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A hard rain

S THIS ISSUE OF Eureka Street was about to go to press,
there were reports out of Guatemala that as many as 1400
people werc feared to have been buried alive in the highlands
village of Panabaj, by a mudslide triggered by torrential raing
from Hurricane Stan. The victims were mainly poor indig-
enous Mayans living in improvised dwellings on mountain-
sides and close to riverbeds.

This is but ¢ latest tragedy for a people who have been
living precariously for decades. As Lucy Turner reports (see
‘Guatemala’s unforgiven’, p18), 83 per cent of the more than
2,000 victims of Guatemala’s -year civil war were also
indigenous Mayans.

That the victims of Guatemala’s civil war suffered uncon-
scionable humans rights abuses at the hands of fellow humans is
indisputable. Less clear is whether the victims of the mudslide
sutfered because of what the insurance companies commonly
call an Act of God, or whether their suffering can be attributed
in any way to you and me. There is mounting evidence that glo-
bal climate change is accelerating, increasing the likelihood of
more tfrequent and more severe tloods and droughts {for the dev-
astating effects of the latter on the nomadic peoples of Niger,
sce Anthony Ham’s ‘Anatomy of a famine’, pl4).

Human activity, primarily the burning of fossil fuels, is
now generally regarded as a significant factor in global warm-
ing. Even the Bush administration (while still refusing to sign
the Kyoto agreement on greenhouse emissions) has admitted
that the problem is partially of human making (sec ‘Powecr pol-
itics’, p7, by Tim Thwaites).

No one is claiming that climate change caused hurricanes
Stan, Rita and Katrina, or the recent Pacific typhoons, but if
our actions are contributing to a climate which makes such
storms morc likely, surely we owe it to the dead, maimed
homeless (not to mention ourselves) to cxamine those actions
more closely.

Two recent Australian books are good places to begin:
Tim Flanncry’s The Weather Makers {Text, $32.95) and Tan
Lowe’s A Big Fix (Black Inc, $16.95). Both offer practic  solu-
tions to reducing our grecenhouse emissions.

This ycar it was a hard rain that fell along the coastal
communities of the Gulf of Mexico, from the First World to
the Thit  Next year, or the year after that, it could fall much
closer to home—or not at all.

Robert Hefner is the acting editor of Eureka Street.

Dangerous practice

FTER THE DEPLORABLE Bali bombings, the deportation
of American peace activist Scott Parkin may scem trivial. But
both cvents invite us to ask what kind of an Australia we want.

The publicly verifiable facts of the case are clear. Mr Parkin
was visiting Australia speaking on non-violent protest. He is an
opponent of the war on Iraq, which the Australian Government
supports. His activities do not secem to have concerned authori-
ties in the United States. He was arrested, detained, deported
and charged for costs after an ASIO report that evidently satis-
ficd the Government and the Leader of the Opposition. His law-
yers have appealed against the decision, and the Inspector-Gen-
eral of Intclligence and Security s reviewing the casc.

The judgment made by ASIO and the grounds for it are
not clear, even though they led to Mr Parkin’s deportation and
affect his reputation and his future ability to travel freely. But
although the grounds may not be made public, a version has
been leaked.

After brutal bombings it may be necessary or excusable for
governments to harm people without disclosing the grounds.
But it is a dangerous practice because such measures erode the
values that they profess to defend.

The development of national sccurity states usually begins
when they identify a group of dangerous people, of terrorists.
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They then build resources for identifying terrorists and their
sympathisers. The list of those under survcillance and con-
sidered to be dangerous inevitably grows. It comes to include
those who are opposed to government policy.

Having ident ed so many enemies of the state, govern-
ments further restrict personal liberty and duc process. Since
the information on which they act is privileged, they then pro-
vide misinformation.

This process can be studied in South Africa after it turned
to apartheid. s excesscs always become patent when history
turns. The defects, malice and absurdities of intelligence assess-
ments become public. But that is small consolation to those
whose lives have been damaged. Nor does it heal the shame
with which citizens later gaze on their nation’s conduct,

In Australia, we may believe that it could never come to
this. But the trcatment of asylum seckers by successive gov-
crnments shows that truth, human dignity and decency ¢
expendable when they stand in the way of excecutive will.

As we retlect on what happened in Bali, the Parkin affair
reminds us that, like bombs, arbitrary powers assumed in the
namc of national sccurity can threaten our identity.

Andrew Hamilton sj is the publisher of Eureka Strect.
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ECULARISM HAS EXORCISED many
devils, and church inanities deprived us
of most counter-availing angels, so it’s no
wonder that into the vacuum rush groups
like Destiny Church, a Maori-based
Pentecostal community with its strength
in New Zealand’s North Island but with
outlicrs in Australia.

After a slow start this seven-ycar old
church now hits the headlines with great
regularity in NZ. On 4 March, for exam-
ple, its leader, Brian Tamaki, addressed a
‘pro-family’, ‘Defend the Legacy’ march
in Auckland that attracted 5000 pco-
ple. He took the opportunity to launch
a political crusade against NZ'’s godless
political parties. Prime Minister Helen
Clark was denounced as an atheist, and
Don Brash, the National Party leader,
though of Preshyterian lineage, was also
tar too liberal to be a truc believer. Prayer,
Tamaki told his supporters, was no longer
enough. They were urged to vote in the
recent national clection for Destiny
New Zcaland, the church’s pelirical
wing which campaigns under the gan
‘Nation Under Siege’. Although #+ modo
a pitch for the Pacific Island v
claims God as its main sponsor, i
raiscd a whimper of intcrest, polling vuny
0.5 per cent.

Destiny Church looks, at first glance,
like a typical Amcrican-style tele-cvan-
gelist network. It has a simple answer to
everything and is very savvy in its use
of the internct and the media. Tamaki is
a gifted and personable speaker who got
himself clected as ‘bishop” on 18 June,
though he does go on at considerable
length. Like some of its close allics, such
as the City Impact Church in Auckland,
Destiny Church operates with big budg-
ets, based on an in-your-facc insistence
on tithing, and appears to suggest that
personal and financial success will tlow
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to belicvers. Its razzmatazz is impres-
sive and it has an undeniably popular—
or should one say populist’—touch. Tt
doesn't talk, for example, of baptism but
of ‘being dunked’.

It communicates enthusiasm, warmth
and security. Much is made of Brian and
Hannah Tamaki and their three married
children as role models for the movement.
It sces itself as a ‘breakthrough church’
that is ‘beyond church in the traditional
sensc’. Its official statement is somewhat
coy about its own core values, but much
is said about ‘cstablishing the Kingdom’,
and restoring ‘biblical order’.

In New Zealand religion is generally
treated with courtcous disdain. It has been
largely written out of the history books
and the public arena. Almost the only
public rcligious ceremonies taken seri-
ously are those from the Maori tradition,
itself strongly influenced by Christianity.
But Destiny Church is different. It really
stirs the spirits. Its ficrce opposition to
recent civil unions legislation, for cxam-
ple, which provides legal security for
gay couples, led to angry and imagina-
tive counter-demonstrations. Green and
Labour Party MPs such as Judith Tizard
have the church in their sights.

The Auckland City Council, cit-
ing safety reasons, gave a firm ‘No’ to
Destiny Church’s original intention of
marching right across the Harbour Bridge
to protest against civil unions; so instead,
it procecded along Queen Street in the
city centre. Sccondary school students
at Wellington High also wanted to say
‘No’ to the use of their school premises
by the church, but were unsuccessful
in the end. Such awarencess of religious
issues in schools is unprecedented in
New Zealand. The considerable wealth
of Destiny’s leaders, Bishop Brian and
Pastor Hannah Tamaki, offcrs opponents
hostages to fortune which are, of course,
gratefully reccived.

Destiny Church regularly makes head-
lines because it thrives on provocation. It
sees itself as a ‘genuine counterculture’
and is comumitted to cxposing ‘current
trends, philosophics and mindsets’, i.e.
anything smacking of ‘liberalism’. It has
‘had enough of liberal behaviour” and cor-
rupt media. Soon, it fears, ‘expressing a
biblical position on homosexuality will
be a criminal offence’.

¢ church presents a militant face
to the world, some of its members lining

up in black shirts or—more recently—
all in white. To sce them at full stretch
performing a haka is a somcewhat fear-
some sight, as it is probably mcant to
be. For thosc of us with longer memo-
rics, muscular  Christians—whether
in black or white T-shirts, bodygu:

ing their ‘bishop’— brings back very
unwelcome memories indeed. Populist
Christianity used to get off on anti-
Semitism. Now it’s the turn of the gays.

Numbers are hard to estimate, but
they are not insignificant—certainly in
the thousands. Destiny says it has 20 pas-
tors throughout New Zealand, and some
35,000 members. It has developed its own
bookshop, health and fitness centre and
bilingual early child-carc centre. Leaders
in the mainstream churches, including
the Baptists, are warning that Destiny is
a force to be reckoned with. There is some
envy of its ability to find a style and a lan-
guage that appcals to young, alicnated
Maoris, and well beyond.

