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ANDREW HAMILTON

Two caeers tor 500 up

ENTENARY CELEBRATIONS TEND
to be edgy affairs nowadays. This
emerges clearly if we compare con-
temporary celebrations with previous
ones. At the 400th anniversary of
Columbus’ arrival in the Americas,
for example, red wine and purple
prose flowed unstinted. The grounds
for celebration then scemed self-
evident: the discovery of the Ameri-
cas, the bringing of civilisation and
Christian faith, the triumph of the
exploratory human spirit. Many Latin
American cardinals and bishops even
demanded that Columbus be canon-
ised a saint.
At anniversaries we do not sim-
ply celebrate the past, however, but
appraise our own society and culture.
So the celebrations of 1992 differ from
those of 100 years ago. Both the prose
and the festivities reflect our more
recessionary times and our greater parsimony with
praise. In particular, they mark our more hesitant affir-
mation of our own culture. Whereas 100 years ago
Western culture was seen as a single whole that brought
blessing to whatever it touched, now all culture is gen-
erally seen as fragimentary. We are uneasy with large
abstractions, like ‘European’ or ‘Latin American’ culture.
We want to know which European, and which Latin
American culture we are talking about. We distinguish
Indian cultures from mestizo, wealthy from poor.
Moreover, if we hear that European culture was a
gift, we want to know to whom it was a gift, and who
paid for it. We suspect that beneath gifts lic interests.
So, if Spain or Portugal brought gifts to the Americas,
we want to know what was their angle or kink. Nor do
most people have much confidence in the explicit
systems of belief that help shape cultures. The collapse
of communism has fed a more general modern scepti-
cism about religious faiths, like Christianity and Islam.
The fragmentation of our sense of culture also
expresses itself in a kind of ecological vision, in which
cultures are seen as natural species that should be pre-
served. To interfere with them or kill them is regret-
table, if not criminal. Within this perspective, the
anniversary of Columbus’ arrival in the Americas should
not be celebrated, for it was the first germ: of an infec-
tion that would lead to the destruction of Aztec, Inca
and other cultures and their mutation into a hybrid
culture. It was an ecological disaster.
As a reaction to attitudes current 100 years ago,
this hesitation has mucl -» commend it. It insists,
rightly, that we should loox at the underside of societies

and cultures, and not merely ccle-
brate the wealth and status of the
winners. It is right also to insist that
when cultures meet, many values can
be lost, and that what emerges is not
always admirable.

In the face of such strong reser-
vations, it may seem odd that any-
onc would want to cclebrate the
Columbus quincentenary, let alone
defend its celebration as energetical-
ly as many, including Pope John Paul
and various Roman congregations,
have done. Yet their attitude deserves
a hearing, if only because at several
points it challenges our contemporary
conventional wisdom. According to
this account, centenarics are not only
celebrations of our own culture and
times, but times to examine the past
and to try to enter it on its own terms.
This implies a rare degree of humility

about the partial character of our own conventional
wisdom. Centenaries also invite us to look realistically
at people of mixed virtue and wisdom. Even when we
have taken his limitations into account, Columbus was
an interesting human being of considerable courage and
spirit. It is a pretty miscrable society that can celcbrate
only what is perfect.

The quincentenary, too, insists that culture is not
simply something to be preserved, but that it is alive
and constantly changing in order to adapt to new chal-
lenges. From this perspective, to regard native cultures
as inevitably crushed by Western culture is a covert form
of cultural imperialism. It has been said that canon law
was the Pharisces’ revenge on Christianity; in the same
way, Latin American cultures may be scen as the sub-
version of Western culture by the natives.

The celebration of the quincentenary also impels
Christians to ask whether they sce Christian faith as a
gift, and whether it is right to preach to those who do
not believe. While our prevailing culture has many res-
ervations about commending religious belief, it has
fewer about commending belicf in equality or econom-
ic theory. Is that consistent? Finally the quincentenary
puts sharp questions to Australians about what we make
of immigration, about the propriety of celebrating the
achievements, of, say, Jack Lang or Danicl Mannix, for
all their limitations, and about the place which religions
faith should have in Australian culture.

Andrew Hamilton SJ teaches at the United Faculty of
Theology, Parkville, Vic. He spent the first half of 1992
on sabbatical lecave at the University of Central America.
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Mad about

Madonna

From Clive Keeley

I'veijustfinished reading Fureka Street
vol. 2 no. 8. As a public servant who
will soon feel the cutting edge of eco-
nomic rationalism, I found that Jack
Waterford’s Canberra Letter painted
an accurate picture of our battered
bureaucracy.

Your Quixote columnist’s
thoughts on how to deal with our
revolting new $5 note were suitably
republican. An cxpensive shower
curtain perhaps, but I am sure many
Australians would enjoy seeing the
face of the foreign potentate covered
by mould.

