Mercator?

n

‘map

of 1549 as continens Australis, the zouthern continent. Quiros

invested it with mythic significance when he named his discovery
Austrialia del Espiritu Santo, the South Land of the Hely Spirit.

Flinders adopted the name {for the continent he circumnavigated in



1802-73. Although Flinder=s used the name guite matter—-of-factly,

tn

his term soon came intg common use among the cclonists as a way
of setting themselves apart from others, and became the focus ot
the nationalist sentiments of patricts from W.C.Wentworth
onwards.

Firom the first, the name Australia carried with 1t
connotations of a freedom that had been lost in the old worid.
Even the idea of a convict colony was based on the Augustan ideal
of regenerating the caorruptions of civilization ‘through the
healing influence of nature. This offer of a retwun by
government action to a supposed rural prosperity represented an
increase 1n what Foucauwlt has called govermnmentality. Whether in
the +orm of the rational collective colony of Botany Bay or the
variously planned szettlements of South Australia and Swan River,
the cocupation of Australia was a calculated movement of people
across the globe 1in order to i1mprove <social conditions at home

and provide a ratiomnally ordered society in the mnew world. This

is  in marked contrast to the combination of divine and piratic

purposzs  that led to the extension of European =z=ociety to the

Aamericas.

These rational intents of Australian settlement were,
however , subverted by cultural change=s in Erngland and bty the
material conditicns of the new land. The reticnalism that

produced  the Industrial Revolution generated also the reaction
that we know as ramanticism. While orn the one hand the romantic
heroism celebrated by Walter Scott and hizs successcrzs  provided

justiftving images for both the depredations of both the

1
o
—

industrial capitalist and the frontier scouts and pastoralists,

romantic i1ndividualism worked ageinst the ideal of =crlal

e



control. At the same time, the harsh realitiesz of the Australian
colonie=z =ubverted the myth of the pastoral hero into the i1image
of the bushman, whose boaszt, in Hope’'s words, 1is not ""we live’
but “we survive’". (p.137

Yet it is not only the settlers who have survived. While the
image may have changsd, the rural myvth retains much of 1its
original connotations and its power to the present day. In
literature, in film and in politics, the idea that the country
dweller iz the true Australian remain=s potent. The virtues
associated with the image provide the terms in which we can
contest the meanings asscciaited with ow national identity as the
Commonwealth of Australia. The issue of the Commonwealth 1z  a
gquestion of how we wish to live, how we wish to relate to
government, to each other, and to the different institutions and
peoples who constitute the federation. The guestion of Australia
on the other hand is primarily cultural rather than political, an
issue of how we see ourselves and ouwr relationships to the land,
to our various traditions and to our neighbours.

The iszue is cultural in the serse that culture 1z the web of
meanings by which we understand the world. Thics web 1 the
product of work done on and in the land. Work in tuwn 1= driven
by desire—-——to eat, to love, to breed, to make—-—but directed hy

the ideas and wvaluss of the culture we inherit. HWorlk uses

W

technology to bring together culture and the land, changing both
in the process. The earliest Australian culture belonged to an
economy of hunting and gathering, and used the technology of
burning to change the land to open +torests. This economy

produced a society of inclusion, in which functional divisions

were based on gender and age, 1n which everyone during a litetime



would share a privileged part of the totality. The white

settlers brought a di%?erent pconomy, based on a culture of use

and a technology of machines. This technology supported a vast

increase 1n the population, but secluded most of the newcomers in

cities and enclosed the remainder of the productive areas 1n
-

fences and roads  which snabled them to be exploited to feed the

similarly increasing pepulations of England and continental

Europe. In Australia, this economy produced a society of
exclusion, in which functional divisions wsre based on class,

gender and race, and privileges of enjoyment depended on rights
of ownership. The culture of use, hcowever, produced the
contradictory hope that the resouwrcesz and sheer size of the new
Land would produce sufficient wealth to free i1ts people from the
DDDF@SEiDﬂE.D{ the old world. This hope, which persists in the
name Commonwealth, generated the i1deology of radical nationalism

that portraved Australian society as classless, democratic,

Ly

independent and esgalitarian.

