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Literature

For many years, the experience of colonialism diverted critical attention
into the unprofitable areas of self-justification or self-denigration. Everyone
is familiar with the old questions these critics found it necessary to debate:
Is there an Australian, or a Canadian, literature? Is it worth studying in its
own right, or only as a source of information for historians or sociologists?
These questions reinforce the doubts which they seek to resolve.

Instead of asking whether or not distinctive and worthy national literary
traditions exist in Canada or Australia, the critic might study what has been
written, and its critical reception, from within an interdisciplinary
framework. Psychological theories about the relationships between
colonised and coloniser, as described by Albert Memmi and Frantz Fanon,
throw light on the analysis of the colonial mentality put forward by writers
like George Grant, Margaret Atwood and Northrop Frye in Canada and
A.A. Phillips and Judith Wright in Australia. Atwood’s Basic Victim
Positions in Survival are the most explicit acknowledgement that the
colonial experience distorts the consciousness of those it involves, but the
other critics also suggest that there is a close relationship between political
status and pational consciousness as expressed in literature. Similarly,
economic and sociological theories of metropolis/hinterland or
centre/periphery relationships as outlined by Ander Gunder Frank are
relevant for understanding literature. Patricia Marchak, a sociologist, has
already begun such an approach to Anglo-Canadian writing. Canadian
scholars are also investigating the implications of the historian Harold
Innis’s work on the ‘bias of communcation’ for literary studies. In Australia,
John Docker has pointed out the usefulness for literary critics of Louis
Hartz’s historical model of the fragmentation process as the underlying
structure in the founding and development of new societies, while Brian
Kiernan’s book Criticism is similarly informed by notions of ‘localist
and ‘universalist' values.® Each of these approaches supplies a framework
for discovering fresh perspectives on old problems.

These theories provide insights into the assumptions on which both
nationalist and ‘universal’ critics operate: it is up to the critics themselves to
re-evaluate their role, re-write their literary histories and re-assess their
literature, a process which must continue if the literary traditions are not to
atrophy. This article is a first small step in such a direction: it looks at signifi-
cant problems Canadians and Australians face in understanding the inter-
actions between the writer and society, the work of art and the reader. It
tries to suggest what they share and where they diverge in an effort to see
the two literatures from a slightly different angle, not only by defining them
one against the other, but also by seeing them both as products of the
colonial experience of transplanted Europeans.

The most common theory of colonial literary development sees a progress-
ion in three stages: from colonial insecurity to colonial self-assertion, and
finally to the attainment of a maturity which is self-assured and relaxed,
neither self-denigrating nor aggressively nationalistic. One of the problems
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3. The Historical Framework

The tensions involved in these two problems of stance and standards took
somewhat different forms in the literary histories of Canada and Australia.
Mirlam Waddingham identifies the two streams of English-Canadian
literary expression and critical thought as the ‘apocalyptic-mythic’ and
the ‘historical-social’.? {Although we are here discussing only English-
Canadian writing and the English-Canadian erperience, the patterns in
Quebec have been similar.) The ‘apocalyptic-mythic’ stream, expressed
most clearly in the literary theories of Northrop Frye, although it pre-dates
him, looks to the literature of the past rather than to the world of
experience for its forms and mode of expression. It stands outside the
colonial culture, within the traditions of English literature. Its critics stress
universal value rather than truth to particular experience. In the termin-
ology developed by Scholes and Kellogg in The Nature of Narrative,
the connection between the fictional worl

mythic” writing is illustrative or symbolic.
the other hand, expresses itself in repr
*historical-social’