I must report, however, that vol. 2
no. 8 has cost you arcader. My teenage
daughter regards your film review on
p40 as a libellous attack on Madonna
Louise Veronica Ciccone. She has pas-
sionately declared that she will never
read Fureka Street again.

Clive Keeley
Lesmurdie, WA

Media misled
on Rio summit

From Bruce Duncan CSsR
It seems that the Western press was
‘taken for a ride’ by reports that the

Vatican had kept the population issue
of -~ 1 S o
Rio. Not only Michael Breen |kureka
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Street, September 1992} and Malcolm
Fraser were misled; so were the Arch-
bishop of Canterbury, Phillip Adams
and P.P. McGuinness in The Austral-
ian, and Pamela Bone and Fia Cum-
mingin The Age, all of whom gave the
church a caning. Despite weeks of
effort to reply to these accusations in
various papers, [ have not succeeded.

Those familiar with the Vatican
position will know that the papacy
supports population planning as long
as the freedom of married couples is
respected. (See Development of Peo-
ples, 37.) The church recognises that
there is a genuine population problem
in many, but certainly not all, coun-
tries.

As to methods of family planning,
the church has not changed its teach-
ingon contraception, but this must be
understood within the general con-
text of moral theology. Pope Paul VI
recognised a method that might be
seen as ‘strict in principle but liberal
in practice’, and commended his
teaching to Catholics to see what was
possible in their circumstances.

It is true that the church was slow
torccognisc thateven using the natural
methods of family planning was legit-
imate, but the Vatican Council clearly
supported this more liberal view. The
implications of the doctrine of reli-
gious freedom have also been applied
only slowly. In 1990 the Philippines’
bishops moved to a new position that
has won wide support.

After holding back population

programs for many years, they
acknowledged that theircountry faced
a major population problem, which
was impeding development, and that
their government had a duty to slow
population growth. While preferring
natural methods of birth control,
Bishop Claver said that the church
would not try to impose this view on
non-Catholics, or on Catholics who
could not agree with it. The bishops
refused abortion as a method of birth
control, and coercive policies. But they
didcall for full information aboutbirth
control for all people.

Contrary to press reports, the
Catholic position on population plan-
ning is very close to that of leading
development cconomists such as
Professor Michael Todaro of Prince-
ton, whose Economic Development
in the Third World is a standard text.

Some light was shed by a front-
page report in Sydney’s Catholic
Weekly (5 August 1992), which quot-
ed the first assistant secretary of the
Canberra office of the Department of
Health, Housing and Community
Services, Marie Coleman, who chaired
one of the sessions in New York. Mrs
Coleman, who is not a Catholic, said
that the media had been fed a line
aboutsupposed Vaticanintransigence,
as part of the UN population agency’s
battle to avoid funding cuts.

Dr Nafis Salik, the executive
director of the UN Population Fund,
visited Australian this year and was
interviewed by the Catholic Weekly
(26 August|. She denied that the agen-
cy’s funding was under threat, but
admitted that there had been a differ-
ence of view with the Vatican about
whether to use the term ‘family
planning’ or ‘planning responsible
family size’. Dr Salik said that faxes
lobbying against the Vatican had been
sent from heroffice, but that the person
responsible had been reprimanded.

The truthis that population issues
wereon theagendaat the Rio, and that
a consensus, which included the Vati-
can, wasreached on these. Itis curious
that the press has so uncritically ac-
cepted reports of the Vatican holding
ridiculous views—the more so
because, to the best of my knowledge,
these false reports have not been cor-
rected.

Bruce Duncan ("S<R
Box ..., ..c.
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Problem child

I HE MOVE TO SET UP SPECIAL BODIES to fight crime and
corruption began after a string of royal commissions in
the late 1970s and early 1980s—Moffitt, Woodward,
Williams, Stewart and Costigan-—found organised crime
operating at almost every level of Australian society.

The National Crime Authority came first in 1984,
after the controversial closure of the Costigan royal
commission. The staff of that commission were rolled
into the authority, which was created by an Act of
Federal Parliament, supported by the states.

The purpose of the NCA has been one of the hot-
test subjects of debate, with state and federal police forces
claiming that it ‘poaches’ on their territory. The
authority has also been hobbled by a hostile media,
which regretted the end to the crusades of the Costigan
royal commission.

Broadly, the NCA is meant to investigate major or
‘organised’ crime in cooperation with other police forces,
and to collect, analyse and disseminate intelligence
about criminal activities. It has a staff of 377, including
seconded police, and a budget of $22.5 million.

The authority’s longest-serving chairman, Justice
Stewart, was criticised for being too secretive and for a
lack of ‘runs on the board’, i.e. major prosecutions. Since
he left in 1989, the authority has had four chairmen.
First came Peter Faris QC, who lasted only seven
months. He resigned on the grounds of ill-health, soon
after Victorian police found him near a Melbourne
brothel, carrying a large amount of cash. He was replaced
by Julian Lecke, as acting chairman, who was in turn
replaced by Justice Phillips.

