











some not: ‘Gloria’ is their watchword. But the context
of the singing also embraces those socially marginal
figures, the shepherds, and its sequel includes mas-
sacre and refugeedom; the child in the straw is
already a figure of confrontation. The dying John
Donne, envisaging heaven, believed that he would
become part of a divine music, but was still learning
the hard way how onerous the attuning could be in
our present orchestral pit. He would, I think, have
contemplated the silver, inlaid lyre, smothered so long
and then disclosed, with instinctive understanding.

And Van Heemsberck’s spinner? Inescapably she
is shadowed by the motif of life as thread, a notion
kept modern by the gauging line to be seen, oscillat-
ing or stilled, on life-support systems. But I see her
too as a meeting point of the practical and the orna-
mental—the useful and the beautiful’, as was said in
the past of certain of the arts, including the arts of
the mind. She gazes with a direct seriousness out of
the picture, handsomely but not extravagantly clad,
patently geared to work for a long time, her wheel
turning at the snout of the stylish dolphin.

The wheel, the fibre, the trappings of other

exertions hung behind her, the textiles of her cap and
her costume—all of these speak of the work of gen-
erations, indeed of millennia, all the way back to the
needles of reindeer bone found in archaic caves, long
before the lyre was made in Ur. But their colours, and
the band of tapestry enclosing the fibre, and above all
the swish dolphin, an ornament to its ocean, applaud
the human taste for the abundant and the beautiful.
John Dryden said of Chaucer’s work, ‘Here is
God’s plenty’, which is as accurate as it is generous.
In the same vein, it is essential to Christian belief that
Jesus embodies God’s plenty—that he both is, and
lives out, a divine lavishness on behalf of humanity.
Represented often enough in the past and the present
under the sign of a fish, he might be seen here in the
token of the dolphin, who is locked to a task, but who
displays a plenitude which makes for joy. Perhaps the
two pictures before me could be encompassed with a
music for dolphins: if so, and in spite of the labours
and the pit, it would not be standing only for Chris'

Peter Steele sj has a personal chair at the University
of Melbourne.
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HE CHILD IN THE STRAW is already a figure of
confrontation’, writes Peter Steele sy in the Christimas
editorial above. His words bring you up sharp as you
make your way through the festoons and gilt stars that
are already (in November) tizzying up our streets and
shopping malls. Christmas is a paradoxical season:
joy fraught with anticipation. What will come next?
After the birth, how soon the death?

It’s a time when you look for reassurance, for the
comfort of friends and family. Listening over the past
month to so much reductive and warlike rhetoric,
from all sides, I've turned often, as though to a friend,
to hear something wiser, more measured. The friend
in mind has been Graham Little, Melbourne writer
and academic whose psychological acuity and broad
grasp of political moods were such a gift to anyone
wanting to understand where we are, how we got
here and where we might be going, politically and
morally.

Graham Little (who died in 2000) counted the
cost of political manoeuvring. He would delve where
others would pronounce, look for patterns, influences,

reasons, and in so doing help you understand the
complex weave of actor and event. He would have
had something to say about the photographs (by
Daniel Loughlin) on this month’s cover and on pages
14-15, of children whose apprenticeship is war.

The Palestinian child on the cover, in cadet
camouflage gear, is being led towards a demonstra-
tion in the West Bar  city of Ramallah. The pro-
test is against the sale of US weapons to Israel. The
youths in the photographs inside carry with them the
eloquent symbols of might and reckless determina-
tion—gun and slingshot. The echoes of the David and
Goliath story are strong but they are not sufficient to
elucidate this particular confrontation. Both of these
young man may well spend their lives in a struggle
marked more by the intransigence of old men than by
the pursuit of justice.

Eureka Street wishes for all our readers that the
blessings of the Christmas season will turn our minds
to peace, and to one another—wherever we live.

—Morag Fraser

DECEMBER 2002

FUREKA STREFT

B






NLY TWO IN EVERY five Australians have any memory at
allof the cumultuous Whitlam years, and evenfewerof the decade
before Labor came to government in which Whitlam made the
party clectable and brought it to power. Those who wonder
and care where the hell Labor is going—and wherc in heaven it
could go to—might find the 1960s worth a look again.

In the early '60s, Labor was in an even more parlous situa-
tion than now. The 1950s’ split had driven moderates out of the
party in many of the States; the rumps may have got the num-
bers (and lasting scctarian animosities) but few scemed focused
on achieving power. Labor held office, intermittently, in a
number of States, but in Victoria, South Australia and Queens-
land, State clection scemed as remote as federal victory—and
only partly because of gerrymanders. The factions and figures
who controlled the numbers in the party’s councils were union
heavies more concerned with maintaining their industrial
power bases than with winning federal office.

The Liberals nearly lost, federally, in 1961, not because La-
bor programs were attractive but becausce they had themselves
mismanaged the economy. But within two years, Menzies had
outflanked Labor on defence and on state aid, with the Labor
Party seeming almost to revel in its impotence. In 1966, in an
election over Vietnam, Labor had its worst cver defeat.

Gough Whitlam took over a party that had been out of
office for 17 years and out of touch for at lcast 12. Within three
years he brought it to the brink of success, and three years later,
took it into office. Opinions may differ about what he made of
power once he achieved it, but no one could suggest that, in
1969 orin 1972, any of the voters were in any doubt about what
he intended to do.

Whitlam had taken on the federal executive and power
structures of his own party. When this brought him under
attack, he appcaled beyond them to the wider party. He took
on party branches that had become completely corrupted and
dysfunctional. He formed key alliances with politicians who
distrusted him, but who came to believe that, with him, they
could win. He went outside the party to woo young people and
the middle classes, with the idea that Labor was not only about
union advancement but also about progressive idcas, not least
the idea that government could do more for disadvantaged
groups. But it was not all about bringing Aborigines and im-
migrants, students and feminists into the fold; there was as
powerful a message for the aspirational classes in the outer
suburbs—about education for their kids, sewerage for their
suburbs and proper planning and growth.

There were big messages and little messages, but they
melded together, and with only about a tenth of the current

The Whitlam way

number of staff workers and resources to make it happen. Even
then Whitlam could bore one witless with an enormous grasp
of the detail, yet inspire by the way in which policies here com-
plemented policies there, and all merged into the big picture.

In the House of Representatives, meanwhile, Whitlam
successively mastered Holt, Gorton and McMahon. Such par-
liamentary victorics may not have been directly reflected in
votes, but they created a mood among insiders and sapped the
morale of the other side.

Whitlam enjoyed a good run in the media, even if he faced
implacable hostility from the three most significant media
corporations and had the support of only a ({then) minor player,
Rupert Murdoch. His media success came becausche madenews,
and because he had carned the respect of the journalists (just as
McMahon, in particular, had carned their contempt). No-one
could have doubted that he could be arrogant as well as self-dep-
recating, coarse as well as classical, feline as well as grand. Yet
he had a vision that was on the wavelength; he was an articulate

promoter of ideals as well as ideas, and he was not
afraid of taking the clectorate into his confidence.

BEHIND WuitLam, of course, some clever operators were
working to script things for him, and to make luck turn his
way. Somec of it—arranging a helpful intervention by Arch-
bishop James Carroll on the State aid issue, for instance—was
at the time made to scem quite machiavellian. It seems pretty
tame compared with the modern scripted campaign in which
the leader is not allowed to meet members of the public, and
even journalists are scarcely permitted to know before which
confected group he or she will appear on the morn.

Opinions differ, of course, about the success of Whitlam'’s
government, and about the ultimate causes of its failure. But
30 years from the time of his becoming prime minister, he has
had a more lasting impression on government, and its idecas and
ideals, than any of his successors. And while, at times, cach
of those successors has made political mileage by claiming to
have learnt the lesson of Whitlam, or by laughing about his
mistakes, not one of them looks to command cither the place
in the history books, or in the national affections, of Gough.

Perhaps it is asking too much of a Labor leader, or a
Labor Caucus, to be up to Whitlam quality. Indeed it is not
necessary—the leader was sui generis. But even one who did
not want to walk his particular path to Calvary might think
that the Whitlam manner of preparing a party for victory had
something going for it.

Jack Waterford is editor-in-chief of The Canberra Times.
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‘small’ been a moral category? And were we not all
small embryos once? The carth is a very small planct
compared to the size of the universe. Mini Minor
owners have as much right to the road as those who
drive Toorak tractors. The mere fact that some-
thing is small should not disqualify it from moral
consideration.

The ‘¢ swroom’ argument—focusing on the
financial and prestige rewards that may be associated
with the commercialisation of embryonic stem cell
rescarch—is no ore ethically sophisticated. One
might well hope that financial and other emoluments
might ft  ow upon cthically acceptable resecarch, but
they are hardly a substitute for it. Scientific integrity

has, at least traditionally, put commitment to eth-
ical standards ahead of prestige, power and profit.
Either the ‘Showroom’ arguiment admits this prec-
edence and becomes recognised at best as a sup-
plementary, rather than an ethical, consideration,
or we have a totally new standard of what consti-
tutes cthics. ‘Greed is good, and the devil take the
hindmost in research competition.’

The sccond argument—'Rolls Royce’—focus-
ing on the ‘horsepower’ embryonic stem cells
have to cure disease, is a genuinely ethical argu-
ment. It is certainly a morally good thing to try to
cure disease, and there are at least some in prin-
ciple rcasons to believe that embryonic stem cells
may have this potential. I have said ‘in principle’
advisedly. Some distinguished scientists have
cast doubt on whether there really is as much
‘horsepower’ as has been claimed. They would
then ask a further question: even if there is any
likelihood of a cure for any of the suggested s-
eases, then surely a prerequisite for working with
human embryonic stem cells is that such a safe
cure, with prolonged effect, should be demonstra-
bly achieved in the appropriate animal model of
at least one of those discases? Such preliminary

evidence is required both on scientific and ethical
grounds in other human research. Why not in this
research?

But cven presuming this likelihood can be
cstablished with an appropriate animal model, two
further questions immediately arise. If it is a good
thing to cure discase even at the expense of destroy-
ing embryos, why isn’t it also a good thing to cure
disease by cloning e¢mbryos? Why not both thera-
peutic cloning and reproductive cloning? It docs
not requirc much imagination to contemplate sce-
narios where therapeutic or reproductive cloning
would scem to offer the best chance to cure diseasc,
particularly in the casc of children. Admittedly, at
present there are considerable safety issues in clini-
cal practice. But cloning scems to have been repu-
diated not just in practice but also in principle by
our politicians as totally morally repugnant. I have
some problems adjusting to the mentality of those
who would quite blithely destroy embryos but react
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with horror to the possibility of cloning. If the basic
principle of utilitarianism holds— ¢ end justi-
fies the means—then, I suggest, despite the solemn
asseverations of scientists and politicians, if curing
discasc at all costs is the end in view, we are only a
shortstep certainly from therapeutic cloning and then,

inevitably, from reproductive cloning.

The slippery slope is already greased!

IHE SECOND QUESTION relevant to the ‘Rolls
Royce’ argument concerns the notion of potential.
Supporters of this argument emphasise the potential
of en ryonic stem cells to cure discase. They admit,
however, that it may be five to 15 yecars before this
potential can be realised in clinical plications. But
presently we value embryonic stem cells preciscely
because of their potential. How, then, can we be
dismissive of one of the strongest arguments against
the destructive experimentation of human embryos,
nam - their inherent potential, despite their sm. -
ness (‘Mir - Minor’ againl, to become human beings
like ourselves? If potential is sauce for the goose,
why isn’t it sauce for the gander? To be sure, for the
potential of a human embryo to become a human per-
son requires a considerable ‘work up’ in the human
reproductive system. But even thc most enthusias-
tic proponents of embryonic stem cell research will
hardly deny that before the potential of these cells to
cure disease is realised, an extensive laboratory ‘work
up’ is also required. Why, then, is potential {‘Rolls
Royce’ horsepower!) so esteemed in one case, and so
dismissed in the other?

T1I tell you why,” you will reply. ‘It is because,
short of supplying surrogate wombs, the only rcal
potential which some of these embryos in storage
have death.” This leads us to the fourth argument,
the ‘Wreckers’ argument: ‘Some of t se embryos,
irrespective of their moral status, are destined to suc-
cumb in any event. Isn’t it better to “redeem” their
dying by using them in stem cell research?’ Before
answering this question {and laying aside the ‘Han-
nibal Lecter’ and ‘Concentration Camp’ implications
of answering in the affirmative), p ; we should
reflect for a moment on the initic rreed moral
status of these embryos. When they were put into
storage they were presumably regarded by all who
participated in the IVF process—parents, tech
cians, specialists—as potential human beings. They
were stored precisely in such a way as to maint:
that poter  al against the possibility that they might
be rcquired, and be suitable, for a sccond or further
embryo transfer by the parents. What transforms
them overnight, then, into mere ‘laboratory mate-
rial’? A decision of the parents that they are no longer
required? A decision of COAG? Hardly!