Thisg ideolaogy appears early in Australian histor 1n the
Y y

image ©of the currency lads and lasses, dezcribed by Feter
Cunningham  1n 1827 as a "+ine intsresting race . . . [whol do

Fonour to the country whance they originated.” (Two _Years in New

Souwth Wales, 11, p.33  (ANDY .

Fri
1

1844, & character in Edward

2

Geoghegan®s play The Currency Lass remarks that "France may pride

in her coutly airs and polished graces——to me the blunt

zincerity and cordial frankness of a currency lad are far more
grateful” (AND, p.187). Here we have the image of the down—-to-

sarth Australian that haz remained constart in popular literature
and art. In the literature of thes 18%0s he becomes the bushman,

reaching his most characteristic development in the ballads of

o}
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Banjo Faterson or the yarns of Henry Lawson. Joseph Furphy
provides a definitive example, interestingly in the person of an

immigrant rather than a native-born figure:

. « « he was a man who had staked all on Australia. He was a
digger of the old s=chool-—-that is to say, an immigrant fully
alive to the pressure of release from the pressure of
mildewed conventions touching squire and parson. A patriot
ot the Eureka type, he had =tood for zimple manhood against
all aggressors. Unmarried, unpropertied, and committed to a
precarious occupation, he had been a fiery advocate for every
prece of legislation designed to promote prosperity outside
his own sphere. He could claim a full share in the
cdemacratic movements which had chequered vast areas of
monopolised land with ftreehold farms: which had replaced
shoddy warehouwses by busy manufactories; whieh had brought
Juvenile i1lliteracy and bigotry to a vamnisehing point; which,
in short, had made Victoria—--—despite many griesvous
shortcomings——an object lesson in popul ar government.

"Tom Collins’ , " The Fassing of a Fioneer’, Meanjin,

Vol. 2, no.2, p.31.)

Furphy’'s character incorporates the confidence in a new country,
the contempt for the old, and the hatred of privilege and

pretension that constituted the bushman of folk legend. In hisg

-

disrespectful guise he 1s commemorated imn the anonymous verses on

a

"The Great Australian Adiective’™:

A sunburnt bloody stockman stood,



And in a dismal bloody mood,
Apostrophised his bloody cuddy:
"Thise bloody moke’sz no bloody good,
"He doesn®t earn his bloody food

"Bloody., bloody, bloody."

He said, This bloody stesd muszt bloody swim,
"It"= bloody me or blecody him, "
The creek was deep and bloody floocdy,
And "ere they reached the bloody bank
The bloody =steed beneath him sank-—-—
The stockmans face a bloody study,
Eiaculating,
"Bloody, bloody, bloody."

(Adapted from Bill Wannan, The Australian, Melbouwrne,

19534, pp.pp.114-100)

In similar mood C.J.Dennis composed his national anthem, to be
sung to the tune of "Onward Christian Soldiers”:
Fellers of Australia,
Elokes and coves and coots,
Shiftt vouwr blondy carcasszes,

Move vow bloody boots.

Dennis  had however already acclimatised the Australianm to  town
life in the larrikin figuwe of the Sentimental Bloke, also known
as the Kid, or plain Eill, In thi=s book, which came into the

world with Henry Lawson’s i1ntroductory blessing, the Rloke’s
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’Spring Song? celebrates the laconic endurance and hard-bitten
exterior with which he e:pscts the listener tc identify, but at
the came time flatterz both subject and reader with the assurance
that behind the tough face lurk feelings as  fine as among men
anywhere:
The world "asz gobt me zneouted jist a treat,
Crool forchin’s dirty left “as smots me soulg
An” all them jovs ot lite 1 "eld so sweet,
I= up the pole.
Fer, asz the polt sez, me "eart as got
The pip wiv yearnin® fer—-—1 dunno wot.
The voung green leaves i1s shoctin® on the trees,
The air iz like a long, ool swig o’ beer,
The bhonzer smell o' flow rz is on the breeze,
ANT ere’s me, ‘are,
Jist moochin® round like soms pore, barmy coot,
OF Tope, an’ joy, an forchin destichoot.
The sentiments become so overwhelming that he is  forced to
conclude in desperation
If this "ere dilly feelin® doesn’t stop
I"ll lose me block an”® stoush some flamin’ cop'!
-
(The Sentimental Eloke, Sydney, 1245, pp.4-&.)
As we might expect, the Eloke finds he is in love, and, aftter

