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The diversions of war

T 15 A minor paradox of war that in film clips, the
politicians and generals who confer about present
wars scem larger than life, whereas in the footage of
past wars they look shrivelled—diminished by the
destruction they have abetted. In the longer view,
wars and their makers have little to commend them.

Yet war continues to insinuate itself into
conversation about other human activities, and par-
ticularly thosc undertaken to overcome difficulties
facing human living. We hear of the international war
against terrorism, of national wars against crime and
drugs, of tribal war for the world cup, of church wars
against liberalism, and of personal wars against cancer
and ageing. Introduced into these contexts, the meta-
phor of war and battle is alimost always unhelpful. It
betrays reality and it encourages self-delusion.

When we imagine war, we sec defined enemices
who are separate from ourselves; we sec overwhelming
forcebroughtagainstthoseencmies; weseeapopulation
united around a common cause; we see a conflict
with simple causes ending in a victory that will in-
augurate a better peace.

If we envisage our conduct in the face of ter-
rorism, drugs, football, permissiveness and cancer
as a war, we are seduced into an oversimplified
view of reality. The people associated with these
things are not separate from us, but arc aspects of
our own body, church, socicty or world. So when
we bring overwhelming force against them, whether
through will-power, proscription, long prison terms
or military strikes, we incvitably hurt ourselves.
When we imagine a society united against terror-
ism, crime or liberalism, too, we forget that the
causes of these phenomena lie within our own
world, and that we need to understand their com-
plexity in order to address them. Unquestion-
ing loyalty is of little help. By encouraging us to
think simplistically in terms of virtue and vice, us
and them, ally and cnemy, power and impotence,
the metaphor of war misleads us into thinking

that we can win a quick victory. We will believe
that we shall nced neither to sce the humanity
of the people we treat as enemies nor to attend to
relationships that nced to be healed.

The metaphor of war also discourages self-reflec-
tion. In a war, leaders become gencrals, strategists
and battle commanders. The test of greatness is
their decisiveness and readiness to accept casualtics.
When their cause becomes a war, it is invested with
goodness and rightcousness. Their critics become
contemptible because they give comfort to the enemy.
Most attractively, warriors do not nced to deal with
the causes of evils or their own interests that are at
stake in them. The disadvantages come later: when

the ineffectiveness and destructiveness of
the campaign become evident.

F()R DEALING WITH EVILS, better and more complex
metaphors than war are available. When facingillness
and ageing, for example, we¢ can speak, as Francis
of Assisi might have done, of cohabitation with
Brother Cancer and Sister Age. For dealing with
social evils, complementary metaphors of including,
restraining, conversing, nurturing and healing,
catch better the complexity of the causces, remedies
and cffects.

But the military metaphor comes decked in
pretence and pomp that must first be pricked if better
images are to be sought. The visit of President Bush
to Canberra was a model exercise in decking. The
war against terrorism came solemnified by imported
sccurity guards and the exclusion of Australian
citizens from Parliament House, of Mr Crean from
the barbie and of Aussie reporters from question time.
But then the camcras spirited in by the American
press sent around the world Scnator Brown’s
demolition job on solemnity. The Metaphor of War
had suddenly been deflated.

Andrew Hamilton sj
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-N ~ HILE AUSTRALIAN immigration policy

has lurched from bad to worse, recent
changes by the federal government indicate
therc may be light at the end of the tunnel.

The big change in the immigration
arena is the October announcement of new
policics in relation to people who are
trafficked across our borders for sexual ex-
ploitation. This is a welcome development.
The creation of a new class of visa for
trafficked women could signal that the gov-
ernment is casing up on its strict approach.

As recently as June, members of the
federal government were  downplaying
the scriousness of Australia’s  traffick-
ing problem, inferring that cven if a few
women were trafficked to Australia for
sex slavery, these women ought to have
known that they would be working as
prostitutes and descrved little sympathy.
In a backflip of Olympian proportions,
the federal government has recently com-
mitted serious resources to what it now
recognises as a problem. It is widely
acknowledged, both within and outside
government, that Australia has a prob-
lem involving the exploitation of {mainly)
south-cast Asian women as brothel-slaves.

The federal government’s $20 million
dollar anti-trafficking package is good news.
Not only is the figure substantial, but it is
matched by proposed policy reforms which
will put the victims of trafficking first and
give Australia a chance of reducing this
violent form of organised crime.

