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“FRANCOPHILES … AREN’T WE ALL?”

Reflections on the history of Australia’s love-hate relationship with the French 
"Not all better educated Australians are Francophiles 
but all Francophiles are better educated." I.B.

WHY THE FRENCH ARE “FAIR GAME”

In the debate on the French presence in the Pacific the most frequently mentioned French characteristic is arrogance ( arrogance as an assertion of superiority, a lack of consideration for others and a disregard for their opinions.
This is generally seen as a collective national trait, rather than as the individual characteristic of specific people personally known to the critics of the French.   

Possible exceptions might be petty officials in French post offices, town halls or railway stations, as Mike Carlton pointed out in a 2000 issue of the Sydney Morning Herald (16.9.2000):  “Last week’s column may have left the impression that I do not like the French or their language. This is not true. I do hope there is an especially fiery corner of hell for one deeply stupid, abominably rude and disgustingly smelly wart of an SNCF ticket seller I once encountered at the Gare de Lyon, but that’s all.”

However that may be, it is primarily this perception of arrogance, this perception of a claim to alleged superiority, that make Australians feel that they have no moral obligation to treat the French with the polite consideration normally reserved for smaller or weaker than oneself. The French are fair game. 

Broadening the category of who is fair game, in 1995 the writer of a letter to the Herald suggested  that it is “somehow all right to be as mindlessly offensive as you like if the target is Australian, American, French or [...] English".
 The same writer, who by the way, was of English background, added that you can say things about Australians, Americans, the French and the English that you would never dream of saying about Asians, Aboriginal people or the Arabs. In other words, according to the writer, political correctness, whatever it means and whatever we might think of it, does not apply to the French  ( or to Australians, Americans or the English, for that matter, all of whom are perfectly capable of looking after themselves and do not need the protection of the strictures of political correctness. Whether the perspective of the Herald’s correspondent was too narrowly Australian and whether his list of non-protected nationalities is comprehensive enough (shouldn’t the Germans have been included as well?) raise other questions which are not directly relevant to the aims of this paper.

Let us concentrate on the French. Generally they are not seen as part of Australia’s multicultural mix: there have been comparatively few French migrants in this country, and those who settle (like some woolbuyers) integrate readily, they learn English fast, they tend to inter-marry and they become part of Australia’s national fabric. 

But the French as foreigners are apart, they are different. In fact they are seen as “the Other” at least within the confines of a European, Western context, a rival world, a rival civilisation, one which perceives itself as in no way inferior to the English-speaking world and its civilisation. Therefore they are fair game…  

THE TWO LAYERS:  

THE BRITISH FACTOR AND THE REGIONAL, SOUTH PACIFIC REALITY
When in 1897 transportation to New Caledonia ceased  ( the Australian colonies were violently opposed to the presence of French convicts in the region ( and Australian public opinion had begun to show signs of softening towards France, the Sydney French community thought the time was ripe to use this lull to improve French-Australian relations. What they didn’t reckon with was the influence of international factors, such as conflicts between France and Britain in Africa and elsewhere. Contemporary French-British clashes, together with the memory of almost a thousand years of Anglo-French contact, have long set the tone of French-Australian relations. 

In the closing years of the nineteenth century anti-French feelings in Australia intensified once  more, not on account of local issues but because of international events. There were three of these, two British-related and one exclusively French. The so-called Fashoda incident in 1898 was a minor colonial clash between Britain and France in Sudan, in Africa, which was resolved by the French yielding to Lord Kitchener. A year later, in 1899, the start of the Boer War also strongly influenced Australian public opinion against France, even though the French were not involved in the war but, like most Europeans, they were unsympathetic to the British war initiative. Although there was some sporadic opposition to the Boer War in Australia, most Australian colonies chose to send troops to help Britain in the Transvaal, and majority public opinion was passionately supportive of the British. Thirdly, the international repercussions of the Dreyfus Affair, in which neither Britain nor Australia had any kind of involvement, also caused considerable harm to the standing of France in Australia. Because of these overseas and primarily British-related factors, there was strong resistance in Australia to participation in the 1900 Paris Exhibition.  There is a headline in the Sydney Daily Telegraph of 20th March 1900 which reads: “Boycotting France”.

Most Australians of Anglo-Celtic background posess a reasonable knowledge of the many centuries of Anglo-French interaction. I suspect that the British content of Australians’ collective memory is either transmitted by word of mouth, through oral tradition within families, or through the teaching of history in Australian schools. The effectiveness of this latter channel of transmission would account for so many Australians of European or Asian background who have gone through the Australian school system also having access to this collective memory. 