~
s



being duly civilized by his "lovin~ tart" Doreen, =settles down
with Hher to recpectable married life, quite unlike Lawson’s
bushmen. The zequence and the book end with the line, "livin?
and lovin"-—-=o0 life mooches on. (p.48y. By Dennis’s next book,

however, life has mooched on to a grimmer point. The Moods of

w

Ginger Mick takes the larrikin off to war, but despite the
inevitable casualties his laconic endurance survives the rigours
ot imperial service az even the dead ‘'"go <singin’, singin’,
singin’ to the Gates uwv Faradise”. (p.58) After the war, Dennis
himzelf twned back to the bush through the character of BEen
Bowyang, which in tun became a comic strip drawn by Alex BGurnev.
Thern, when the Second World War broke out, Gurney created the
charactars of Bluey and Curly, who face the hardships o+ their
war  with the same nonchalant disrespect that Ginger Mick had
taced his. Thus the reality of 1i1mperial dependence iz lost
behind the woyth of an individual independence bred by a free
country.

This egalitarian, democratic myth is not contined to men.
Barbara Baynton®s work describes the appalling conditions faced
by women in a male democracy, but Lawson shows how, in the last
resort, this socliety depended on the strength as well as the work
of women. Ferhaps more importantly, Catherine Spence, writing
from the radical and puritan colony of South Australia, =howed
hoth the brutality produced by mern 1in their frenzied hunt for
gold and the alternative possibilities open to women in a new

[

M

1}

calony not ruled by the prejudices of the old. She racoc d,

i

however , that these possibilities were open only to the mincrity
of women who were able to obtain material independence. This

reasoning  continues to animate the work of writers later in  the



century, including Louisa Lawson and Miles Franklin.

Thi= myth of the independent, egalitarian, democrat:ic
Australian was resurrected after the second world war by  such
writers as Yance Falmer, FRus=sell Ward and Arthuw Fhillips. who
zhowse how 1t is emerges in the vernacular =s=tvle of the EBulletin

writers who "with a firm free hand . . . Shook the naked tomato-

sauce bottle over their plain—-roast mutton . . . because they
shared the national taste in cookery" (Overland 9, S I

~lthough this may seem a long way from the Aungustan classical
vision, 1t shares with i1t the ideal that the space of the country
will fres pecple from the pretensions of the city. put while the

Afugustans believed that this simplicity would arise +rom  the

cultivation of the mind, of rationally governed sensibility,
their romantic successore sought the cultivation of the
itnetincts. In England, the romanticiem of instinct in revolt

against the technological rationali=m of the factories located
its i1ideals in the figure of the artist, who would free himself
from the contingencies ot the world by the cultivation of the
independent soul. The Australiamn, on the other hand, reacted
agalinst the rational control of the convict =v=tem. In the harszh
conditions of the frontier, the pragmatizsm and =clidarity of the

bushman made more sense than the lonely cultivation of the

The radical national critics wers, however

-+
o
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v war e bhobh

that myth necessarily diverges from historical fact, and that the

»
mythical ideal zerves to hide the darker side of reality.  One
aspec of this darker side provides the "gloom thesig" o

metaphysical interpretation of Australian writing expounded by

such c¢critics as Harry Heseltine or Vincent uckley Their

14



attention centres not on the laconic but enduring bushman so much
as on the images of violence and madness that provides a
continuity 4rom the cornvict experience  through the bush huts of

the [rover s Wife or the Bush Undertaker to the twentieth century

frontier of Capricornia. Grasme Turner has identified the
importance in of thiz tradition that persists in images of

enclosure from the the gsols of Marcus Clarke, to the schools and

asylumzs of Henry Handel Richardson, and through to contemporary

films like The Devii’s Flayground. (National Fictions, Sydney,
198¢&7 . We might mnow wish to add zuch television series as The

Leaving of  Liverpocl. But Tuner also points to the opposition

between the cultural enclosure represented by these i1mages and
the freguerntly delusive and always elusive promise of freedom in
the space of nature that suwrround them. Whether we see the
Mugtraliaﬁ prperiencs  as  oppressive or liberating depends  on
whether we look at the prison or the space. The radical

mationalists cho

to look at the space, bubt at the end of the

twentiaeth centwy we need Lto be mindtul of both.