Of course, we do this sort of thing with cars. A
model becomes obsolete, and we cannibalise it or
consigni the wrecker’s yard. What motivates this?
The market. It’s not that the car no longer functions,



or that there aren’t examples of the same model out
on the roads. But it's all part of the way in which
we treat ‘products’ in a market economy—that is,
commoditics designed by us for our use, and obsolcte
when a better model comes along. But we do not treat
human beings in this way—not life-term prisoners,
not even the criminally insane, not the demented,
not those affected by Alzheimer’s, not the dying. Even
though organ transplants might be more effective
if the organs were harvested from living donors, we
would not contemplate visiting this indignity on the
dying, cven on prisoners on death row. How then can
we contemplate doing this to embryos? Embryos arc
the resources that modern reproductive scicnce has
formed, cultivated and so carefully frozen and stored
with the view to their being required—and remaining
suitable—to be transterred to the maternal uterus
and develop their full potential as mature human
beings? Have we so commodified human life that
we can treat it merely as a product in the market?
Rather than ‘making a virtue out of necessity’ by
using these embryos in destructive experimentation
or ‘redceming their dying’, aren’t we visiting on
them the final indignity? The ‘they are going to dic
anyway’ argument only obtains purchase if we treat
embryos as commodities in the market rather than as
potential human beings. For those involved in IVE, in
particular, this seems, at the very least, paradoxical.
The final argument that has cmerged in the
coursc of the last seven months is the ‘Salesmen’s
Solidarity’ argument. As I have suggested, this is a
fallback position from the pre-eminence originally
claimed for the therapeutic applications of embry-
onic, as opposed to adult, stem cell research. How-
ever, while in theory embryonic stem cells may have
wider clinical application, in practice it would seem
therc are significant complications and difficultics.
There are, of course, also difficulties in adult stem
cell clinical applications, and uncquivocal clinical
trial results—even in animal models—are yet to be
established. The argument, then, is that both lines of
rescarch should be pursued until more
definitive results are forthcoming.
Now, IF IT COULD be established by independent
moral argument—for example, by ‘Rolls Royce’ and
‘“Wreckers’ discussed above—that there was nothing
to choose from a moral point of view between embry-
onic and adult stem cell research, then it could be
argued that both forms of research should proceed
apacc. But while there has never been any moral
objection to adult stem cell research, the moral force
of the arguments for embryonic stem cell rescarch are
at best tendentious. The argument from smallness
{‘Mini Minor’} is not only specious in itself, but is at
odds with the second argument (‘Rolls Royce’), which
stresses the great potential that embryo-derived stem
cells have for curing disease. Arguing from potential,
however, is not an unmixced blessing. On the one

hand, the utilitarian principle underlying this version
leadslogically to therapeutic and reproductive cloning,
conclusions apparently to be repudiated by scientists
and politicians alike. On the other hand, it gives
more than a little further colour and substance to the
argument of those who oppose destructive rescarch
on embryos because they are viewed not just as a
potential resource for curing discase but as potential
human beings in their own right. Finally, as I have
indicated, the "Wreckers’ argument (‘irrespective of
the moral status of the ecmbryo, some of them are
going to die anyway’) leads to the commodification
of human life. It also leads to the acceptance of a very
questionable and arbitrary overnight change in the
moral status of embryos in storage—from potential
human beings to mere ‘laboratory material’.

Once again, in this ‘Salesmen’s Solidarity’ argu-
ment, we have an example of the classic utilitarian
argument that a good end—in this case, assisting
adult stem cell rescarch—justifies a morally tenden-
tious means: destructive research on cembryos. It
would, T believe, be a matter of considerable regret
should this be enshrined as a principle of scientific
rescarch.

An cminent member of the scientific com-
munity has spoken out strongly against what he
claims are the absolutist attitudes of the ‘Catholic
Taliban’. 1 believe that what we are sccing in the
context of the current dchate is the emergence of a
‘Scientific Taliban’ no less absolutist in its dogmas
than its Catholic counterpart. Its cardinal axiom is
the utilitarian principle enunciated above: ‘The end
justifies the means.” And associated with it, virtually
as a corollary, is the following creed: “The ends to be
pursucd at all costs are scientific power and prestige
and the commercial rewards conscequent upon them.
It follows, then, that if anything can be done to
realise these ends, it must be done. If this quest
requires that human life be treated no differently
from other animate or inanimate cxistents, then so
be it. And finally, in this particular context, whatever
the consequences, Australian rescarch in the arca of
stem cells must not fall behind overscas rescarch
in exploring all possible avenues of scientific and
commercial success.’

Like all absolutist dogmas, this combination
of axiom and corollarics appeals in its simplic-
ity and dircctness. But also like most dogmas, as 1
have indicated, it is both flawed and paradoxical.
Rather than subscribing to this creed and visiting
the final indignity of destructive experimentation
on these embryos which we have abstracted from
their proper environment, proliferated, frozen and
generally commodified, may we not redeem our
own humanity by allowing them to succumb with
dignity?

Bill Uren s) is Hospital Ethicist at Mater Health
Services in Brisbane.
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capital, attempting to cke out an existence
until conditions improve. These communi-
tics are placing an enormous strain on food
scrvices: the World Food Program recently
announced a huge funding shortfall. Even
with the glut of humanitarian agencies
currently inside Afghanistan, the risk of
famine is frighteningly real.

While the UNHCR has underscored the
1.4 million refugee returnces since March,
there has been little analysis of the num-
bers coming back to Pakistan, often under
the protection of people smugglers. These
‘reeyclers’ [a term coined by the UNHCR
to identify returnees illegally sccking sec-
ondary assistance) are believed to number
more than onc third of all refugees proc-
cssed under the repatriation scheme. The
UNHCR has recently introduced stricter
criteria for cligibility, which has done little
to casc the burden on the vulnerable refu-
gee population. Prospective returnees must
now give an assurance that they will not
return to their country of exile. To ensure
compliance, familics have to destroy their
mudbrick homes within the refugee camp
as a final, compelling test of their commit-
ment to a new life in Afghanistan. Women
must remove their veils to be photo-
graphed, in order to satisfy new standards
of verification. This causes significant dis-
tress in a country with strong (and often
pragmatic) cultural traditions. The initia-
tives arc apparently designed to strengthen
the will of ‘genuine’ refugees. They also
have the potential to jeopardise the legiti-
mate rights of individuals to claim asylum
in cases of ‘genuine’ persccution and dep-
rivation.

In logistical terms, the repatriation
process has been carried out swiftly and
cffectively, with no scrious disruptions
to the operation. However, in humanitar-
ian terms the bencefits are harder to judge
and quantify. You could say that the refu-
gee problem has been shifted rather than
solved, and there is now little scope for
long-term, integrated development.

Last weck, the Kacha Ghari school
was demolished. The newspapers carried
picturcs of young children pounding the
remnants of their homes with sledgeham-
mers, obliterating all signs of their mcagre
cxistence. The fate of the children, many
of whom arc orphans, is as yet unknown.
As winter approaches, Jamila’s optimism is
beginning to wane. A cold wind blows hard
against the light of cducation.

—Ben Fraser

Carbon queries

ANYONE WHO THOUGHT that tackling global warming would be a straight-
forward matter of trec-planting and encrgy-efficient technology is in for a rude
shock. New Scientist recently reported three detailed studies of the activity of
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. If the substance of thesc is confirmed,
some of the scientific pillars of the Kyoto Protocol are looking decidedly
wobbly.

The first results from CarboEurope—a continent-wide program pioncering
rescarch into where carbon ends up—show that new forests actually release more
carbon into the atmosphere than they absorb for at least the first 10 years, and
sometimes forever, depending on the environment. The problem is that clearing
land forplantingstimulates ¢ soil torelease a surge of carbon dioxide (CO,) from
rotting vegetation into the atmosphere. And contrary to conventional wisdom,
old forests accumulate more carbon than young plantations. So it makes sense
to conserve natural forests, rather than chop them down and replace them.

But the Kyoto Protocol is based on countrics offsctting increased CO; emis-
sions by planting trees. It even makes it profitable in some cases to tear down
old growth and replace it with new. While there are other benefits of planting
trees, such as decreased erosion and long-term carbon absorption, the terms of
the Kyoto Protocol might have to be adjusted.

Meanwhile, the relative worth of petrol and diesel ¢ngines is being re-
thought. Europcan countrics {except Britain) have been encouraging the more
efficient diesel. But diesel engines pump out soot, which recent research shows
may be vastly more greenhouse-active than CO,, because it absorbs heat. A
recent American model shows that in the short term it might be better to stick
with petrol engines—until we switch to a genuinely clean alternative, such as
hydrogen.

And again, long-haul aircraft tly through the thinner atmosphere at high
altitudes because less fuel is used, pumping out less CO,. But high-level flight
causes planes to form contrails of water vapour and ice in their wake. These
are greenhouse-active, trapping heat and reflecting radiation. We are now at the
point where the CO; saved by flying high is more than balanced by the increase
in contrails—it may soon be hetter for the environment to fly at a lower altitude
and emit more CO,.

Does this mean that Kyoto is all wrong and founded on a fallacy? Well, yes
and no. Things are a little more complex in the atmosphere than we thought.
But global warming is a reality, and the aims of Kyoto and the strategy of get-
ting countries to work together on climate change are still the best ways of
alleviating the problem.

This experience is typical of the way science works. The initial research
wasn’t wrong—ijust preliminary. The goal of scientific investigation is not
really to provide right or wrong answers, but a model of how the world works,
so we can predict what’s likely to happen. Every new piece of rescarch, success-
ful or unsuccessful, refines our working model. The atmosphere works differ-
ently from the way we thought, but that doesn’t mean that a dramatic decrease
in greenhouse gases is unnccessary. We just have to update our approach.

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer.
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particularly as slabs of evidence given at
the trial and the final inquiry are sung.
Although the rock painting of Kurrpanggu,
the devil dingo, contributes to a mythic
framework, the opcra remains firmly
anchored in the world of courtroom drama.
There is no exploration of the relationship
between Lindy and husband Michael—
indeed, there is minimal dialogue between
them—and, while one appreciates the
reason for this, it points to the essential
limitations of Lindy as a piece of operatic
storytelling. The sacred presence of Uluru
is important at the beginning of the opera,
but we lose sight of it as the courtroom
drama takes over.

An essential element in the drama is
the role of the ‘Media Mongrels’, repre-
sented by a chorus of up to cight singers
who jeer from the sidelines.

The almost jokey nature

of this commentary is sug-

gested by the program notes

that describe the beginning

of the trial: “The Media Mon-

grels are all lined up in the

courtroom. They give Lindy

heaps.” At another point

they cavort around the stage,

obscencly  imitating the
now-pregnant Lindy. These

grotesque interventions

may be designed to unsettle

the audience (according to

Henderson, ‘there’s a little

bit of dingo in all of us’) but,

for me at least, they lack any sense of sus-
tained menace; and the libretto as a whole
is so busy that Moya Henderson’s music
never quitc breaks free of its constraints.

Yet Henderson has provided her char-
acters with very singable vocal lines, and
Joanna Cole as Lindy rises to the occasion
with a developing performance that did
the work proud. Her clear, authoritative
soprano scems absolutely right for the part,
and her characterisation is assured. The
opera concludes with Lindy on stage alone,
vindicated at last, as she ‘walks out of the
stifling darkness into the light’.

It may scem appropriate that David
Hobson’s much lighter tenor voice is
overshadowed by Lindy’s soprano: while
Michacl is an essential part of the Azaria
story, the opcra gives him little scope for
character development. Barry Ryan is suit-
ably hostile as the prosccuting counsel, and
Elizabeth Campbell as the defence counsel
(a bit of gender reallocation here in the

interests of vocal balance) is warm-voiced
and sympathetic. The cast of sixteen
{including two children as Aidan and Rea-
gan) work hard to bring the piece alive.

The first-night audience gave it an
enthusiastic reception (particularly for
Cole and Hendcrson) and, before the per-
formance, that other key player in the
history of the opera, Simone Young, was
given a standing ovation when she entered
the theatre. Four performances were sched-
uled, at least putting it ahead of Richard
Mills’ Batavia which last year had to make
do with two.

Speaking of Lindy Chamberlain-
Creighton, Henderson concludes her pro-
gram note with the words ‘LINDY LIVESY
But what of the opera? Will it live to sec
another day? Is there any chance of it trav-

elling to Melbourne in 2004 or of being
revived in Sydney? Knowing the record of
Opera Australia, we should not hold our
breath.

But it would be a pity if this were the
end of it all. According to Deborah Jones
in her review for The Australian, the 1997
version of Lindy had three acts, two inter-
vals and more than two-and-a-half hours of
music.

Perhaps thought should be given to
restoring some of that narrative weight to
the opera, to give the music more room to
grow. If the story of Lindy’s emergence on
to the stage proves anything, it is that an
opera is not made in a day.

—John Rickard

This month’s contributors: Ben Fraser
works with Australian Volunteers Inter-
national and is currently based in Kabul,
Afghanistan; John Rickard is an honorary
professorial fellow at Monash University.
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0sT AUSTRALIANS believe there is a crime
wave in this country. We¢ have been manipulated by
the headlines of tabloid newspapers, the shock tactics
of talkback radio hosts, and the false advertising and
posturing of political partics anxious to achieve or
maintain power. The result 1s that many Australians
now think there is only one way to deal with offend-
crs: lock them up and throw away the key.

The pre-clection debate about ¢rime and punish-
ment in Victoria mirrored closcely what has happenced
in recent years in State clection campaigns all around
Australia. Political lcaders, supported by popular
commentators, have suggested that crime has risen

amatically and that criminal sanctions are not
tough enough.

There is little room in this popular debate for
rcasoned argument, accurate knowledge or reliable
statistical information. Everyone is an expert in the
ficld, and few bother to look at the facts.

Crime and imprisonment rates

Already there has been a dramatic increase in the
naticnal adult imprisoniment rate, according to the
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), the most reli-
able source of data available on this arca.

In the decade from 1999 to 2000, there was a 32
per cent increase in the rate of imprisonment—from
112 to 148 per 100,000 of the adult population. This
represented an increase of 52 per cent in the total
prison population—from 14,305 in 1990 to 21,714
in the year 2000 (ABS 4517.0, ‘Prisoncrs in Australia’
June 2001). This rate of increase has been sustained
over the last two years.

Within the national prison population, there
is a shocking over-representation of disadvantaged
minority groups, including Indigenous pcople. Cur-
rently Indigenous Australians make up 20 per cent
of our total prison population. That amounts to an
imprisonment rate 15 times the non-Indigenous
rate {ABS 4512.0, ‘Corrective Services, Australia’,
September 2001).