As soon as anything goes wrong between France and Australia, say the nuclear tests in the Pacific, the effect of this British legacy is to prompt its recipients, almost in a reflex-like manner, to recall historical events quite unrelated to French-Australian relations and quite irrelevant to the present time, such as Agincourt or Waterloo. You will find countless examples of this in the correspondence columns of the newspapers.  The emphasis is on what the letter-writers see as past conflicts with the British, and more specifically, shameful episodes in French history. These are picked selectively. Curiously they never remember the Entente cordiale and they invariably dwell on French defeats rather than on French aggression, which I find strange, especially coming from Australians. After all Anzac Day commemorates Gallipoli. I would have thought that Napoleon’s wars of conquest were far less excusable than the honourable defeats of, say, Agincourt, or Waterloo or the Franco-Prussian war. 

Let me take a fairly typical letter published in the Sydney Morning Herald of 27 June 1995, a fortnight after the announcement of the resumption of French nuclear tests in the Pacific. The letter refers to Crécy, Poitiers and Agincourt, the three major French defeats in the 100 years’ war, Waterloo in 1815, the Franco-Prussian war in 1870-71, the Maginot Line and the collapse of France in 1940 and finally the battle of Dien Bien Phu, marking the end of the Indochinese War in 1954. These battles are brought up as historical reasons for hating or rather despising the French. Regarding the events of 1940, the belief that “the French let us down” in World War II is not uncommon in Australian families.

The problem with the British perspective in Australia is that whilst France is the United Kingdom’s nearest neighbour, it is a long, long way from this continent. The histories of Britain and France have been so intertwined since at least 1066 that their wars and conflicts are those of quarrelling neighbours or warring members of the same family ( if not difficulties with one’s in-laws. It is highly doubtful that such complexities and contradictions could be transported to the Antipodes without being truncated or corrupted through distance in space and remoteness in time. In other words such vicarious memories are bound to be distorted.

There is another dimension to the British content of Australians’ collective memory: the literary,  imaginative dimension. Australians’ perception of the French is profoundly influenced by the representation of the French in the imaginative works of English-language literature, from the Middle Ages to contemporary authors, with Shakespeare as the incontrovertible peak, the author all students have read. Whilst Shakespeare’s portraits of the French are not always negative, they are often hostile or at least satirical, and even the more sympathetic portrayals have a condescendingly mocking quality about them. 

It is not surprising that Australians’ perception of the French should be influenced by this literary heritage, and when all the history textbooks with an Anglo-centric emphasis have been replaced, the classics of English-language literature of the past and the present are still likely to be taught in our schools and are still likely to shape Australians’ imagination and inner life. This is what I would call the “Shakespeare Factor”, although it goes well beyond Shakespeare and covers literature in general. 

The question also arises for how long the study of Shakespeare is likely to continue to be a central focus of Australian school curricula and whether other forms of culture, or mass culture, such as adaptations of classics for television or the stage, are not likely to play a major role in moulding Australian perceptions of the French. Les Misérables is possibly a good example of this new popular phenomenon, which has to be distinguished from the impact of traditional French “high culture” (art, music, literature, theatre, cinema, etc.) on a necessarily smaller number of Australians. If this hypothesis were confirmed, the “Misérables Factor” could well work parallel to (if not against) the Shakespeare Factor.

However that may be, this whole area, much richer and far more complex than I have suggested here, would deserve a major study in its own right.

The second layer of Australian awareness of French-Australian relations is the local, regional dimension, obviously far more relevant to Australian realities than the British layer. 

However, letters to the Editor on the topic of French-Australian relations systematically ignore the major conflicts which opposed Australians to France in the 19th century, such as the Tahiti crisis of 1842-43, New Caledonia’s annexation in 1853 or the New Hebrides (now Vanuatu) Question which pitted Australians against the French for three full decades and beyond. These events had a crucial role in Australian politics in the second half of the nineteenth century, they mobilised the press and public opinion, they prompted public meetings and street demonstrations and they also played an important part in the movement which led to Federation. But strangely they don’t seem to be an integral part of the nation’s collective memory, as Agincourt and Waterloo are.  

THREE-CORNERED INTERACTION (FRANCE-BRITAIN-AUSTRALIA) 
There is a third layer in Australians’ awareness of French-Australian contact: it is the mixed one, the three-cornered one, where French, British and Australian interests were inextricably mixed. 