Three factors are critical to the success
of the government’s proposals. First, train-
ing for those who interact with trafficked
victims will be important, to cnsure that
responses to trafficking victims arc humane
and informed. The high level of political
momentum generated by this issue needs to
be balanced with appropriate sensitivity to
the victims involved.

Second, relevant state and federal laws
need to be reformed to better address the
conditions that give risc to the trafficking
of women. Trafficking occurs in an envi-
ronment of supply and demand. On the
demand side, state governments nced to
examinc whether the decriminalisation
and rcgulation of prostitution is working
for women in the sex industry. On the
supply side, foreign aid programs need

New (old) ways

HE MORE things change, the more they stay the same’, is a cynical
aphorism, done best with a French shrug. Much more interesting is its
converse, ‘The more things are the same, the more they have changed’.

A recent Melbourne exhibition of Catholic life, part of a program
encouraging religious vocations, for example, revisited an identical event held
in 1955. Much was the same: the visibility of dog collars and the varicty of
cloaks and dress dating from the beginning of clerical congregations, the stalls
manned by pricsts and religious, the multitude of devotions and artefacts
commended, and the tlocks of schoolchildren grazing at the events.

But what seemed the same was in fact very different. Fifty years ago, in
the exhibition a proud church celebrated its growth and strength. The crowds
reflected a well-organised church in which religious practice was high. Dress
and stalls commending congregations, devotions and distinctive forms of
Catholic activitics expressed a cohesive church whose patterns of life were
apparently unchanging and given. The only hint of future divisions lay in the
entrails exposed by the nascent split in the Labor party. This was a church on
the rise.

In 2003, the religious groups that sponsored the stalls were for the most part
much diminished from 1955, and represented often sharply divergent versions
of faithful Catholic life. Indeed, one of the great merits of the exhibition was
that it brought divergent groups together. The garb, as well as the evangelical
cnergy and devotions commended in the workshops, no longer expressed an
inherited tradition, but individual choice. They were not about a given identity,
but about the counter-cultural construction of a new identity.

The insight that sameness marks the deepest difference might also
illuminate the spirit of the many young people who took part enthusiastically
in the workshops. They are evangelical in the sense that they respond to a call
to be Catholic and want to find ways to live out their commitment proudly,
publicly and radically. This is a profoundly counter-cultural choice that finds
little support in society. Their need to shapc a distinctively Catholic way of
life helps cxplain the popularity of Marian and Eucharistic devotions, the pride
taken in John Paul II and his adamantine integrity, the popularity of World
Youth days where a minority come together as friends and for a moment find
themselves part of a mass movement. The exhibition and workshops were also
important in this respect.

It would be a mistake to describe this adoption of older practices as
conservative. The devotions may be the same as those of 50 years ago, but the
movement is radically different. It is about new beginnings. The challenge is
to nurture these beginnings, precariously grounded in a mixture of devotions
and practices. The grounding is precarious because devotions, practices and
pilgrimages depend on the support of a religious culturc—a culture not given
in Australia—or on a deep personal faith. The nurturing of personal faith calls
for an older and deeper tradition of listening to the ways in which God draws
the heart, of imagining and striving to build the just world that God wants, of
following the compassionate way of Jesus. This is the sameness that can make
a difference.

{

Andrew Hamilton sj teaches at the United Faculty of Theology, Melbourne.
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later by US officials pronouncing it the most expensive vote
Yemen would ever cast. A package of aid worth $US70 million
was promptly cancelled.

Amid all the high-powered delegations and discussions of
geopolitical strategy, there were few formal opportunities for
the African people to voice their opinion, although there was
little doubt that most opposed the contlict. It was also clear
that little of what was being offcred would be of lasting ben-
efit to the people of Africa. That these people were irrelevant
to the concerns of the superpowers was most glaringly obvious
in Angola. American officials told the government of President
Jose Eduardo dos Santos that, in return for Angolan support,

the US would turn a blind eye to delays in moving
towards democracy.

IHROUGH IT ALL, THERE was widespread dismay across the
continent that the impoverished sub-Saharan state of Niger—
accusced without foundation of selling uranium to Irag—was used
as a pawn, and then discarded without compensation, in Ameri-
ca’s pursuit of ¢vidence that Iraq had been building a nuclear
capability.

In the end, the United States and its allics invaded Iraq with-
out UN sanction and African nations returned to the margins
of world politics, again deprived of a significant voice. The con-
tinent licked its wounds. Its people’s lives were not in the least
improved. And Africa was left with yet another memory of an
encounter with great powers who clearly believe that African
independence is up for sale.