Phillips announced a change in direction for the
authority, with more emphasis on the investigation of
white-collar crime. This was widely, though wrongly,
interpreted to mean that the authority was abandoning
the pursuit of drug dealers. Six months ago Justice
Phillips was replaced by Tom Sherman, who came fresh
from successfully establishing the Queensland Electoral
and Administrative Review Commission.

Sherman, who has taken on a job many believe to
be ‘mission impossible’, argues that good work done by
the NCA has been neglected by the public, partly be-
cause of excessive secrecy. He intends to be more open
with the media.

With a bureaucrat’s understanding of the impor-
tance of function, Sherman plans to use the analysis of
intelligence to determine which areas require the co-
ordination and special powers of the NCA. ‘Take car
stealing for example,” he says. ‘The NCA could seek
references from states and Commonwealth, and then
have a large group of police investigating the problem in
a co-ordinated way, so people engaging in these acti-vi-
ties feel the combined heat. Depending on the matter,
we might involve Customs, Tax, and so on. I don’t think
that sort of coordination has ever happened.’ B

—Margaret Simons
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heat than light. The worst example began earlier this
year when the state Police Minister, Terry Mackenroth,
resigned after it had been found that he used taxpayers’
money for private expenses. Apparently intent on
bringing others down with him, he made a series of
allegations against the Police Commissioner, Noel
Newnham, who had been brought in as an ‘honest cop’
to reform the force.

Mackenroth’s allegations proved to be groundless,
but the ensuing investigation showed up other discrep-
ancies in Newnham’s travel expenses. What followed—
another investigation, an appeal, and an investigation
into the conduct of the appeal—generated enough heat
to gut Newnham’s career, and badly singe all the other
agents of reform. Almost everyone involved, including
the Premier, Wayne Goss, the CJC chairman, Max
Bingham, and leading members of the Queensland bar,
behaved badly. Yet nothing was resolved and now
Mackenroth, who in this and other matters has shown
himsclf to be an enemy of the Fitzgerald reforms, is
expected to rejoin the ministry after the election.

Some people’s standards haven’t changed. In
Queensland, apparently, it still helps to be a mate.

Likewise, the National Crime Authority has also
had almost nothing but bad publicity, and has looked
very much like an organisation in search of a role. Sher-
man defends it thus: ‘For the first five years of its life
the NCA had a sunset clause. That is not very condu-
cive to strategic thinking. The imperative was to get
runs on the board. When 1 came along the thing that
struck me most was the word “national” in the title.
We should be concentrating on national problems and

we should identify what they are by sharing

and coordinating intelligence.’
E

NCTION 1 THE KEY. The crime-busting bodies that
have survived and prospered are those, like the tradi-
tional police forces, whose tasks have been clearly
defined, and which have achieved a balance between
necessary secrecy and public accountability.

As to whether community standards have changed,
with the CJC still struggling in Queensland, the NCA
searching for credibility and Temby’s understanding of
the meaning of corruption overturned by an appeal court,
it seems that Australians are still far from clear about
the sort of society they want, and how many sacrifices
they are prepared to make to achieve it.

Margaret Simons is a regular contributor to Eureka Street
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Blinded by the light

A monument to folly or a beacon of hope: the Columbus
lighthouse in Santo Domingo focuses all the
tensions in the European legacy in the Americas.

N 12 OcToBER 1992 arival to the Southern Cross
will appear in the skies over the Americas. In Santo
Domingo, the capital of the Dominican Republic, the
most powerful lighthouse ever built will blaze its cruci-
form beam into the sky to mark the quincentenary of
Columbus’ landing. Within this vast building illustri-
ous guests from church and state, from the New World
and the Old, will witness the final interment of the great
admiral’s bones. Everyone has something to celebrate,
and none more so than the republic’s president, Joaquin
Balaguer, for whom the opening of the lighthouse will
fulfil a lifetime’s ambition.

President Balaguer has committed a very large sum
of his people’s money to this project. No one knows
exactly how much, and Balaguer does not head the kind
of government from which figures, as such, are available.
The president, unfortunately, will not sce the beam
irradiate the clouds, for he is blind. There is a distinct
possibility that no one else will sec it, cither: the first
time the light was tested, it blew out the entire clectri-
cal system of Santo Domingo.

El Prado, ‘The Meadow’, is a collection of shanties
on the edge of a small, dusty town, two hours from the
capital of the Dominican Republic. The shanties are
made out of material collected from garbage dumps—a
few concrete blocks, panels cut from milk tins—held
together by the local wattle-and-daub. There is nothing
so formal as a street, just rock-strewn open space, with
one larger area cleared for a baseball pitch. Occasional
labouring, hawking and (illegal] charcoal burning bring
in what income there is. The labouring rate is US$2 for
a 10-hour day but it’s not on offer every day, or even
every week. You see men returning from a day’s work,
30 of them jammed together in the tray of a company
truck.