One wonders, howcever, if it has bit-
ten off more than it can chew with its lat-
est move into politics. The Labour Party
had, until recently, rock-solid political
support from the Maori Ratana Chur
but generally Kiwis sce off religiously-
toned parties very smartly. As a niche
cultural movement Destiny Church has
been quite successful. One cannot see it,
however, making much headway politi-
cally in full-employment, pragmatic
New Zealand. Theologically, it is febrile,
and onc hardly needs to be a prophet
sce the pitfalls ahead for it as a chur
Personally, 1 feel sad for its gullible fol-
lowers, and still more for those caught in
its line of fire. It is, no doubt, a sign of our
reactive times. Once again, the shortcom-
ings of the mainstrcam churches come
home to roost with a vengeance.

—Peter Matheson

SPAEN'S CATHODICS TAKE 1O PEE STREE IS

IHESE ARE DIFFICULT times for the

Catholic Church in Spain. Buffeted by
plummeting popularity among Spain’s
once staunchly Catholic population and
outraged by the sccular reforms enacted by
{ . n's socialist gov ent, the Ch 1
is preparing to malke one last stand.



The Church may thus far have failed
to defeat the government’s legalisation
of gay marriagc—a legal challenge to
the law’s constitutionality is still pend-
ing—and fast-track, no-fault divorce. But,
undaunted, Spain’s major Catholic organ-
isations are threatening to escalate their
campaign of mass street protests and civil
disobedience. At issuce in this latest battle
is the government’s plan to make religious
cducation voluntary in public schools.

Although Spain’s 1978 constitution
protects religious diversity, the previous
conservative Popular Party government—
which was voted out of office three days
after the Madrid train bombings in March
2004—made a Catholic subjccet called
Religious Fact compulsory forall students.

Under the previous law, the Catholic
Church had exclusive control over the
curriculum in religious education and sole
power over the appointment of teachers.
Otherreligions couldnot be taught. Failure
in Religious Fact mecant that students
could not qualify for university cducation.

In a statement denouncing the new
government’s plans to remove religious
cducation from the list of compulsory sub-
jects, Concapa, the largest organisation
representing Catholic families, warned:
‘All actions are legitimate in seeking to
modify this project, which is an attack
against frcedom of education, the right of
a school to choose how it teaches, and the
right of parents to cducate their children
as they see fit)!

Concapa also ¢laims to have gathered
up to three million signatures in a peti-
tion which, it says, demonstrates ‘the
unhappiness throughout socicty against a
law that has no democratic consensus’.

Before  he  became  pontiff,  then
CardinalJoseph Ratzinger warned Spanish
Catholics that they were duty bound to
oppose the new laws ‘clearly and firmly’.
His predecessor, Pope John Paul I, simi-
larly denounced the government’s changes
to religious education, warning that ‘new
generations of Spaniards, intluenced by
religious indifference and ignorance of
Christian tradition, are being exposed to
the temptations of moral permissiveness’.

The Church has aliecnated a large
swathe of the Spanish population with the
stridency of its protests—a recent survey
found that just 10 per cent of Spaniards
cxpress significant confidence in  the
Church. The Catholic hierarchy has also
been forever tainted by its decision to

A new understanding

ORTY YEARS AGO, Vatican 1l promulgated one of its last documents: the
Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World. Many have said
that it was too optimistic about modernity. Some commentators locate that
optimism in the heady days of the 1960s and argue that since we are now morce
awarc of humanity’s radical brokenness, the document’s optimism should be
tempered. The Pastoral Constitution is certainly a good deal more optimistic
than the Church’s dismissal of modernity prior to the Council. However, in
my vicew, the debate over the Council’s optimism is a furphy—it distracts
attention from the fundamental shift in the Church’s relationship with the
world, articulated by the Council.

In the 150 years before the Council, the Roman Catholic Church’s
pessimistic evaluation of modernity wasintimatcly related toits understanding
of its role in the world. The world view of Christendom collapsed as new
understandings of the individual in society arose and the Church was
scparated from the state. When the Church lost its dircctive role in the world,
it saw the world as lost from God. In the Pastoral Constitution, however, the
Council considered the Church-world relationship in a fundamentally new
way. It finally, officially set asidc the hope of re-establishing the Church-
state alliance on which Christendom depended. It also set aside the blanket
condemnations that characterised the Church’s attitude to modernity in the
19th century: ‘“The Church also recognises whatever good is to be found in the
modern social movement.’

Yet the change ceffected was more fundamental than the Church simply
shaking off the mechanisms that facilitated the Christendom world view. The
Pastoral Constitution articulated a better, richer theological description of the
Church’s role in the world. This new relationship is built on two key insights.
First, the Council recognised that history has intrinsic significance for the
way in which God acts in the world, and that therefore the Church is charged
with the task of remaining open to the presence and purpose of God in history.
Second, the Council recognised that the Spirit of God is at work in the modern
world, both in individuals and in social movements.

Condemnation would hardly be an appropriate response to a world in
which the Spirit of God is at work. Rather, dialogue and discernment will be
the Church’s crucial tasks. In the Council’s words: ‘Tmpelled by the belief that
it is being led by the Spirit of the Lord who fills the whole Earth, God’s people
works to discern the true signs of God's presence and purpose in the events,
needs and desires which it shares with the rest of modern humanity.’

The Pastoral Constitution does not offer a global evaluation of modernity.
Neither does it advise whether optimism or pessimism is a wiser stance. It
docs articulate a fundamentally new understanding of the Church-world
relationship as a dialoguc.

James McEvoy tcaches at Catholic Theological College, Adelaide.
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Power politics
\/

- OU CAN BE FORGIVEN if you were unaware that Australia is now part of
the Asia-Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate, an organisa-
tion established last July to promote the development and transfer of clean en-
crgy technologics among India, China, Japan, South Korea, the United States and
Australia. Together these countrics arc responsible for more than half the green-
house gas emissions worldwide, and their economies are all heavily dependent
on coal, cither as produccrs or uscrs.

The countries have clubbed together to develop technological solutions to
the greenhouse problem. In other words, they want to be able to continuc to
burn fossil fuels with impunity and avoid the consequences. So the partnership
is about engineering ways to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.

There are some very positive aspects to this. For starters, it signals a com-
plete change of tack by the White House. It’s an admission that the world ac-
tually does have a problem and that it is at least partially of human making,
which mcans we can actually do something about it. In addition, the two most
important thrusts of the partnership—locking up carbon dioxide in rocks un-
derground or under the ocean and developing clean-burning coal-fired power
stations—will be very uscful in the fight to limit global warming.

But Archimedes thinks the whole approach misses the point. First, even if
it works brilliantly, it’s hardly a permanent solution. It just buys time, until we
run out of oil, then gas, then coal. We will still end up having to develop some
sort of renewable or infinite source of energy down the track. Why not start now?
Second, the partnership supports and rewards the same sort of greedy, exploita-
tive, short-term thinking that got us to this point in the first place. And third,
it tends to reinforce the geopolitical status quo, which is why, perhaps, it seems
such an attractive solution to George Bush and John Howard. The increasing
dependence on technology to stave off the evil consequences of wasteful en-
ergy use will exacerbate the economic inequality which favours countries like
Australia and the US, but which is also beginning to make the world such a
dangerous place today.

Not even all of America is convinced that the kind of approach engen-
dered in the partnership is the best way to go. Nine Amcerican states arc work-
ing towards a Kyoto-style agreement to cap the greenhouse emissions from
their power plants. They even want to establish a carbon trading system. This
alternative approach—which is also being canvassed by cities and states in
Australia—would involve using less energy more efficiently, and boosting the
research, development and introduction of rencwable forms of energy in in-
creasing amounts. Moving towards such economies based on smaller, more
efficient, decentralised power generation seems to be a much more robust form
of social organisation.

After observing the performance of the US administration in coping with
Hurricane Katrina, Archimedes suspects that many in the rest of the world arc
no longer so sure that the superpower still has a mortgage on the best ideas of
social organisation. As regards climate change, what we need is not a new wav
of engineering but a new way of living.

Tim Thwaites is a freclance scicnce writer.
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stand wholcheartedly alongside the dicta-
tor General Francisco Franco who ruled
Spain for 37 years until his death in 1975.

But the Church in Spain—or at lecast
part of it—has not always been thus. This
year marks the 50th anniversary of the
arrival in El Pozo d¢ Tio Raimundo
Madrid shanty town—of a Jesuit pricst,
José Maria Llanos.

For Father Llanos, who died in 1992, a
rigid adhcerence to the Vatican’s cdicts or
the current association with conservative
orthodoxy was not the Church in which
he believed. He was a card-carrying mem-
ber of the Spanish Communist Party at
a time when Franco was obsessed with
communist plots against him.

Father Llanos, along with his col-
league Father José Maria Dicz-Alcegria,
became the first of Spain’s ‘worker-pric 3
and Europe’s pioneers of liberation theol-
ogy, associating not with the powerful but
with the poor.

At the time of their arrival in El Pozo,
the barrio on Madrid’s southern out-
skirts was onc of Europe’s poorest, with
no running water, roads or sewers. ~ 2
natural-born radicalism of the impover-
ished residents found a voice in the two
pricsts. Father Llanos once tamously
refused to pay the full onc-pescta bus fare
on a local municipal bus. Instead. he told
the bus driver that a pescta ‘wor | be for
the whole bus, and sccing that half of it
is broken, I'm only paying halt’. Within
days, El Pozo residents were doing like-
wise. Within weeks, El Pozo had a new
bus scrvice.

