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He spoke to those with understanding; and for those who could not pierce through this symbolic husk his writings were not intended … Veracity does not consist in saying, but in the intention of communicating truth; and the philosopher who can not utter the whole truth without conveying falsehood and at the same time, perhaps, exciting the most malignant passions, is constrained to express himself either mythically or equivocally.

—S. T. Coleridge, on Kant: Biographia Literaria, 1817, ch. ix




We do not pretend to have given any sufficient account of Coleridge; but we hope we may have proved to some, not previously aware of it, that there is something both in him, and the school to which he belongs, not unworthy of their better knowledge … he is the natural means of rescuing from oblivion truths which Tories have forgotten, and which the prevailing schools of Liberalism never knew.

—J. S. Mill, “Coleridge,” 1840
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Preface

In our book Novel Politics, Shaun Crowe and I drew upon our experience as teachers of politics to examine the way several Australian novelists wrote about politics in their fictional accounts of Australian life.1 That book was very selective in that it provided a picture of three female novelists writing about politics before Federation in 1901 and three male novelists writing in quite different ways in our own times. Novel Politics was an example of how the two academic fields of the study of politics and of literature can live well together—especially when the study of Australian works of fiction is related to much older traditions in political science. This is illustrated by the recognition of literary arts as core political activities by such philosophers as Aristotle, whose classical works guided us as authors of Novel Politics into a contemporary political interpretation of Australian literary works.2 Even postcolonial enthusiasts can learn from Aristotle!

Promoting Postcolonial Australia is a companion work investigating the fascinating political thinking revealed in novels by two classic Australian writers not examined in Novel Politics. These two Australian writers are Stella Miles Franklin (1879–1954) and Joseph Furphy (1843–1912). Both writers feature prominently as Australian national founders in Reinecke’s Books That Made Us.3 Both are now associated with some of the most distinguished Australian literary prizes: the annual Miles Franklin Literary Award (established through Franklin’s own bequest); the annual Stella Prize for Australian women’s writing (named to honour Stella Miles Franklin); and the annual Joseph Furphy Literary Award (established by the Furphy Foundation).4 My claim is that both writers created novels that can now be regarded as pioneering examples of postcolonialism: not simply works of Australian nationalistic independence but works that still today help readers to think through the kind of cultural independence that a sovereign nation like Australia really needs. These lost fictional gems contain many transnational themes which cut away from assertive nationalism. They also contain Aboriginal or indigenous themes which undercut conventional frameworks of Australian national sovereignty.

This book examines works of fiction by novelists whose publications began around the time of Australian Federation: Franklin is probably best known as author of My Brilliant Career (1901), and Furphy is best known as author of Such Is Life (1903). My claim is that both writers can be regarded as pioneers of a style of postcolonialism well before that intellectual concept arose in the later half of the twentieth century. The term “postcolonialism” refers broadly to commitments to resist or overcome strategies of imperial domination. Quoting Nicholas Birns on John Kinsella, a postcolonialist writer is one who “shows his steadfast refusal to at all mystify regimes of colonial domination.”5 Thus, some republican novelists in Australia at the time of its formation known as “The Commonwealth of Australia” can be viewed as postcolonialists. This means that their literary works are deliberately political contributions to Australian debates over a republican polity. My interpretation of three of Franklin’s novels (My Brilliant Career, Some Everyday Folk and Dawn, and All That Swagger) and two of her nonfictional works (Joseph Furphy and Laughter, Not for a Cage) reveals an underlying political project which I label as postcolonial. My interpretation of two novels by Furphy (Rigby’s Romance and The Buln-Buln and the Brolga) arrives at a similar result.

This book does not attempt to examine all of the writings by Franklin or Furphy. Franklin wrote widely in fiction and provided extensive public commentary on literature and politics; she also wrote a series of six novels on Australian historical development under the pen name of “Brent of Bin Bin.”6 I draw upon both her nonfictional works and on the “Brent of Bin Bin” series, but the primary focus is on the five of her works, to each of which I devote a separate chapter. Furphy is famous as the author of what is often called the great Australian novel: Such Is Life. It would be very difficult to include this great but complex classic novel, which is still revealing its literary and philosophic secrets to contemporary scholars.7 My approach differs from that of many other literary scholars in that I elevate the importance of Furphy’s two subsequent novels and devote a chapter to each of them. Such Is Life came first—but that does not necessarily mean that Furphy regarded it as his most effective literary work. I follow Furphy’s stated view that the two novels examined here are important examples of his developing literary art. Wilkes was right to judge the two works deleted from Such Is Life and later published separately as containing “the weight of Furphy’s mature political thinking.”8 My approach to Furphy is to select for examination two novels that were completed after he had met Franklin in early 1904. My claim is that these two writers formed an important literary association that can be identified in their correspondence between the time of their meeting and the time of Furphy’s death in 1912. Parts of that association are revealed in Franklin’s impressive book on Furphy published in 1944 and in Franklin’s lectures on the history of Australian writing published in 1956 two years after her death—both examined in Chapter 7.

The chapters which follow this Preface are arranged in three parts, each with interrelated accounts of Franklin and Furphy. My plan has been to treat the two Australian writers as collaborators, and not to separate them too far from one another. As Franklin revealed in her writings on Furphy, the two writers shared a common project, which I examine in greater detail in the Introduction. That project was postcolonialism, if I can be excused for using a term unknown to either writer, as best I can tell. But the term fits their circumstances, once we get a better appreciation of it from the literary philosophy of the late Edward Said, the acknowledged founder of that school.