The cost of imprisonment continues to increasce
year by year, as does the cost of every form of institu-
tional carc or residential service. Imprisonment costs
vary according to the level of security of the facility—a
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minimume-sccurity cell comes in at about $30,000 per
annum, a top-sccurity cell at $120,000. Nationally,
the recurrent expcnditurc on corrective  scervices
totalled $1.5 billion for 2000-2001, with $1.3 billion
being spent annually on the operation of the country’s
96 prisons. Such costs do not reflect the quality of
the accommodation, but rather the costs of sccurity
installatic s, including wages of prison officers.

It is also clear from the most reliable sources that
there has not been a significant increase in serious
crime across Australia, despite repeated assertions
to the contrary, and the presentation of misleading
figures by groups who have a clear partisan agenda.
Certainly there has been no increase commensurate
with the 52 per cent increase in the national prison

»

|

population recorded during the last decade.

It is instructive to note that the majority (52 per
cent) of those imprisoned in Australia today have
not been convicted of a violent offence (ABS 4517.0,
‘Prisoners in Australia’, June 2001).

Nationally, there has been a significant increase
in assaults, but this increase reflects the increasing
rate of reporting of incidents of domestic violence
and scexual assault in recent years. Indications are
that it is not the offences that have increased, but
rather the preparedness of victims to report them to
the authorities.

Most Australians would be amazed to learn that
there has not been a significant increase in the homi-
cide rate in Australia for over 100 years {ABS 4510.0,
‘Recorded Crime, Australia’, May 2002). In 1915, the
homicide rate was 1.8 per 100,000. In 1998 it was 1.6
per 100,000. During the intervening years, it hita low
of 0.8 during 1941, and a high of 2.4 in 1988 {‘Crimc
and Justice’, Adam Graycar, Year Book Australia,
2001).

Smuall increases in the last few years in the homi-
cide rate ¢ explained by the increase in charges of
attempted murder 1 culpable ¢ ing resulting
death. Between 1993 and 2001, while the number
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of victims of murder increascd slightly—from 296
to 306—therc was a slight decrease in the rate per
100,000 of the population—from 1.7 to 1.6 victims
{ABS 4510.0, ‘Recorded Crime, Australia’, May
2002).

In some areas scrious criminal activity has
incrcased. Robberies more than doubled between
1993 and 2001. This increase, and the higher rates
in crimes such as theft from motor vchicles, can
be clearly linked to the increased use of illegal sub-
stances during the last 10 years.

Value for money?
The question to be asked of the State and Territory
Governments around Australia is this: if there has

not been a proportionate increase in serious crime
in the last decade, why should the Australian com-
munity be prepared to pay for a 52 per cent increase
in the prison population, at an average annual cost of
around $50,000 per person?

It appears that the majority of those incarcerated
have at least one previous period of imprisonment.
Of those prisoners who were serving a sentence when
the 2000 Australian Prison Census was taken, 56
per cent had previously served a prison sentence. For
Aboriginal prisoners, the proportion was 76 per cent
{ABS 4517.0, ‘Prisoners in Australia’, Junc 2001).

So what the ordinary taxpayers should be asking
their State and Territory Governments is this: if our
corrcctional system is so disappointing in terms of
deterrence, and if the vast majority of those sent to
prison rcoffend following their release, why as a com-
munity are we spending an increasing percentage of
the government dollar on constructing and operating
new prisons? Why do we not, as a community, exam-
ine the effectiveness of our prison systems to ensure
that we are getting the required resules? If we saw
equivalent poor results in the education or health
systems, we would demand a better deal. Austral-
ian people, it scems, want value for their money,

nishment

Australia should move from retributive justice to restorative justice,

argues Peter Norden.

and practical, usctful outcomes from government
services in almost cvery arca of civil society—
except the prison system.

It is not possible to have such dramatic and
costly increases in the use of imprisonment over a
decade and still maintain other essential community
services, particularly in the arcas of health, education
and welfarc.

It is about time we left behind our penal heritage,
with its focus on retribution through punishment, and
raised our expectations of the correctional services in
the various States and Territories of Australia.

Recently, the US Department of Justice released
figures that indicated that the current Amecrican
prison population had rcached a total of 2.1 million

citizens. More than four times that number were
on some other form of supervisory order within the
community. The highest ratc of imprisonment was
in the State of Louisiana—800 for every 100,000
citizens—indicating that onc in every 125 citizens
was in prison at any one time. At the recent national
conference of Catholic Charities USA, held in
Chicago, one of the papers documented a disturb-
ing development: the Louisiana Departiment of
Corrections has begun using the rcading score of
grade five and six students in public schools to pre-
dict the growth in the number of prison cells necding
to be constructed in 10 years’ time.

Citizens in Louisiana might be prepared to sup-
port expansionary prison policies rather than invest
in the future prospects of primary-school children,
but are Australian citizens going to be led into such
misguided social policy? Are they ready to be manip-
ulated by vested interests, including the private
prison industry?

At the moment Victoria, for example, has the
highest rate of private prison cells of any jurisdic-
tion in the world, with more than 40 per cent being
operated by private interests, largely owned by
sharcholders in the United States. If there were any
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place in the wo 1 where private prison firms might
be prepared to lobby governments and media outlets
for an expansic ry prison policy, it would be the
State of Victoria.

Incarceration of the mentally ill

The National Survey of Mental Health and Well-
Being, conducted by the ABS in 1997, found that
almost one in five Australians aged 18 years or more
met criteria for mental disorder at some time dur-
ing the 12 months prior to the survey. It also found
that only 38 per cent of people with a mental disorder
had used health scrvices. These results suggest a large
and unmet need for mental health services. Among
this group, young Australians are the most highly
represented.*

Throughout Australia today, thosc with a mental
illness compounded by a problem of substance mis-
use are usually cxcluded from treatment when they
finally approach either a mental health service or a
drug treatment unit. Mental heal — services say that
they cannot deal with the substance use; drug serv-
ices explain that they are not equipped to deal with
the symptoms of mental illness. In consequence,
many young Australians arec now the victims of what
is called ‘ping-pong therapy’—Dbecause our existing
health services do not have the capacity to respond
in an effective way.

Policy makers at all levels of government have
many reasons to be concerned about young peo-
ple with such a dual disability. They arc at risk of
becoming homeless and of being incarcerated within
criminal justice institutions. Once within those
institutions, their condition is rarely diagnosed, and
only a very small percentage ever receives any drug
treatment or behaviour-change therapy.

Recent comparative studics of mental health
expenditure found that Australia spends about half
the amount that equivalent Western countries spend.
Poor community mental health services inevitably
lead to an increase in sclf-medication by a grow-
ing number of young Australians. The consequent
increase in illegal substance use in turn leads to a
rapid intlation of the prison populations in all States
and Territories of Australia (NSW Parliamentary
Inguiry into Mental Health Services, Sydney 2002).

Much of the recent dramatic increase in the Aus-
tralian prison p ulation can be explained by recog-
nising this nexus between untrcated mental health
nceds, subsequent illegal use of drugs as a form of
sclf-medication, and the eventual intervention by
instrumentalities of the criminal justice system.

Imprisonment is much more expensive than
community mental health care, and—morc impor-
tantly—it is less effective.

Public preoccupation with punishment

There has been a significant shift in the  >licy _ ‘he
in recent years. Public understanding of the role of
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the criminal justice system, and the prison system in
particular, has changed. The ideal of treatment and
rehabilitation has lost much of its public support,
displaced by an increased emphasis on punitive sanc-
tions. Public debate about crime and punishment has
taken on a strong emotive tone. Compassion for the
needs of the less fortunate has been replaced by an
almost exclusive concern for the needs of the victim
and a determination to punish the offender.

The new cmphasis on victims’ rights (itself a
reaction to neglect) and the growing sensc of personal
fear and insecurity has led to such draconian legisla-
tion as indeterminate sentencing, even for juvenile
offenders. In the United States we have seen the re-
emergence of such punitive measures as the death
penalty, chain gangs and corporal punishment, and in
Britain, the publicly available paedophile register and
the requirement that those doing community service
wear uniforms and undertake demeaning labour.

Not only has crime policy taken on an emotional
tone, it has also now become highly politicised. The
earlier bipartisan political approach has disappeared,
and opportunistic political leaders now cngage in a
populist debate that does not recognise the need to
refer to statistics, costs or actual outcomes. Expert
and professional opinion is now relegated to a lower
place on the scale of intluence, behind so-called ‘pub-
lic opinion’, as expressed on talkback radio shows
and in newspapcr vote lines.

In such a social climate, intensified by the events
of September 11, fears and insecuritics, particularly of
the elderly (who arc always the least likely to become
the victims of crime), can be orchestrated into a perpet-
ual state of anxiety and a false sense of public crisis.

Restorative justice

The issue of crime and punishment occupied the
mind of society long before Dostoyevsky wrote
his famous novel. Australians have continued this
debate, sometimes basing their retlections on knowl-
edge and cxperience, guided by statistical research
and information. But increasingly, their responses are
based in raw emotion following the publicity given to
a notorious crime.

The call for increased police numbers and harsh
penalties does not appear to be mod  ited by the fact
that such approaches have little impact on crime.
Twenty ycars ago in New Zcaland, the sentence of
corrective training was introduced to take the place
of borstal and other forms of youth prison. It was
designed as an alternative to longer-term impris-
onment, a ‘short, sharp shock’ for young offenders
between the ages of 16 and 19. It was a style of boot
camp in which young criminals were pulled out of
their beds at an early hour, worked hard, and at the
cnd of the three months were automatically released.
It cmphasised discipline, health and fitness.

The Justice Department evaluated this form of
sentencing in 1983 and found that 71 per cent of the



trainees were re-convicted within a year of release
(Restore, No 21, Christchurch, New Zealand). A
five-year follow-up study in 1997 found that, of all
persons convicted in 1988, 92 per cent had reoffended.
One would expect that findings of this nature would
convince people that prison of this kind does not work.

Equally, increasing police numbers will not auto-
matically reduce the crime rate. Dr Don Weatherburn,
the Director of the New South Wales Bureau of
Crime and Statistics, was quoted in The Australian,
30 September 2002, as saying: ‘Police can’t control
the rise in child neglect and abuse, the growth in
long-term unemployment, the fall in school reten-
tion rates, the growth in portable consumer goods or
the spatial concentration of poverty. Yet, there’s good
reason to belicve all of these factors are contributing
significantly to Australia’s crime problems.’ {See also
‘Unequal In Life: the Distribution of Social Disadvan-
tage in Victoria and New South Wales’, Jesuit Social
Services, 1999.)

There is another approach that the Australian
community and our political leaders could take. It is
called ‘restorative justice’.

Restorative justice is concerned with bringing
about reconciliation and healing and ensuring that
the views of all parties are heard. It secks the views
of the victim, the offender, and other members of the

community who could be regarded as stakeholders
following the report of a criminal offence.

Restorative justice secks personal accountabil-
ity, notable by its absence in our present criminal
justice system. It also secks to create opportunities
for better human interaction, and for the healing of
wounds, especially the wounds of victims, who often
feel unrecognised and unsupported in our existing
structures.

Restorative justice makes reparation, rather than
punishment, a central concern. Where it is being
implemented, restorative justice has brought about
a reduction in the rate of offending and in prison
numbers.

How refreshing it would be to discover an Austral-
ian politician with responsibility for shaping criminal
justice policy, who was also committed to implement-
ing reform that incorporated restorative justice princi-
ples. Restorative justice is a positive approach to the
complex issue of crime and punishment and it could
enhance the quality of life of all Australian citizens

Peter Norden sy is the policy director of Jesuit Social
Services (]SS} and the convenor of the Victorian
Criminal Justice Coalition.

*For more information see ‘Heroin Use as a Form of Self-
Medication’, on the |SS website: www.jss.org.au
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SAKAH LOUVE

Contemporary myths and working with women

HE WOMEN’S SONG is almost deafening, echo-
ing off the concrete walls. ‘“This AIDS is killing,’ they
sing as they file in from the dusty yard, ‘but together
we can make a change.’

More than 40 women press into the tiny hall,
lining the walls three deep. They are resplendent in
red pleated skirts and white T-shirts that proclaim
‘Community against AIDS’. The singing shifts into
prayer, call-and-response style, before stopping
abruptly for the reports to begin. Women step to the
front, holding up butcher’s paper that records their
week’s work: the number of AIDS patients cared
for, the number of clinics and townships visited, the
number of condoms distributed. Then the women
pack into a minibus hired for the occasion. We follow
to a nearby township to see them in action.

We are in the Thoyandou valley, in Limpopo
province, South Africa. Just north of these blue hills
lies the Zimbabwe border, and through them cuts
the main highway linking South Africa’s lucrative

goldmines to the rest of the continent. It is a conduit
for workers, goods and—Ilike highways everywhere—
sexually transmitted disease.

Many people here survive by working as farm
labourers, but the wages are low and the work sea-
sonal. A lot of men work in the mines or other
industries around Johannesburg, and return home
just once a year. Under apartheid, Thoyandou was
the administrative capital of the Venda homeland.
There were many more Afrikaners here then, living
in the pleasant suburbs that ring the busy town cen-
tre. These days there are few white faces, and usually
they belong to farmers who are holding on grimly to
their acreage. Most other Afrikancrs moved to Pie-
tersburg or Jo’burg—or left South Africa altogether,
often for Australia—some time in the past decade.
Their former homes and overgrown gardens are now
occupied by the small Venda middle class, and by
non-government organisations like the Centre for
Positive Care (CPC).
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It is CPC’s coordinator, Mashudu Madadzhe,
who now steers the four-wheel drive ute around
curves in the dusty red road. As she drives, she talks
about these women, her peer education team, most
of whom were once sex workers. Sex work, she
explains, has long been accepted as part of the local
culture. It is onc of the few options for poor women
during high unemployment. It is also a major factor
in the spread of AIDS. Labour migration is another
factor, Mashudu says, because men will often have
other partners in the city.