d and the real in ‘apocalyptic-
The ‘historical-social stream, on
esentational or mimetic art. The
critic stands inside the national culture and concentrates
on its expression in the national art. The tension in Canada is between
those who believe with James Reaney that ‘Literature, the Bible and
Shakespeare tell you more about the potentialities of Canada than Canada
does itself1® and those, like Robin Mathew, author of Canadian
Literature: Surrender or Revolution, who turn to the history, politics and
economics for an understanding of the forms and language in which
Canadians choose to express themselves. Of cour;
may not be so clearly separated in practice — Ja
most regional of writers — but it is useful to isolate t
of Canadian thinking provided one does not take
as rigidly defined categories. Unfortunately,
literature, each equally valid in itself, became
between absolute and relative critical standard
are still often dismissed in Canada as parochial and narrowly nationalistic,
while they themselves accuse ‘apocalyptic-mythic’ writers of having sold
out to imperialist propaganda and of being subserviently colonial-minded.

The same terms cannot be applied to the situation in Australia. The Aust-
ralian debate was between the nationalist critics. who favoured social
realism, and those who wished to see nationalism transcended to attain a
larger significance. Nationalist critics focussed their attention on the writers
who expressed the social values they saw as distinctively Australian,
imposing a narrow reading of Australian literary history, Writers such as

se, the two approaches
mes Reaney is also the
he two main tendencies
them as prescriptive or
these two approaches to
confused with the debate
s. ‘Historical-social’ critics
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Christina Stead and Martin Boyd were under-valued because their work
could not be seen as part of a democratic nationalist tradition. Nationalist
writers write social realist fiction about ordinary people. The ‘universalist’
critics, in contrast,'demanded the ‘specifically human’ rather than the
‘specifically Australian’!! in art. The problem was that their ‘absolute’
standards were often difficult to distinguish from traditional English
standards, which automatically condemned the colonial as second-rate.

Whereas the nationalist school with its preference for social realism seems
to have had the strongest influence in Australia, at least until recently, the
‘apocalyptic-mythic’ approach has always been the dominant mode, again
until recently, in Canada. A related issue is-that of the tension between the
popular and the academic in the two countries, where a sirnilar ‘contrast
may be observed: the balance is weighted in favour of the academic in
Canada and the popular in Australia. Part of the explanation may lie in the
Hartz thesis, which suggests that Canada and Australia represent different
fragments of the European experience because their people were
separated from the original at different crucial moments in time. The
separated fragment became the whole of the new colonial experience,
rigidified, and ultimately generated a new nationalism, with definite,
different {and sometimes recessive) characteristics. Whatever the cause,
the implications of these differences for writing and criticism are significant
and require further study.

I have isolated these opposing tendencies in the two countries because
they reveal much 2bout the way Canadians and Australians have seen
themselves, and because it is important to distinguish the literature itself
trom the ways in which if has been perceived by the dominant national

consciousness, For example, the emphasis on social realism in Australian

fiterary criticism encouraged critics to argue that there was no metaphysical
tradition in Australian writing, and to see Patrick White as an isolated
phenomenon rather than the heir to earlier Australian developments. This
position is now being re-considered, and metaphysical concerns have been
discovered in the work of Mrs Campbell Praed, Henry Handel Richardson,
Grant Watson and even in a social realist like Rylie Tennant. Similarly,
Canadian literature has usually been seen as writing in search of an
identity; in Earle Birney's words: ‘It's only by our lack of ghosts we're
haunted’. Recent criticism, from Atwood’s Survival to Northey's Haunted
Wilderness, identifies a variety of ghosts, and Robin Mathew has dis-
covered what he sees as a positive Canadian tradition and identity through

his revaluation of carlier Canadian writers whose work he {eels has been

misread.