An international development agency, on the
sponsorship model, has recently begun operations in El
Prado. The local people have formed a communications
committee to consider administrative detail—the ex-
change of mail, when reports are due, and that kind of
thing. What fires the imagination of the committee,

however, is the prospect of visitors. We sat under a trec,
the people from the agency and the communications
committee, and discussed these matters. One man asked
what happens if a donor from the United States visits
and has an accident—trips over and breaks a leg, perhaps.
Will the community be liable for the medical expenses!?
Ireflected that it was a good thing that the development
agency had insurance. Otherwise, it would be hard to
explain that the bill for one broken American leg—as-
suming a clean break—would equal the combined an-
nual income of 20 El Prado families. Another man
worried that, if there were dancing to welcome the vis-
itors, they might be shocked. Here in the Dominican
Republic we dance like this, he said, demonstrating a
tight hold.

The Dominican governiment is not indifferent to
the plight of its poor. President Balaguer’s administration
spent more than it could well afford last financial year,
putting up housing developments in urban areas. More
than it could afford, that is, given what it was spending
on the lighthouse. But there are limits, and there arce
contradictions. If you ask about El Prado, you will be
told it does not exist. After all, it is not on the map. The
site for the Columbus lighthouse was cleared by bull-
dozing away 50,000 fringe dwellers. Some werc re-
housed. The rest disappeared into other slums, which
in Santo Domingo are tucked away in warrens behind
the main streets, or on the edge of town. On the parkland
around the lighthousc stand new sets of townhouses; to
get one you need a government job.

So, what to make of the lighthouse? Another folly
in the annals of arbitrary rule, another example of how
not to do it in a developing country? On the face of it,
yes. But there scems to be an unusual degree of whole-
hearted support for the project from those whose per-
spectives might be expected to be different. Pope John
Paul will be there to see the light switched on, as will
King Juan Carlos and Queen Sotia of Spain. Such people
cannot be ignorant of the ironics and the injustice
involved, nor indifferent to the needs of the poor. But
there is a great deal at stake, for Columbus’ landing is
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For most of us it is
impossible to live
with the idea that
the past is nothing
but a record of horror
... only in the pages of
1066 and All That

could the entire

history of the

Americas since 1492

be described as
A Bad Thing.
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the junction of many lines of symbolism.

Some interpret President Balaguer's lighthouse as
a statesman-like initiative; rather than mindlessly cele-
brating the past, he is making usc of it. Along the road
to the airport at Santo Domingo are plaques represent-
ing all the nations of the Caribbean. Whatever the eco-
nomic and political realities, the
lighthouse represents a bid for Dominican
regional leadership, an assertion of tem-
poral and moral priority, and a symbol on
this scale, in a region afflicted by both
poverty and tourism, may well be a source
of pride and admiration. In this part of the
world, gestures are action.

For a lot of other people, however,
such Realpolitik counts for nothing
against their belief that the lighthouse is a
monument to moral outrage. ‘Hispaniola’,
as Columbus knew the island, was no
more terra nullius in 1492 than Australia
was in 1788 (see Furcka Street, July 1992).
There were already people living on the
island, and they were wiped out through a
combination of maltrecatment and discase.
The present inhabitants of the Dominican
Republice are black and mulatto, many of
them descendants of the African slaves the
Spaniards brought in when they ran short
of labour. They feel little sense of connee-
tion with the original inhabitants, who
were known as the Tainos. The historical
sketeh in the official tourist guide steers
the reader in the right direction with block
capitals: ‘The island of Hispaniola’, it begins, © ... which
the native Taino Indians called Babeque or Hait,

was discovered by CHRISTOPHER
COLUMBUS ..~

Em CRITICS OF 111 tichTHOUsE, Columbus’ landing
symbalises the conquest of all the Americas, North and
South, and the outrage extends to all the vietims of co-
lonialism—to the dead, but also to their descendants
who still struggle in the countryside, in slums and in
reservations from Ticrra del Fuego to Baffinland. In
August the New York Tines published a grim survey of
the plight of Latin America’s Indians. Kirkpatrick Sale’s
thoughttul book The Conquest of Paradise, a rich dis-
cussion of the Columbus legend, adds the environmen-
talist reminder that the conquistadors of the New World
have an urgent need o learn something from those same
Indians about how to dwell with the world. For Sale, it
is imperative that we rechink the exploitative values
masked by the heroic of the Columbus legend.

Thus the debate, pitched between a conservative
desire to celebrate the glories of civilisation and the faith,
and a radical demand for ugly truths to be exposcd.
Robert Hughes, ina Time cssay, puts it this way: ‘For our
predecessors (Columbus) was Manifest Destiny in tights,
whercas a current PC ['politically correct’| book like
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Kirkpatrick Sale’s The Conquest of Paradise makes him
like Hitler in a caravel, landing like a virus among the
innocent people of the New World.’ This is grossly unfair
to Sale’s book, which is largely a dispassionate study of
images of Columbus. But Hughes goes on to make the
legitimate point that polarising of the kind he gibes at
climinates the true complexity of history. Moreover, if
we were to follow only the logic of indignation, it is

hard to sce that anyone, anywhere, would ever

I have much to celebrate.

