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From Nationalism to Internationalism

N AN
‘ﬁ_/, ) .

Abstract. This article, tracking the Australian literary history, unveils a paradox, in-
triguing and thought-provoking; in the formative days of Australia, Henry Lawson and
his followers spared no pains to eliminate exotic features in Australian literature and suc-
ceeded in founding a national literature with full indigenous qualities, which, about 80
years later, was harshly criticized by Patrick White who together with others rendered it
internationalized and subsequently put Australian literature on the world literary map.
This paradox perhaps mirrors the major changes in Australian literary history.

Key Words: nationalism, Lawson, internationalism, White

In the literary history of Australia there are two dominant concerns: quest for nationalism and
endeavour towards internationalism. The literary nationalists with Henry Lawson as their initiator
stick to Australian realism which, however, is severely criticized as being “ dun-coloured” by Pat-
rick White, the very representative of internationalists who try to give indigenous literature an in-
ternational hue. Nationalism with its traditional drive reigns for a long period from 1880s to 1960s
when it ultimately gives way to literary internationalism which holds sway today.

In the formative days of Australia, the native literary plant growing out of the British seed is
impressed with every exotic feature of English Romanticism. The major fictional works in spite of
their local settings read like most of the English novels of the corresponding period. The charac-
ters in them are more or less English men/women in Australian costume, taking their local abode
as a temporary shelter. England, in their heart of hearts, is the perpetual physical and spiritual
home. Australian literature of this early stage bears more foreign than indigenous qualities.

1880s witnessed a nationalist upsurge which aimed to propel the country towards independ-
ence. Australia in its transitional period was eager to express its national characteristics fully and
to have its voice, a voice uniquely Australian, to be heard by the rest of the world. To answer for
the purpose a national literature was expected to come into being. In quickening its birth the Bul-
letin with her * Australian national policy” played a significant role by promoting bush realism
against the transplanted and also prevalent romance. More importantly perhaps the journal provid-
ed an outlet for the works of local writers and artists who contributed to the growing authentic Aus-
tralian literature. However, “its best effect on writing of all kinds was to curb diffuseness and val-

ue crisp, clear language, a ‘ modernizing’ impulse which drew Australian writing further from the
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formal language and periodic sentence found in much Victorian literature. ” ( Bennett & Strauss,
1998) Writers like Henry Lawson, A. B. Paterson, Miles Franklin, Joseph Furphy and Mary Gil-
more never ceased their effort, either in open claims or in creative works, to mould Australian lit-
erary nationalism known as new realism. Lawson, a key figure in the literary quest of nationalism,
stressed ; “1 wrote of nothing that I had not myself seen or experienced; I wrote and rewrote pain-
fully, and believed that every line was true and for the right. ” ( Lawson, 1972) And unabashedly
he appealed in agony for assistance to the burgeoning literature; “The position of purely Austral-
ian literature is altogether hopeless in Australia — there is no market. ” ( Lawson, 1972) Furphy,
announcing his “Such is Life” as “offensively Australian”, expressed his full support to Austral-
ian literary nationalism. Eventually a new writing was brought into being with Salient national
identity.

The landscape is the inhospitable bush, “bush all round —bush with no horizon. ” ( Henry
Lawson, “The Drover’s Wife” ) The sparse population and the vast bush give rise to isolation which
courts danger of all kinds. The “everlasting, maddening sameness” of the eucalyptus “makes a
man long to break away and travel as far as trains can go, and sail as far as trains can go, and sail
as far as ship can sail — and further. ” (Henry Lawson, “The Drover's Wife”) Often, human ef-
forts are made futile by drought, flood, fire and the unending illness of stocks, which collectively or
alternatively haunt the bush. So pressure is never far away and the bush acts as “the nurse and tu-
tor of eccentric minds, the home of the weird. ” (Henry Lawson, “The Bush Undertaker” )

The characters are the bushmen, often robust and sunburnt with a temperamental optimism.
Constantly away from home they form a special friendship among themselves, sometimes even for-
getting about their wives they have left behind. They work hard to make money but many a time
squander it, when having “a good cheque”, in drinking and gambling, a fine sense of humour
they are endowed with often helps to sustain them through hardships and crises. So we see Old
Dad, never losing heart in a lean year, “the man from Snowy River”, a fearless tough guy and
Mitchell, a good mate with his marriage being tough on the rock. Bush women in those works are
mostly of a passive type with excessive patience, “past caring” for the human privation.

Mateship, close in meaning to comradeship or fellowship, is lauded as a bush moral code.
“An ideal of personal devotion, trust and generosity, irrespective of class or creed” ( Gay Brere-
ton, “Henry Lawson by His Mates,” 1931), it grows out of harsh reality as Lawson puts it; “Tis
hardness, drought, and homelessness/ That teach those bushmen kindness. ” ( Henry Lawson,
“The Shearers” ) Mateship becomes a recurrent theme of nationalist works of literature and turns
out to be in a way “a national inspiration” of the time. Also voiced as a widely shared aspiration
is egalitarianism expressed most likely in the form of confrontation between the individual and the
government (as in “Ned Kelly” ), or the poor and the rich who are often supported by the “troop-
ers” (as in “Waltzing Matilda” ).