In July, Africa again took centre stage during George W. Bush'’s
tour of the continent. Africa’s media were largely unimpressed.
Kenya’s Sunday Standard made the following assessment: ‘Bush’s
just-concluded visit to Africa, during which he spent more
time in Air Force One than among the people of Africa, was of
little consequence here.’ In equally withering tones, the Sunday
Nation in Uganda (a country visited by President Bush) decided
that ‘if there were any opportunitics for Mr Bush to make a differ-
ence in Africa, no one can accuse him of taking them’.

And yet, Bush’s visit does have the potential to effect a radical
shift in Africa’s fortunes. An underlying agenda of the president’s
five-nation tour was the fact that, in the aftermath of September
11 and the war in Iraq, the United States is seeking alternative
sourccs of oil which are not subjcct to the instability of countries
such as Iraq and Saudi Arabia. Already the US receives more than
20 per cent of its oil imports from Africa and the US government
and private scctor are keen to increase Africa’s share. On this
assessment, Africa could become one of the world’s largest oil-
producing regions.

What worries Africans most about a boom in oil income is that
royaltics from African oil have a habit of ending up in the pockets
of local clites who then fight each other for the spoils, while the
remainder is spirited away across the sca by Western companices.

Three of Africa’s largest oil producers—Nigeria, Angola and
Equatorial Guinea—provide ample reasons for taking these
fears scriously. In the past decade, the number of people liv-
ing in poverty in Nigeria has doubled and, in 2003, Nigeria was
ranked second-to-last in Transparency International’s authorita-
tive Corruption Perceptions Index. According to the US-based
NGO, Catholic Relief Services, Angola earns $US4 billion a ycar
from its oil industry, but $US1 billion disappears into unknown

pockets, to say nothing of the country’s devastating civil war
which was funded with oil and diamond revenues. For its part,
Equatorial Guinea’s oil income has won it independence from aid
donors who once raised serious questions about the absence of
human rights protections in this autocratic one-party state.
Itis thercfore not surprising that local activists in Chad declared
10 October—the day of the ceremonial opening of a pipeline to
carry oil from Chad’s Doba Basin to terminals off the
Cameroon coast—to be a day of mourning.

urrorTERs OF THE Chadian project point to the 225,000
barrels of oil which will flow through the pipeline every day,
generating annual revenues of $US80 million in what is the
world’s fifth poorest country. World Bank figures suggest that, as
a dircct result of oil production, per capita income in Chad could
rise from $US250 per year to $US550 by 2005. The World Bank,
which has invested more than $US200 million in the project,
has sought to head off the usual disappearance of oil revenues
by ensuring that all income is paid into a London bank account
whose outlays are strictly supervised by a committee of Chadian
and international watchdogs. The World Bank also ensured that
the Chadian government pass a law whereby 80 per cent of oil
revenues must be spent on education, health, protection of the
environment, improving access to clean water, rural development
and infrastructure.

For all that, three years ago the Chadian government admitted
that $US5 million of its initial signaturc payment of $US25 million
was diverted to buy weapons for its war against northern rebels.
Pcrhaps more ominously than he intended, President Idriss Deby
announced at the pipeline’s opening that ‘the coming oil income
should not divert from our usual economic activities”.

Among other African nations with known oil rescrves, the
tiny island state of Saio Tom¢ and Principe has already experi-
enced a coup since bidding was opened for its offshore drilling
rights carlier this year.

Colonised and plundered of people and natural resources by
European powers, ruled over in many cases by corrupt, klepto-
cratic and violent governments, Africa is alrcady a continent
with a deeply felt consciousness of the perils arising from natural
riches and fragile independence.

It is the people of nations such as these—Guinea, Cameroon,
Angola, Chad and Sao Tomé and Principe—who will soon begin
to feel the consequences of the US-led war in Iraq. In the process,
they will be well placed to assess whether oil is a blessing, or the
curse that it has proved for the lraqi people. They will also dis-
cover whether America’s unprecedented focus on Africa is just
onc more example of African soil being plundered under the guise
of African enrichment.

From Niamey to Dakar, from Khartoum to Yaoundé¢, I have
heard pleas from ordinary Africans—directed at the interna-
tional community and at their own governments—that the
African people finally be allowed to chart their own destiny.
But Africans have reason to be sceptical. Far from the world’s
gaze, caught between the disappointments of their continent’s
past and visions of war over oil as their future, few believe
that Africa’s financial independence will finally bring power
to its people.