N THE UNITED STATES the Columbus celebrations be-
gan early this year and have flowed on, city by city, state
by state, with cach week bringing ncws of some fresh
junketing. In Boston a million and a half people—more
than the population of the city—turned out to view the
Tall Ships. The whole fleet came to Newport, Rhode
Island, which often plays host to grand events, but in the
capital, Providence, we had to make do with just one
replica of the Nina. People stood on the deck and said
how wonderful it was to have sailed haltway round the
world in a little boat like that.

The mayor of Providence, Vincent {'Buddy’} Cianci
jun., is a streetwise gentleman who has been mistaken,
on ceremonial occasions, for a stand-up comedian.
Cianci presides over a city divided in many different
ways, and where views on the quincentenary differ
widely. {His budget committee cut the budget for the
festivities in half.) There are growing numbers of His-
panics, including many from the Dominican Republic,
and there are African-Americans. Politics and business
life are dominated by people of Ttalian descent, and there
are a lot of others, like the Knights of Columbus, for
whom the quineentenary means an occasion for con-
siderable splash. But Providence is also home to large
numbers of displaced and persccuted people, like the
Hmong from Vietnam. It used to be home to quite a few
Native Americans, too. Cianci is aware that the tides of
opinion are not favourable to conquistadors just now.

His solution: turm the quincentenary into a festival
of multiculturalism. Celebrate the ideals of diversity
and mutual dwelling in peace. ‘It is fitting,” he said when
unveiling a refurbished statue, ‘that today in Elmwood
our neighbourhoods reflect the many cultures of a world
that was opened by discovery.” He didn’t say anything
about the worlds that were closed. Cianci’s strategy, and
heisn’t che only dignitary using it in the US this year, is
to shift the debate away from the question of what
happenced way back, and to concentrate instead on
whatever is praiscworthy in our present arrangements.

Toadulate the past, to revile it to ignore it in favour
of communal sclf-congratulation—these are the
favourcd simplifications. There will be no breaking their
hold on those who above all want to be clear and defi-
nite. In my mind, Cianci’s benign plurality is ruled out
by the memory of El Prado. Therce is a need to remems-
ber the violence and injustice of the past because it is

ill going on, and not only in the Dominican Republic,
where it takes the form of neglect, but in the many
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Transplants
and
rejections

It is often claimed that
missionaries are agents of
colonialism. But both defenders
and opponents of the view tend to
assume that missionaries have
been more successful than
is in fact the case.

WANT TO QUESTION AN ATTITUDE towards the role 558
of Catholic missions in the oppression of Amer- %o
indians since the time of Columbus. This attitude
was expressed most dramatically by Amerindians g
themselves, in an open letter addressed to the Pope
on the occasion of his first visit to Peru: ‘We,

Indians of the Andes and America, have decided B> S8¢ 2 e

to take advantage of the visit of Pope John Paul 11 <8<
to return his Bible because in 500 years it has given us

ncither love, nor peace, nor justice. Please give it back

to our oppressors because they need its moral precepts

more than we ... It was the ideological arm of the colo-

nial assault.’

The academic version of this attitude fills out that
final sentence (itself a sign that a kind of academic
missionary has been successful among some Amerindi-
ans). It would go something like this: In the name of
pacifying the Indians and harnessing their labour power,
Catholic Christianity was successfully imposed on them
and, with varying degrees of intention on the part of
successive generations of missionaries, became a sort
of hegemonic ideology.

In other words, Catholic Christianity’s myths and
models for living became the means through which
colonial and neo-colonial rule was established over the
Indians. 1 shall examine how well this view fits what
we know of four phases of Catholic missionary activity
in Brazil.

The Jesuits and the Tupi-Guarani, 1549-1767

The Portuguese Crown was always less subtle than the
Spanish in its attitude to the Indians, and agonised less
about them. The 16th century historian Joao de Barros
probably represented Portugucse attitudes accurately
when he wrote ... ‘that the church gave the Portuguese
a free hand to make war without provocation on non-
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The arrival of Columbus in America.

Christian peoples, to reduce them into slavery and to
seize their lands since they were “unjust possessors of
them”. The infidel, in the cyes of the Portuguese, had
neither rights of property nor personal rights. The
salvation of his soul justified the loss of his personal
liberty.’

This suggests an attempt to give religious legiti-
macy to the suppression of the Indians, rather than
hegemonic control over the Indians themselves. But key
Jesuits working among the Guarani would have none of
such legitimations, although in their desire to protect
Indians from Crown and colonists they did work hard
to establish a kind of ideological hegemony.