Not surprisingly, a prominent col-
umnist in El Pats, Spain’s largest-circu-
lation daily newspaper, recently mar 1
the anniversary of Father Llanos’s arrival
by stating, ‘It was becausce of these priests
that the area advanced out of the most
abject poverty.

In contrast, the Church’s current brand
of dissent would be anathema to Father
Llanos, taking as it docs as an encmy not
inequality but the freedom of Spaniards
to live the life of their choosing.

—Anthony Ham

d

Thismonth’scontributors:Peter Matheson
is a New Zealand historian with an inter-
est in public theology; Anthony Ham is a
freelance writer who lives in Madrid.
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= HE INTERESTING, AND PROBABLY ENDURING, thing
about The Latham Diaries is not Mark Latham’s critique of
the Labor Party, or cven what the book tells about his own self-
centredness and self-destructiveness. What might endure is the
funeral pyre of the ‘climb the ladder of opportunity’ Laborism
that Latham tried, without great success, to articulate.

Latham genuinely saw himself as a Third Way politician,
rcaching for the images he sought to evoke about himself and
the modcrn Labor Party. The ladder stuff, and his projection of
himself as a disadvantaged working-class boy made good and
wanting to make it beteer for others, was critical to this. So
also was the phrase he once blurted out, then later bowdler-
ise  of his mother’s once telling him that there are two types
of people in the world: the workers and the bludgers.

Labor was going to shed all of this bleeding-hcart stuff of
being the party of the underclasscs, the whingers, the work-shy
and the welfare lobbies. It was, rather, the party of the aspira-
tional working man who wanted a dccent education for his
kids, a healthy fun environment and rewards for effort. Not
a party without compassion, of course, but with warmth and
energy for the strivers and the tricrs, and punishments as well
for those who wouldn’t shape up. Aborigines? Well, they were
disadvantaged and necded some extra help to climb on to the
ladder of opportunity, but only so as to put them in an cqual
place. Refugees? Well, they were just criminals at the end of
the day, weren'’t they?

This was the Mark Latham and the Labor Party packaged
for the last eleetion, even if the disparagement of the poor was
sotto voce. This was the Labor and the Latham who failed,
cven against a government which had shown every sign of
having had its run. And which was, of course, not only reach-
ing out, with much the same narrative, to the constituencics
Latham claimed to be able to speak for, but doing so with far
more conspicuous success. And, with that success, developing
not only a new I ¢ of political life but a radical new agenda
not only for industrial relations changes but revolution in the
welfare system.

Indeed, it is the welfare-to-work agenda that will mark
the Howard Government far more than any industrial
relations changes it is able to push through. Some have
un rrated it, in part because of Howard’s cunning at the
time it was announced in the budget context. Large sections
of existing welfare recipients were ‘grandfathered out’; the
changes, when they come into effect next July, will affect only
new recipicnts. That muffled the squalls, or the capacities
of the lobbies to present an array of pitiful cascs of people
who would be demonstrably worse off. But the gencrosity
of the initial exceptions is to be more than paid for by the
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Tough love

ideological purity of the new rules which, if they work, will
transform not only the welfare system but Australian society.
If they work. It’s all about work, and, in particular, the firm
conviction of the Cabinet that work of any sort is better than
a benefit. The attack is particularly focused on those of t
welfare generations so long off payrolls that their children have
seen no examples of getting up to go to work cach morning,
or the steady, ennobling and dignifying processcs of earning
one’s own way. Nor is it only about getting people work-ready,
in the sense of mechanically cycling them through make-work
projects until they build up work habits and learn that there’s
no such thing as a free lunch.

In the tough talk and hairy-chestedness of the commit-
tees there is none of this nonscense about training options,
or letting people stay on welfare by going off to university or
whatever. Training moncy, so far as there will be any of it, will
be only for show, and at lcast onc remove from the primary
object: to wean people off welfare. And if we can’t make 1
bludgers work, we will make their lives so mueh more difficult
by requiring them to traipse daily from potar job to poten-
tial job, with documentation of their efforts, t ome of them
will seek jobs just for relief.

This tough love, of course, is for the good of the demor-
alised undcrclasses. Ask any aspirational voter of the sort
Mark Latham claimed to represent. They didn’t get where
they were by hanging around Centrelink! The quality of
their lives comes from their own efforts. Sure, we want gov-
ernments to provide schools and hospitals and better serv-
ices, but frankly, we are all a bit jack of all of these whingers
who think the primary role of government is to send them a
cheque each week. Really, it might be tough for a while, but
it would be for their own good to be cast into the cold hard
world. Especially some of those single mums whose mothere
were single mums and whose children have never had ar
model of someone who ever had to work for a living. You can
imaginc how it will be pitched.

So will John Howard call it compassionate conservatism?
Not on your nelly. He’ll be pitching it pretty much as Third
Way stuff of the sort that Mark Latham was forever imply-
ing. And Kim Beazley may even be too distra :d to fight it
hard. First, he will be on the mission of his lifc to water down
the industria’ :lations legislation that critically threatens his
patrons. And he will be asking party strategists: how much of
this, in place before we take power, will actually help us when
we are in power? The answer, from the sort of people he listens
to, might well be: quite a bit. 7f it ever takes power.

Jack Waterfor s cditor-in-chief of The Canberra Times.
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Anatomy of a fa nine
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== HELANDLOCKED REPUBLIC of Niger, on the southern edge
of the Sahara, is onc of the few countries on carth where famine
is an cveryday fact of life. Niger is officially the worst place on
carth to live, according to the United Nations Development Pro-
gram’s Human Development Index.

Every year, more than 80 per cent of Niger’s children suf-
fer malnutrition. One in three die before they reach the age of
five and there are barely three doctors for every 100,000 people.
Avcerage life expectancy is 42 years.

The famine that has gripped the country for much of this
ycar—and belatedly made international headlines before media
attention turned to Hurricane Katrina—had many causcs: the
Nigerien government’s unwillingness to acknowledge there was
a famine and jailing of local journalists who dared say other-
wise; the men of southern Niger locking up food supplies when
they went away to work, leaving their wives and children to
g0 hungry; the international community subsidising its own
farmers to outtlank impoverished Africans able to produce the
same food at a fraction of the cost; and the international com-
munity, which ignored the crisis until images of starving chil-
dren started appearing on their television screens.

Crimes by the powerful men of Africa contributed to Niger’s
chronic food insceurity, but it must be galling for ordinary Afri-
cans who have little power—particularly Niger’'s nomadic peo-
ples—to know they are also partly responsible for the droughts
and famine that have cursed Niger for decades.

By forsaking their traditional patterns of life and cheir fla-
grant overgrazing of camels and cattle, so the argument goes,
the nomadic herders of the Sahel and Sahara—primarily the
Tuareg and the Fulani—ruined an already precarious land.

This premise of African responsibility for African woes
has a long history. At the height of Niger’s first great famine,
which lasted for six years until 1974, and with abject disregard
for more complex realities, Claire Sterling wrote in the Atlantic
Monthly that:

Carried away by the promise of unlimited water, nomads forgot
about the Sahel's all-too-limited forage. Timeless rules, appor-
Lioning just so many cattle to graze for just so many days within
a cow’s walking distance of just so much water in traditional
wells, were brushed aside.

Niger was once a land of relative plenty. In the 1950s, when
it was still under French administration, farmers in the south of
the country were encouraged to move away from growing the
crops that had sustained their families for generations. Encour-
aged by international companices, French authorities and, later,
the Nigerien government, farmers planted peanuts, a cash crop
that could help mecet world demand and integrate Niger into
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the increasin - global economy. The French guaranteed high
prices for Nigerien farmers, shiclding them from  1e vagaries of
the world market.

The early years were promising. Growth in production to
the late 1960s was almost exponential, with hundreds of thou-
sands of hectares of agricultural land devoted tot humble pea-
nut. It was Niger’s green revolution, an African success story.
Alrcady, by the carly 1960s, more than half of the income of
farmers in the Maradi district of southern Niger came from pea-
nuts while 64 per cent of the peanut harvest came from Tahoua,
farther north. Few  1ny of the farmers were nomads.

At harvest tir  the joy of successful crops was tempered
by new demands on farmers to repay the costs of the sceds
and machinery. New sceds were introduced and productivity
increased. With limited resources to buy the fertilisers these
new sceds required, and with even less advice forchcoming fr
Europcan salesmen on the benefits, few farmers {under five per
cent according to one estimate) chose to fertilise their soil. Out-
put continued to climb, but this was the result of good rains and
increasingly hard-working farmers as much anything clsc.

When Niger became an associate of the European Common
Market in 1965 it lost its price guarantees, although the French
madc up the shortfall through a decreasing system ot subsidies.
Between 1967 and 1969, the price paid to farmers fell by 22 per
cent. Many farmers went into debt, so much so that by 1968,

more than half of all loans by farmers in the Zinder
region were in default.