Anthony Ham is Eurcka Street’s roving correspondent.
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that transports the traveller into the elegant and utterly differ-
ent surroundings of Greenwich, with palace, observatory, muse-
ums. {Those seeking an alternative journey are directed to Iain
Sinclair’s marvellous novel, Downriver.)

For me, on the nothern side of the river, there had been the
romantic East London of small Hawksmoor churches, of flock
mills and spice warehouses that closed in on either side of the
street, of narrow alleys leading to stairs that went down to the
Thames. Each morning and evening Christopher Wren was
rowed across from the south bank and back to supervise the
building of St Paul’s from such embarkation places as these. Fu
Manchu went to ground in the East End. Sherlock Holmes knew
the terrain as, of course, did Jack the Ripper. Once I lobbed in a

pub in Shadwell to watch a race or two only to find, as I left, that
its address was Cable Street, where Mosley’s blackshirts dem-
onstrated against local Jews in the 1930s. Opening the door of
another pub, on a day when freezing sleet blew horizontally, I
was severely admonished by a stripper who had not wanted me
to come in from the cold and bring it along.

Much is changed now, but not the pubs which are oases in a
wasteland of mews and hideous apartment blocks that line both
sides of the river. Bulbous, glassy, often in brown brick with blue
trim, they must surely and rightly affront the Prince of Wales. On
this journey the first pub by the river is the Town of Ramsgate.
The building’s date is given as 1545. Wapping Old Stairs runs
alongside it. On this Sunday morning, as we paused for a first
half-pint, a routine of regulars was performing cockney. There
was talk of a ‘right Jack the lad’, of 157 per cent rum, of chanc-
ers and charlatans. In Britain, class is often a droll impersonation

of the attributes of the class to which the performers are

supposed to belong.
-» v E HAD LUNCH IN a riverside terrace at the back of the Pros-

pect of Whitby, where the bodies of traitors used to hang until
three tides had washed over them. Further on was the Grapes,
another intimate and narrow space that Dickens filled with life
and intrigue in his novel, Our Mutual Friend. But by now the
treats were over. No longer can one easily stroll the length of the
Isle of Dogs. It is built out with apartments and offices. Canary
Walk towers above them. There is a driverless light rail service
to Greenwich, which meanders through a maze of nondescript,
up-in-the-air stations.

With some initial relief we took a boat up the river, but
this trip gave a starker view of the blighted array of apart-
ment blocks, dourly facing each other from either bank. This
reach of the Thames has been made drabber than in its days of
romantic dilapidation when—if no other purpose was served—
black-and-white television cop shows found congenial sites
here. As the river winds around, one new building seemed to
pop up on each side by turns—a new, emerald green insurance
tower. Wilfully, as Thatcher’s acrid spirit lingers, London is
being built out.

There was one more reminiscent journey to take—to
Oxford. In the first week of October 1973, I had arrived from
Melbourne via Hong Kong and Israel and been taken to High-

bury to see Arsenal play {a 1-0 win, by penalty). As we left
the ground, a 72-point headline in the Evening Standard pro-
claimed ‘It’s War’. And it was—the Yom Kippur War, which I
had missed by a day. That made my first train trip to Oxford
appear to be even more of a journey into the past. On cue, a
vision of s; es seen so often before at second hand loomed
up, calmingly familiar. These days, one goes up and down to
London much more cheaply and conveniently by bus. In the
1970s the train was cheaper, but hardly easy. During the three-
day week imposed by Edward Heath no trains ran on Sunday.
Every late train back from London had an intolerable stop
and change at Didcot, where the cooling towers of its nuclear
reactor still smoke.

Once, on a rainy Sunday, I caught a bus from Victoria to Oxford.
It was so long ago that I was reading, with shock and admiration,
Thomas Keneally’s The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith. Somewhere
in the dark we stopped to take on a husband, wife, teenage son and
a very large dog. Next stop a young woman boarded, only to be
informed that the bus was full. She could wait an hour for the next
one. Her utterly reasonable remonstrance: ‘what about the dog?’
frayed into the night. The vile youth {middle-class voice, but what
was his family doing on a bus?) whinnied: ‘didn’t that woman know
that we paid half fare for Rupert?’