For these Jesuits, protection implied conversion—
indeed, one of the principal reasons for protecting the
Indians was to save them from the corrupting influence
of the colonists, as well as from enslavement. Initially
the Jesuits seem to have thought that it would be easier
to convert Indians than Moors and Jews—the Indians
scemed to have no idols, and little religion of their own.
In their spirit of thunder, Tupa or Tupana, they seemed
to have some intuition of God. In their myths they
scemed to have some knowledge of the Flood; and there
were signs that the ubiquitous St Thomas had passed
through, lcaving vague collective memories to build on.
[When Portuguese missionaries reached India, they dis-

Theodor de Bry, Cl6th

Photo: Missio



covered a Christian community that claimed to have
been founded by St Thomas the Apostle.]

But, as well as having to dodge the Indians’ sports
of death—war and cannibalism—the Jesuits encountered
several problems. One was the Indians’ nomadic way of
life, which, the Jesuits slowly discovered, involved a
prophetic tradition of belief in an earthly paradise. A
start towards conversion would be made, then Indians
would move on and conversion/protection would have
to begin all over again. Other problems included the lack
of a centralised political authority, so that a strategy of
converting leaders was not possible, the Indians’ stub-
borm attachment to their shamans, and their exuber-
antly cheerful immorality.

There was another problem, which the Jesuits did
not recognise but which, I would suggest, was the
greatest problem for their project of conversion. This
was the identification by the Indians of the Jesuits as
maira, or especially powerful shamans. So identified,
the Jesuits were confined within Indian beliefs about
the order of things, and their prospects of winning con-
verts curtailed.

To deal with the problems they did recognise, the
Jesuits decided that conversion/protection required
subjection of the Indians to colonial authority—mean-
ing subjection to enlightened officers of the Crown, not
to local colonists. Under Mem de Sa, the third govermor
of Brazil, who arrived in 1557, the famous ‘reductions’
were set up: Indians were gathered together into Jesuit-
controlled settlements, curtailing nomadic tendencies.
The Jesuits then selected political leaders, through

whom they policed their version of moral

behaviour.

EOM THAT TIME TO THE PRESENT, controversy has raged
about the rights and wrongs, the achievements and dis-
asters, of the reductions. Defenders of the Jesuits cite
their success in protecting the Indians from enslavement
and extermination by the settlers. They point out that
the Jesuits tried to engage with Indian culture, rather
than simply to replace it, producing dictionaries of the
Indian languages and allowing native music and dance
in religious ceremonies. Great care was given to build-
ing Christianity on foundations that the Jesuits believed,
mistakenly, were there in Indian cosmology and lan-
guage. And the defenders of the Jesuits point to the
disasters that resulted when, in a peculiar collusion of
Enlightenment statebuilding with colonial covetous-
ness, the Jesuits were expelled in 1767: the Indians were
wiped out along most of the east coast of Brazil.

Critics of this view argue that the Jesuits did very
well out of the reductions, which incorporated the In-
dians into a tightly controlled capitalist enterprise that
the Jesuits ran for their own benefit. I am not concerned
to adjudicate between these competing views; my
interest is to see whether the Jesuit missions can in fact
be characterised as the ‘ideclogical arm of the colonial
assault’. I doubt that they can, and here I present my
tendentious questions and a few sketches of answers.

1. Allowing that the Jesuit missions might them-
selves be represented as some sort of colonial assault,
do we not have to distinguish between various colonial
assaults that in this case are in conflict with one another?

2. Given that the Jesuits were, judged by word and
action, attempting to stave off and contain other colo-
nial assaults—and, despite dreadful failures like that
depicted in the film The Mission, were frequently suc-
cessful during a period of more than 200 years—what
basis is therc for the case that they represent the ideo-
logical arm of the assaults of Crown and colonists? Not
much, unless it be maintained that insofar as the Jesu-
its did convert the Indians, they weakened them for self-
defence. This argument cannot be
sustained, and one reason why it can-
not is suggested by my third question.

3. Did the Jesuits succeed in con-
verting the Indians to a hegemonic
ideology at all? There are documented
cases of Jesuits being frustrated to dis-
cover, from time to time, that they and
their myths had been incorporated into
an intact Indian system of beliefs about
the world and its inhabitants. A
description of Indians and Indian set-
tlements made 50 years after the dis-
persion of the reductions suggests that
descendants of the refugees were both
fitting into the subordinate place
allowed them in colonial society and
maintaining a sort of cosmological in-
dependence from it.

1810 Jesuits as especially

In this year Henry Koster, an English-
man resident in north-east Brazil for
most of the years from 1809 until his
death in 1820, travelled north and, for-
tunately for us, recorded his astute ob-

There was another
problem, which the
Jesuits did not
recognise but which
was the greatest
problem for their
project of conversion ...
the identification by
the Indians of the

powerful shamans.
So identified, they

servations in Travels in Brazil In Ceara
he visited some Indian villages, in one
of which the vicar ‘resided in a building
which had formerly belonged to the

were confined within
Indian beliefs about

the order of things.