The earliest example I have found goes back to 1826, when the newspaper The Australian  (not yet owned by News Ltd) suggested that seeing “French or Russian colonies spring up within reasonable distance […] would be no cause of regret to the people of this Colony, on the contrary, it might do some good”
 insofar as the proximity of a foreign power might encourage Britain to grant the Colony a constitution and treat it more generously. The strategy was to use the French presence in the Pacific to obtain concessions from Britain.

Not only did this strategy fail, but the French presence in the Pacific was the primary cause of tensions between Australia and the British. The first conflict occurred at the time of the French takeover of Tahiti in 1842 (a takeover to which Australians strongly objected) when the British Foreign Secretary, Lord Aberdeen, declared that “it would be deplorable if [… Britain and France quarrelled] about a set of naked savages at the other end of the world”.
 Such disagreements on France’s role in the Pacific were to recur at frequent intervals during the following 150 years ( after the Tahiti crisis there was New Caledonia’s annexation by the French and the New Hebrides Question, and closer to us, the French nuclear tests in the Pacific. In all these instances the British were far more anxious to safeguard their friendly relations with their French neighbours than to please their Australian cousins. The paradox of this situation, at least in the 19th century, was that Australian public opinion was far more pro-British than the British: most Australians wanted the Pacific to be a British lake, something the British government was neither interested in nor committed to. As a French commentator of the turn of the century unflatteringly remarked: “In Sydney, in Melbourne they have been protesting for a long time against the French presence in New Caledonia. It seems to Australasians that they were robbed of a territory which by right should have belonged to them. What are these French Catholics doing in a part of the world which Providence had undoubtedly set aside for the English and the Protestants? ( they murmur. […] Each time a European government attempted to establish itself in Oceania, it was confronted not so much with England but with these jealous and constantly alert guard dogs defending access to the region.”

In fact for several decades the New Hebrides Question remained a stumbling block in Britain’s relationship with the Australian colonies (later States). In 1887 Lord Salisbury, then Foreign Secretary, wrote in a private letter that the Australian colonists were “the most unreasonable people I ever have heard or dreamt of. They want us to incur all the bloodshed, and the danger, and the stupendous cost of a war with France […] for a group of islands which to us are as valueless as the South Pole, and to which they are only attached by a debating-club sentiment.”
 

In 1901 a reason given by British officials for not involving Australians in their negotiations with the French on the New Hebrides was that Australians were a security risk: they were bound to leak information to the press.
 According to the same officials Australians also lacke diplomatic experience and skill. In 1906 the Permanent Under-Secretary of the Colonial Office, Sir Montague Ommaney, said that if Australians were allowed to be involved, “the negotiations with France would have broken down at the outset”.

Australian governments and public opinion have always found it difficult to come to terms with Britain’s European priority, which has remained unchanged since the 19th century and eventually led to Britain joining the European Community (albeit half-heartedly) in 1973. Also Britain consistently refused to condemn the French nuclear tests in the Pacific.

Paradoxically therefore the French presence in the Pacific had a significant negative effect on Australia’s relations with Britain from at least 1842 until 1996, that is for over 150 years.
World War I is another, quite different, instance of a three-cornered French-British-Australian interaction. In the Great War Australian soldiers served with the British Imperial Forces but they were sent into the trenches of Northern France, as ( luckily for Britain ( the war was fought on French soil, not on British soil. They fought for the Empire, not for France, but given the location of the battlefields in France, a sense of solidarity with France and many friendships with the French were forged during those years.

VARIETIES AND VOLATILITY OF THE LOVE-HATE RELATIONSHIP  
World War I also happens to be a good example of the ease with which love and hate can alternate in French-Australian relations. According to circumstances, the memory of the Diggers on the French battlefields is either evoked with great warmth as an example of participation in a common struggle, as a manifestation of friendship and closeness, or (and this happens mainly during periods of conflict) it is spoken of with bitterness, as an illustration of France’s ingratitude to Australia. It is not unusual to encounter Australian families where the loss of relatives on the French battlefields is remembered with animosity and where some of the resentment is levelled at the French.
 Even deeper is the resentment in some circles when the collapse of France at the beginning of World War II is remembered or when families recall their loved ones who took part in action against the Vichy French forces in the Middle East.