This time, I went by car, through the western outskirts of
London, bypassing Reading, detouring through Abingdon, miss-
ing Oxford altogether on a puzzle of ring roads. But there was
a signpost to the village of Middleton Stoney, where long ago I
had taught Shakespeare to senior secondary students. The Jersey
Arms, tarted up these days, had been an exacting trudge down the
road. We went on to Steeple Aston. It is near the former US F111
base of Upper Heyford. The infrastructure, which enabled many
Americans never to stray even so far as Oxford (20 kilometres
distant), remains. Friends of mine stayed at Steeple Aston in the
mid-1970s. It is a hilly village of narrow streets, with an ancient
church and the largest sycamore tree in England. Across the road
from my friends’ place lived Iris Murdoch and John Bayley. Once
I delivered a book to her, while on the morning of my Oxford
viva I watched with trepidation as Bayley, one of my examiners,
gambolled on the roof of his barn.

Steeple Aston boasts two pubs: a White Lion and a Red Lion.
The latter was my local. I had missed by less than a year the
departure of the long-term publican and his wife, but the new
owner welcomed us with Hook Norton ale and a beef and beer
pie. Thisisarichvillage, and some of the retired bourgeoisie use
the pub. At lunchtime, we saw another English class charade.
A gentleman ordered a pint and drank it while he smoked a
cigar. Thenhe ordered a cheeseburger, pedantically insistingon
what should and should not be in it. Now for the wine: Gevrey
Chambertin would do with the burger, after banter over
prices. We were far from the East End, but had only come
to a different theatre. In the words of Humphries’s Barrv
McKenzie: ‘I'll never get to the bottom of the Poms.’

Peter Pierce is Professor of Australian Literature at James Cook
University, Cairns.

DECEMBER 2003 EUREKA STREET 15






























conscience in Flanagan’s writing, a desire
to tell the stories that deserve to be told.
Studying law in his early 20s left an indel-
ible imprint on him. ‘Law was good for me
because it taught me a certain intellectual
discipline,” he says. ‘It taught me that when
the rules arce defined you won'’t get away
with bullshit. When the rules aren’t defined,
you will. When the rules are defined, good
minds will catch you out.

It also led me to think much more
seriously about the notion of witness and the

notion of evidence. Good report-

age is about the act of witness.’
COMMITMENT TO THESE themes is par-
ticularly important to Flanagan; they recur
throughout his writing, both in The Age and
in his books. ‘When 1 got into journalism,
onc of the things I found was that you can
speak for other people,” he says.

‘That became one of the really meaning-
ful things to me. Early on I met Ernie Dingo
and he said to me “White artists always see
themselves as being outside of the group but
black artists sce themselves as speaking on
behalf of the group”.

‘SoI've always taken incredibly seriously
the role of being the medium for other peo-
ple’s stories. And that’s a lot of what I've
done as a journalist, is just try to convey
other people’s stories I thought the public
should know. And try to get them to the
public. That’s a very intimate thing to do,
there are huge amounts of trust and you've
got to have this sensitivity and reception to
what other people are on about.’

That intimacy and honesty is reflected
in Flanagan’s writing about himself. Read-
ing In Sunshine or In Shadow, you feel you
have travelled with him on his quest to
establish a sensc of self. His wife, Polly, said
to him when she first read the book ‘It’s all
in there’. As a reader, you certainly get that
impression—he lays himself bare.

Growing up in Tasmania, with an Irish
convict background, Flanagan felt a strong
desire to connect with his ancestry, which
led him overseas in his early 20s. ‘I think
I'm actually a traditional man, it’s just that
I was brought up in a place where my tradi-
tion was absent and then I had to go looking
for my tradition,’ he says.

He travelled to Ireland on a kind of
pilgrimage to seek out his forebears and to
establish a connection, and found he still felt
like a tourist. After his return to Australia,
Flanagan started exploring this country and
travelled to northern Australia, which made

a huge impact on him. He was introduced to
Aboriginal people and culture.

‘The first people who understood my
dilemma, my inner restlessness, were
Aboriginal people. The last people on earth
who I expected to understand me under-
stood me. That'’s the great defining irony of
my life,” he says.

‘By exploring this country and the peo-
ple and its history I have a far larger sense
of what it mcans to be Australian. I'm not
ashamed to say I love this country and a large
part of the love [ have for it, this comes from
my relationship with Aboriginal people.

I just hope and pray that Australians,
black and white, [can] see, respect and hon-
our what is great in Aboriginal culture and
in the spirit of Aboriginal people, as dem-
onstrated by Uncle Banjo Clark, by Patrick
Dodson, by Archie Roach, by Joy Murphy
Wandin, by Auntie Beryl Carmichacl, by
many Aboriginal people I've met ... their
largeness of spirit, their compassion, just
s0 many qualitics about them I admire ...
I hope that Australians will not confuse
this largeness with the sort of behaviour

we have seen from certain ATSIC

leaders recently ...’
ASKED ABOUT WHAT might assist the

process of peace and reconciliation for Aus-
tralian people, Flanagan doesn’t profess to
having the answers. The bottom line, as he
sees it, is to act.