Jesuits’. Koster notes what presumably

he was told on this occasion, possibly

because what he was told accorded with what he later
observed personally in Pernambuco: that surviving In-
dian groups maintained a secret Indian religious life and,
unlike blacks, refused integration into the society and
culture of their conquerors. Let me quote you some
passages from this good Anglican gentleman’s descrip-
tions of these villages.

‘The Indians of these villages, and indeed of all those
which I passed through, are Christians; though it is said
that some few of them follow in secret their own hea-
thenish rites, paying adoration to the maraca, and
practising all the customs of their religion. When the
Roman Catholic religion does take root in them, it of
necessity degenerates into the most abject superstition.
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drawn into a Judaeo-
Christian narrative

of the journey

of liberation, from
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An adherence to superstitious rites, whether of Roman
Catholic ordination or prescribed by their own faith,
appears to be the only part of their character in which
they show any constancy.

‘The Indians are in general a quiet and inoffensive
people ... Their lives are certainly not passed in a pleasant
manner under the eye of a director, by whom they are
imperiously treated; consequently it is not surprising
that they should do all in their power to leave their
villages and be free from an immediate superior; but
even when they have escaped the irksome dominion of
the director, they never settle in one place ... [The In-
dian’s| favourite pursuits are fishing and hunting; a lake
or rivulet will alone induce him to be stationary for any
length of time. He has a sort of independent feeling,
which makes him spurn anything like a
wish to deprive him ot his own free agen-
cy; to the director he submits, becausc it
is out of his power to resist.’

Koster goes on to write about the re-
markable persistence among the Indians
of what he regards as vices and virtues of
‘the savage life’. His lists of vices, in par-
ticular, sound much like the lists of Jesuits
two centuries before.

I suggest that Koster’s account of
Indians and Indian communitics in the
early years of the 19th century amounts
to a testimony that, despitc their defeat
and pacification in areas of white settle-
ment, the Indians had successfully re-
sisted ideological or cultural domination
by missionarics.

Interestingly enough, Koster was
disposed to believe that conversion to
Catholicism might work to subduc and
control. Running through his Travels
there are many comparisons with negroes
who, he believes, had been so tamed—'if
men are to exist as slaves, this is doubtless
the religion which is the best adapted to
persons in a state of subjection’ (Koster,
128). But his stories and descriptions all
suggest that the Indians were good nei-
ther as slave labour nor as free, precisely
because they had never been successfully
ideologically softened for the colonial assault through
successful conversion.

The Jesuit mission among the Rikbakca,
1962-1973

In his ‘Missionaries and frontiersmen as agents of social
change among the Rikbakca’ Robert A. Hahn reviews
the apparent destruction of Rikbakca culture and the
successful invasion by whites of their territory, despite
the efforts of Jesuit missionaries, following old patterns,
to protect the Indians by gathering them into a reserve.
He “mowl ~ es some ses on t’ of '
mission—territorial consolidation, and regularisation of
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economic and political relations with outsiders. But in
all of this, Hahn claims, the Rikbakca had no choice.
He sums up his argument thus:

‘In this work of pacification, the missionarics claim
to be the servants of God; 1 have argucd they arc the
servants of industrial society. In secking to save the souls
of Rikbakca and to promote Rikbakca well-being, they
have led the reduction of the Rikbakca population and
the restriction of its life-space; Rikbakca have become
orphans of their past and foster children of a society
which wants not them, but resources of the land they
lived from.’

Here again is the notion of the missionary as an
agent of colonial assault. But all the evidence Hahn
presents on the sequence of events suggests to me that
although catechesis and conversion came before the
destruction of Rikbakea culture, they were accompani-
ments rather than causes of this destruction. Blaming
the missionaries amounts to arguing post hoc ergo
propter hoc. And again, there is not much evidence that
rcal Catholic christianising took place at all. All the
cvidence points to the fact that the frontiersmen and
industrial products have been much more important
than the Catholic message itself in subverting the Indi-
an way of life.

The Council of the Indigenous Missionary
—1970s to the present

[ came across the Open Letter to Pope John Paul quoted
above—the most eloquent statement of the line that [
am questioning—in an article by Dom Pedro Casaldaliga.
Dom Pedro is the bishop of a frontier diocese, a mem-
ber of the Council of the Indigenous Missionary (a pas-
toral commission of the Brazilian Bishops’ Conference)
and a protagonist of liberation theology: he cited the
letter with approval and endorsement. I take issue with
him in order to ask, as dramatically as I can, one final
question of the line: is the Catholic missionary enterprise
so uniform that it has had, and still has, the capacity of
uniform effect, i.c. subversion of any and all Indian ways
of life?