The most intensive scrubiny of  Australia = vtopian hopes and
terrors appears in  Henry  Handel Richardson®zs  The Fortunes  of
Fichard Mahony f{(London, 1930 01S17-293). Mahony, a graduate of

Fdimburgh™s medical =choel, 1s & product of the Enlightenment,

who throughout the novel attempts to apply science and reason to

the splution of human problems. In hi=s desire to bring together
inner and outer experlience, to discover an individual unity of
being rather than to impose an external unity of aorder, Fe 1=
however thoroughly romantic, even 1+ he represents the

aristocratic rather than the democratic impulse of romantici=sm.

He 1s lured to Australis by the individualistic promises of the



goldfields, which for Richard=on, writing at the beginning ocf the
twentieth century, represent the collective greed that, both 1n

Britain and in Australia, ha: divided people from sach other and

il

A

from their environment. Thizs greed, a= Richardson describes 1t,

has proven az fatal to demccratic as to individualistic hopes.
In et pages, the Ewreka rebellion, far fraom being a

demonstration of civilizin ocsz1ibility destroved by government
= b4 b4 =

brutality, is  an embodiment ot the greed and brutality of the
mob. In the person of his old chum Furdy, this =same mob
eventually wreaks on Mahony the final act ot destruction. Yet
long before this, Fichardson  has  shown  that Mahony™s  own
agpirations to an individual religious salvation are fatally

flawed by their dependence on the praofits ot expleitation.
Mahony , retusing to  share  what he sees as  the wvulgar

engagements s

siety provides as  substitutes for human communion,
pursuss instead an l1solated search tor the truth. Yet, as  a
colonist, he is torn by the contliclting demands ot biz ambitions,
as his intellectual and spiritual aspirations depend on the prior

achievemant of a wsalth that can be obtalined only by exploiting

the country or his fellows. At firest, he escape=s fraom this
dilemma by returning to the practice of a medicine that i=
desperately needed 1in his new land, but even =success 1in his

profession depends on  subjecting himself to the demands of a
society based on greed. The success of his goldshares, the
product o% other people®s labour, enables him +for a time to
escape his dilemma, but the crash of the nineties returns him teo

it in all its thorror. Hiz eventual collapse into deszpair and

madness 1is a product of hi

n

inability to accept the reality of

the exploitation on which depend the hopes of civilizatien in the



new land.
The novel doez, hcwever, offer an alternative possibility.

Ite justly famous proem portrays the vengeance of a land raped

U

and despoiled by the violence of 1tz settlers. Mahony attempts
te escape this reality by returning to Englard, by constant
travel, or by creating his own intellectual or artistic retreat.

Each attempt at escape iz thwarted by confronting him with the

Enowledge  that the land he loathes has made him 1ts own. The

g

heroic moments in the book are when Mahony's brother—-in-law, John
Twrnham, another visionary whoze desperats despoliation wrecks
hi=s own life, couwageously faces death  without the i1llusive
consonlations of religion, and when Mahony himseld refuses the
pasy e@escape of zuwicidse. Both men live out the consequences of

their choices and thely coonseguent alienation. The ability to

ft

bring reconciliation is, however, given to Mahony s widfe Marsy.
She alone accepts the land as 1t 1is and the life it brings, and
through acceptance 1s able at the close of the novel to entrust

her husband to  the

"

o1l where he had never found ease while

alive. Mahony's grave i1s 1n the land that had tormented him, and

Ul

within sound of the sea that syvebeclizes both his restless
temperament and  the medium  that linked Australia to a world

united by imperialism. The close ot the nmovel heals the wound the

land had tried te avenge on Mahony anmd his fellow miners:

n

It wouwld have been atter his own heart that hizs last bed was
within sound of what he had perhaps loved best on earth-—the
open s8a. £ guarter of a2 mile of+, behind a sandy ridge, the

surt, driving in from the EBight, breaks and booms eternally

pi

on the barren shore. Thence, too, come the fierce winds

17



which, in stormy weather, hurl themzelwvesz cver the land,
where not a tree, not a bush, noct even a fence stands to

byrealk thelir force. Or to limit th2 outlook. 0

3

all sides
the eve can range, unhindered, to where the vast earth meels
the infinitely vaster skhky. And, under blazing szummer suns,
or when a full moon floods the night, no shadow falls on the
sun-—baked or moon-blanched plains, but those cast by the few
little stonez =s=et up in human remembrance.