When 1 ask why CPC deliberately recruits sex
workers, Mashudu's answer is surprising. ‘1 think sex
workers arc the most powerful women in any com-
munity—the way they negotiate. They don’t mind
going to the bars to talk to men. When you build their
morale, you will sce they are very strong women.’

The program insists that if peer educators want
to help spread the message about safer sex, they need
to lead by example. ‘'When we started, we were not
ceven allowed to enter people’s homes,” Mashudu
says. ‘We targeted bus stops, shops and workplaces.
We'd do street theatre, and people would come.’
Now, she says, the peer educators are women of high
status in their communities, and people clamour for
them to visit their homes.

We arrive in the township—a grid of steep, rocky
streets lined with identical two-room brick houses,
cach with a tap out front and a pit toilet behind. The
women pile out, singing already, and a crowd soon
builds. The meclodies are church songs and freedom
songs from the anti-apartheid cra, adapted for a sater
sex message. ‘Condomise, condomise,” they sing—a
new verb to me, but the meaning scems clear to their
audience. Some of the women pull on trousers and
hats, others tlowery dresses, to act out a play explor-
ing issucs including alcohol abuse, domestic violence
and HIV/AIDS.

The basic facts about HIV/AIDS in South Africa
arce shocking: around onc in five adults lives with the
virus; the number rises to onc in three in the worst-
hit areas. After the dislocation, poverty and brutal-
ity of the apartheid years has come this devastating
cpidemic, the full force of which is yet to hit. South
Africa has the world’s highest number of HIV-posi-
tive people, but the lag between acquiring the virus
and getting sick, plus the lack of testing or treatment
facilitics, means that many people do not recognisce
their HIV status. And despite the growing number
of deaths—people here speak of weekly funerals—
silence, denial and stigma persist, depriving people of
the support of their communities and families.

The persistence of denial secems extraordinary
when every person here is likely to have lost at least
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one family member to AIDS. In the cities every see-
ond billboard scems to feature Nelson Mandela urg-
ing parents to talk to their kids about AIDS. But the
discase itself is complex. You can have it for years,
and never be sick. You can pass it on to someone clse
in several ways, and they may sicken and die while
you remain healthy. There is not just one way to dic
of AIDS; the most common AIDS-related causces of
death here are tuberculosis and pneumonia.
Understanding HIV/AIDS requires a basic-level
understanding of germ theory, viruses, the autoim-
mune system, blood-to-blood and mother-to-child
transmission, safcr sex and drug usc and more. In
arcas like Thoyandou, literacy levels are low, basic
health services and information are in short supply,
and there are strong cultural beliefs about the spir-
itual dimensions of illness. So it is unsurprising that
many remain ignorant about the epidemic decimat-
ing their communities. There is also a strong streak
of resista  » to the science of HIV/AIDS here, and to
drugs like anti-retrovirals, which are not only beyond
the ccone ¢ reach of most Africans, but scen by
some as too ‘Western’. very wecek there is a new
traditional healer, or witch doctor, in the local news,
claiming to have found a miracle cure. South African
President Thabo Mbeki has only just began moving

away from a stated policy position that it is poverty
rather than HIV that causes AIDS.

When 1 ask Mashudu about the impact of
Mbeki’s position, she grimaces. ‘It is so frustrating,.
It does our work so much damage, because of course
people believe what the President says.’

It is certainly true that the epidemic is caused
partly by poverty, she says. Poverty, unemploy-
ment, gender incquality, illiteracy: all these things
make people much more vulnerable. AIDS in turn
increases people’s poverty, because unlike other epi-
demics, this one hits the most cconomically-active
members of a community first. Infection levels peak
in the 15 to 45 age group; in other words, those who
egrow the food, work in the mines, or care for the chil-
dren. It has a particular impact on women, who do

most of the care for the sick, even when
they arc sick themselves.

ILLIAN TIPS HER FACE to the sky as she talks about
the most painful times. ‘I was fecling miserable,” she
says. ‘I didn’t know how I could find lLife.” Her hus-
band was working in Johannesburg, far from their
tiny rural village outside Thoyandou. She travelled to
sce him when his visits back home became less and
less frequent, and found that he had another partner
and child in the city. The child had recently died of
AIDS, so he made Lillian take the test. When she told



him the result, he went to his girliriend, leaving Lil-
lian alone. ‘T couldn’t take it," she says. ‘1 took all the
sleeping pills, I didn’t care how much. When I woke
up, I was feeling so sick’

That was almost four vears ago. Lillian returned
to her mud-walled house overlooking the valley, and
to her four children, now aged 14, 11, 9 and 5. She's
scen her husband twice since, but he rarcly sends
money. ‘What can I say?’ she asks. ‘T'm just living
my life. I can’t say I'm looking after myself, because
sometimes [ don’t have the right tood, like vegeta-
bles. Most ot all I make sure that I never get a head-
ache [one sign of AIDS-related illness|. If 1 do, T go
straight to the clinic.’

Lillian’s lifc changed when she confided her
troubles to a woman at her church two years ago.
The woman worked for a local AIDS organisation
called TVAAP, or Tivoleni. She invited Lillian to a
worlshop, where Lillian met Mama Cecelia for the
first time. Lillian was very thin and sick. ‘She has
no mother and tather,” says Mama Cecclia. ‘She was
thinking about who will look atter her children when
she dies. Her husband is giving no support, and the
mother-in-law the same.” Mama Cecclia is a gener-
ous woman. In addition to giving counscl, Mama
Cecelia helps Lillian carry water, wash and cook,

and buys food with her own money when there is
nothing to feed the children.

Tivoleni’s support has changed Lillian’s attitude
to living with HIV/AIDS. ‘At first [ couldn’t even talk
about it,’ she says, ‘even when people said “look at
those people who are HIV-positive: it’s because they
run around”. But now I argue with them.’ Lillian has
told just a few friends of her HIV status, fearing dis-
crimination against both her kids and herself. ‘T live
for my children,” she says, even if I have a bad day,
they just make me smile.’

Across Southern Africa, AIDS is leaving increas-
ing numbers of children to fend for themselves. There
are predictions of one million South African AIDS
orphans by 2005. When I ask Mama Cecelia about
the likely future of Lillian’s children, it becomes
clear how few resources there are, even in the region’s
wealthiest country. ‘We shall pray to God to take care
of her children,’ she says, ‘but I'm not guaranteeing
we can, because we have nothing.’

There are many HIV/AIDS organisations in
South Africa. Some provide home-based care for
AIDS-sick people, some do prevention work on the
street, others fight for the rights of people living with
the virus. Many, like CPC and Tivoleni, focus prima-
rily on working with women, because women are the
most vulnerable to the disease. They are affected by
poverty, isolation, domestic and sexual violence, lack

of power to negotiate safer sex, and cultural factors,
like the accepted practice of men having multiple
scxual partners. One organisation is tackling the gen-
der dimension of the epidemic from the other side by
working to change men’s attitudes and behaviour.

Targeted AIDS Interventions (TAI began work-
ing in KwaZulu Natal with young women, aiming to
empower them in their relationships with men. But
it soon hecame apparent to TAI founder, Gethewana
Malkhaye, that if heterosexual relationships were to
change, men needed to help make it happen. TAT set
up an innovative program with the National Football
Association, working through soccer clubs to involve
young men in AIDS prevention. South Africa is a
soccer-mad nation, as I discovered when travelling
there during the World Cup. Young men who excel
at soccer arc respected by their communitices, so they
are ideal recruits for peer education.

Jerome, 17, has high hopes of playing for South
Africa in the next World Cup final. Meanwhile, he's
involved in theatre work and workshops at district
soccer matches, helping spread the word about
behaviour change.

The program was recently extended into schools
on the outskirts of Durban, to boys like Andile, 15,
a student at Telelegau Primary School. As Andile

explains, the program helps participants to identify
their hopes for the future, and to learn about HIV/
AIDS as one of the obstacles that may stand in their
way. With infection rates in KwaZulu Natal province
at almost one in three—the highest in South Africa—
it seems likely that AIDS will steal the future of
many of Andile’s classmates.

In traditional Zulu culture, sex is not openly
discussed, especially between young people and
adults. Andile: ‘At home, if you talk about sex, it's
like “shhhh”, it’s something scary. But now, even on
TV the president is emphasising that parents should
speak to their kids about this killer disease, they
should give information to their kids. They must not
run away from this now.’

Andile says that there are a lot of myths in his
community about HIV/AIDS, but because there are
increasing numbers of deaths, people are finally learn-
ing more about the disease. Students at his school are
asking him more questions. ‘Kids feel that this thing
is killing,” he says. ‘But they also think that we must
not discriminate against people who are HIV-positive.
Maybe someday it will be your mother or father.’

Sarah Lowe is a writer and editor for Oxfam Com-
munity Aid Abroad. CPC, Tivoleni and TAI are sup-
ported by Oxfam Community Aid Abroad, part of an
Oxfam program tackling HIV/AIDS in South Africa.
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When fundamental human rights and immigration deci: »ns collide

ECAUSE AUSTRALIA has no human
rights act there is no way to challenge the
legitimacy of laws that arc intended to be
cruel.

Take the instance of a Family Court
order, made in Sydney on 10 October
2002, that allowced a baby to lose his
mother, the mother to be deported, and
migration laws that were designed to
protect our sovereignty to triumph over
laws designed to protect the best interests
of Australian children.

The  parties were ‘Alexandrine
Nevsky’ and ‘Damien Scott’ {false names
to preserve their identity), and
the Secretary of the Department
of Immigration and Multicultural
and Indigenous Affairs (DIMIA).
Justice Richard Chisholm was the
unlucky Family Court Solomon,
come to judgment.

The mother was a Russian asy-
lum seeker who had tried and failed
to persuade Australia that she had
a well-founded fear of persecution.

If she had to go back to Russia she
would, she claimed, be murdered,
having already been threatened,
assaulted and raped there, with

what she claimed was official
connivance, because she witnessed

a crime. She was detained in
Villawood detention centre and was await-
ing repatriation, ‘as soon as reasonably
practicable’.

Her baby, conceived and born in Aus-
tralia, is nine months old. His Austral-
ian-horn father was caring for him and
bringing him in to visit the mother three
times a week. She wanted more access,
and also asked for an order preve ing
immigration authorities from removing
her from Australia, arguing that it was not
‘reasonably practicable’ to send her away,
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because it was certainly not in the best
intercsts of her baby to be deprived per-
manently of is natural mother. DIMIA’s
argument was that the Family Court did
not have the power to make orders—even
in a ‘child’s best interests’—that would
effectively prevent DIMIA officers from
carrying out a positive duty under the
Migration Act 1958.

According to the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC), children are entitled not to
be scparated from their parents without
their [the child’s] consent, and then only

if it is in the child’s best interests. it
under common law interpretative tradi-
tions, a child’s internationally guaran-
teed rights do not come into play unless
they arc part of an Australian law, or
there is some ambiguity or loophole that
the UNCRC would make clear. Justice
Chisholm had to sort out what Parliament
meant when it made the ‘best interests of
the child’ the paramount consideration
under the Family Law Act, but not even
relevant to a Migration Act decision. With

sympathy, but inexorably, he ruled
favour of DIMIA.

The Migration Act is a clear, detailed
code for the efficient removal of unsuccess-
ful migration applicants from Australia.
Had the mother’s argument succeeded,
it would have significantly undermined a
consciously heartless scheme.

Chisholm’s judgment is larded wi
signs that the case could have been run
another way. He seems repeatedly to have
reframed the mother’s arguments and
pleadings to put  er case in the best light.
He lamented not being dirccted to even
one Australian case which would
have allowed a ‘child’s best interests’
to override deportation decisions. He
himself was aware of 40 years’ worth
of English cases that had gone the
other way [not to mention European
jurisprudence). It did not help. The
worst result possible was arrived at.

Had the woman had a visa, the
court would have taken a very differ-
ent approach.

Just four weeks earlier, the High
Court had ruled on whether it was an
unacceptable infringement of a moth-
er’s rights of movement to restrain
her from taking her child back to
her native land—in this case, India.
In U v U, the Indian-born mother’s
wish, when her marriage broke down, to
take her eight-year-old daughter ‘home’
to Mumbai where her family and social
supports were, was denied. The grounds:
that the child’s best interests required that
she stay in Sydney so that the father could
have frequent access.

The mother had argued that this
breached her human rights under the
International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights. The majority of the High
Court dismissed that argument saying




that ‘[A] right of frecedom of mobility of a
parent ... must defer to the expressed par-
amount consideration, the welfare of the
child if that were to be adversely affected
by a movement of a parent.’

Even so, two judges disagreed: soon-to-
retire Justice Gaudron and Justice Michael
Kirby. Kirby said that the best interests of
the child are the paramount, not the sole
consideration, and that ‘[Tlhe economic,
cultural and psychological welfare of the
parents is also to be considered, because
they are human beings and citizens too
and because it is accepted that their wel-
fare impacts upon the welfare of the child.’
Both dissenting judges emphasised the
gendered discrimination against mothers
hidden behind the ‘best interests of the

child’ argument. The mother will

stay unwillingly in Australia.
AUSTRALlA’s FOUNDING fathers deci-
ded not to create a bill of rights in the
new Constitution but to leave their pro-
tection to the common law. The common
law tradition leaves it to judges to ‘find’
or develop the law when old rules or
statutes have to be applied to novel
situations, deciding ‘what Parliament
meant’—when Parliament clearly hadn’t
meant much at all.