BLIVIOUS TO THE HIDDEN COsTs associated with peanut
farming and drawn by the combination of high yiclds and arti-
ficial inducements, more and more farmers chose to plant pea-
nuts. The peanut is a thirsty crop and the new sceds required
an cven shorter growing cycle. Fallow periods, which for cen-
turics had been used to let the land regencrate, were dispensced
with., Without fertilisers, the soil was becoming exhausted.
The rising quartz content prevented the anchoring of topsoil,
causing crosion.

With morce farmers to accommodate, the boundaries of
agricultural lar  moved northwards, brin; ¢ farmers into
confrontation with pastoralists all along the Sahara’s southern
fringe. The often-strained relationship between the nomads of
the north and the south, between those of the Sahara and those
of the Sahel, degenerated into contlict.

Pastoral nomadism had once sustained an environmental
balance of resources, representing an ceffective use of land that
was not suitable for agriculture, and enabling regencration of the
soil. Now the southern village reserves, which Tuareg nomads
and Fulani herders had used for grazing and pasture in the






~he boo

Book, let me go.

I'don't want to walk dressed
In avolume ...

Iet me walk on the roads
with dust in my shoes

and without mvthology:
return to vour library,

I'm going out into the streets.

O ANNOUNCED PaBLO NERUDA in
Ode to the Book (1), championinghi:  olit-
ical activism over the writing to which
he had devoted a lifetime’s cqual energy.
Unfavourable comparison between the
real world and the library has a long tradi-
tion mostly expressed, ironically enough,
in books.

In Neruda’s poem, devotion to books
1s imagined as a retreat from the moral
claims of daily life. But where does such
a division lcave the books written about
real people? Ever since humans have been
making stories we've been drawn to tell-
ing the complex mass of actual human
life and, in their modern guise of biogra-
phy and memoir, stories about real lives
are morc popular than ever.

In our fascination with other lives we
scek the solaces of gossip—titillation,
diversion and reassurance—but not only
that, we also look for guidance: one of the
central purposcs of biography throughout
its long life has been instruction. The biog-
raphics of divinitics and sages are a cen-
tral mecans of tcaching in all of the world’s
rcligions. In Christianity, for ex. iple,
there is the tradition of ‘spiritual autobi-
ographies’ and ‘saints’ lives’ {beginning in
993 with Aclfrics’s Lives of the Saints and
continuing up to the marvellously lurid 60
Saints for Girls T received as a first com-
munion gift); indeed, the Gospels them-
sclves can be considered biographics. The
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Greceks and Romans bequeathed a secular
tradition of moral exemplars to the West,
with Plutarch’s Lives of the Noble Gre-
cians and Romans presenting a model of
civic and military prowess that became
widely influential in Europe with Sir Tho-
mas North’s 1579 translation. The tradi-
tion of the Great Man biography rcached
its apothcosis with the Victorians, where
the vivid intimacy of Johnson's and
Boswell’s 18th-century innovations were
replaced with pious reverence: reticence
on everything but rectitude was the order
of the day.

This vast cdifice of Victorian hagiogra-
phy was punctured in 1918 with the pub-
lication of Lytton Strachey’s slim satiric
volume Eminent Victorians, which paro-
died the notions of civic good and spir-
itual heroism upon which the Vietorian
tradition was founded. Strachey’s reaction
against the didactic purposc of biography
has become a hallmark of the modern
form. Victoria Glendinning, the award-
winning biographer of Anthony Trollope,
Elizabeth Bowen, Edith Sitwell, Vita Sack-
ville-West and Rcbecca West, expresses
the opinion of many contemporary biog-
raphers when she comments, ‘It is ques-
tionable whether moral judgments have
any place at all in biography.’

The widespread aversion to  judg-
ing biographical subjects or instructing
readers docs not mecan, however, that
life-writing has forgonc issues of moral-
ity. Rather, modern approaches to biog-
raphy have both reflected and shaped
the changing ways in which our culture
understands life and goodness. Most sig-
nificantly, ‘truth’ has replaced ‘virtue’ as
the yardstick of the age. From therapy
groups to television talk shows to inti-
mate relationships, truth-telling is scen
as our primary responsibility, especially
when the truth told is of transgression.

J. A. Froude’s frank writings on the mag-
isterial social prophct Thomas Carlyle
caused uproar in the 1880s because of
their intimations of impotency and mari-
tal discord. In his defence Froude provided
what would become the central justifica-
tion for biography’s trcatment of private
life: the biographer’s first duty is to truth,
not propriety. Froudc argucd that without
consideration of Carlyle’s faules ‘his char-
acter cannot be understood’ and that as
‘the truest of men’ Carlyle would himself
have demanded a true portrait. Clea
not all biographical subjects feel likewise,
but it is what readers now demand. The
impetus is not solely scandal mongering,
however: like Froude, the biographer can
be motivated by sympathy or admiration.
This is clearly the case with the pionecer
of modern self-reflexive biography, Rich-
ard Holmes. In the exploration of his bio-
graphical mecthods, Sidetracks, Holmes
writes: ‘Biography is a human exchangg,
what [ have called a “handshake across
time”. It is an act of human solidarity, and
in its own way an act of recognition and
of love!

We look now, as Holmes puts it, for
solidarity—and thus for sharcd foibles
rather than for moral exemplars: we want
to know that ‘the poct’ Coleridge sufferced
terribly from constipation and that ‘the
president’ Kennedy was a philanderer.
Our search for figures we can ‘relate to’
rather than respect is connected to the
refiguring of how we understand good and
evil. The binary approach to cthics—the
idea that there is a stable set of laws dif-
ferentiating what is right from what is
wrong and to which humans must simply
adherc—has largely disappeared from the
modern West, among both the religious
and the sccular. In its place is a more fluid
understanding, which pictures life as irre-
ducibly complex and where morality can



shift and turn according to the situation.
In his retlections on writing the lives of
the Romantic pocts, Holmes contends
that, instead of drawing moral conclusions
about its subjccts, biography rightly ‘sces
a morc complicated and subtle pattern.
Even out of worldly “failure” and personal
suffcring (indeed perhaps especially from
these) it finds creative force and human
nobility.” This approach resonates with
that of Nicholas Mosley, who has written
biographies of his father Oswald, leader
of the British Union of Fascists during
World War I1. “‘Onc of the points of this
book—Dbiography or autobiography,’” Mos-
ley comments, ‘has been the attempt to
create an attitude by which darkness in
people (there is always darkness) might
be made to be scen not so much as evil
as somewhat ridiculous: ¢vil may thus be
exorcised: ridiculousness becomes life-
giving.” In this approach to cthical ques-
tions, sclf-consciousness is central and
Mosley (whose autobiography is tellingly
titled Efforts at Truth) uscs the degree of
his father’s self-awareness, rather than his
actions themsclves, as the measure for
moral evaluation.

These new approaches to the rela-
tionship between ethics and life-writing
bring their own sct of concerns, however.
Contemporary discussion of biographi-
cal practice is interested primarily in the
representation of literary figures, and the
extent to which the methods and values
commonly emiployed in literary biography
can function in the biographies of civic
figures is debatable. Although the distinc-
tion between different kinds of subjects is
nccessarily tluid—authors and politicians
are not autonomous categories—there are
significant diffcrences in writing a biog-
raphy of a novelist {even one with a taste
for publicity} and of a politician whose
character and carcer determine the condi-
tion of nations. Holmes and Mosley have
chosen very different kinds of men, and
in writing about a political leader the lat-
ter is obliged to consider his subject in
the light of historical realities. European
fascism constitutes a watershed in how
we today conecive of morality, and writ-
ing about figures in that context docs
heighten the danger of reducing cvents
and individuals to what Primo Levi has
called a Manichean view of history. But
awareness of this risk does not deny the
reality of moral difference nor the neces-
sity of moral accountability. As Levi

states bluntly about his cxperience of
Auschwitz: ‘I was a guiltless victim and I
was not a murderer.’

Furthermore, regardless of subject,
the assertion of truth is not as simple as
somce biographers make it appear: do we
still imagine ourselves to possess some
kind of defining truth? And when there
arc conflicting interpretations, who has
the authority to decide the truth told? The
critical question has shitted from Froude’s
defence of truth-telling to the much
knottier one of what constitutes truth.
It scems that often when we talk about
truth in lifc-writing what we really mean
i1s cxplicitness—the demand to know
what had been hidden—but the biogra-
pher’s art cannot be reduced to the amass-
ing of details, and an cxact portrait may
not be a truce one. To get to the truth of a
person requires interpretation and omis-
sion and a recognition that life is much
more opaque and untidy than it is usu-
ally presented in books. It could be that
what is required is a new form: in 1918
Lytton Strachcey dismisscd ‘standard biog-
raphics’ as inadcquate to the experience
of lif¢, yet the mammoth, multi-volumed,
indexed ‘Life’ remains dominant. Holmes
is one biographer experimenting with new
styles to get at a truth flattened by the tra-
ditional approach, using travelogue, radio
plays, and fiction (including the wonder-
fully cvocative Dr Johnson’s First Cat).
Amid these debates about representation
and reality, perhaps the central truth to
consider is that of the subject’s own sense
of sclf. As the historian of fascism Rich-
ard Griffiths has noted, ‘Nobody holds
opinions which they fecl to be wrong;
onc must therefore attempt to see things
through these people’s cyes, to asscss
what they felt to be right and why! In
order for biography to consider the moral
claims made on it by history, thercfore, it
must first strive to see its subjects as they
saw themscelves.