An understanding of these interactions between the literature,. the
dominant critical assumptions and the sense of national identity is also an
ossential basis for comparative studies. When 1 began my doctorate on
Australian literature, my Canadian preference for the ‘apocaiyptic—myth'sc’
led me to question the democratic-nationalist tradition and to seek in Aust-
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country without a mythology’, Australia developed a concrete self-image

very early in its history. A group of convict colonies, Australia became
proud of its dubious heritage and made heroes of its convicts and bush-
rangers as rebels against an unfair system. The gualities of these men
became assimilated into the type of the bushman and later again that of the
Digger. The Australian legend, associated with the values of mateship and

egalitarian democracy, became for many an image with which to identify,
ject, but always an image which had to be con-

for others an image 1o rej
fronted. Yet because the Australian critic, as a colonial, cannot make the

assumption that Australian life is real life, the L ife with a capital L'** which
Richardson’s Mahony is always seeking, she cannot make the Anglocentric
response ‘How good, how true to life’, but must modify it to, say ‘how
good, how true to Australian life’, which immediately involves her in a some-
what different process. Nationalist critics are diverted into praising the
typically Australian and condemning work which questions or ignores the
ostablished Australian legend. Internationalist or ‘universal’ critics are still
thinking within the same framework, only instead of asking “Which of our
writers most truly express the Australian experience?’ as the nationalists
do, they are asking, “Which of our writers transcend the Australian
experienice?’ For both, the Australian experience itself is central, as either
fulfilment or starting-point, and for both the concept of a canon is
important. Like the English, they are concerned with evaluation, whereas
the Canadians, like the Americans, are mote interested in explication. This
alignment is partly an indication of the relative influences of England on
Australian thought and America on Canadian thought, influences which
are strongly reinforced by the presence of large numbers of English or
English-trained academics in Australian universities and their American
counterparts in Canadian universities.

Atwood’s generalisations may lead one into many fascinating speculations

about the relationships between national identity and literature, but they

may also divert energy from necessary research, Until recently, Australians

have been involved in defending or attacking the concept of a single Aust-

rakan literary tradition, while Canadians have been seeking to discover

some kind of national identity. In the last few years, more Australians. have
begun to question their national mythology, as the sureness of the ‘Lucky
Country’ imagde began to yield to White’s vision of a ‘Great Australian
Emptiness’. For their part, Canadian critics are concluding that the
Canadian identity may be found, not nationally, but in a mosaic of regional
Hence in both countries critics are turning away from
thematic and impressionistic criticism in search of a more sophisticated and
inclusive critical method. ltisin this context that an interest in comparative
studies is emerging. Although it is true that Canada and Australia
developed very differently, the comparative approach is illuminating
because there are sufficient underlying similarities in their literature which
can be attributed to a common experience of colonialism.

experiences.
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5. The Colonial Consciousness of Time
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in Australia. Those who feel condemned by this condition set out to docu-
ment and mythologise the national experience, to create a past and a
sense of coherent tradition in their own writing. Laurence and Munro in
Canada, and Boyd and social realists like Palmer and Prichard in Australia,
seem to write from this urge.

6. The Colonial Consciousness of Place

A.J.M. Smith has complained that Canadian poetry was ‘altogether too
self-conscious of its environment, of its position in space, and scarcely at all
of its position in time’. The same has been said of Australia, and surely it
is curious that one of its most popular historical novels is called The
Timeless Land. The colonial's relationship to place is an enormous topic
to take on at the end of an article: | only want to touch on one aspect of it
here, which ! think is central to an understanding of the structures the
colonial experience imposed on literary thought in the two countries.
Despite the great differences in landscape and climate between Australia
and Canada, Australians and Canadians seem to perceive the nature of
their relationships to their environments in similar ways. Northrop Frye's
identification of Canadian nature as an incubus haunting the Canadian
imagination corresponds to J udith Wright's belief that ‘in Australian writing
the landscape seems to have its own life, hostile to its human
foreground’.?!

In Technology and Empire, the Canadian philosopher George Grant
expresses the alienation and guilt of all colonials who are at once the
forerunners of imperialism and imperialism’s victims, settlers conquering
someone else's land, but exiled from their own. Grant writes:

All of us who came made some break in that coming. The break was not only the
giving up of the old and the settled, but the entering into the majestic coniinent
which could not be ours in the way that the old had been. it could not be ours in the
old way because the making of it ours did not go back before the beginning of
conscious memory . . . It could not be ours hecause the very intractability,
tmmensity and exiremes of the new land required that its meeting with mastering
Europeans be a battle of subjugation. And after that battle we had no long history of
living with the land before the arrival of the new forms of conguest which came with
industrialism.