Parliament wished to protect our
borders and enacted a comprehensive code
to do so. Quite separately it also acted to
protect the ‘best interests’ of Australian
children when family relationships break
down. But Parliament did not anticipate
the probability that the one regime could
affect the implementation of the other,
and judges have different approaches
to how the law ‘is’ or should be found.
Because we have no national overview of
the rights of children, they arc scrappily
protected by a patchwork of laws in eight
jurisdictions that deal with family and
criminal law, cquity, child protection and
family violence regimes. Even the federal
judiciary cannot agree on what a child’s
rights mean, without an international
yardstick.

If Justice Chisholm had been Solomon
he could have made the right decision
about the care of a ninc-month-old baby
by testing the relative selflessness of those
who claimed her custody.

In modern Australia, this is not a
justiciable principle.

Moira Rayner is a barrister and writer.

Deac end

HIS 1S THE STORY of a poor man. I will call him Michael. T knew him only
posthumously. His story emerged during a committal hearing involving two
men charged with murdering him. Murder cases are solemn and melancholy
affairs, but this was unusually desolating. If you are a celebrity, half the journal-
ists in town will cover your minor driving casc, but this was a case to which no
one came.

I don’t know anything about Michacl’s early life. In court we explored only
his last few wecks. He was a homeless man with an intellectual disability and
he suffered from alcoholism. It scems that he had been ‘adopted’ by, or had
attached himsclf to the two men, also alcoholics, who were charged with his
murder. They lived in a block of Housing Commission flats and occasionally
allowed Michacl to sleep there, sometimes in their rooms but often only in the
communal laundry where the dogs lived.

There was c¢vidence that Michael gave the accused men control over his
pension moneys in rcturn for their ‘hospitality’—-some food and flagons of
wine. At first, the relationship between the various parties was friendly. After a
time, however, it became abusive, probably because Michael was a petty thicf.
And ‘petty’ is preciscly what I mcan—the evidence was that his friends had
accusced him of stealing part of a loaf of bread and about a dollar in change.

The retribution for these misdemecanours was severe. Several witnesses
gave evidence of seeing Michael being battered with fists, iron bars and wooden
broom handles over a three-week period before his death. An autopsy revealed
that he had suffered multiple wounds to the head, some of which had become
gangrenous. To complicate matters, he had also been suffering from a massive
chest infection. The forensic pathologist’s opinion was that he had died from
sepsis—blood-poisoning, which had overwhelmed his immune system. In his
opinion, the sepsis had been caused by the introduction of various dangerous
bacteria through the head wounds and into the bloodstream. The bacteria had
then colonised his lungs.

To prove a murder the Crown must show that a person has died and that
the accused attacked him or her cither intending to causc grievous harm or
death, or with reckless indifference to human life. In this case, there were two
legal points to resolve: had the accused caused Michael’s death? And had they
attacked him intending to cause him grievous bodily harm or death, or with
reckless indiffercnce to whether or not he died? On the pathologist’s cvidence
I thought that causation could be proved. I was also satisfied that battering
somconc on the head with bars and broomsticks was sufficient to persuade
a jury of an intention to inflict grievous harm. I committed the two to the
Supreme Court for trial.

Postscript: Before trial, the defence obtained further scientific evidence
from a microbiologist. His opinion—that the organism that killed Michacl
was very unlikely to have migrated from the head wounds—contradicted the
pathologist’s opinion. The Director of Public Prosecutions withdrew the mur-
der charges. The accused pleaded guilty to serious assault charges. Michael
died, it seems, of neglect and the accumulated disadvantages of poverty.

Séamus O’Shaughnessy is a Sydney magistrate.
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KNOW IT SOUNDS 0DD and I'll try to explain it in my cryptic
way, but I found mysclf in rceent weeks recalling the World
Cup of Soccer staged in Korea and Japan carlicer this ycar.

Unless you happen to be a whale, you'd probably agree that
the Japanese in our time are a people who place a high prior-
ity on politeness and punctilio, especially in dealing with cach
other and with other nationalitics. That’s why playing host to
the 2002 World Cup stretched their cultural resources.

Years ago, when Japancse postwar cconomic recovery
included, among other ploys, the close imitation of certain
western manufactured items (especially cameras), a story went
round that the Japanese had renamed one of their many small
islands ‘Usa’ {pronounced Ooza). They then shifted various
kit of plant to Usa and, so the story goes, labelled the goods
produced there as 'MADE IN USA'.

With the World Cup imminent, bringing invading hordes
of soccer fans who, to put it mildly, would nced to be treated
with a severity that the Japanese usually reserve for endangered
marine species, somceone in authority must have recalled the
old ‘Usa’ trick. But this time the Japanese didn’t just rename an
island, they sort of subconsciously invented a country.

This country was called Huli {pronounced Hooli) and its
people were the Huligans. For some reason, the Japanese ex-
pected waves of these Huligans to be attracted to the World Cup
venues, some of which were small provincial towns vulnerable
to unruly influx. But these Huligans, the Japancese were at pains
to insist, were not to be confused with those similarly named
characters from the incontrovertible source of soccer violence,
the United Kingdom. Such a confusion would cause diplomatic
offence and international angst. Japanese World Cup planning
could not be scen to be reviling in advance supporters from
the very home of ‘the beautiful game’. By constantly stripping
the Huligans of any familiar national connection, the Japanese
distanced them from the Bricish and gradually brought into
being, by implication, a phantom homeland. The real hoo  gans
ccasced to be the lager louts of England and Scotland and became
the dregs of Huli, a vaguely located, independent state alive in
rumour and hearsay.

By one of those quirks of language that are more common
than we think, Huligans, as they surfaced in Japan for the World
Cup, turned out to speak a brand of English. Obscurely recog-
nisable phrascs like ‘Yoo wot?” and ‘No-wot-I-mceen?’ and ‘Goin
darn a boozer wiv wossisname’ recurred among a succession of
glottal stops and scrial fricatives that seemed always to be on
the verge of the English language that we know without cver
quite making the jump. Despite this tantalising familiarity, the
Huligans’ conversations with cach other in their own language
scemed—as is often the case with forcigners overheard by the
determinedly monolingual—to be aggressive and acrimoniously
argumentative. But Japanesc authorities quickly explained
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Huli-doolally

that it was Huligan style to be abusive, to curse constantly
and to be routincely recalcitrant. How to explain, though, their
rampant destructiveness?

A timely survey conducted by international law
specialists, Coopers Lysol, revealed that in the land of Huli
there was almost no glass. This was the reason why Huligans
scemed to become panicked by secing their reflections in
shop windows and smashed as many of them as the supply
of casual half-bricks would allow. And the H gan custom
of raining rocks and bottles randomly on cars, fans and
players of all tcams might well have been a cultural matter:
a Huligan expression of friendship through the passing on
of natural and man-made artefacts. But officials admitted
at the time that more work was being done on this warrior
behaviour by arms-manufacturing firm Shrapnel and Semtex,

who had a professional interest in the emergence of
aggressive peoples.

HATEVER THE ANSWER to these ethnological questions,
the need to cope with the arrival of the Huligans in large
numbers at the World Cup venues, while not 1 pugning the
British, had the Japancse on the back foot. It was with horror,
for example, that organisers realised within only days of the
opening ceremony 1at the Huligans’ propensity for throw-
ing missiles 1 sht be encouraged by the sight of railway-line
ballast—an endless supply of palm-sized rocks readily available
over miles of track and at all stations. Their solution to this
dilemma was latcral, sensational and, remembering ‘Usa’, very
Japancse. Thousands of litres of a special resin were sprayed
onto the tracks, glucing the rocks in position. So consolidated
and carpet-like did the terrain thus become that even if Huli-
gans of vast muscular development (not likely, as bulbous
abdominal growth was their physical forte) conceivably man-
aged to dislodge so  of these stones they would have brought
with them a fifty-metre spine of track and a snaggle of sleepers.

And so, smoothly releasing the United Kingdom from
its traditional connection with soccer disruptions, Japan un-
leashed briefly - the world the Republic of Huli. Huli-
gans slotted seamiessly into the role of the World Cup Other,
absolving blacks, h osexuals, women, Brits, German tourists,
people of Middle Eastern appearance, the camera-bristling
Japancse thems r¢s, and numerous other minorities and
cceentrics from complicity in acts of an insccure nature.

Recent local cvents—dawn  raids, cthnically targeted
interrogations and the like—would suggest that this efficiently
executed exereise in the creation of a handy Other did not ¢o
unnoticed, not in Australia anyway.

Brian Matthews is a writer and academic.
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flowers. It shows enormous hillsides swelling up like
bulbous growths, a road disappearing into them, the
ocean to the left, rendered chiefly in greys and black.
The painting catches that ghost light you get at dusk,
in winter, with clouds massing overhead, the ocean
brooding and night fast closing in.

Outside of the painting we arc in midday light
in the heart of Fitzroy, just off Melbourne’s Bruns-
wick Street. The room is very still. When Watson
finishes a scntence and pauses to think, it is quite,
quite silent. At - it he speaks quietly, slowly, listing
the achievements of the Keating government: ‘It was
the story of a virtuous government doing what was
required by necessity for the good of the country for
the long term.” His tone is weary. Why is he telling us
this? Why are we asking him about it? Will Colling-
wood win tomorrow? Imponderables, imponderables.
He is giving us a retrospective version of those sorts
of ‘annual report’ speeches that he will bemoan later
in the conversation and which are so beloved of
many State governments: we spent this much on this
and this much on that; we were growing Australia
together.

We ask him about history, about Paul Keating
and Don Quixote, about the visceral side of politics
and human life, and gradually, like an old car that
begins to remember its love for the road, he warms
up and starts to purr. He gets going, engages the gears,
and the words start to fly. No matter how quick they

come the words have flow, no matter how rapid-fire
the rain of ideas they come out well-measured, just
so. Then he starts asking us questions. ‘What gen-
eration are you?’ he wants to know, squinting quiz-
zically. ‘X3’ What do we think? ‘I am actually sick
of the boomers. I am sick of my own generation,” he
tells us. Not the people, but the received wisdom.
‘We've got people coming to dinner tonight and 1
know that every e will take exactly the same view
and I'll end up doing imitations of John Carroll again,
try to sound as right-wing as I possibly can, just to
irritate them. But all you need to say is, “Well, you
know, there is a case for bombing Iraq” and they just
2o ..." [facial pantomime of inchoate shock and moral
outrage|. What Watson is describing, he says later, is
essentially a scrap with oneself: ‘You reach an age, or
your generation does, when you must keep forcing
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yourself to examine what you think to stave off men-
tal rigor mortis. You sit somewhere between this state
and the equally soft and unhappy option of right-wing
fogeydom. Both sides chorus away and you're forever
in danger of submitting to onc of them, not because
their sounds seduce, but because you want an casy
life and hope to silence them ... so you really do, you
look around for someone who's got a different view.’
And after almost three hours of being in the con-
versational car we’re taking the bends with gusto,
talking about who you want to win the football
tomorrow, about what going to the football was like
20, 30 years ago (you drank beer and stood on the tins
for the view, back when tins were tins and not alu-
minium). Then he kicks us out because he’s about to
drop from nger, poor bugger. And we leave, walking
down the middle of the street in broad mid-afternoon
light, wondering how you turn 15,000 words of this
man’s conversation into 3000 words of
icle. Imponderables, imponderables.

]: ON WatsoN’s CV should be distributed to
angst-ridden 15-ycar-olds as an example of how very
varied life’s course can be. And to angst-ridden 20-,
30- and 40-year-olds for that matter. Childhood on a
dairy farm in Poowong, Gippsland. (Poowong, now
that you've asked, means carrion, or putrefaction,
in the local Aboriginal language, at least according
to a highly reputable tourism website. Someone got

¢ last laugh there.) Undergraduate degree at

La Trobe, back when it was young, treeless and

well funded. Honours there, and a PhD thesis

Monash. Taught history for ten years at Monash

and Melbourne Universities and at Footscray

Institute of Technology. Then the Fitzpatrick

book in 1978, and in 1984 two books—one for

children, The Story of Australia, and onc for
grown-ups, Caledonia Australis: Scottish High-
landers on the Frontier of Australia. Plus the
writing of consistently wicked satire for The

Gillies Report in the '80s, co-writing Manning

Clark's History of Australia: a musical that pre-
miered (and flopped) in 1988, speeches for Premier
John Cain, and speeches for Paul Keating PM from
1992-1996. Poowong boy makes good.

Caledonia Australis is not just about the set-
tlement of Gippsland by Watson’s Highland ances-
tors, and how they visited upon the Kurnai people
a destruction of similar or greater magnitude to the
one that had been wrought on their own Celtic ances-
tors by the British; it’s about the making of a frontier
society. ‘Because I grew up there, it became terribly
interesting [to me] how a sense of normality and a
story of history was created,’ he says. ‘And when you
dig a little bit you find under the surface all sorts of
people wandering around with contrary views.’ Later
he goes on to say, ‘A world without contradiction
and paradox is tedious. The essence of life is para-
doxical.’ Little wonder then, that he describes as ‘the



wonderful, most selt-indulgent quote of all time’ Walt
Whitman’s line, which he paraphrases thus: ‘Do 1
dare contradict myself? So—I am multitudes.’
Studying Australian history in the late '70s and
early '80s secmed like one of the great gifts that was
given to you, he tells us. “You could be paid to study
and tcach Australian history. And it was infinite—so
much to be looked at.” This widening sensc of the
fields of possibility is apparent in his carly work.
There is a leap that takes place somewherc between
Fitzpatrick and Caledonia Australis. Fitzpatrick
is about as close as you imagine Watson could or
would ever want to get to a ‘straight’ history of the
mostly public life of a mostly public intellectual,
despite its assertion that ‘there was much irration-
ality in his universe’. In Caledonia Australis the
net is cast wider and the approach more nuanced:
Watson uses periodicals, diaries, newspapers,
religious sermons and reformist tracts to explore
the cultural realm that these people, his ances-
tors, occupied. The irrationality of their uni-
verse 1s given time in the sun, taken to pieces
and put back together again. And he tries to get
behind the pioneering myths that such societies
create to iron out the obvious contradictions
involved in the colonial project, where ‘in a
new environment old habits of mind
attached to new objects’.