There were many examples of such anti-French outbursts in the correspondence columns of the papers after the resumption of the nuclear tests in the Pacific in 1995, especially with reference to World War I, whilst during periods of harmonious relations (like during the closing years of of the 20th century and the opening years of the 21st), the Prime Minister would visit the battlefields of France and celebrate French-Australian friendship with both the locals and the Paris officials.

In fact French-Australian relations are perpetually at the mercy of historical accidents. Moods change quickly according to circumstances. Whilst individual Australians don’t switch from one extreme to the other, collectively the emphasis is on one or the other ( possibly love and hate are too strong words to describe these emotions, but they indicate the general drift of public sentiment. At the individual level, under the impact of whatever stimuli happen to prevail, hostility turns to outrage, indifference to animosity, support to indifference and even francophilia to temporary antagonism, and then, when the irritants disappear or begin to fade away, the reverse process takes place. The mechanism of these shifts was first observed a century ago, on the eve of Federation, by the Courrier australien’s editorialist.
 We saw it repeated hundred years later, in the context of the last series of French nuclear tests in the Pacific. 

One of the astonishing characteristics of these changes of mood, these cyclic shifts, is their volatility. Conflicts, however passionate, are quickly buried (although possibly not forgotten ( they are promptly resurrected if anything goes wrong) and good relations are almost immediately restored ( at least until the next occasion when some new external circumstance reactivates Australians’ latent or potential anti-French sentiment. Again the amazingly prompt restoration of friendly relations after the cessation of the nuclear testing in the Pacific early in 1996 provides a perfect example of this tendency.

Possibly one reason for this volatility is the coexistence simultaneously of both love and hate in the same subjects ( it is a complex feeling, which I have often encountered even in confirmed Francophiles such as my colleagues, teachers of French in Australian schools and universities. (One often hears people say: “France would be great if it weren’t for the French.”) The ambiguity of Australian attitudes to the French was ideally illustrated during one of France’s campaigns of nuclear tests in the Pacific by this old and manifestly well-loved Renault R16 on Sydney’s roads displaying the sticker “Don’t buy French”.

Alternatively the volatility in time of Australian attitudes to the French might be a manifestation of what Robert Manne has described as Australians’ inclination to be a “’forgiving’ people”
 or John McDonald as their incapacity to “remember […] slights and animosities beyond the last few news bulletins”.

There are also, as you would expect, significant variations between individual Australians as regards their attitude to things French. The reasons why an Australian finishes up a Francophile are too varied to lend themselves to a comprehensive analysis. I will however single out a trend which I have encountered time and time again and which I find significant, although I would be unable to assess its statistical frequency. Francophilia can be an expression of an oppositional stance. Australians hostile to the establishment, not happy with the mainstream culture, not altogether comfortable with the values and practices of the society in which they live, those who feel they are outsiders ( for whatever reason that may be, ethnic, racial, religious, philosophical, social, sexual preferences, etc. (  might opt for the French alternative as a discreet, non-violent, non-revolutionary form of protest against their environment. Rightly or wrongly France is then seen as a carrier of  “other” values, “other” practices, but this is only a relative “otherness”, not as radical as adhering to a revolutionary movement or some non-conformist philosophy or embracing an Asian, Pacific or African lifestyle or beliefs. It is an “otherness” within the framework of a common Western tradition ( an urbane and culturally and socially prestigious form of protest that society can tolerate. Being a Francophile then is one amongst many different ways of distancing, dissociating oneself from the accepted norm, without explicitly rebelling against it.

Let me give you an example of the coexistence of individual instances of Francophobia and Francophilia (not necessarily of the oppositional type). They happened to occur in the same newspaper, on the same day, on the same page, in fact in two physically contiguous columns, in the same area if not quite on the same topic, i.e. film criticism. In the Sydney Morning Herald’s “Television Guide” for 12 April 1998 two reviews appeared. One was by Jenny Tabakoff of a French documentary on Frank Sinatra, which she rightly dismissed as inferior. That’s fair enough ( however, the review ended with the following statement: “All this […] turns a potentially interesting subject into gallic nonsense.” Now, she doesn’t explain what Gallic nonsense is, but obviously assumes that her readers don’t need to be told and that such a comment is an integral part of a set of beliefs they share with her. On the same page, however, Doug Anderson writes almost lyrically about the French feature film, Tous les matins du monde: “It’s fair enough spending $ 200 million (and another $ 100 million on promotion) to create the most stupendous disaster film ever made. It doesn’t necessarily follow that a film which cost practically nothing by comparison and which applies itself to matters of artistic muse, the soul, human desire and reclusiveness […] is more provocative entertainment. [...] There are matters of frailty and strength coursing through this achingly sad, unflinchingly intelligent film which make it a must for the discerning viewer. […]  Everything about this film is exquisite. […] The acting, the tone, pace, settings and the music are a feast for the senses.”