Part 1 of this book frames the two main topics: the writers Franklin and Furphy and the literary theorist Edward Said. Part 2 covers Chapters 2 to 6 which examine three of Franklin’s novels and two of Furphy’s novels written after the 1903 publication of Such Is Life—composed before Furphy knew Franklin and therefore, sadly, not included in my analysis. Part 3 examines Franklin’s two late nonfiction works on Furphy and Australian literature and a concluding chapter on how both Australian novelists contribute to contemporary understandings of postcolonialism. The three parts serve one purpose, which is to enable readers to relate the two Australian writers to Said’s surprisingly conservative theory of postcolonialism. Put simply, Said devised a richly political account of postcolonial literature which leaned away from the fancies of postmodernism and leaned towards premodern formulations of Western humanism. This is not to say that Said or the two Australian writers were antiquarians or traditionalists; all three were innovators, sensing that some important sources of Western humanism, such as classical Stoicism or J. S. Mill’s liberal ethics of virtue, could promote a version of postcolonialism with a humanistic civic culture.

The detailed contents of the three parts reinforce my association of the two Australian writers as examples of the style of postcolonial literature worthy of those described by Said as “exiles” and “dissenters.” Both writers articulated a sense of Australian sovereignty in the manner of exiles dissenting from the conventional norms of the type of colonial self-confidence found in the work of nationalistic Australian writers like Henry Lawson and “Banjo” Paterson. I will say more on this mode of cultural dissent often in the chapters to follow. The Introduction frames the investigation, with the first chapter examining the literary relationship between Franklin and Furphy around the first decade of the life of the Commonwealth of Australia, ending with Furphy’s death at the age of seventy in 1912. The second chapter examines the place of postcolonial literary theory in Australian literary studies, with a fresh articulation of Edward Said’s political understanding of postcolonial literature, showing Said’s disdain for literary postmodernism and his surprising interest in premodern or early-modern sources of Western humanism.

The five chapters in Part 2 provide detailed literary analyses of five important novels, starting and ending with works by Franklin between 1901 and 1936, interrupted by accounts of works by Furphy written (but not published for many years) soon after the publication of Such Is Life when the two writers met in Melbourne in 1904. Part 2 also includes an account of the last of Franklin’s novels to be read by Furphy: the 1909 work Some Everyday Folk and Dawn. Part 3, Chapter 7 and Conclusion, examines Franklin’s last two nonfiction works dealing with Furphy published in 1944 and 1956—the last two years after her death in 1954. Franklin’s reflective interpretation of Furphy’s role as a national literary philosopher takes us to the concluding chapter to highlight three outstanding features of postcolonialism central to the literary achievements of Franklin and Furphy: social satire, Stoicism, and a version of multiculturalism championed by the late Paul Cantor, a distinguished literary critic who did much to try to save postcolonial literature from many of its conservative enemies, as well as from its postmodern friends.

My use of this relatively recent concept of postcolonialism reflects a major preoccupation by students of Australian literature with theories and practices of what is often termed “postcoloniality.”9 For some analysts, the relevance of concepts of postcoloniality applies to the ways we as self-consciously modern commentators interpret literary works of the past, even when we know that such older literary works lacked any sense of what we now regard as postcolonialism. For other analysts, the relevance of postcolonialist concepts comes from the literary works themselves which, in substance if not always in form, performed important political functions similar to later postcolonial literature. My theme is that both Franklin and Furphy had in mind the crafting of works of fiction that would promote a postcolonial Australia measured by a sense of civic virtue appropriate to a progressive liberal democracy—no longer dominated by external imperial standards, particular from Great Britain, or internal colonial conventions of assertive Australian nationalism. Franklin and Furphy were certainly republicans, but their model of republican politics rests on deep foundations of civic virtue and not simply the overthrow of an imperial monarchy.10

The focus on postcolonialism reflects my rejection of established views holding that Franklin and Furphy were primarily advocates of Australian nationalism. Both were certainly advocates of a form of Australian independence, but the substance of that cultural independence is expressed with great literary art in the five contentious novels examined in this work. The outstanding feature of my application of theories of postcolonialism to these two Australian writers comes from my rather lengthy review of the literary theory of the widely acknowledged founder of postcolonial literary theory: Edward W Said (1935–2003), professor of literature at Columbia University, New York City. His postcolonial literary theory is examined in Chapter 1 and in the Conclusion.11

A neglected aspect of Said’s approach to literary analysis is his remarkable acceptance of two forms of surprisingly conservative literary practice. First, Said invited us to look back in time to locate examples of literary innovation that anticipate what in later times comes to be called postcolonialist fiction. For Said, postcolonialism is not confined to studies of literary works written in the period after a colony or colonised people had liberated itself from the dominating controls of a past imperial power. Anti-imperial literary works can be seen well before the welcome arrival of national independence, and some of those works might stand out as excellent sources for deep reflection on the nature of coloniality and its many alternatives. To my mind, Franklin and Furphy are very good examples of such innovative writers who were not always well understood by their literary communities. Second, Said warned us not to exclude from our list of prized forms of postcolonialism examples of retrospective recovery of anti-colonial ways of thinking and acting, and indeed writing, initiated by creative minds many centuries before modern imperial regimes. Again, I see both
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