All that was mortal of Richard Mahony has laong since
crumnbled to dust o o . The rich and kindly earth of his
adopted country absorbed hisg perishable body, as the country
itself had never contrived to make its own, his wavward,

vagrant spirit. (p. 250

Mahonys tragedy 12 a consequence of the masculirne, explolitative

engrgies of imperialilsm. The novel shows however that the
settler can makese himseld at home only by accepting the land on

its own feminine, nuwturing terms.

The Fortunes of Richard Mahony 1= a thoroughly materialist

novel . Mahonvy s attempts at findimng spiritual sdccour are
futile, and make a mockery of Jobn Turnham’s =stoic death. The

chureh 18 merely a social institution that lets him down when he
needs it, and is irrelevant to Mary’s practical compassion. Yet
the reason for the church’™s failuwre is that it has replaced 1its

faith with repressive moraliem and social canfarmity. Like Mary,

it cannot meet Mahony'= deepest needs because it iz not aware of
them. Similarly, the pretensions of spiritualism are shown to be
hollow, relying on a false intellectualism that Mary rightly

identifies as irrelevant in face of the absolute fact of death.
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Only in the novel’s concluding pages are we pointed 1in the
direction of a religious sense that would repair the fatal
divizion between Enlightenment idealiz=m and instrumentality.

The impulse to fiction of settlement continued through the
interwar vyears in the work of kKatherine Susanah Frichard, Miles
Franklin, Xavier Herbert and, later, the rather different kind of
historical novels of Eleanor Dark. Theze writers examined the
function of the land in creating, for good or i1ll, a new kind of
pmersonality and hence a distinctive nation, composed, one might
zay of equal parts of the democratic and the brutal. This stvyle

af  filiction culminated in Fatrick White'= The Tree of Man,

although thiz reprezents a rewriting of the genre rather than its

mere continuation. For White, like Lawson, the land produces

n

eccentricity and madness, but unlike Lawson he finds in  this

madness a way of escape trom stiftling reality.

In this postwar period the focus of populist fiction returns
Lo the cities, although the emphaszis of the social realists
remains, like Lawson’s, on the working man and hi=s  struggling
wife rather +than on middle-class domesticity. The model far

their wrban characters remailins that of the bushman, who continues

te be celebrated by popular witers Llike Alan Marshall, Dal
Stivens and Bill Harney. The i1dealiszed version of the common man

celebrated in their work omits the conflicts and contradictions

r

of the society that produced his 1mage.

u

tivens, in his more

serious work, examined the prablem=z of i1ndustrial capitalismg

Marshall, in his final stories, contronted the problem of male
inadeguacy and wviolence, and  Harney wividly depicted the
consequences of  the racist expleilitation of the Aborigines.

Marshall and Harney, however, zugge=st that these problems would

1<



be overcome 1f we would only return to the ideal ef good-humoured
mateship. While their work thus represents the be=t qualities of
secular tolerance, 1t avoids confrontaticon with the sources of

the oroblems its describes. By contrast, White’s work, and some

of Stivens, finds these sowces in the in cies of humans who

u
fu

degu

are unable or unwilling to face up to their own inner nature and

its needs, and who theretore impocze their own supressions  on
their nelghbouwrs. The only escape White 1= able to find from

thie dilemma iz through a transcendental comaunion with  keing.
This communion satizfies the inner yearnings of the communicants,
but +fails to engage with the uvgliness of their world. Among the
postwar  posts, however, we find a sustained attempt to bring
together this inner world of desire and need with the cuter world
ot work and society. Judith Wright, 1n particular, in both
prose  and poetry edplored the dilemmas she had set out 1 her

earliest work.