The contrast could not be greater between Tabakoff’s “Gallic nonsense” and Anderson’s praise of an “unflinchingly intelligent [and] exquisite [film…], a feast for the senses”. As a careful observer of French-Australian contact for over four decades, I am deeply convinced that both are typically Australian reactions to things French  ( they ideally illustrate one of the varieties of the love-hate relationship.   

The author of a letter to the Editor in the Sydney Morning Herald, called Jennifer Ingall, of Blackheath, wrote in June 1995, after the announcement of the resumption of nuclear tests in the Pacific: “For many years, I have considered myself a Francophile: I holiday in France, I buy their wines, I eat their cheeses, etc., but I will now be the first to refrain from these”.
 Five days later, another letter writer, Walter Chamberlin, of Stanwell Park, responded: “Jennifer Ingall describes herself as a Francophile. Aren’t we all?”
 and then proceeded to suggest further measures of reprisal against France.

SOCIAL, ETHNIC, RELIGIOUS AND REGIONAL VARIATIONS
“Francophiles… aren’t we all?” Aren’t all Australians francophiles? The answer is no, but many among the better educated are, in contrast to the masses, the silent majority, where a latent, low-grade anti-French sentiment dominates. At least such is my tentative hypothesis, and I am particularly anxious to have it confirmed or proven wrong.  

The descriptions “love” and “hatred” don’t really apply here ( those who have not travelled in France or have had little contact with real French people or with French books, French films, French art, French architecture, French music, are unlikely to experience such strong emotions. My hypothesis is that they nourish a veiled, un-articulated anti-French sentiment which, according to circumstances and outside stimuli, might turn to active animosity or, exceptionally, to potential benevolence. 

What is the reason for this underlying hostility? Probably the commonly held view that the French are not only aggressive, but also pretentious or, to use the vernacular, “stuck up”. In a radio quiz, reported in the Sydney Morning Herald of 9 October 2000, the quiz master, trying to help a listener to identify former French Olympic runner Marie-José Pérec, is quoted as prompting the listener: “we don’t like her a bit… comes from a really stuck-up part of the world…”    

For journalist David Dale, in a restaurant review published in September 2000, French cooking connotes “fussy pretentiousness”, in contrast to English cooking, which is “honest, hearty”.
 (In all fairness to David Dale, it should be mentioned that a few weeks later he recanted,
 admitting that French cooking was not necessarily pretentious and could offer substantial pleasures of a simple nature ( another example of the volatility of Australian perceptions of the French.)

Is this perception of French pretentiousness a variant of the cultural cringe? A grudge against a foreign culture suspected to see itself as superior and whose presumed challenge to the emerging Australian cultural identity provokes an instinctive resentment in those least familiar with the challenger?

Against my hypothesis (i.e. that less privileged and less educated Australians tend to be hostile or at best indifferent to things French), there is some contrary evidence.  Shortly after the cessation of the nuclear tests in the Pacific in 1996, the then Director of the Sydney French cultural association, the Alliance française, had a survey carried out of references to France and the French in Australian television advertising. This was part of a “cultural marketing” exercise for the Alliance. He came up with the rather unexpected result that no other foreign nationality is featured as frequently in advertising as the French. Now, advertisers wouldn’t use the French theme if it didn’t sell ( and since most of these advertisements (say for brands of yoghurt) are targeted at the general public rather than at a boutique audience, one must assume that the general public is not put off by the French reference. Viewers seem to find French references amusing, possibly in a somewhat condescending way, inherited from Shakespeare. 

I don’t think there has been any shift in the social variations in attitudes to France and the French over the last 100 years. Not all better educated Australians are Francophiles but all Francophiles are better educated.  

Such is not the case with the other types of variations, the ethnic, religious and regional variations, which have virtually disappeared in the last fifty years. 

There is ample documentary evidence that from the eighteen-forties to at least the turn of the century and possibly until World War I (if not beyon)d, Irish Catholic Australians and their press were far more open and welcoming to the French in the Pacific than Protestant Australians. As the Foundation French Consul in Sydney, Jean Faramond, wrote to his Minister in 1846: “Here, it is less the French and the English who confront each other  (  these can sometimes arrive at an understanding through compromise ( but rather Catholics and Protestants, and they are equally inflexible in their principles.”
 