- .VATSON HAS WRITTEN recently of Geoffrey

Blainey’s The Tyranny of Distance that ‘there are
remarkably few people in Blainey’s book, few moral
dilemmas, few minds and fewer doubts.’ In contrast,
in the 1997 introduction to Caledonia Australis,
Watson writes that he sets out ‘to give a more sym-
pathetic portrait of the pionecers than any I had ever
encountered.” ‘I wanted,” he writes, ‘to give them
blood as well as bones; religion, motive, choices,
memories, identity, ancestors, an inheritance of their
own.’

Which all perhaps helps to explain how and why
the so-called ‘culture wars’ of the last decade—'that
awful period when even to look at Australian history
as something that was ambiguous, divided, poly-
glot, endlessly fecund and possible ... all got stood
on’—has come to Watson as such a personal affront.
‘1 think the black armband thing is one of the really
wicked things that’s happened in this country,’” he
says to us bluntly. ‘I don’t think anyone’s woken up
to how damaging and plain bloody rotten that cam-
paign was. I think Blainey and Howard and the rest of
them have done real damage.’

Watson responds succinctly to this view of his-
tory in the 1997 introduction: ‘If we don’t confront
the possibility of evil as well as the good in creation
we are left with a moral and aesthetic void—a great
hole where a drama should be.” This void is con-
cealed, he goes on to argue, by myths that no longer

spcak to us, and that conceal the people, the doubts
and the contradictions. And the myths, he maintains,
keep the people from him. His project in Caledonia
Australis is ‘to make a crack in the decp encrusta-
tion of myth which surrounds the settlement of Aus-
tralia’, not because he loathes the people, he writes,
but because the myths ‘are inadequate to what I
know or imagine about them’.

Replace the phrase ‘settlement of Australia’ with
‘Keating government’ and in that revised sentence
you have an apt description of the rationale of his
most recent book. Not at all the usual political mem-
oir, Recollections of a Bleeding Heart: A Portrait of
Paul Keating PM is a fascinating mix of reflection,
homage and frustration. It is, as Drusilla Modjeska

has described it, ‘a book driven by the “grip of idcas”

. and tethered in human weakness and foible’. It is
also obsessed by the paradox of an historian alive to
contradiction and ambiguity occupying the rabbit
burrow that is the prime minister’s office.

Life in the rabbit burrow of politics is a strange
place for Watson to have ended up, as he readily
acknowledges, for politics, after all, is about trying to
‘iron out the paradox and get everyone thinking the
same way’. It’s a ‘problem for someone who’s an his-
torian and in some ways whose whole state of mind
is suffused with doubt as a daily event, to work in an
cnvironment where doubt must never be revealed.
Little question marks appear above your head, car-
toon-like, and you have to ’. He makes a gesture
of pushing them aside.

But Watson found a kindred spirit in Keating,
whom he describes as a ‘vivid paradox’. In Bleeding
Heart, Watson recalls the overwhelming impression
of melancholy that marked his first meeting with
Keating. It was this, he says, that persuaded him to
take the job. Herc was a man who interested him.
And in becoming his speech-writer Watson became,
according to Keating, a sort of alter ego. Watson:
‘He always said that I was a surly mad bastard and
I thought that he was the surly mad bastard. But as
we’re nearly always wrong about ourselves, perhaps
we were both wrong, which makes us equally right
I guess.” Then there is Keating’s description from his
speech, at the launch of Bleeding Heart, of Watson as
a fruit bat, always returning to feed on the darkness.
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‘He hasn’t rcad Freud on projection and he should,’
Watson laughs drily. ‘He knows who was feeding on
darkness.’

Perhaps what Keating and Watson share (and what
the current political culture lacks) is an awareness and
imagination nourished by a sense of the visceral. “Vis-
ceral’ is a word that occurs and reoccurs in Watson’s
writing and conversation. It is against the viscera,
Watson writes in Caledonia Australis, that the
official myths of the singular, depopulated history
oppose themselves. In the mythical universe the hero
must be disembowelled to be preserved: ‘the doubt-
ful and ambiguous portions must be taken out along
with any other matter which might compromise his
virtue or complicate the lesson his life is meant to
teach’. The bones made bloodless.

Importantly, mind is not opposed to body here.
Perhaps Watson would concur with Whitman’s bald
announcement that ‘having pried through the strata,
analysed it to a hair, counselled with doctors and
calculated close, I find no sweeter fat than sticks
to my own bones’. For it seems we need guts; we
need to love our own bones and sinew to have
genuine thought, not because we arc islands unto
oursclves, but because we seem to need to start
with a sense of what’s vital if we are to connect
with others. Otherwise words are just cmpty
mouthings of air.

Keating knew this, according to Watson. It is
what made him such an effective communicator.

For Keating ‘represents a sort of visceral approach

to life, which a lot of us feel ... We know it, our
culture knows it, it’s in the culture, it’s in every great
book or work of art we’ve ever scen.’ Keating got
to the guts of things. Remember his threat to John
Howard—that he would “drive an axe into his chest
and lever his ribs apart’. ‘There is also,” Watson con-
tinues, ‘a need in people sometimes to make a bloody
big noise, just shout, say something savage, not be
reasonable. And I think Keating understood that, and
I think so do—strangely enough—millions of people
in this country.” Watson has had, if not millions, cer-
tainly hundreds of people coming up to him to say,
‘God I miss him, how I wish we had somcbody in
our lives that made our hearts beat just a bit faster
and madc our brains race, even if it was anger or
disappointment, or whatever ...

Watson sits upright. ‘I sometimes think that
the divide in politics is really a psychological one
ultimately, between people who can live with the
circumscriptions of life and ...” he trails off. And
begins again: ‘Some of us know that it’s not enough
to be perfectly comfortable and relaxed. It’s just not
enough. You need to connect to something else in
this world.’ ‘It is not enough,’ he says to us urgently,
‘to build [your life] around an ironing board and a
kitchen table and watching your shares go up and
down. I confess, it doesn’t satisfy me. I actually feel
sometimes [ have to restrain myself from wanting

to break windows as a matter of principle.’

Not only were Keating and Watson linked by
their refusal to accept the circumscriptions of life;
they also shared a distinctive view of Australia’s
trajectory as a nation. So how did the urban, politi-
cal Irish Catholic Keating and the rural, historian,
Protestant Watson come to this shared understand-
ing? Watson explains it as an intellectual attachment
born of a common affection for the place. But perhaps
it is also psychological. ‘I think you can draw a lot of
lines in politics between those with healthy Oedipal
impulses and those where they didn’t function. In my
case it might have functioned a little bit ¢xcessively,
1don’t know. But I think that put me in conflict with
the Anglophile view of the world which Paul was
natively in conflict with.” Tt is an Oedipal rebellion
against the history of his childhood that he has, it
scems, never shaken. And it is in contrast to the con-
servatives, who ‘just want to be like Dad from the

time they’re born ... You could tell, the back]s] of their
heads werce a different shape. You'd see them in the
cafeteria, sitting there with their Dad’s haircut, their
Dad’s briefcase, their Dad’s everything ... all fate holds
for them is which character in Wind in the Willows

they’re going to grow to be most like. It’s a
I kind of anthropomorphological fate.’

N Bleeding Heart, Watson states that politics and
history are linked by the craft of storytelling. Reading
the Placido Domingo specch that Keating wrote and
delivered to the National Press Club in December
1990, long before Watson came onto the scene, it is
striking how Watson-esque some of the themes are.
Watson agrees. ‘Anyone who thinks that Keating got
his ideas beyond economics from Manning Clark, or
from me, or from whatever, wants to read the Placido
Domingo speech.’ In that speech, Keating describes
leadership as being ‘about having a conversation
with the public’, and exhorts the media to join with
him in ‘spinning the tale, the great tale of Australian
cconomic change, and wrapping it up in interesting
ways, with interesting phrases and interesting words,
which can communicate all these very complex ideas
to our population’.

As speech-writer, Watson bccame chief story-
teller. ‘In a way what a speech is always ... trying
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to say ... is “you’re part of the story”, ' he tells us.
And ‘the worst thing that can happen to you in
politics is that people think you’re writing your own
story’. Watson’s conclusion in Bleeding Heart is that
ultimately this was the key to the rejection of the
Keating government—it failed to find a place for the
people in the story. ‘Part of the massive irony of this
is that it ends with him unable to have a conversation
with the people, no longer able to spin his tale and
the media not listening to him, or working avidly
against him. And all the nice little themes which
begin with the web of the family and spread out into
the continent h  : all got tangled horribly in the
centre ... a great big hole in fact.’

And we are, it scems, yet to emerge from the
hole. In his 2001 Quarterly Essay, Rabbit Syndrome:
Australia and America, Watson gives us a scathing
polemic on the Australian identity crisis. He argues
that unlike America, Australia no longer has a sacred
story to connect us, as sacred stories must do. Too
many of us arc cxcluded from the story of Anzac
mateship and empirc loyalty. And yet John Howard,
that ‘Crocodile Hunter in miniature’ as Watson

cribes him to us—wandering around ‘in a big hat

dng about m. :ship all the time’—continues to
try ‘to stuff a ph list, postmodern bird into a pre-
modern cage’ with storics and myths a good 50 years
out of date.

So is his bleak assessment of the Australian psy-
che in Rabbit Syndrome a ‘fuck you’ to the Australian
people for their rejection of the story he and Keating
tried to weave? We put this to him. There is a pausc.
‘That’s a very cynical rcading,’ he says quietly, with
a faint smile. It was a pamphlet, and pamphlets are
meant to provoke. And sometimes ‘it’s good that pco-
ple write the cxtremes’. While he rejects our analysis,
he acknowledges it is a rcaction against the ‘present
regime’ of things, which has permeated public debate
with eulogies to the ‘aspiration /, who Watson
describes as ‘the end of history people’. ‘“What they're
talking about is like the gold rush without the sense
of collectivity. Everyone’s an aspirational, like a gold-
digger; but the g |-diggers banded together. Even if
it was just against the Chinese sometimes, they had a
sense of esprit de corps.’ It was different in the Mcn-
zies era, in which, Watson says, there was a tradition
that ‘you could connect to the lives of people who
were less well off. Whether it was noblesse oblige, or

Christianity, or whatcver, those sorts of
things connected you to someonc clse.’

I HIS SENSE OF connection is a theme we return
to again and again. When people listen to politicians
spcak, Watson says, ‘they want to know, “how does
what you're doing connect with my life?” and they
also want, although they may not be aware of it, to be
a bit thrilled by things. You know—oo0!’, and his eyes
widen. And therecisse  tl Tt 1s: ¢
that politics can| 'y which is to articulate for people
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in their everyday lives those sorts of things which are
usually reserved for funerals. You ar¢ actually trying
to get not just to the real  of common sense ... you
are also trying to get to the rcalm of fecling.’

It is this quality that marks the great spceches,
like the Gettysburg address. And it is a quality
achieved, according to Watson, by the choice of
one word. ‘'The Gettysburg address is really taking
the bodies and lifting them up to the abstract ...
But there’s a line in there, the visceral 1e in there,
which could only be written by a man who has a
higher sensibility, and a sense of what these people
went through, when he actually says “the men who
struggled here”. And it’s the word “struggle” that’s so
important. That’s a writer’'s word; it's a writer’s sen-
sibility; he’s imagined—here you have 20,000 bodics.
Fresh really, only a few months old, and he doesn’t
say “who fought here” or “who fought this battle
here” but “who struggled here”. Hear that rcad and
it makes the hairs on the back of your neck stand up;
it makes your eyes go a little bit glassy and you think
“God”. And it's because Lincoln imagined himself
into their lives, and thought, “this was a struggle” .’

Watson sits forward in his chair. ‘It's where a
man’s empathetic imagination meets a political need,
if you like, or finds a human need, and he finds it in
a word ... If you're the mother or father or brother or
sister of one of the men who fell at Gettysburg and
you hear those words of Lincoln, you’d cry, you’d cry,
but you’d go away fecling enlargec vy it, because he's
actually done what I think words arc meant to do—
he’s actually given a voice to your feelings.’

And it’s at that point, he says, sitting back,
that politics and politicians and working in politics
interest him. It’s where, he says, he becomes ‘a mad
humanist’. ‘Where politics connects itself to the
human condition in a way that ennobles it, if you
like. Gives it a proper meaning. Rather than its being
the management of things.’

This sense of the importance of the marriage of
words and fecling marks Watson’s most well-known
speeches. Not only do they ask us to imagine our-
selves differently, but they bring us together in a way
that the rhetoric of Howard’s mateship or Bracks’
‘Growing Victoria’ fails to do. Not that Watson is
averse to rhetoric. As he points out, the Gettysburg
address is pure rhctoric. So too is perhaps his best-
known speech, the Redfern speech, which exhorts
non-Aboriginal Australians not only to put ourselves
in the shoes of Indigenous Australians, but to ‘enter
into their hearts and minds’.

Despite the crafting that goes into their prepa-
ration, speeches, Watson maintains, belong to the
speaker, not the writer. An example from Bleeding
Heart supports this view. Watson was surprised that
a section of a speech in which Keating symbolically
handed over the republic debate to the people had not
been «l. He tI disc 1 that Keating had
decided on the spot to cut out that whole section. He



wasn'’t ready on the day to do it, Watson says, and no
amount of careful scripting can change that.