The nationalist writers have captured Australian accent, vista and social values, and recor-
ded faithfully the ethos of that age. They give Australia “a country without history” , a myth and a

legend, something Australians always cherish and take pride in. Their works distinguish for the
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first time Australian literary products from those of the rest of the world. The old dispute over
whether these works represent Australian cities can perhaps be ignored in the critical appraisal,
for what seems important is that they have depicted with accuracy a country in the making, which
is a unique contribution to the world literature ( Kramer, 1981). ... asserting: until the Aus-
tralian writer can attune his ear to catch the various undertones of our national life, our art must
be false and unenduring ... the bush for the present must be the mainspring of our national litera-
ture. " @

Henry Lawson, A. B. Paterson, Joseph Furphy, Miles Franklin, Vancer Palmer, Katharine
Susannah Prichard, Alan Marshall, Kylie Tennant, Frank Hardy are the representative figures of
literary nationalism at different stages of history which dominates Australian literary scene for near-
ly eighty years until it met the challenge of Patrick White and his followers in 1960s. The fact that
during those eighty years in Europe modernism after its replacement of realism waxed and waned,
whereas in Australia realism ruled all through, can be accounted for by many factors, social, cul-
tural, geographical and even technological, functioning interactively.

Federation in 1901 marked the rebirth of Australia as an independent nation. To make the rest of
the world feel its presence, Australia, now a free country in growth, needed to enhance its national
identity. Literary nationalism with its constant nationalist bias well served this purpose. Besides, in a
hostile land thinly populated with a nomadic pattern of life in early days social values like mateship,
egalitarianism, fortitude and optimism were much sought after and abided by in general as national
moral creeds. Also this newly unshackled young nation called for loyalty, which explains, among other
things, why when European modemists were spreading shortly after the First World War disillusion and
scepticism towards the establishment, Australian realists were singing in praise of faithfulness and her-
oism displayed in the same war launched for an unjust cause.

In culture Australia had just established its own tradition with strong native characteristics
whether in writing, painting or music. It is understandable that péople adored this cultural tradi-
tion so much that they reject anything else set in opposifion to it. So modernist attempts and prac-
tice by, for example, Christopher Brennan, Chester Cobb and Max Harris were either treated with
indifference or debunked relentlessly through conspiracy. Nationalism, with its deep cultural root,
stood unshakable for a long time.

Australia suffered in history from insularity because of its geographical remoteness from the
rest of the world, which Geoffrey Blainey calls “The Tyranny of Distance”, Literary trend or
movement that had started in Europe gradually lost its force through the wearing of distance when
it arrived in Australian continent. It was unlikely to elicit any sensational response seen in its
birthplace. When modernism, for example, reached its peak in Britain and the United States in
1920s here realism still maintained its dominance in literary field.

In a technologically backward era isolation for Australians was an unsurmountable hindrance.

This in a sense favoured a conservative atmosphere in which convention had a firm hold while new

@ Palmer, Vance. “An Australian National Art” , The Writer in Australia: A Collection of Literary Documents.
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concepts found it hard to take root. Nationalism as a tradition remained in that cultural climate a
vital force, often to the exclusion of any imported isms.

Drastic changes did not occur in Australia until 1950s and 1960s when the whole world, with
cumulative technological advances and political divergence, was reoriented in many phases. With
the globe made smaller owing to highly developed means of communication and significantly im-
proved transport, the adverse effect of distance on Australia dwindled, and social and cultural
events going on in any place could be simultaneously shared by other parts of the world. Austral-
ian hearts throbbed in sympathy with those of others far away. Australia with her old deference to
great powers in foreign affairs was involved, in spite of herself, in Korean and Vietnam wars,
which brought her increasingly closer to the United States. American influence was overwhelming
in politics, culture, business, almost every aspect of life. Kentucky Chicken, Macdonald and Co-
ca Cola nurtured a generation not only physically but also culturally as born out by Phillip Adams,
a film maker who asserted: “I grew up on a diet of American pop art” I which came together with
American food and drink. Such traditional values as mateship and Anzac spirit which most suited
an undeveloped pattern of life began to dissolve in a modern society as they were severely ridi-
culed in the plays of Summer of the Seventeenth Doll (1955) by Ray Lawler and The One Day of
the Year (1960) by Alan Seymour. The preoccupied themes and its realistic approach of literary
nationalism seemed outmoded and insufficient to reflect the growingly sophisticated life. Changes
were inevitable.

Interestingly in the transition from a literature with exotic qualities to a national literature,
Henry Lawson played the role of a pioneer and now when nationalism is on the move to interna-
tionalism, it is Patrick White who makes his pioneering contribution. Is it the hero that makes the
era, or the era that makes the hero? Of course we should not ignore the political and cultural im-
pact of 1960s with scepticism quickly spreading entailed mainly from the traumatic Vietnam War
and the mounting student movements. Anyway White attempts to subvert Lawson tradition and
“discover the extraordinary behind the ordinary, the mystery and the poetry” 2 of Australian life.
What he vitiates as “ dun-coloured” points to the indigenous qualities, that is, the theme of nation-
alist writings and his criticism of Australian traditional writings as “journalistic realism” is directed
to the realistic approach of nationalist literature. That is to say, White wants to remould Australian
literature in both the approach and the theme.

In approach he turns to modernism for inspiration. Mysticism is resorted to, with his unique
creation of a cryptic world peopled by eccentric characters sharing some common aspiration, a
world vastly different from the one in real life. Symbolism finds its full use to give the otherwise
ordinary and dull life of Australia “ mystery and poetry”. His language, often in twisted and dislo-
cated forms, is heavily loaded — sometimes overloaded — with deeper meanings which renders

most of his writings difficult for comprehension and boring to the reader. The use of stream of con-

I Phillip, Adams. Cinema Papers, March — April 1984,
@ White, Patrick. “The Prodigal Son”, The Oxford Anthology of Australian Literature, Leonie Kramer (ed. ) 1985.