The Catholic press was generally favourable to the French presence in the region.  The Morning Chronicle of 1st May 1844, commenting on the proclamation of the French Protectorate in Tahiti, asked: “at all events ought we not to rejoice to see population, arts, sciences, humanity, and all the thousand blessings that flow from civilisation, growing up around us on every side?” The liberal Catholic Weekly Register of 8 June 1844 agreed:  “The more colonies that are founded in the South Seas, whether French, German, or of any other nation, the better it will be for us”. In 1853, when New Caledonia was annexed, the Catholic Freeman’s Journal thought there was “no reason why the French should not prove […] good and useful neighbours to us, at the very civil distance of some 1200 or 1300 miles from Sydney”.
 

The perception of distance in the region has always been a matter of subjective appreciation. In 1995 few Australians disagreed with the description of French Polynesia, at over 4,000 km from Sydney, as their “backyard”. In his 1904 book on New Zealand, which contained frequent references to Australia, the French social scientist André Siegfried commented that “one has to have been in the Pacific to appreciate how a distance of 1,200 or 1,500 km can be perceived as a bothersome proximity”.

Consul Faramond’s analysis of the religious rather than national character of the tensions in the region was prophetic insofar as the conflicts arising from the so-called New Hebrides Question in the mid-eighteen-seventies and beyond were fuelled by the rivalry between the French Catholic missionaries and the Victorian Presbyterian missionaries, all fighting for the souls of the natives. Opposition to the French presence in the Pacific was the official policy of the Victorian government, especially at the time of James Service’s premiership, whilst New South Wales Premier Alexander Stuart was lukewarm in his opposition to the French, as he thought the French presence in the Pacific would be good for trade. Henry Parkes (before he was knighted and before he became an ardent champion of imperial expansion) as well as John Robertson were also in two minds about the French, and in 1886 the first Irish Catholic Premier of the Colony, Sir Patrick Jennings, thought it was “a great boon to Australia to have the French nation settled in the Pacific”.
 

Also Sydney, more self-confident, was always more open to free trade and the free circulation of goods, people and ideas than the rest of Australia.

Eventually, however, under the pressure of public opinion, the New South Wales Government was forced to give stronger support to the Victorian policy, which ended up by being adopted as Federal policy in 1900. In fact opposition to the French presence in the Pacific was the sole article of Australian foreign policy at the time of Federation, possibly because the only specific “foreign affairs” power granted to Australia in the Constitution was Parliament’s responsibility for “the relations of the Commonwealth [of Australia] with the Islands of the Pacific”.  

Regarding the use or manipulation of public opinion, Alfred Deakin said in 1901 that “it requires little to arouse an outburst of feeling in regard to the Pacific islands”.
 This was still true a century later, and we know that in 1995 it was under to the pressure of public opinion, inflamed by the media and an opportunistic Opposition led by John Howard, that Foreign Minister Gareth Evans was forced to step up his protests against the resumption of French nuclear tests in the Pacific.  

On the question of the differences in their attitude to the French there might have existed a century ago between Protestant Australians and Irish Catholic Australians (or, for that matter, between citizens of New South Wales and Victoria), such variations seem to have evaporated through the forging of a new idea of national identity, where ethnic origin and religion have been subsumed in a broader sense of Australianness. There is certainly no evidence that Irish Catholic Australians were any less hostile to France conducting nuclear tests in the Pacific than Protestant Australians of English or Scottish or Irish or Welsh background. 

Even more significantly, Australians of Asian or European origin seem to share the beliefs and values of Anglo-Celtic Australians on matters relating to French-Australian relations, as has recently been exemplified by Mary Kostakidis’ stand against the International Olympic Committee’s “French-first policy”.
 Multicultural Australia has adopted a unified stance on such questions, possibly as a token of its desire to assimilate. After all, sharing the majority’s knee-jerk reactions against the French is not too high a price to pay for national consensus.

Incidentally, speaking of Mary Kostakidis’ refusal to speak first in French at an official Olympic function, and English second, reactions in the media (talk-back radio, editorials, letters to the Editor) showed once more how quickly the community’s latent anti-French reflexes can be reactivated when anything goes wrong.  

EXAMPLES OF AUSTRALIAN FRANCOPHILIA AND FRANCOPHOBIA

I would like to give a few specific examples of Australian Francophobia and Francophilia seen through written texts. I will begin with Francophobia.   