In Generations of Men (Melbourne, 1959, UWright tracez a

family history which 1s also a study of the Ffulfilment of the
pmastoral dream. The first chapter tell=s of the establishment of
a comfortable family estate at Dalwood in  the Hunter wvalleyy; the
last describes their successors achievement as pastoralists  on
the New England tabhleland. In between, they sufter the usuwal
settlement catastrophes of loneliness., heat, drought, disease and

debt, but the women of the family sustain them through to the

plenitude of a rural aristocracy. The families ceme to accept
»

and love the land as Richard Mahony could not, nd are  rewarded

as 1t makes them its own. Wright s poems come from the popular

tradition of ballade like Barcrott EBoaks’ s "Where the Dead Hen

Lie"” or Mary Hannay Foott’s Where the Pelican EBuilde Its HNest",



which used images of the land®s harshness to produce the idea of
the enduring bushman. Wright, however, celebrates achievement as
well as loss. The settlers have planted their vineyards and
buflt their homes, but they have also planted hedges to hide them
from the knowledge of of the destruction that was part of the

-

building:

Ehe has torgotten when she planted the hawthorn hedge-—-—
that thorn, that green, that snow;
bird=ong and sun dazzled across the ridge——

it was long

0]
I
G
.

Her hands were strong in the earth, her glance the sky,
e SONG Was zwiaet on the wind.

The hawthorn hedge ftook root, grew wild and high

to hide behind.

(Collected Foems, p. 15

Judith Weright never hid behind the hedge. "Nigger™=s Leap’, the
follewing pecem 1in hae collection, recalls both "the screamed
calling from the lipped cliff" and the deliberate obklivion to

which we cvonsiagned the native peoples, refusing to recognize a

common humanity:

Did we not know their blood channelled our rivers,
and the blachk dust cur crops ate was their dust?
0 all men are one man at last. We should have known

the night that tided up our cliffs and hid them

had the same question on 1ts tongue for us.



And there they lie
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Savage celebrates people who turn their backs on the city, and on
the confines of convent, family or convention, 1n order to make
lives Ffrom societies they create for themselves. Her novels,
completely modern in their settings, recreate the visions of a

new Australia, based this time however on the rule not of law but

-
of feeling. Her characters are prepared to explore their own
inwardneszz and to open themselves to others. They therefore

gzcape the twin confinements of reason and religion.
1ts clrcumstances are, however, both men. David Malouf explores

the sams lssves of meaning as Fatrick White, but goes beyond him

tivding his answers in the material world rather than in a

-t

metaphysical  dimension that remains 1naccessible to language or
imagined experience, and which we must therefore take on trust.
Malowt s  +irst published novel, Johnno, sztudies both the

potential and the inadeguacies of mateship. His later work tabkes

ws bavond Australia. In An Imaginary Life his charactersz stand

on the edge of civilization, gazing into the void at an originary
moment of the modern world where the Roman Empire confronts the

vazt  emptiness and pos=sibhility of Asia. The novel could Dbe a

metaphor  for an Australia that =s=ti1ll has to +inmd 1tz existence.

1}

i

The nature of this exitstence torms the substarnce of both his
collection of  short stories, Antipodes, which explores  ocur

made different in 1t  =cuthern

il

Europ=an inheritance az 1t 1

counterpart, and of his novel Harland’s Half Acre, which shows

the country coming into being 1n the minds of 1its inhabitants,
starting with the discarded landscape of southern OQueensland,

littered with ghosts of departed hope and memocries of the

displaced pecples, and finishing with the the paintings by which



Harland reclaims the land as= his own by giving himsel+ fully to

1t. His most recent book, The Great World. extende and tests the

ideas both of mateship and of & 1nto the testing

]
r1-
i

ground of Asia. Like his other work, importance 1is

guaranteed by the concrete physical detail from  which 1ts
characters build their world and them=zelwves.
While Malouwuf builds from painstaking detail, Rodney Hall,

mast political of contemporary fGustralian novellists, incorporates

the great sweep and the grand vision. In Captivity Captive he
uncovers the gothic horror producsd by the sexuwal repression ot a
religion that alienates people from gach other and from the land

s of the Enemv he

i
in

they desperately claim to own. In Eisse

imagines the disastrous conseguences of Australia’s attempts to
live cultwally apart but economically integrated with a global