Grappling with thesc issucs is a kind
of cthical practice for writcrs and readers
alike; one that, intentionally or not, pro-
vides a new form of moral instruction to
replace the didacticism of previous gen-
crations. The Czech novelist Milan Kun-
dera has made a moral critique of the very
genre of biography as by definition reduc-
ing an individual’s life to the interpreta-
tion of another. Kundera aligns biography
with what he calls the ‘trial regime’ under
which much of Europe lived in the 20th

century: like biography, this trial’s prov-
ince was private life as well as public,
judging not an isolated act but rather ‘the
character of the accused in its entirety”.
But I think the reverse is true, that biog-
raphy can bring us understanding and
illumination rather than judgment. At its
best, biography shows us the complexity
of the figures we presume to judge, work-
ing in an opposite direction to Kundera’s
trial regime. It is in this that biographers
most resemble novelists, In ‘Against Dry-
ness’, her famous 1961 essay on what lit-
crature offers that philosophy docs not,
Iris Murdoch argues for the moral value
of the 19th-century realist novels which
were not concerned with ‘the human con-
dition’ in the abstract but ‘with real vari-
ous individuals struggling in society’. She
argucs that the other-realities conveyed
in such works break into our self-centred
fantasies and in doing so perform a moral
function: ‘Through litcraturc we can
rediscover a sense of the density of our
lives.” The same can be said of great biog-
raphics: they invite us to inhabit minds
and bodices other than our own, and this
is moral work.

Examining how we read biography
necessitates that we ask how we read gen-
crally and demands we re-examine the
cthics of that process. It reminds us in
these fiscally obsessed times that reading
is not simply the private act of a leisured
class but a moral practice: storics arc how
we tell and understand what life is, and
the storics we make about real human
lives are the most important of all. That
sly old poet Neruda wrote a second poem
about the rclationship between writing
and living, and this Ode to the Book (11)
cclebrates precisely that kind of reading.
The two categories with which we began
are not, it scems, scparated by ‘or’ but
linked by ‘and”:

What was our victory!

a book,

a book full

of human touches,

of shirts,

a book

without loneliness, with men
and rools,

a book

18 victory.

Sarah Kanowski is a freclance writer
and broadcastcer.
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Lucy Turner

Guatemala’s unfs -g'ven

Y 8AM ON 12 Aucust 2005, the
Sacapulas Municipal Hall is filled with
residents of surrounding villages, dressed
in traditional ¢(raje and speaking quietly
in Quich¢, the local indigenous language.
Representatives of the Guatemalan gov-
crnment, weary from the five-hour drive
to the small highland town, and looking
uncomfortable in their stitf suits, begin to
take their scats on the stage. Despite the
heat and the crowd, in the carly light the
hall has the reverent hush of a chapel.

Domingo, Agustin and Juan sit silently
in the first row, their faces revealing a sad-
ness which the events about to take place
will do little to ease. They are preparing to
hear government officials publicly accept
state responsibility for the 1990 murder
of their mother, Maria Mejia, a respected
community leader and outspoken critic
of the army. They will offer formal apolo-
gics, and seck her family’s forgivencess.

The banner suspended above the offi-
cials’ hcads, bearing a photo of Maria
and printed with stark black lettering,
expresses succinetly the response they
can expect: No hay perdon sin justicia—
No forgiveness without justice.

Fiftcen years after her brutal assassina-
tion in front of her husband and children
by members of the military who still live
in their village, no investigations have
taken place, no one has been charged, and
the case remains, ke thousands like i,
in absolute impunity.

Guatemala is still coming to terms
with peace a decade after a 36-year civil
war cnded with the signing of bpeace
accords. Among the challenges it ccs
is how to address the profound damage
causcd by decades of conflict and state
repression, which included atrocities such
as the massacre of hundreds of indigenous
villages, tens of thousands of ‘disappcear-
ances’ and widespread torture.

As in other countrics undergoing
post-conflict  transitions, Guatemala
cstablished a truth commission as part
of its reconciliation process. In 1999, the
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Historical ~ Clarification Commission
(CEH, for its initials in Spanish) published
its  report,  Guatemala—Memory  of
Silence, which concluded that the civil
war had claimed more than 200,000
victims, 83 per cent of whom were
indigenous Mayans. The report found that
the state was responsiblc for 93 per cent of
the human rights violations committed,
which included genocide.

The CEH’s recommendations, in
addition to stressing the importance of
the peace accords, sought to specifically
address victims’ needs. These recommen-
dations included measures for dignitying
the memory of victims, a wide-ranging

reparations program, and, impor-
tantly, justice.

VER THE PAST $1X YEARS Guatema-
lan governments have implemented some
of these recommendations, most notably
via the creation of a National Reparation
Program, which includes material resti-
tution (such as building roads), cconomic
compensation, psychological rehabilita-
tion, and measures to dignify victims
(such as monuments and the renaming
of buildings). Little has been done, how-
ever, to bring those responsible for human
rights crimes to justice.

In contrast to other socictics undergo-
ing post-conflict transitions, Guatemala
did not pass sweeping amnesty laws as
part of its reconciliation process.

The 1996 National Reconciliation Law,
which provides for the limited exemption
of responsibility in some cases, specifically
excludes crimes against humanity—i1  ar-
ticular genocide, forced disappcarance and
torturc—committed during the internal
armed conflict. The CEH recommended
that thosc responsible for such crimes be
prosecuted, tricd and punished.

This means there is no legal barrier to
proceeding against human rights violators.
On the contrary, the gover nment has strong

litical, legalandmoral obligat t¢ K

those responsible to justice. Politically, it

committed itself to fight impunity in the
Global Agreement on Human Rights, one
of the principal peace accords signed in
1994, In addition, the nation’s constitution
and a range of international human rights
treaties imposc a legal duty to investigate,
try, and punish human rights violators.
The moral imperative is confirmed by
the proliferation of victims’ organisations
since the signing of the peace accords and
their persistent demand that justice is the
only path to real reconciliation.

Despite this, impunity remains a fact
for almost 100 per cent of human rights
abuses committed during Guatemala's
civil war.

There are many reasons for this,
the primary one being a lack of politi-
cal will: the political spectrum remains
dominated by right-wing parties whose
members and supporters among the armed
forces might well be the focus of criminal
investigations.

Lack of political will is compounded
by the systemic weaknesses of the jus-
tice system. The institutions responsible
for carrying out criminal investigations
arc under-resourced, staffed by inade-
quately trained and inadequately experi-
enced personnel, and show little interest
in initiating the investigations as they are
required to do by law. The court system
is rcnowned for its inefficiency, inconsi
cney and corruption.

Furthermore, the Ministry of Defense
is unco-opcrative with criminal investi-
gations indicating military involveme
in human rights crimes. It has classified
much of the information held by the armed
forces as ‘statc scerets’, in order to prevent
its release. When cascs + come to trial,
the army defends its own by paying law-
yers who employ obstructionist legal tac-
tics aimed at delaying proceedings and
exhausting victims’ resolve.

In light of these obstacles, only a handful
of cascs have been adequately investigated
and tried, and even fewer have resulted in
appropriate sanctions being imposcd. These







































but who renounce violence to safeguard
human rights.

On the other hand, the Compendium
is not pacifist. ‘A war of aggression is
intrinsically immoral’, and states have the
duty of defence, ‘even using the force of
arms’. Quoting the Catechism, it adduces
the standard ‘strict conditions’ for licit
use of force: an aggressor is inflicting
great and lasting damagge; all other means
of averting war have proved ineffective;
there must be serious prospects of suc-
cess; and the outcome must not produce
an cven worse result than not fighting.
Yet, incomprchensibly, the Compendium
repeats a phrasc from the Catechism that
was used by prominent Catholic apolo-
gists for the invasion of Iraq to argue that
the moral decision for war belonged to
governments: ‘The cvaluation of thesc
conditions for moral legitimacy belongs
to the prudential judgment of those who
have responsibility for the common good.
These apologists used this sentence to
claim that decisions of government over-
ruled the moral views of the churches
against the legitimacy of the invasion. As
Cardinal Ratzinger later indicated, the
misleading sentence should be withdrawn
from the Catechism.

The Compendium recognises that
defence forces ‘make an authentic con-
tribution to peace’, and especially those
servingon humanitarian or peace-keeping
missions promoted by the United Nations.
This duty of humanitarian intervention
even overrides the principle of national
sovereignty. To enforce the provisions
of international law and punish human
rights abuscs, the Church strongly sup-
ports the International Criminal Court.

The Church also calls for a ‘gen-
eral, balanced and controlled disarma-
ment’ and banning all weapons of mass
destruction, including ending nuclear
testing. The document supports the
ban on child soldiers and anti-personnel
mines, and urges stricter controls over
the production and sale of small arms
and light weapons.

In addition, ‘Every member of the
armed forces is morally obliged to resist
orders that call for perpetuating crimes
against the law of nations and the uni-
versal principles of this law.’ Nor can
violations of human rights be justified
by claiming obedience to superior orders.
The document also supports the right
of conscientious objectors to military

service in principle, or to a particular
war, but adds they ‘must be open to
accepting alternative forms of scrvice’.
Further, the Compendium recognises the
right of resistance to unjust authorities,
even to the point of violent resistance in
extreme cases, although it prefers passive
resistance as being more con-
formable to moral principle.