The process of writing a speech is similarly
unpredictable. ‘Because, really, you don’t know: what
are the implications of the thought you are having
when you begin this specch? You don’t know until
the words take you there, in a way.’ Watson felt
privileged to be given freedom to write without being
expected merely to follow direction. ‘It’s in the writ-
ing that you discover what you're trying to say, and I
think Paul understood that.’

But what of the conversation with the public
that Keating spoke of in the Placido Domingo
speech? Does a scripted speech written by a speech-
writer distance a leader from the public? Watson
agrees that Keating, like other leaders, was concerned
that reading a scripted speech doesn’t engage in the
same way—'it’s not like having a real conversation’.
It ‘necessarily removes intimacy’, Watson says.
‘The fact that it’s a scripted speech is somehow like
drawing a screen down, and because it's coming
from someone who’s unknown and unseen, makes
it all the more mysterious and remote—if you like,
suspect.” On the other hand, a scripted speech can
strike more of a chord than an off-the-cuff ramble.
‘Someone in the background who can write toler-
ably well, and has time to think about what should
be said, might actually engage the public better
than the politician who simply gets up there

and thinks, “Can I say the same things
to these pcople that I've said before?”.’

-N -VRITING A BOOK about Kcating was some-
thing Watson decided to do as soon as he took
the job. In the four years he worked for Keating,
Watson collected an enormous amount of mate-
rial. But when it came to writing it up, he was con-
fronted with the dilemma of how to make it work.
‘What I was trying to do with the Keating book
was write an unheroic history. It didn’t make sense
to me, having been in the mix, to then sit at the top
and write it as if you could see that all these things
had logical sorts of antecedents and everything was
done according to a plan—the way a straight polit-
ical history is nearly always written. That would have
meant leaving out an enormous amount of value ...
Paul was a vivid paradox in a way, both the public
persona and the private, and 1 somehow wanted to
tease that out.’

He compares writing about complex events to
playing music. ‘I listen to Richter playing Schubert
all the time,’ he says, ‘and you hear him teasing these
things out, and he might take five minutes longer to
play a sonata than any other pianist, and he’s really
just sort of pulling at what the essence of it is, and
what truth is sitting there in the notes. And it's
funny because [Richter| said before he died that in
the last years of his life he just played from the music.
It wasn’t about playing it from memory, because he

said, “The music’s there, you just have to find it on
the page” ... It feels to me like a bit of a parallel with try-
ing to write about complex events—that it’s there some-
where, and you can probably never find it, and you can
never do it the same way twice. Literally you can'’t.’

When pushed to say why he thinks his book,
Recollections of a Bleeding Heart, has been such a
success, Watson points first to the public’s ongoing
fascination with Keating: ‘Keating is a fantastic sub-
ject. And there is an enormous amount of interest in
him ... I had a very good subject to work with.” But it
is also, he muses, the way the story is told. While it is
readable, it resists the temptation to simplify. It shows
that ‘you can actually deal with quite complex ideas,
and ambiguities in life, and people will be intrigued by
them. They want to read about them ... they don’t want
everything simplified, or brought down to things about
which there can be no apparent dispute.’

He concludes: ‘Because it doesn’t have clean
lines. That would be my answer.’ And he points
to the canvas on the wall. ‘It’s a bit like that paint-
ing there—the Great Ocean Road going into, into
nowhere.” But, we remind him, we know where this
story ends, and that’s part of the fascination. Watson
laughs. ‘It’s a bit like a hanging. Why do you read
to the end of books about hangings? But you do.’
Because you wonder, How will he take the drop!?

It’s like a slow death, we say. He agrees. ‘That’s where
it’s got a bit of the Ned Kelly in it. And the Ronald
Ryan as well.

But of course the story doesn’t really end here.
The final sentence of Bleeding Heart says it well:
‘Political death is like the other kind—the body keeps
twitching after the head is cut off.” ‘I wasn’t thinking
about a hanging man then,’ he tells us thoughtfully. ‘I
was actually thinking of a chook. But it does .../

There is silence. He sits back in his chair and we all
breathe out. Then his stomach rumbles. The game is up

Kristie Dunn is a lawyer and freelance writer.
Alex McDermott is completing a PhD in history at
La Trobe University and is the editor of Ned Kelly’s
‘manifesto’, The Jerilderie Letter (Text Publishing,
2001).

Recollections of a Bleeding Heart, which won the Age Book of
the Year and the Courier-Mail Book of the Year awards, is pub-
lished by Random House.
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of the link between the biography of
Strehlow and his book—the impact of his
strange personality on his work. Because
of Barry Hill’s access to Strchlow’s diary,
a privilege which he understands and han-
dles with great delicacy, we learn almost
too much here about his inner life. There
was in Strehlow volcanie sexual passion—
seen in his first, great unrequited love for
Sheila and his second marriage, to Kath-
leen. There is also in him its opposite—
the capacity for violent, uncontrolled
rage, seen in the floggings of his children
when life was not going well. There was in
him, throughout his life, tormenting self-
doubt, self-pity and self-loathing; and an
almost grotesque capacity to rationalise
wrongdoing, like the grubby sale to Stern
magazine of many photographic images
of sacred, ceremonial significance, which
cast a shadow over the last months of his
life. There was in him, as life went on, a
growing paranoia, especially in relation
to academic authorities, with whom he

manufactured many bitter disputes over
the ownership and management of his
collection. There was in him, too, when
passion died, a frightening coldness. After
falling into the arms of a young woman, he
flatly informed his wife of more than 30
years that he could never love a city girl.

Above all there was in him an appalling
egomania. Strehlow believed that with
his passing the voice of the Aranda would
die; he believed that he was the last
Aranda man. Rather than moderating his
egomania, his second wife seems, to judge
by Barry  1l’s book, to have fanned the
flames. In his last days Strehlow railed
against the world like an un-self-knowing
King Lear, to whom his wife played ¢
role of a goading Lady Macbeth. In this tale
there could be no Cordelia, because all his
adult children had been dispossessed.

In the beginning of the penultimate
section of his book, called ‘Possession’,
Hill quotes Maurice Merleau-Ponty: ‘The
healthy m 1 is not so much the one* o

TR AV/CH

has eliminated his contradictions as the
one who makes use of them and drags them
to his vital labours.” How far did Strehlow
use his contradictions to complete his
Songs? How far did his contradictions,
or perhaps, fatal flaws—to move from
Karl Marx to Manning Clark—limit what
might have been accomplished?

Barry Hill’s book has interested me
greatly, and in many ways. It is a venture
both audacious and uncompromising. In
the history of Australian high culture—
that is to say, of the application of serious
and critical intelligence to the questions
of greatest moment in the spiritual lifc of
this country—the publication of Broken
Song seems to me a landmark event.

Robert Manne is Professor of Politics at
La Trobe University. The above is an edited
version of his November launch speech for
Barry Hill’s Broken Song: T.G.H. Strehlow
and Aboriginal Possession (published by
Random House).

Taking Turkey

Historically one of the world’s great cities, Istanbul is a register of the tremors of

Ir times.

Robin Gerster visits a city that is geologically, geos aphically, economically,
culturally—and now politically—on the edge.

HE SECURITY AT Istanbul’s Ataturk
Airport had been reassuringly rigorous.
Gimlet-eyed, heavily armed police looked
on as long lines of embarking passer rs
were efficiently processed through several
security stages before being disgorged into
awaiting aircraft.

Some of these planes, T noticed,
belonged to Azerbaijan Airlines. Istanbul
to Baku on Azer Air: no thanks! [ boarded
a Singapore Airlines 777 to take me back
home to Melbourne after what had been
a memorable sojourn in Turkey, attending
a conference at Cannakale—the legendary
Hellespont of myth and history, across
the Dardanelles from Gallipoli—on the
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subject of ‘Australia at War and Peace’.
For one long immersed in the literature
of war, the visits to Gallipoli and Troy
had been an almost incredible ‘field
t1 . I'd even own up to a mild patri ¢
frisson when T first set eyes on the fabled
topography of the Anzac battlefields—the
‘Sphinx’, Lone Pine, the Nek. The stroll
along Anzac Beach, however, had been
pure touristic bathos. It is an innocuous,
even slightly grotty stretch, and the only
war relics I discovered were a rubber thong
and a baseball cap presumably discarded
by one of the backpacking pilgrims who
have made Gallipoli a ‘Mecca’ for young
Australian travellers.

But it was Istanbul—the metropolis
that straddles the tectonic edge between
Europe and Asia, Byzantium by the
Golden Horn, imperial Constantinople,
the city of emperors and sultans, the
throbbing heart of an Ottoman Empire
that ran for over 450 years—that had been
the real revelation. In this age of acute
Islamophobia, it had been a pleasurc to
visit such an accommodating, benign
Muslim nation, at least as manifested in
scholarly, courtly Istanbul. Whatcever its
problems—they are many, and they run as
deep as the Bosphorous—Turkey seemed
to this fleeting traveller to have made
a good fist of incorporating Islam into a






constructed during Justinian’s reign in the
6th century. Elevated, lamp-lit walkways
take you through a kind of vast Cistern
Chapel—apparently the ‘tank’ was con-
structed from the columns, capitals and
plinths of ruined buildings. There is a
café located in the ambient gloom where
one can soak up the atmosphere over a
coffee, though the constant drip from the
vaulted ceiling is disconcerting. Back out
in the sunlight, there is a mesmerising list
of attractions to take in—that is, if one is
able to fight off the battalions of touts who
roam Sultanahmet.

Istanbul’s touts are among the most
insistent that I have come across. One
of them even offered mie the shirt off his
back. I'd commented favourably on the
shirt 1n an attempt to distract him from
his object—luring me into his carpet shop
to spend large amounts of money. He
procceded to unbutton the sweat-stained

garment and offer it to me, if only I'd
come inside and drink some apple tea and
meet his family.

The presence of the touts is signifi-
cant, for today’s Istanbul is crawling with
foreign tourists, cashing in on the calami-
tous collapse of the Turkish Ilira, which
has made the city laughably inexpen-
sive cven for exchange-rate paupers like
Australians. Taking Constantinople and
knocking Turkey out of the war was, of
course, the major ambition of the abortive
Gallipoli campaign as Churchill conceived
it. Tourists have succeeded in Turkey
where the Allicd invaders of 1915 could
not.

In Istanbul, Islam sccks an easy
accommodation with Western hedonism.
Indeed, it capitalises on it. The hamam
(traditional bathhouse] attached to the
Suleymaniye Mosque—designed by the

grcat  l6th-century Ottoman architect
Mimar Sinan—advertises  itself  with

the slogan ‘Men and Women Together
.or Tourist’. My travelling companion
for the day (a male) and I thought this a
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reasonable modus operandiand we jauntily
ventured inside its domed depths. We soon
found oursclves prostrate on a marble
slab, alongside a young Spanish woman
from Andalucia and her Swiss boyfriend,
heing worked on by two hirsute, mus-
cular Turks. The Andalucian must have
been unimpressed at sharing the pleasures
of the bathhousc with two middle-aged
Antipodean interlopers, but bore up well.

She was in no danger from her mas-
seurs, whom [ suspect were men’s men
in the classical mould. ‘My’ man powr  d
and pummelled, soaped and sluiced with
an immodest gusto, throwing in an affec-
tionate grunt or two for cffect. Just when
thoughts of T.E. Lawrence’s bodily travails
at the har  of a bunch of lascivious Turks
were coming unpleasantly to my mind, he
rolled me over onto my back and went to
work on my chest, his hairy claws then
running up and down my throat in a

pincer movement. Strangling, I remem-
bered from my Lonely Planet, was a
favoured Ottoman method of executing
one’s enemies, including Grand Viziers
and even princely heirs apparent ...

The ‘Unspeakable Turk’”: old stereo-
types die hard. Long despised as ‘the sick
man of Europe’, Turkey is a repository
of negative connotations. The European
Union has once again rejected its appli-
cation for membership on grounds that
include the lack of free speech and the
imprisonment of dissidents. These are
aspects of a sprawling nation likely to
be hidden from the tourist beguiled by
the urbanity of contemporary Istanbul,
as cspecially evident in the largely 19th-
century Beyoglu district just over the
Galata Bridge from Sultanahmet.

This latest rejection has depressed a
country that has striven hard for accept-
ance by abolishing the death penalty and
adopting a new civil code, and has started
to deal mnre tolerantly with its Kurdish
minority. ..ac lira is a joke, uncmploy-
ment is skyrocketing, small businessmen

are going broke, and a flood of rural
immigrants {many of them conservative
Muslims) is gravitating to already bloat
Istanbul.

While Turkey negotiates its own deli-
cate internal balance of modernity ai
traditionalism, secularism and fundamen-
talism, it is bordered by countries—Iray,
Syria, Iran—who abhor its courting of the
West and its good relations with Israel.
The landslide electoral victory of a mod-
crate but essentially conscrvative Islamic
government (a stunning result guarante
to get under the skin of Turkey’s powerf
military elite, which sces itself as guardian
of the nation’s secularism) has added to
pervasive sense of instability. To top things
off, its greatest city lies directly on one of
the world’s most active fault lines and is
overdue for a catastrophic carthquake. No
wonder the people of Istanbul are cdgy.

And no wonder people say
Turkey ‘lies at the crossroads’.

USTRALIAN  WORLDLY eXpericnce
has historically been linked with involve-
ment in overscas conflicts. Indeed, for
several generations of Australians, trav
meant war. My own father, for example,
venturcd abroad just twice in his life, in
the early 1940s, both times to Bougainville
and both times with the aim of killing as
many Japanese as possible. Some of the orig-
inal Anzacs would never have cven heard of
Turkey before lobbing there in 1915. And
‘Constantinople’ would have signified an
almost unimaginable object of desire.

Now that the once-circumscribed
activity of ‘war scrvice’ has broadened into
a mercilessly random thrcat that knows
no quarter and respects no boundaries,
human or geographical, it is apposite that
present Australian fears are located most
acutely in travel—in getting on a plane,
in venturing into the foreign, or simply in
leaving home.