‘I'm sorry to keep bringing this back to
the personal but I can only do what I do. I
write a book, which is quite absurd. Which
is ultimately the story of three men going to
the football, one of whom is a Muslim, one
of whom is a Jew and one who comes from
a Christian background. It’s absurd. That’s
what I did. That’s why the war cry in that
book is John Kennedy’s famous half-time
address: Just do something. Just do.

‘I don’t have the vision that will rem-
edy the world but I do know that there’s an
energy that we can give one another that
will give us all a better show of doing things
we're proud of’

The themes of peace and the need for
respect for all people emerge again and again
in Flanagan’s writing. But it’s not preachy
or holier than thou: his stories simply tell
it how it is. Writing about good things and
good people can suggest that the writer is
somehow beyond question or doubt; Flana-
gan is concerned that people might make
such assumptions.

In Australia in 2003, there’s still a long

way to go towards achieving peacec. ‘As a
nation, there is both a growing conform-
ity and a dangerous blindness affecting our
national intelligence,” Flanagan says. ‘Over
the past scven years or however long it is
since Howard was clected, certain argu-
ments have triumphed that are spiritually
mean and intellectually deceitful’

Australia’s involvement in the most
recent Gulf War filled Flanagan with a deep
foreboding for this country: ‘I suppose what
offcnded me most was when 1 realised it
didn’t matter what Australians thought or
felt, they werc in it whether they liked it or
not. They were in it because of one man’s
cgo and understanding of the world.’

Even so, he has hope for the future. ‘I
have to be open to reality. I deny nothing.
I've looked at the horror of my own nation’s
history in the eye I believe and, ultimately,
haven't been defeated by it.

‘My vicw is that there will always be
war. I'm not an idealist in the sense that [
don’t think you can create an ideal world.
It scems to me that ideals are permanently
born and almost immediately they begin to
be corrupted. I take my faith from the fact
that they keep being rcborn and that’s the
process. What I do know from my recading
of history, [is that] situations, no matter
how bad they are, could always be a helluva
lot worse. And the energy that keeps them
from becoming so comes from us.’

Just after the start of the second Gulf
War, Flanagan went to watch AFL team
Hawthorn. Afterwards, he wandered into
a bookshop and found a pamphlet featuring
the writings of Martin Luther King. What
King espoused resonated for Martin Flana-
gan: ‘'His essays were what persuaded me
that peace, like love, has to be made. That’s
what we have to do.’

Martin Flanagan is currently working on a
stage adaptation of his book The Call, to be
performed by the Playbox Theatre in 2004.

Kerrie O’Brien is a freelance writer and editor.
Photo by Bill Thomas.

For rent, Melbourne: three nights to
three months.

Modern one-bedroom furnished
apartment in St Kilda.

Sunny courtyard, close to everything,
quiet street, car park.

Tel 03 9525 5324 or 02 4236 0551
email: gg@illawarra.hotkey.net.au
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w=d VEN THE MOST cONservative estimate
of poverty in Australia is sobering. At the
end of the 20th century, over one and a half
million Australians were living in poverty
in the midst of increased economic pros-
perity. Yet research into attitudes towards
poverty suggests that while few Austral-
ians dispute its existence in the country,
many fail to acknowledge it within their
community.

In 1999, the Brotherhood of St Laurence
conducted a study called Understanding
Poverty. Only 56 per cent of respondents
considered poverty in Australia to be a
significant problem. In fact, poverty was
placed last among eight prompted issues
as the most important facing the country.
In contrast, unemployment and the divide
between rich and poor were rated as major
concerns.

This apparent contradiction is an
example of what John Fox calls the ‘silo’
perception of poverty, where relations
between problems are not adequately ree-
ognised. Fox is the co-ordinator of social
planning at Hume City Council in Vic-
toria. He says that in reality the volume
of job advertisements is not an adequate
mecasurc of opportunity, and tends to pro-
mote assumptions that the poor aren’t
taking advantage of vacancies.

‘Tt’s not enough that the job is advertised,’
he points out, ‘but that people have the
chance to undertake education, have access
to transport, child care, things that make it
possible for them to take up the job.’