That conqueting relation to place has left its mark within us. When we go into the
Rockies we may have the sense that gods are there. But if so, they cannot manifest
themselves to us as ours. They are the gods of another race, and we cannot know
thern because of what we are, and what we did. There can be nothing immemorial
for us except the environment as object.22

The settler is caught in the middle of a chain of exploitation in which he
appears as a conguering agent on the one hand and a cast-off from European
society on the other. He is torn between the poles of victim and victimiser,
caught in a double magnetic field somewhat like that described in
Canadian writer Dennis Lee’s Savage Fields. Grant's elogquent despair
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has meant a great deal to an entire generation of Canadian writers
especially those associated with the House of Anansi in the 1960s. For
example, Margaret Atwood’s Surfacing makes most sense to me as a
fictional exploration of the implications of Grant’s analysis for contem-
porary Canadian society. Atwood’s narrator comments: ‘The Indians did
not own salvation but they had once known where it lived and their signs
marked the sacred places, the places where you could learn the truth’.#
But for her, the environment can never be sacred. The best she can do is
refuse the roles of victim and victimiser and stand alone, in a world where
“The Jake is quiet, the trees surround her, askirig and giving nothing’. 24

The similarities between this way of thinking and Judith Wright's dis-
cussions of Australians and their land is striking. Wright mourns that:

Our attitude to this continent has always been that of the master, intent on profit
and the quick doliar; our emotional homeland was for very many years not here at
all, but thousands of miles overseas, and hence we have usually regarded this
country as a property to be exploited, rather than an inheritance to be cherished.?5

Wright's understanding of this dilemma has interesting implications for our
reading of Australian writers, as she recognises. She interprets the deaths
of Mahony, a doctor, in The Fortune of Richard Mahony, and of Voss, a

_botanist in Voss, as a kind of ritual sacrifice of ‘the European conscious-

ness — dominating, puritanical, analytical’ — to the silence and emptiness
of the Australian continent. She sees these failed heroes as the reader’s
‘surrogates’, European men whose deaths must be enacted before they
can become full citizens of their adopted land, Australia.?® On their deaths
Mahony and Voss become absorbed into the landscape: a fictional reconi
ciliation has been effected, but at the price of a total loss of individuality. In
Wright's poetry and her articles on conservation, reconciliation between
Australian people and their environment seems even more remote. A
common pattern of experience is suggested by the similarity of Wright's
ideas to Atwood’s thesis in Survival, as the position of each was arrived at
independently.

7. Conclusion

There has been much mapping and exploring in an effort to establish
national literary traditions, a great deal of intuitive speculation about
national identity, and some detailed, intensive research, but little thinking
about first principles in Australian and Canadian criticism. In her report on
a European conference on Commonwealth literature, Helen Tiffin writes
that ‘the most pressing need was seen to be in methodology’.?’ This article
suggests that Canadian and Australian literary critics might begin to
develop their methodologies in conjunction with the actual practice of their
eriticism, and that they might learn to apply the insights of other disciplines
to their own work. Attention might be directed not only toward specific
aspects of the colonial and post-colonial experience in each country, but
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also to the larger issues of the underlying historical frameworks which they
may share, and toward the formulation of more comprehensive theories of
literary value and meaning on which to base critical discussion. An-aware-
ness of the grounds of our own criticism should accompany our attempts
to question earlier classifications and evaluations: the critical assumptions
of the past should be examined as closely as the fiterature. More
specifically, changing concepts of time and place require further, extensive
analysis within the contexts of our definitions of colonialism and post-
colonialism, and of the historical and geographical situation.
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