The silver medal for venom and obvious unfairness goes to a letter in the Sydney Morning Herald’s correspondence column on 10 July 1995. A reader from Armidale (Ian Wark) claimed that “over the past 200 years, France has produced hundreds of aristocrats, but no gentlemen”.

The gold medal for ferocity and viciousness, however, must go to a Sydney newspaper in 1853. Shortly after its launch in that year the Illustrated Sydney News, recalling Britain’s acceptance of the French takeover of Tahiti eleven years earlier, described the Franco-British understanding at the time as an “unnatural and unholy alliance […] between England and France, between liberty and despotism, between light and darkness; between fraud, perjury, and murder on the one side, and truth, honour, and philantropy on the other.”
 A propos the latest threat to British control of the Pacific, the annexation of New Caledonia, the Illustrated Sydney News offered the following portrait of the French nation:  “Profligate in life, corrupt in morals, servile in spirit, and degraded in politics, the French are about the last people on the face of the earth whose rule it would be desirable to substitute for any other government that could be mentioned. The fact is that the French and the savages, placed at opposite extremes of the same line, are both equally remote from the golden mean of true civilisation: and indeed, if forced to choose between the two, we would prefer immaturity to rottenness.”

In contrast to the hysterical outbursts of the Illustrated Sydney News, I would like to give two examples of Australian francophilia.

There is ample evidence that despite all the tensions between France and Australia in the eighteen-eighties and the eighteen-nineties, commercial and cultural contacts between Australians and the French intensified, and were generally happy and productive. French books were read by the elite, French art, poetry and fashions were admired, artists and poets and well-off Australians travelled to France, French wines and food products enjoyed a high prestige and French was taught in schools and universities. 

There were many Francophiles amongst late nineteenth century Australians. Some were quite obsessive about things French, so much so that Francomania might be a more apt description of their passionate attachment to France. The most outstanding example of this phenomenon was John Feltham Archibald, the founder of the Bulletin and the benefactor to whom we owe the Archibald Prize and the Archibald Fountain in Hyde Park.  Archie, as his friends called him, was so enamoured of things French that he changed his first and second names from John Feltham to Jules François, and pretended that his English-born mother, née Charlotte Jane Madden, was of French extraction. Although this desire to be taken for French is by no means common, it is certainly not unparalleled: I have encountered it on countless occasions amongst young Australians studying French. We could call it the Archibald Syndrome. According to one of Archie’s acquaintances, he “loved French cooking as well as everything that was French. He was very French in his quick, vivacious intellect, his sympathy with French ideas and ideals; and even in his appearance he resembled one of those clever, rather impish-looking Parisian journalists.”
 One can assume that his Francomania was of the oppositional kind, complementing his stance as a champion of Australian radicalism, republicanism and nationalism, including the then almost unavoidable racist bias. 

My second example comes from the nineteen-twenties and thirties. In the aftermath of World War I Australians were generally well disposed towards the French. Not only did Billy Hughes say in 1918 that “we rejoice that France has interests in the South Pacific” and “we are glad of it, and wish she had more”,
 but public opinion itself was moderately favourable to the French, and for once this was not restricted to the social and intellectual elite ( it was more generally shared by all Australians, although it was by no means either unanimous or trouble-free.  

This broadly positive disposition was also reflected in cultural contact between the two countries: France exerted an immense attraction on many Australian writers, artists and intellectuals at the time. After World War I Australia counted more Francophiles than ever before. There are many examples of Australians spending extended periods of time studying and living in France during the twenties and the thirties. 

When twenty, the Adelaide-born painter Stella Bowen moved to England, and subsequently lived in Sussex with her partner, the American writer Ford Madox Ford, the founder of the influential Transatlantic Review. Subsequently they went to live in France. Stella Bowen’s volume of memoirs, Drawn from Life, first published in 1941, describes the life of an Australian artist in France during the twenties and the thirties. Here is a short excerpt from her book:

“I love and adore Paris, I love the way its quick and brilliant life runs openly on the surface for all to see. Every face in the street, every voice, every shape is hard at it, telling its story, living its life, producing itself. […] Paris is good for me […] but it takes a long time to get keyed up to the necessary pitch of vitality. […] The French are supposed to be less hospitably inclined and less generous than Anglo-Saxons. They are certainly harder-headed and closer-fisted. But in Paris you will never feel shut out, starved for human contacts, and denied your bit of life, as you easily may in London. In London you must have friends, or it can be one of the cruellest cities in the world, but Paris is the Heaven of all shy and lonely people who want life to come to them of its own accord. I suppose it is because the French are never ashamed to live. […] They bring their life out with them into the boulevards and cafés, and it gets into the air, and is soaked up into the houses, and into the soil of the Luxembourg Gardens.”
 