Fox asserts that there is a cultural
focus on individual responsibility, such
that community fails to understand why
some people are barred from employment.
‘We look at things, if you like, from the
individual out, rather than from society
in. Part of that is saying that the indi-
vidual is completely responsible, that the
individual can overcome any odds.’

Sally Jope, a social researcher on pov-
erty issuecs, believes that this emphasis
on individual behaviour feeds negative
images of the poor as welfare cheats. ‘If
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you talk about poor people,” she observes,
‘'you can individualise it and point out
shortcomings. You can distance yourself
from it. “Thosc pcople, there’s some-
thing wrong with them”. That sort of
approach.’

In this way, she says, distinctions
between ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’
are cultivated. The problem of poverty
becomes a problem of what to do with
the poor.

Jope believes that government relics on
such attitudes. ‘If we appreciated poverty
as a real issue,’ she says, ‘then there would
be budgetary implications, and govern-
ment is very much about withdrawing and
lcaving it to the market to sort out every-
thing.” She adds that this economic model
discriminates between those who e
capital and those who do not, and that
those with meagre resources find their
means being consistently diminished.

[t is not iust about resources, cither.
According t¢  1x, expectations about per-
sonal effort do not address the fact that
poverty affects diverse groups of pcople.
‘This isn’t about individual decisions,” he
says. ‘If it were, you wouldn’t have partic-
ular groups consistently being affected.’

It was with this thought in mind that
he helped design Hume City Council’s
inquiry focusing on these scctions of the
community most at risk of falling into
poverty—women (particularly as single par-
ents), Indigenous people, young people and
the elderly. ‘We want them to identify the
obstacles that prevent them from living the
life that they would choose,’ says Fox.

He suggests that because policy is
shaped by the extent to which issuces arc
raiscd in public discussions, some of these
obstacles may be underpinned by percep-
tions of poverty in Australia. “That comes
back to asking what poverty really is,” he
says. ‘Most people tend to use the absolute
model. Most people expect to see a person
literally homeless, in rags and starving.
That’s the image we have from the devel-
oping world.’

Mark Peel, author of the book The Low-
est Rung: Voices of Australian Poverty,
agreces. “The problem with poverty in a rich
country,” he says, ‘is that it will always be
contrasted with poverty somewhere clse.
While it would be ludicrous to claim that
in Australia there is poverty approach-
ing the magnitude of, say, many African
societies, so what? The problem is that a
number of people, which may or may not
be one million or two million, are living a
kind of privation and lack of opportunity
that is unjust.’

Peel suggests that this idca of relative
scale leads to the conclusion that it’s not
a problem, or that it’s a different one from
elsewhere. He notes that the poor person
overseas is not considered responsible for
his or her own suffering, as opposced to the
poor person in Australia.

‘In a rich socicty,” he explains, ‘people
want to believe that the poor have them-
selves to blame. There is a commitment
to the idea that class structure is a rough
estimation of your effort and valuc as a
person. That people who are at the top
of the class structurc are the best people,

and that those at the bottom arc
the worst people.’

EEL ATTRIBUTES SUCH ATTITUDES to the
kinds of stories and language uscd when
talking about poverty. The use of phrasces
such as ‘welfare dependency’ fosters the
perception that such language is the only
basis for conversation. According to Peel,
it is a conversation that does not acknowl-
edge that, for the most part, inheritance
and luck are instrumental to where one
ends up on the economic spectrum.

Despite the negative images, attitudes
towards the poor are not entircly cynical.
‘T think we tend to overexaggerate the
extent to which people’s hearts have
hardened,” says Peel. ‘Most people live
in this ambivalence, not quite sure, not
quite confronting, but not quite denying
it either. But if you ask them whether the
increasing gap between the rich and the






























SCREAMED, BRINGING THE relatives running, and setting the
dogs off howling in sympathy.

‘She’s blown a circuit, man,” I heard my computer-
wrangling nephew whisper. ‘Maybc  1e complete hard drive.’

‘Nal, she’s just scen something she didn’t like on the telly,’
said my son, keeping his wits about him, wresting the remote
from my rigid fingers and, with a practised motion, switching
channels. ‘Tea and Tim Tams should fix it.’

Later T was able to report that I'd seen the scariest thing
on TV, something that summed up the whole damn Area
51-ing, X-filing, grassy-knolling, crop-circling shebang. Little
did Rupert’s illuminati pals know that a clue for the masses
had slipped under their Echelon monitors when a hardly-
known and less-watched craft program on the Odyssey channel
let slip part of the Big Plot, the one where we all forget how to
read anything but self-help books and the phone bill.