I HE SANCTIONS AGAINST IRAQ, which
took a huge death toll on civilians—per-
haps 500,000 or more were children—
posc an immense moral question for our
Western nations, and possibly amount
to a great crime against humanity. The
Vatican repeatedly opposed such draco-
nian sanctions, but the Western powers
today wish the whole issue to disappear.
In contrast to the intense scrutiny over
the UN administration of the sanctions
regime, there has been almost total
silence in our media about the morality of
the sanctions themselves and responsibil-
ity for the catastrophic death toll.

The Compendium declares that sanc-
tions must ‘never be used as a means for
the direct punishment of an entire popu-
lation: it is not licit that entire popula-
tions, and above all their most vulnerable
members, be made to suffer because of
such sanctions ... An economic cmbargo
must be of limited duration and cannot
be justified when the resulting effects arc
indiscriminate’.

Terrorism too is to be condemned
as ‘one of the most brutal forms of vio-
lence’, sowing ‘hatred, death, and an
urge for revenge and reprisal.” But the
Compendium insists that the causes of
terrorism must not be overlooked. ‘The
fight against terrorism presupposes the
moral duty to help create thosc condi-
tions that will prevent it from arising or
developing.’

The Compendium declares it ‘a profa-
nation and a blasphemy to declare oneself
a terrorist in God’s name’, and spurns
the idea that those who die in terrorist
attacks are martyrs. ‘No religion may tol-
erate terrorism and much less preach it.
Rather, religions must work together to
remove the causes of terrorism and pro-
mote friendship among peoples’.

One cannot help lamenting the fail-
ures of the US government and military
to live up to their finest ideals as the
Compendium continues: ‘The struggle
against terrorists must be carricd out

with respect for human rights and for the
principles of a state ruled by law. ‘It is
essential that the use of force, even when
necessary, be accompanied by a coura-
geous and lucid analysis of the reasons
behind terrorist attacks’, since terrorists
are more easily recruited when rights
have long been trampled.

The Compen

The document also quotes Pope John
Paul II as saying that nothing can justify
torturc. Far from simply endorsing a US-led
war against terrorism, the Compendium
puts the issues of war and violence in the
context of economic justice, social equity
and international development, including
the plight of the poorest countrics strug-
gling under impossible debts.

Pope John Paul 11 stated on World Day
of Peace, 2000: ‘At the beginning of the
New Millennium, the poverty of billions
of men and women is “the one issuc that
most challenges our human and Christian
consciences”’. Indeed, ‘another name for
peace is development’, as Pope Benedict
XVI has since indicated with his support
for the United Nations and its Millenninm
Development Goals.

Bruce Duncan CSskR co-ordinates
the program in social justice studics at
Yarra Theological Union in Melbourne
and is a consultant with Catholic
Services Victoria.

NOVFEMBER DECFMBER 2005 FURERKA STRETT 31



Pe

FURTRA STREL

INTCNOIas unstan

Fair go, Prime ‘Minister

OON AFTER THE LAsT federal clection a banner
was draped, bricfly, from Sydney Harbour Bridge.
It proclaimed: ‘Australians have voted to live in an
cconomy, not in a society” Within days, the Howard
Government announced it would introduce indus-
trial relations changes in Parliament once it had
obtained the majority in the Senate. One of these
changes would be to exempt from unfair dismissal
laws companies with fewer than 20 employees, a
number that was later extended to 100. It is just one of
many changes the Government intends to make, but
the detail of the new legislation is yet to be scen.

The Government says removing unfair dis-
missal laws will lead to greater workplace tlexibil-
ity, and has won praisc for its plans from the Inter-
national Monctary Fund. Of course, the downside
of such tlexibility is that it will remove protection
against unfair dismissal for up to 95 per cent of Aus-
tralian employces. Although the Government'’s plans
directly affect only those employees covered by fed-
cral legislation, it is to be assumed the new laws will
override state legislation.

In the main, the cxisting system provides a rel-
atively speedy, cost-effective and simple process for
resolving disputes between employers and employ-
ces. Those employees covered by the federal Work-
place Relations Act 1996 come under the jurisdiction
of the Australian Industrial Relations Commission.
Employces not covered by federal legislation are cov-
cred by state legislation, and each state has its own
Industrial Relations Commission. Once a claim for
unfair dismissal has been lodged in the commission,
the matter is listed for a conciliation conference that
explores whether it can be resolved by negotiation.
[t not, the applicant can proceed to arbitration. The
commission’s 2003-04 annual report says 75 per cent
of cases arc resolved at the conciliation stage. Of the
remaining cascs, 16 per cent are settled post-concili-
ation, six per cent are abandoned and just three per
cent actually proceced to arbitration.

In a nutshell, most unfair dismissal cases con-
cern two main questions: whether the employer has a
valid rcason for terminating the employcee’s employ-
ment; and whether the employee was accorded pro-
ccedural fairness in all the circumstances of the case.
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Where the mployer can demonstrate there has bec
‘serious misconduct’ [such as theft, fraud, assault, or
being intoxicated at work), there is no need to show
that the employee has been warned or counsclled;
such conduct, if established, warrants summary dis-
missal. Scction 170 CA (2) of the Act provides the
principal object is ‘to ensure that, in consideration
an application in respect of termination of employ-
ment, a “fair go all round” is accor d to both the
employ  and employee concerned’.

The Government says one reason or changing
the system is the cost. Prime Minister John Howard
and the 1 nister for Workplace Relations, Kevin
Andrews, say they have received anecdotal evidence
from cmployers complaining about the expense
having to defend against spurious unfair dismiss
claims that proceed to arbitration. It should be
noted that the number of unfair dismissal applica-
tions filed with the commission dropped from 8109
in 2000-01 to 7044 in 2003-04. In spite of these fig-
urcs, the Government arguces businesses should
not have to bear the cconomic costs involved in
defending against unfair dismissal claims at all,
so the laws should be scrapped. Ie is clear the Gov-
ernment has listened closely to the concerns and
opinions of ecmployers and business groups; it is
also apparent they have not listened to, nor taken
account of, the concerns and opinions of the vast

majority of Australian workers whose legal
rights will be diminished by the changes.

ROPOI  NTS OF THE PROPOSED ir 1strial rela-
tions changes will no doubt insist that employees
will still have rights, both at common law and under
state and federal anti-discrimination laws, to chal-
lenge their termination in circumstances where they
allege the termination was unlawtul, discrimina-
tory, and/or they were not provided with reasonable
notice. Scrapping untfair dismissal laws is certain to
lead to an increase in litigation under the state and
federal anti-discrimination laws and common law,
but the scope of protection afforded to all employces
under the current laws will be significantly reduced.
Not all oyees o havebee anfa ydi 0 ssed
under ¢ 1g arrangements can bring proceedings









wait for its first dew. It will drop like a
gem. Catch it with your tongue. When
you cat the heart of the matter, you'll
never grow hungry again.’

All of the characters who inhabit
Remedios Street are suffering from cheir
own hungers. Some of them are drawn
together by their mutual hunger, others
arc torn apart; some survive their hard-
ships, others don't.

In the opening paragraph of the novel,
the adult Nenita is looking back at that
summer when she was 12:

When we laid my baby sister in a shoc-
box, when all the banana hearts in our
street were stolen, when Tiyo Anding
stepped out of a window perhaps to fly,
when 1 saw guavas pecking from Mano-
lito’s shorts and felt I'd dic of shame, when
Roy Orbison went as crazy as Patsy Cline
and lovers cloped, sparking a scandal so
ficry that cven the volcano crupted and,
as a consequence, my siblings tasted their
first American corned beef, then Mother
looked at me again, that was the summer [
ate the heare of the matter.

There is so much in that paragraph,
from pathos and tragedy to humour and
redemption, that is laid out on a platter
to whet the appetite of the reader for the
dctails, the recipes, the mix of language
and food and human nature that make
up this dish.

Remedios Street is a microcosm of a
world in which hunger and want cocx-
ist with wealth, in which the promise of
the church is never far removed from the
threat of the volcano. Though it is about a
small strcet in the Philippines, it is also,
as Sharan Burrow said, about larger ‘com-
munities of hunger’.

The aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in
New Orleans has shown us that the bal-
ance between wealth and want, between
haves and have-nots, can tip precariously,
and sometimes catastrophically, in uncx-
pected places.

After Katrina, which brought a Third
World tlood to the First, it was the compas-
sion of ordinary humans that ultimatcly
surfaced, highlighting the muddy real-
ity of officialdom’s inability to cope with
basic human nceds in a time of crisis.

‘We are living in an era in which
compassion is no longer a part of the dis-
course,” Bobis says. ‘It’s all hard-line for-
cign policy in how we treat cach other,
impregnable demarcation lines, the bor-
der of the other and us.

‘I thought you could talk about very
basic things: food, hunger, mother love. The
cnemy feels the same hunger, and maybe if
we can find a connection, then we can put
oursclves in the shoes of the other!

At hcart, says Bobis, Banana Heart
Summer is ‘a book about forgiveness, a book
about compassion for the mother, compas-
sion for even someone who has hurt you.