capittalism. In Just Helationzs these concerns come together in a

-

novel thalt at once fantasizes escape from this national captivity
and an  alternative to it. The willage of Whitey™s Falls is @&
metaphor of an Australia that 1s locked 1n its past, where memory
whispers "Misery, miserv" to the present and no children are bhorn

to provide & future. Whitey' s Fall wants only to keep to

u:

itseld, but is invaded by time 1n the form of a threatened road

and the promise of development. In the face of this challenge,
the people wunite, life begins again and a baby 1= born. In the
end, however , in the face of inevitable defeat, the people

retreat once  again, this time into a Tolkien-like wilderness
»n

where they become as one with the trees. The novel, published in

1982, can be read az an eery prophecy of the history of the Hawke

government, which began with such promise only to collapse in the

face of international capitalism and the demands of a free market



economy. It can also be read as a criticism of the maore mystical
elements of environmentali=m and its refusal to confront the of
political and economic pragmatism with an  egually rational

alternative. The death of Whitey s Fall

n

is not only the death

n

of  an older Australiag it iz the death of an Australian future,
destroyed by a failure of courages by the politiclians who retfuse
to reclaim the present.

The dominant mode of diszcowse in Australia today is that of
economic rationalism. Thiz discourse reduces all societies to
the single =scale of measuwrement bazed on  the atomisation of
cultuwre and the market value of worbk. Thie modsl of society is
one of the more extreme developnents of the Enlightenment project
of subivgating nabture to rational control, and inevitably has
generated varicus kinds of opposition based on  the rejection of
rationality 1n ftavor of religicous oysticism and superstition. In

Australia  and other postcolonial societies one of the forms  of

this rejection has been the attempt to retwn to older and

supposedly  less complex forms of Living. The myths of the bush
and of mateszhip underpin a rawriting of history that will sustailn

this nostalgic hope at the expense of any actual engagement

@i ther with the divisions within contemporary Australia or with

its dependernce on the rest of the world. The novels I have
ramined  suggest  the altermative possibility that these myths
retain the capacity to renew our =ociety, but omly 1+ we remake
thaem as inclusive rather than exclusive.

The Australian tradition offers the strengths of secular

scepticism  and sgalitarianism, bkut it reguires us alsc to Tace

ut

al

its exclusions and betrayals 1+ these are not to constituts

merely a defensive tyranny. Similarly, nostalgic adherence to




the dead WYictorian =shibboleths of crown and empire merely

guarantees impotence and irrelevance. McAuley™s  attempt  to

restore  the motivations of religion within the framework of

rationality  breaks under the weight of 1ts own contradictions.

Judith Wright’'s mystical identification with the land recognizes

the importance of an ilmaginative openness to experience and the

environment, but, like Mchuley's, her vision iz 1s totalizing,

anid  bthus implicitly totalitarian. Yet both witers,

their exploration of the significance of owr

past,

the constantly provisional nature of the new world, and of  the
Muman capacity  to fashion 1t to ouwr needs. I+ however our

fashioning is not once more to end in the disaster that Quiros’s
zettlers brought on themzelves, 14+ we are not to languish like
Judith Weight*s "Brobher and Sisters", mersly =taying on while
Years grew like grass and leaves

across the halt-erased and dubious track

until one day they knew the plans were lost,

the blusprint for the bridge was out of date,

and now the orchards never would be planted

(1971 ,p.18)

Wwe  will need the courage to acknowledge the failures and

injustices ot

. . .
These strengths include a sceptical tolerance, a

totalizing

fragile

“tended tc become community.

in

vision of

beauty of

the

cast in order to build

prophets, an awareness

-+

land, and a sense o

their fiction recognize the limitaticns ot

on 1te strengths.
distrust of the
ot the demanding and

mateship that canm be

Eoth David Malouf and Rodney Hall

these <strengths,



the disasters o4 an Enlightenment reason that cortrols without

understanding, and of mystical unreascen that dies for want of
intellectual effort. Yet their work &slzo points Lo the

integration of reason and  imagination, the glaobal armd the local,
that could produce a genuime Commonwealth of ﬁugtraliav/ We still
have a last chance to fulfil the Enlighterment vision and the
romantic hope of a new land where ea

ST and we

tn
t

can come together

in a community that lives easily with itsslf and the land.