And a couple of chapters further: “I fell in love with Toulon at first sight. I wished I could be born again as a native of that enchanting little town and I observed with distress that the natives themselves appeared to be insufficiently aware of their good fortune.”
 

This is unmistakably the Archibald Syndrome  (  dreaming of being French.  

WHAT’S NEXT?

What does the future hold for French-Australian relations? Will the twenty-first century be as traumatic as the last three decades of the twentieth century were? I personally think that most of the patterns we have identified will repeat themselves: 

Against the background of the silent majority’s low-grade hostility or indifference, due primarily to their perception of the French as an arrogant and pretentious nation, there will continue to be a whole range of passionate responses to things French from the Francophiles and the Francophobes amongst us. 

Also Australians’ attitudes to the French will continue to vary according to the impact of historical accidents and other (as yet unforeseen) external stimuli, producing cyclic shifts, patterns of high and low.

As long as the French remain in the Pacific, their presence has the potential of creating tensions between the two countries. This potential will not necessarily be actualised in the years to come, but the source of possible conflicts will continue to be present as a low irritant, with the risks it inevitably involves.

On the other hand, it is more than likely that with the changes in the ethnic composition of the population of Australia, the next generation of Australians, when thinking of the French, will not automatically recall Agincourt or Waterloo.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, a former French Consul General in Sydney thought that Australia was torn between its environment (a hot and dry continent) and its historical attachment to the "mother country" (the cold and humid British Isles). According to Georges Biard d’Aunet, Australia would only attain real greatness when it has been able to free itself of ancestral memories and embrace nature’s law and adapt to its conditions. This, he thought, was bound to happen with time, as eventually climate always triumphed over “atavism”. This might also be the key to the emerging affinities between France and Australia: a similarity of climate (at least with the South of France),a taste for outdoor living, an inclination for celebrating great occasions in the cities’ open spaces, an unrestrained showing of joy and pain, a passion for food, the production and enjoyment of wine and, more generally, a love of life.  










         Ivan Barko

APPENDIX
Excerpts from James McQueen,  “The Man Who Hated Frenchmen”  [short story]

in Lower Latitudes, Ringwood, Vic.,  Penguin, 1990, pp. 73-81.

_____________________
“Who started the fight”, I said.

“I did”.

“Oh.”

[…]

“Upset you, did they?” I said.

“They were French,” he said.

“Ah,” I said, as if that explained everything.

“I don’t like Frenchmen.”

“Ah.”

_____________________

  “Listen” I said. “How come you’ve got this thing about Frenchmen?”

He puffed some smoke towards the river. “Well,” he said, “it’s funny, but I never thought much about it till the Rainbow Warrior business. You know those Frogs killing people in Auckland harbour.” He grinned suddenly. “And once I got thinking, I realised I hated the bastards!”

“Why?”

“I think it’s their bloody arrogance,” he said. “The way they just brush you aside, look through you as if you don’t exist, just because you weren’t lucky enough to be born French. You know, the Italians aren’t the world’s greatest warriors, but no one thinks any the worse of them for that. But the French,” and he ground out his butt savagely in the ashtray, “the French, all that bullshit about military glory… Christ, everyone’s beaten the French since Waterloo. The Germans, the Vietnamese, the Algerians…”

_____________________

“Did you know,” said Eric, leaning forward so I could hear him over the music, “that the French have got the distinction of having their army mutiny twice in the same war?”

“Go on,” I said.

“Dinkum. 1914 and 1917. In 1917 a mere fifty divisions refused to fight. Two divisions left between the Huns and Paris. About the time my grandfather was getting blown to bits a few miles away…”

“Yeah?”

“And my uncle got a bullet in the lung when the Australians kicked the Vichy French out of Syria in 1941.”

“That’s so?”

He was looking a bit tired now, and let down.

 _____________________

“Gunna give it up, are you?”

“Not bloody likely.” He grinned at me. “Think I’ll have a change, tackle them on their home ground. A bit more of a challenge, eh?”

“You going to France, then?” 

“No,” he said. “I reckon even the French have got the right to be shits in their own country.”

They were calling his flight.

“Where then?”

He grabbed my hand, gave it a quick shake. “Maybe Tahiti…”
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