‘In a way it is an act of neighbouring
with the encmy, it’s crossing the border.
And in that way you'rc doing yourself a
favour because you're balancing yonr
heart and spleen.

Banana Heart Summer, Merlinda Bobis.
Murdoch Books Australia/Pier 9, 2005.
1seN 1 740 45590 8, rrr 29.95.

Robert Hefner is thce acting cditor of
Eurcka Strecet.
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Anchor your Faith in Understanding

Consider taking one of these courses:

> Bachelor of Theology

> Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of Theology (double degree with the University
of Melbourne and Monash University)

> Graduate Diplomas in Theology, Counselling, Ministry, Spirituality, Spiritual Direction,

Masters degrees in Divinity, Arts, Theology, Ministry Studies
> Doctorates in Theology, Ministry Studies, Philosophy

(03) 9853 3177 admin@mcd.edu.au
www.mcd.unimelb.edu.au
FEE-HELP available for all courses
Research funding also available

lbourne Coll

Australia’s oldest ecumenical degree-granting body

ege of Divinity

Seven campuses around Melbourne plus online study

Established 1910

Affiliated with the University of Melbourne
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FURTRA STREL!

juay Kowiey

Stanc ag sation for the letter M

You could say the world’s a cradle that rocks either side of the equator,
a swing of sound controlled by maternal pushing, a continual cooing.
When I was small, the letter ‘em’ changed profile all the time.

M begins with ‘¢’ when your mouth first opens: ‘ech-m’

and slips tonn ‘m-ee’, then Mic-kee. Later I added Mousc.

In a word, Mummy, was my first true mouth shape.

Simplicity ticks inside the classics of anyone’s language,

my universe of literacy, an irreversible minefield.

An accent brings a word to stumpy knees.

Listen!

Martyr, many hindsights after, may be confused with Mater,
Mater, with matter. This mattered to mc because I could not hear.

A leat before dying has weight: it rustles, whirls, frisks, cracks and floats,
& lands like a curve, a circle, or the dash, or sometimes a question mark.
Words like grab-bag, half caste innovations, engorge the language stream.
Add a to M, lip sync the result before or after the fact. Ma or Am.

The lists grows with any combination you may ruminate upon.

Could that be rum-inate? A question. Does rum rhyme with run or room!?
Practice perfects, and the text reinforces all stories to the deaf.

Believe me!

Here, my mea culpa to the world: mou; mai; mao & mea
clothed in mouth, maid, maui and moat, mecan much more.
More is more not less, when the cohorts are called up.

Then, a lcaf v ispers visibly like a haunt with a secret to tell,

secrets even I can hear,

In a tiny crevice of perception a mellifluous sound
lies trapped,

a stealth soul tucked inside my car.

Do not listen to red herrings; they distract.

A squad of nincteen consonants shoves terrestrials into flesh suits
but words will mcander. Mellow, mercury and metric expand and flex.
Play detective, as I do, with lips.

[ want to hear the leaf that floats.
Excuse me, would you repeat that last spiky word with the round ending;
Hah! microphone. Delete telew  one, Cote de Rhone and I'm afraid to be alone.

Confusion configures a mastery to unravel.

The bone I pick with slippery words concerns me only.
Tussling for clarity means everything to Me.

M! Let’s hear applause for your perfect shape.

You, who rise out of mouths and tell yourself to Me.

Then, only then, are you mine alone.
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Laniel meroorn

urtin’s greatest achievement

0  ™maNY, JouN CURTIN was
Australia’s greatest prime minister: a hero
who was cheered as hie walked through the
streets of Melbourne and later farewelled
by thousands. In many ways, he makes an
odd choice of national champion, lacking
as he did the grandeur of Whitlam, the wit
of Menzies, the fabled common touch of
Hawke. But what Curtin lacked in per-
sonal style he made up for in achicve-
ments, the kind of inarguable, towering
accomplishments upon which history
books were once based.

He brought Australian troops home
in defiance of Churchill and Roosevelt,
re-aligned  Australian  allegiances  from
the motherland to the new frontier of the
United States and saved Australia from
Japanese invasion. He was the reluctant
hero, the saintly, self-sacrificing figure
who safely guided the nation through its
darkest, most sleepless night, all the while
battling his own personal demons of alco-
holism and depression.

Or so the story goes. Curtin's Gift
argues that Curtin was indeed the greatest
Australian leader, but that the accomplish-
ments normally attributed to him have
been confused or exaggerated and obscure
his real legacy. The popular claim that he
rescued the nation from Japanese invasion
is scen here as an overblown and misleading
ong, as is the image of Curtin as some kind
of Pacific warlord—he mainly deferred to
the capable American general Macarthur.
Nor was Curtin as opposed to Britain as
legend would have it. It is often forgotten
that he appointed the Duke of Gloucester
to the position of Governor-General, con-
trary to Labor policy that an Australian
should be appointed to the role.

Author John Edwards also argues that
Curtin’s intervention in bringing the 6th
and 7th divisions home was not as crucial
as popular belief would have it. It was a
commonsense move and a popular one,
he asserts, rather than an inspired and
idiosyncratic one. The political machina-
tions lcading up to the move are chron-

icled here, though this scction is not as
clear or as convincing as other parts of
Edwards’s argument.

The notion of Curtin as reluctant leader
is more convincingly overturned here.
While Curtin was apparently prepared
to walk away from politics if he lost his
Fremantle scat, he was by no mecans timid
about the prospects of becoming leader
and pursued the post with vigour. A life-
long convert to the Labor cause, he was a
voracious reader and thought widely and
critically about cconomic issucs. As such,
he came to the national leadership as the

‘best prepared and trained leader
of his generation’.

N ADDITION TO THROWING light on somc
of the misconceptions about Curtin’s prime
ministership, the book is valuable in that
it traces Curtin’s development as an cco-
nomic thinker. Born in 1885, Curtin expe-
ricnced Depression-era poverty first-hand
and it was formative in his
thinking. Later, he became
involved with the Victorian
Socialist Party, wherc he
absorbed the tcachings of
Tom Mann. Also crucial
were his observations of the
wide-ranging powers held
by the government during
World War 1. Appointed
editor of the Westralian
aged just 25, he possessed
what Edwards calls an ‘easy
familiarity with concepts
and numbers'.

During Scullin’s ill-
fated leadership, Curtin
distanced himself from the
prevailing wisdom in the party on how to
end the Depression, rejecting the conven-
tional analysis, which was to cut wages,
and supported the Keynesian notion that
reducing spending would not end the
Depression. When he became leader, he
spoke of the urgent need for ‘the reshap-
ing, in fact, the revolutionising of the

Australian way of lifc quickly, efficiently
and without question’. His government
assumed control of income tax from the
states, made key changes to social sccurity,
introduced modern central banking and
strengthened Australian involvement in
the global cconomy, participating in talks
that cventually led to the nation’s involve-
ment in the International Monetary Fund,
the World Bank and the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade. It was these develop-
ments, Edwards contends, that constitute
both Curtin’s greatest achicvement and the
foundations upon which Australian pros-
perity would once again flourish.

Edwards, formerly one of Paul Keating’s
economic advisers, holds a PhD in cconom-
ics and is now chief ecconomist at HSBC.
As such, he brings considerable economic
proficiency to the work, and some will no
doubt find this aspeet of the text dry and
somewhat difficult. However, as a look at
how cconomic policy is inextricably linked
to social change, the book is
invaluable. And as a study
in how Curtin’s hard work
in ¢stablishing the frame-
work for Australia’s recov-
cry was more significant
than his more celebrated
and dramatic moments,
it's an incisive look at how
politicians are perceived
and remembered.

Edwards’s work is by
no means the definitive or

est exhaustive Curtin biogra-
e phy (David Day’s tome still
holds that title), but rathera
convincing re-examination
of some of the key strands
of his life. We may revere Curtin, Edwards
argues, but we have got him all wrong. For
somconce who got it right so crucially and
so often, perhaps the least we can do is
understand him and his precious gift.

Daniel Herborn is a freelance writer based
in the Blue Mountains.

NOVEMBER DECEMBER 2005 FURFKASTREITT 45



Loairey Iroase

Perconal tragedy, wider injustice

LL TOO OFTEN OVER the course of
Australian political history Aboriginal and
Torres Straight Islander pcoples have been
stereotyped and dehumanised. ‘Aboriginal’
identity is often thought of, and depicted as,
fulfilling a fixed criterion without appre-
ciation for the multitude of tribal differ-
ences, the evolution of culture and religion
over time, and individual personalitics.
Aboriginal pcople hecome blank canvascs
in the cyes of mainstream society, which
then overlays its own prejudices and world
views. However, both Rene Baker: File
#28/E.D.P and Peopling the Cleland Hills
in their own way break through this con-
strictive narrative of indigenous history
and culture.

Rene Baker was written jointly by Rene
Powell and Bernadette Kennedy. Powell
rccounts her life as a member of the Sto-
len Generations, and it is a moving story of
injustice, sadness, strength and hope.