After the ‘incident’ at Ataturk, my
Singapore Airlines jet arrived back safely,
to the customary relief onc feels these
days at arriving home in one piccce.
was early October: end of term was com-
ing, and Christmas with the family was
just around the corner. The flight was
long but uneventful, with the only real
turbulence south of the equator. Its roure
went directly over Bali.

Robin Gerster is a M
academic and author.
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something  important  has  been  lost
from Australia’s public institutions and
government.,

In spite of his great and diverse achicve-
ments, Nugget remained famously  sclf-
cttacing and modest. He cherished his
privacy, so by agreemient this book is about
his public life. Tim Rowse made diligent
attempts to find out what made his subject
tick. In answer to this question the philos-
opher John Passmore, who knew Coombs
wcll, replied: ‘I never knew. T just saw
him as a scries of admirable projects.” The
author’s interviews with Coombs himsclt
don’t reveal much cither.

Rowsc is acutely conscious of the dif-
ficulty. “The resulting book is more imper-
sonal than most rcaders of biography would
wish.” This scems an understatement. Most
biographies have a tantalising and clusive
quality. Here it's as if, having ordered Hl-
let of sole in the Fawlty Towers restaurant,
the enthusiastic customer is served with
the backbone instead of the flesh.

So the author makes ‘a virtue of imperson-
ality” and explores ‘some themes in Austral-
ia’s twentieth century’. Nugget, however, is

always there like the central figure
in a crowded Caravaggio painting.

HE EXILORATTON OF themes is meticu-
Jously rescarched and amounts to a com-
prehensive history of  Australia’s public
intellecrual life from the 1920s until the
cnd of the century. It deals with the guided
land sometimes misguided) development of
a nation. But the thematic approach com-
bined with the ‘virtue of impersonality’
detracts from the narrative aspect of a biog-
raphy to which many rcaders of ‘lives’ are
accustomed. However, for those interested
in the public dialogues and initiatives relat-
ing to issues such as trade policy, banking,
arbitration, external relations, the widen-
ing role of government and the foundation
and development of some of Australia’s
great institutions, this is a fascinating and
invaluable book.

Coombs was first and foremost an
cconomist, whose views on public policy
were undoubtedly influenced by the Great
Depression, his experiences of a wartime
cconomy and the widespread enthusiasm
to create a more just socicty and a better
world which followed those two cata-
strophic cvents.

Rowse identifics Coombs as an ‘eco-
nomic rationalist’ in the sense that ‘eco-
nomic rationalism’ is a ‘way of thinking
about public policy in which “politics”
is viewed from the standpoint of “the
cconomy” ‘. The point is claborated and
well made, distinguishing truc ‘cconomic
rationalism’ from current popular usage,
in which the term is associated with neo-
classical cconomics and its ideological and
essentially right-wing political orientation.

Coombs’ rationalism  dic-
tated opposition to intlation and policics of
Labor Governments which he pereeived as
conducive to inflation (for example, under
Curtin and Whitlam), and opposition to
those interests favoured by conscrvative
governments  which  risked ‘Australia’s
hard-won social cohesion’. He constantly
sought a rcasoned dialogue about cco-
nomic policy and its purposes, and from his
Australian context no doubt envied ‘the
rapport between government, cconomists

ceonomic

and entreprencurs’ which he had found in
Sweden in a pre-war study of the Swedish

cconomy.

Coombs’  rational and  disciplined
approach included a commitment to
accountability and  good management

which sometimes led him into contlict
with the arts constituents of the Australia
Council and other cultural bodices. His
rationalism, however, embraced a critical
view of the assumptions of many of his
economist collcagues, and when he was
considering public policy on issucs such as
Aborigines, the environment and guality
of life, it allowed him to explore how the
cconomist’s craft could help resolve some
of the problems which in today’s world of

idecological economics scem  intractable.
As Tim Rowsc puts it: “The mission of
the cconomist was not to promote growth;
that was a “heresy” into which too many
cconomists had fallen. Tao
was to present conscientiously to the

> an economi

public answers to the question: how to
revalue the resources we have so as to use
them sustainably and cquitably?’,
Coombs’  view of the interaction
between politics and cconomics seems now
to belong peculiarly to the last century.
Rowse makes an interesting analysis of
the continuities, if any, between now and
then by critically considering journalist
Paul Kelly’s book, The End of Certainty,
and particularly Kelly’s description of ‘The
Australian Settlement’ which, he argucd,
endured from Deakin until the 1980s. Kelly
is a great chronicler of political cvents, a
master of broad-brush descriptions of what
took place.
But Kcllv
ignored any

according to Rowse, ‘has
crnatives to the Australian
Settlement other than those now proposced
by nco-liberal intellectuals in the 1980s.
His story takes Australia from “immatu-
rity” to “maturity”, without raising the
question of whether there could be alter-
natives to the market-orientated maturity
to which we are being pulled . . . by global
forces.’

Coombs had, as Rowsc points out in
some  detail, made valiant attempts  to
moderate the  Whitchall/Westminster
paternalism of the Australian Settlement
which might, if adopted, have resulted in a
more palatable antipodean responsc to so-
called global imperatives. Among Coombs’
successors as public-policy makers there are
not many prepared to concede, as Coombs
always did, the possibility that on occasions
they might have been wrong. This, in
spite of the book’s tlaws as a biography, is
the reason why Nugeet Coombs is such
an important piece of work. It’s not only
an insightful picce of Australian history;
it poscs the guestions that an enguiring
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OOKS ABOUT REFORM are a bit like
a barium mecal. They arc usually heavy
going and can cause dyspepsia. So we only
read them if we believe that they will help
our condition. They must persuade us that
there is something wrong with us, provide
an attractive picture of a healthy state, and
persuade us that we can realistically expect
to pass from sickness to hcalth. Otherwise,
why bother?

As there was in the late medieval world,
there is now so much interest in reform of
the church that you could spend much of
your time reading about it. So, I chose five
books that approach the condition of the
church from different perspectives, and
subjected them to the barium test.

John Hanrahan’s account of the church
is autobiographical. It was published post-
humously, and would have benefited from
stronger editing to eliminate repetition. It
diagnoses a pathological church.

Hanrahan joined a religious congrega-
tion at 12, was ordained a priest and left
shortly afterwards. He was never really at
home. His motivation for going to a minor
seminary was fear, in reaction to brutal
treatment at school. He was also unfortu-
nate at key times of his life to encounter
controlling people who saw it as their mis-
sion to strip away self-confidence and self-
respect. He accepted that in the Catholic
Church all things were well, and that in it
were to be found the wisest thinkers, the
most dedicated people, and the happiest
of human lives. He hoped that when he
became a priest, his own dimly intuited
weaknesses would be  transformed into
a fulfilled and generous life. But it never
happened, and he cventually realised that
his hopes were built on a lie.

Hanrahan offers no image of a healthy
church, nor does he believe that transfor-
mation would be possible or worth working
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for. As the title suggests, this is an angry
book. But his anger is tempered by self-
awareness and by a surprising generosity to
many of his former companions. His expe-
rience of marriage and particularly his care
for a daughter born with epilepsy clearly
blessed him. In both he discovered the life
and compassion that his association with
the church had denied. The contrast justi-
fied, if any justification were needed, his
decision to leave the church.

Donald Cozzens and Joanna Manning
address the sickness of the Catholic
Church broadly and descriptively. Man-
ning calls for the more extensive surgery.
The cancer which she identifies is widely
disseminated: it is an authoritarian cleri-
cal control exercised harmfully to impose
outdated belicefs and regressive social and
moral attitudes, particularly to sexuality,

g a meal of reform

to the place of women in society and to
the role of the laity in the church. She
attributes these attitudes to Pope John Paul
II and to many rcactionary lay and clerical
movements which he favours. To support
her argument, she draws on a wide variety
of Catholic writing and telling anccdotes.

Manning, who describes herself as hav-
ing moved beyond the Catholic Church,
focuses on pathologies. Nevertheless, she
offers an implicit picture of health, pointed
in a summary wish list at the end of the
book. She wants the Catholic Church to
welcome the postmodern construction of
truth. In the conversion entailed in this,
Catholics would recognise that insistence
on certainty in moral and doctrinal issues
reflects a passion for power and not for
truth. Once Catholics accepted that the
church should be both plural and inclusive,
they would naturally dismantle coercive
institutions and practices.

Take Back the Truth offers little that’s
new by way of argument or illustration. It
is a classical liberal plea for an inclusive
church. But Manning’s background is signifi-
cant. She has been long committed to social
justice, and once dedicated nine months to
making the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises. She
is serious, and so are the forms of corruption
to which she draws attention.

Manning quotes Donald Cozzens' reflec-
tions on the current state of the Catholic
priesthood. The reference to crisis in the
subtitle of Sacred Silence indicates that
Cozzens’ interest is in pathologics. It was
fired by the recent publicity given to paedo-
philia and the way in which this was cov-
ered up. In this book, he explores the denial
of reality and the conspiracy of silence that
affect his Church more broadly.

He gives many examples of denial
and its effects. They include the refusal
to acknowledge the decline in vocations,
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Swayze), discuss time travel with his
teacher (Noah Wyle) and riff about the sex
life of Smurfs with his buddies.

Kelly propels this eccentric narrative
by jumping from one genre to another—
high-school comedy, teenage slasher film,
Lynchian paranoia—but somehow his
rampant eclecticism never gets annoy-
ing—mainly due to his witty screenplay
and the charm of Gyllenhaal’s perform-
ance.

Donnie Darko might have been a
better and more accessible film if Kelly
had halved his ambitions and pursued the
more predictable story of a family scarred
by mental illness, but where’s the bravery
in that? After all, if dreams don’t make
much sense, why should the ’‘daylight
hallucinations’ we know as the movies?
In the end, Kelly got to make the film he
wanted to, and that’s a major achievement
in itself. —Brett Evans

Bowled under

Crackerjack, dir. Paul Moloney. There’s
something sinister going on in Austral-
ian film, a conspiracy lurking in the back
rooms and corridors of power, a secret
cabal of obsessed fanatics surreptitiously
pushing their secret agenda: how else can
you explain the number of films about
lawn bowls in recent years! Greenkeep-
ing {1992}, Road to Nhill {1996}, and now
Crackerjack—surely this particular niche
of the market has been grossly over-rep-
resented? It's not as if there’s something
inherently cinematic about the game (the
latest rendition is certainly one of the least
cinematic films I've seen in ages)—and it’s
not as if any of the earlier contributions to
the genre were international smash hits.
I know I'd be happy never to see another
quirky Australian ‘comedy’ for as long as
I live.

The plot is pretty basic: obnoxious lout
(played by Mick Molloy) is rude to old
people (the lawn bowlers), but finds
redemption in their traditional ways
(beer at 1972 prices) and helps save their
club from a fate worse than death (poker
machines). Given that there are at least
threce comics in the cast (Mick Molloy,
Judith Lucy and John Clarke), some of
whom are actually capable of pulling a
laugh, you’d have hoped there’d be no need
to put the inverted commas around the
word ‘comedy’. However, since the film is

basically a ‘star’ vehicle for Molloy, you'd
also have to think his bumcrack flashing,
bad-boy persona was funny before you’d
put the commas away. Some people do,
I think, but surely not enough to build a
whole film around? Given that Molloy has
been described as the ‘brains trust’ behind
the film (a scary idea, that one), writing
and co-producing as well as starring in it,
it shouldn’t come as too much of a sur-
prise that he features heavily. You’d have

to wonder, though, about who the film-
makers are trying to reach with this one.
Certainly, the only people in the world
who will get the ‘champagne bowling’ joke
towards the end of the film are D-Genera-
tion fans. And if you don’t know what I'm
talking about already, you're probably not
the person this film was made for.
—Allan James Thomas

Graeco-Romantic

My Big Fat Greek Wedding, dir. Joel
Zwick. V. :n you’ve sung at countless
Mediterranean weddings, you view My
Big Fat Greek Wedding with a sense of
familiarity that borders on ownership.
It doesn’t disappoint. Nia Vardalos is a
Greek-American stand-up comic whose
routine covers territory familiar to Aus-
tralians who enjoyed the Wogs Out of
Work phenomenon. It’s great that the pro-
ducers decided to go with her as the star
instead of unimaginatively casting some-
one like Penelope Cruz or Catherine Zeta

Jones—Vardalos is able to convince as
someone who really needed a makcover, a
true jolie-laide.

The story is a simple one: Toula
Portokalos (Vardalos), a plain, clever
Greek-American girl, meets Ian Miller
(John Corbett of Sex and the City fame), a
sensitive, clever WASP. They fall in love.
How they negotiate the cultural differ-
ences is the plot and the extended joke.
Parents come in for a fair bit of fun-poking.

Michael Constantine plays the father as
a beleaguered traditionalist whose real
benevolence means that he is smoothly
and continuously outmanocuvred by the
women he thinks he rules. His eccentrici-
ties are hilarious: his home remedy for any
skin ailment is Windex; he tries to find a
Greek derivation for every word imagi-
nable, including kimono. Lainie Kazan's
extravagant, opulent Jewishness trans-
mogrifies beautifully into Greek-mother-
of-the-bride. That fine, elegant actor
Andrea Martin is marvellously sharp yet
nutty as Toula’s Aunt Voula.

The cinema was choctop-full of vari-
ous ethnicities besides Greek, including
this Irish-English bitzer and Dutch-Irish
friend. Italians in particular were lov-
ing it, claiming the experience as well,
screeching with recognition and celebra-
tory validation.

Like Wogs Out Of Work, it's damn
funny, perpetrating its stereotypes in such
a benign yet sharp way that you just laugh
and laugh. It’s joyous. Go.

—Juliette Hughes
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