The program was Treasure Makers, and they were teaching
you how to usc a book for its proper purpose, which was not
recading but, according to a ‘craftsman’, as domestic knick-
knackery. The genial hostess advised all us housewives to go
to sccond-hand bookshops and ask for the pretty, old ones,
with the hard backs. “Most of them can’t give them away,” she
beamed. Then you take them home and by divers evil arts turn
them into lamp bascs, photo frames and, oh, irony—bookends.
Craftsman grinned as he drilled through Fowler's Modern
English Usage, placing it at the top of the book corpses.
Some books you want to keep, of course: 1 couldn’t sce the
bookend choices, but I imagined Anna Karenina and Ulysses,
dr ed, glued and gelded to provide a support for Men are from
Muars, Women are from Venus, The Liver-Cleansing Diet, The
Celestine Prophecy and Rich Dad, Poor Dad. It was the worst
viewing moment in 2003 and it had plenty of competition.

Whatever else the record-keepers tell you about 2003,
the hottest, the direst, etc. (I meant to type ‘driest’, but let it
stand, let it stand), this year has been the shortest on record.
My records, that is. You know how you find yourself in the
supermarket scowling at those damn Easter eggs that pop up
straight after the January sales, only to be reminded by a pity-
ing checkout chick that it’'s March already? Well, the whole
year has been like that. My biorhythms must be slowing down
(just to use that term t s you how old Tam, doesn't it?) and my
int  al relativities are telling me that right now it ought to be
ab well, August. The whole year has gone whoosh.

But there’s a paradox to this internal time shift which
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Fast for varc

means that, although it feels like last Christmas was only
about four months back, it also seems like a year since Reggie
Bird walked o1 of the Big Brother house, and an absolute aeon
since Kath & Kim finished. And another aeon since the golden
age of Buffy vanished, leaving a void that Angel, the spin-off,
can't ever fill.

But enou_  of my temporally challenged flimtlammery:
suffice it to te  you that the only new word I learned this year
was bling and its variant bling-bling. It means flashy clothes
and jewellery 1at recall Dolly Parton’s quip that it costs a
whole lotta cash to look this cheap.

I've found this out by watching MTV with my son, who
has been educating me. Under his usually benign dictatorship |
have come to embody that line of Pope’s about first conden
ing, then tolerating, then finally embracing, because I am now a
big fan of Queens of the Stone Age, Justin Timberlake, Christina
Aguilera and The Black Eyed Peas. I have come to think that
music videos are groundbreaking art that shame pallid academic
conceptual artyfarts, and I can’t stop singing ‘Thanks for making

me a fighter” during the washing up—a lot of learning
in a very short year.

IHE WATCHING HAS been a bit different, then, from my us
fare of news, current affairs, docos and comedy. What did Tlike?
John Dovyle’s Marking Time, Buffy and Kath ¢ Kim, of coursc,
because they were brilliant. Queer Eye for the Straight Guy,
National Geographic Channel, Jamie’s Kitchen, Roy & HC,
Media Watch, John Clarke and Brian Doyle, and Inspector Rex
and the Movie Show. But I didn't like the stupid ignoramus-
pomposity of Survivor, the boring-to-distraction rcal ecstate
shows, or the cruel ill will of whoever at the ABC decided to
screen the James Hewitt documentary at the precise time that
young Prince Harry was visiting here.

This short year has a long obituary list, however. To the
angels went Gregory Peck, Katharine Hepburn, Johnny Cash,
Bob Hope, Nina Simone, Elia Kazan, Donald O’Connor, Buddy
Ebsen—all old and maybe ready, who knows? And think of
poor Barry White, Maurice Gibb and Robert Palmer, taken too
soon. But there were others who might find the company of
angels uncomfortable: Edward Teller, Idi Amin, and perhaps
Leni Riefenste eace to them all. And peace, pleasc God, and
goodwill to all of us left here.

Juliette Hughes is a freelance writer.









	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10
	Page 11
	Page 12
	Page 13
	Page 14
	Page 15
	Page 16
	Page 17
	Page 18
	Page 19
	Page 20
	Page 21
	Page 22
	Page 23
	Page 24
	Page 25
	Page 26
	Page 27
	Page 28
	Page 29
	Page 30
	Page 31
	Page 32
	Page 33
	Page 34
	Page 35
	Page 36
	Page 37
	Page 38
	Page 39
	Page 40
	Page 41
	Page 42
	Page 43
	Page 44
	Page 45
	Page 46
	Page 47
	Page 48