She came from Milyirrigjarra country
near Warburton, Western Australia. At the
age of four, Powcell was forcibly removed
fromherpeople. She writes abouthow, when
she was taken away on the mission truck,
her mother ‘started crying’ and ‘went into
mourning’, while Powell was inconsolable.
Remarkably, though, Powell’s
removal is not as saddening
an aspect of her story as is her
own disconnectedness from
both her traditional culturc
and mainstrcam socicty. She
spent the rest of her child-
hood institutionalised, and
upon returning to her fam-
ily Powell found she had lost
her language. Because of this
there was an ‘cmpty space’
between her andt  mother.

Mcanwhile, she was not
accepted by wider society.
Powell was a dark-skinned
girl raised in a white world, living in limbo.
Through all of this, though, she manages to
struggle her way through a world stacked
against her, and thercby claim her identity.

FILE
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RENE POWELL & BERNADETTE KENNEDY

Driven by her personal friendship with
Powell, Kennedy situates her political anal-
ysis of the removal policy of the Western
Australian government in the context of
Powell’s life story. This makes Kennedy’s
insights and rescarch all the more powerful
and poignant. In other words, Kennedy’s

compassion motivates and sharp-
cns her insights.

I HERE ARE TWO FUNDAMENTAL idcas

runningthroughKcennedy’sanalysis. First,
the Stolen Gencerations issuc requires a
shift in focus away from the rights of the
victims towards addressing the injustice
of the policy itself and the actions carried
out to further it. Kennedy’s hypothesis is
that a rights focus is too individualistic
and adversarial, and is in part responsible
for the Federal Government’s refusal to
apologisc for fear of being sued. Second,
Kennedy challenges the idea that the Sto-
len Generations were a misfortune that
occurred when well-meaning burcaucrats
attempted to help Aboriginal peoples.
She provides damning cvidence that key
WA government officials and politicians
knew that from at lcast 1937 the practice
of taking indigenous children from the
parents and families was ille-
gal. Rene Baker is a profour
work in which the personal
tragedy of Powell crystal-
lisecs the wider injustice of
the Stolen Generations. Fur-
thermore, a book that cel-
ebrates the triumph of the
human spirit in such adverse
circumstances can hardly be
dismissed as a ‘black-arm-
band’ view of history.
#28/E.D. On the other hand,
Michael Smith takes a dif-
ferent approach to Abo-
riginal history in Peopling
the Cleland Hills. His book is like a
rich painting, its background being the
Cleland Hills, a small cluster of hills
located on the cdge of the desert in

western Central  Australia. While  the
Cleland Hills arc not physically impos-
ing, they were of central importance to
the Kukatja people and their waterholes
also attracted early Europeans.

On this geographical bedrock Smith
builds a picture of wider social, cultural
and cnvironmental trends chbing and
tlowing over the Cleland Hills. From ini-
tial contact with Europcans, the subsc-
quent diaspora of the Kukatja, the passing
through of the Pintupi people from their
cxodus of the desert and their subscquent
return to the desert. The Cleland Hills
were in a sense a border between two
worlds—the desert and the agricultural,
the Aboriginal and the European.

If this were the extent of the hook, it
would be just another history of the colo-
nial frontier. However, Smith adds an
extra layer of complexity in that Aborigi-
nal pcoples arc not depicted as an undif-
ferentiated mass but rather as individuals.
Using mission records, police reports, vis-
itors’ journals and early media reports,
Smith manages to build an account of
the individual people who inhabited the
region over the course of about 130 years.
Among these are Malkunta Tjupurrula, a
Kukatja man who was arrested for ‘larceny
of beef’, and Tiintjiwarra, a Matuntara
woman who was onc of scveral Aboriginal
witnesses to Constable Willshire’s shoot-
ing of two Aboriginal men in 1891,

This  historiographical — approach
allows Smith to conncct the land to its
inhabitants, and as such his book is a
combination of history, archacology and
anthropology. The many prints and pho-
tos included are also fascinating. There-
fore, Peopling the Cleland Hills s a solid
work that brcaks new ground hy present-
ing the Cleland Hills as an anchor point
from which Smith narrates the lives of
individual Aboriginal pcople during =
period of disruption.

Godfrey M( is study ;|
University of Melbourne.
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IVE ME THE REMOTE. You've made me miss Myth-
busters, you young cxpletive.’

‘In a minute!”

“You arc flicking between hip-hop hoces and the ninth repeat of
Seinfeld. Come on, be fair.

‘Well, what about the Osbournes marathon on MTV?Y

‘Only if you don't flick to Fumily Guy in the ads.

“You're such a TV nazi, Mum.

There just isn't ecnough angst in modern domestics. Aeschylus
would have known how to put it. Dissension in the home was his
thing. How might he have framed such conflict?

Enter Clytemnestra, mightily fed up.

Clytemnestra: Orestes, by the Fates, where is the Zeus-damn
remote!

Orestes: Chill out, Mum. I'm watching South Park.

Clytem: Not that crvpto-fascist neo-con misogynistic bullshit
again! By Hera, it must be the 17th repeat. And you've been swig-
ging milk from the amphora again instead of using a goblet.

Orest: Aw, Mum. don't keep going on and on.

Clytem: Just wait till vour father gets home. It's nearly time
for Oprah. And have yvou been pinching my fugs again?

Enter Agamemnon, pursued by a Fury.

Agamemnon: Gimme that remote, oh son of my loins. I want
1o watch The Footy Show.

Chorus: Oh rash words, Agamemnon! The house of Atreus
needeth not footy, but Oprah, and possibly even Dr Phil in such
perilous times. Restore to thy spouse her righiful remote for she
doth get right narky about it.

Clytem: Shut up you lot. O1, Fury—hand me that axe.

Tastes differ: ask anyonce you know what their favourite TV
program is, and you will probably strain the relationship. No, you
say, scandalised. You're not telling me you actually watch The Ap-
prentice? Well, says your ex-friend, you did watch Big Br—

I know, I know. Gawd, do I ¢ver have to live that onc down!
But surely there has to be a bottom line, a mcasure of quality
that goes beyond brutal self-interest and solipsism. What have
you really got in common with someone who prefers The Don
Lane Show to Four Corners and scores Graham Kennedy’s ob-
scurg, forgotten Coast to Coast higher than Media Watch? These
were the measured judgments of the pundits at Nine who madc
a league table of Australia’s ‘best 50 programs’ over the 50 ycars
that TV has been in Australia. And as they carcfully pointed out,
it was not the current Media Watch that gained their accolade.
No, indeed: they praised mightily the crudition of its past glorics
under Stuart Littlemore, that excellent pedant. With David Marr
and Liz Jackson the program has been far more than the scourge
of the slack subby. Those two splend  ournalists have from time
to time pulled down the mighty from their scats and made them
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Pacs the re 1ote

answer a few hard questions. Which is possibly why the powers
at Nine who made the list fele more comfortable with the older,
less spiky format.

There were some curious choices in Nine's honour roll of the
50 top Australian programs: it was donc by somce process that
wasn’t made plain to me.

It was not really a trip into nostalgia; the really old excerpts
were far too short. There was real gold in the tiny snippets of B &
W carly programs—bits and picces of Pick-A Box, Bobby Limb's
Sound of Music, Delo and Daly. These didn’t count in the list, but
they left me wanting more: I missed Swami Sarasvati, The Tarax
Show, The Magic Circle Club. Twould have loved to sce some origi-
nal runs of New Faces just to show the Australiun Idol fans that
nothing is ncw.

They left out some really good programs: Australia. You're
Standing in it/ was intelligent, stylish, perceptive and utterly ig-
nored. Alas, the ABC had dumped it long ago in favour of the more
slapstick D-Generation that then made it into the 50 gems list
the wooden-spooner. Don't get me wrong. I enjoyed the D-Genera-
tion but was sad that its success came at the expense of Australia,
You're Standing in it! The D-Gen cast became famous, developed
and maturcd and went on to make wonderful programs and films
(Kath @) Kim: Big Girls' Blouse; The Castle; Frontline, to name a
few). The Comedy Company didn’t get a mention either; nor did
The Big Gig, Good News Week or Kingswood Country. At least
they mentioned My Name's McGooley, What's Yours? (it was 24th].
But to put it ahead of Norman Gunston (27th) and Mother and Son
(33rd} looked ¢ ricious to me.

And that was just in the comedy department: Phoenix and Em-
bassy were omitted, as were Changi and The Games. They put
60 Minutes {not really an Australian program, being based firmly
on an American template) at number cight, while placing Foreign
Correspondent at 48, just above Playschool. They left out Hum-
phrey B. Bear and The 7.30 Report.

But what can you expect from the kind of mind that puts Paul
Hogan at sccond place? I'm not knocking it; Hogan was great in
the days when he still remembered his working-class roots, before
he went all rich and facelifted. But leaguc tables force you into this
ridiculous hic  chical format, and paint you into meaningless
corners where you say Number 96 (ninth!) was better than Blue
Murder (35th) or Aunty Jack (45th) or indeed, and it bears repeat-
ing, Media Watch, Four Corners, Foreign Correspondent, or cven
Neighbours (43rd, 18th, 48th, 47th respectively).

And what won? Graham Kennedy’s IMT, of course. Fair enough,
it can be argued for respectably. But Blankety Blanks (20th!) higher
than Countdown? {40th!''y Come on. Pass the remote.

Juliette Hughes is a freelance writer.
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