Dom Pedro describes the work of the Council of
the Indigenous Missionary as a complete inversion of
the 500-year history of cvangelisation that he condemns.
Catholic missionary endeavour is now to be profoundly
anti-colonial, distinguished by what he calls incultura-
tion rather than by imposition of a Europeanised and
dogmatised Catholic culture that must not be equated
with faith in Jesus of the Gospels. It is to be distinguished
also by ‘incamation in specific time and place, in the
struggles, the hopes and processes of all the people of
this great country’.

Two elements of this new ideology are worthy of
note. First, the missionary defines himself or herself as
living out a Christian vocation through acts of solidari-
ty with Indians in their struggle for land rights and for
physical and cultural survival. This solidarity is not

© o for 7 B ) n ' to 7 7
dialogue with indigenous peoples, the missionary par-















ty for his actions against Blackburn. Roberts was him-
self still being refused endorsement for municipal elec-
tions in 1935, although in the intervening period he had
been Collingwood ALP branch president.?

Wren was unable to prevent John Cain from
defeating his family friend, Herbert Cremean, for the
state ALP leadership in the late ‘30s. The federal clec-
torate of Yarra, which included Richmond, was repre-
sented through the ‘Wren cra’ and until the 1955 ALP
split by Frank Tudor, James Scullin and S.M. Keon.
Biographies of Tudor {Australian Dictionary of Biogra-
phy vol.12) and Scullin (see Eureka Street, August 1992)
make absurd the notion that they took orders from Wren,
though certainly Scullin and Wren were friends. Wren

may have had no more luck influencing these
leaders than he did with Jack Lang {ibid).

-» V HAT IS INDUBITABLE is that he gave moncy both for
electoral expenses and for personal loans. Letters in this
regard have come to light from P.J. Kennelly and E.G.
Theodore. In this regard, however, we can make an
analogy with Wren's relationship to the Collingwood
Football Club, which he is generally thought to have
almost ‘owned’. Richard Stremski’s Kill for Colling-
wood [1986) shows clearly that Wren was principal
patron from World War I until his death, but he was not
chairman of selectors or backroom ‘president’.

Stan Keon'’s attack on Wren in the Victorian Par-
liament in 1948 raises a major problem in interpreting
Wren'’s influence and methods. Speaking on a Trotting
Bill that would affect Wren’s interests, Keon said: ‘Those
who can be bought will be bought. Those who can be
intimidated will be intimidated. Those who have hon-
our and integrity will be won over by donations to some
charitable cause.’

This statement would scem to support Hardy. Keon
had won preselection for Richmond in 1945 by over-
coming Wrenite branch-stacking. In 1948, however, he
had his sights on Scullin’s scat, which was expected to
go to Jack Cremean, who was a ‘Wrenite’, a former
secretary to Arthur Calwell, and the brother of Herbert
Cremean. Eventually Keon scuttled Cremean’s chanc-
es: there was more to his diatribe than an attack on cor-
ruption.

The Wren legend made a melodrama of that too.
That evening Keon was rung up, by a noted clergyman,
among others {personal communication Keon—Griffin,
June 1986), and told not to take his usual walk home
through Fitzroy gardens. However, as Keon said, he at
no stage received threats of violence from Wren and did
not believe Wren directly responsible even for the
bashings that occasionally took place around polling
booths. Richmond, he said, was ‘just a bit tougher’ than
other places. Keon had more trouble when campaigning
against Jim Cairns in 1955: windows smashed, dcad cats
thrown inside, ete. {Copping It Sweet: Shared Meniories
of Richmond, 1988). And, incidentally, to complicate
neat theories, while Jack Cremean got the Hoddle scat
in 1949 as a consolation prize, he sacrificed it in 1955

when he could have gone with ‘Wrenites’ and main-
stream Labor.

Catholic churchmen were in a favourable position
to know about Wren’s allegedly evil doings. Patrick
Phelan, Bishop of Sale (1912-25), (see ADB, vol.11) a
scholarly and honourable man, was parish pricest in
Collingwood from 1896 to 1900, when Wren was on
the make. Phelan publicly acknowledged Wren as a
friend as well as benefactor. Conservative Catholic
leaders, such as Dr Nicholas O’'Donnell (ADB, vol.11)
and Dr A. Kenny (ADB vol.9), would surely have warned
Mannix off association with Wren in 1913 if he had re-
ally been in the underworld. O’Donnell was the brother
of Detective-Sergeant Dave O’Donnell, whose house,
Hardy believes, was bombed on Wren’s or-
ders. Hardy’s research, however, evidently

did not lead him to the Gisborne Gazette (2 Hardy is a
April 1926) where the victim exonerates
Wren from blame, as he did at the time. ‘biOgTﬂph@I’

Therce were advisers, however, who
quite reasonably belicved that Mannix had
compromised himself by associating with
Wren. As Calwell said, Wren lived ‘by the
principles of commercial morality’—politi-
cal, too—and that left ‘much to be desired.’
(Preface, H. Buggy, The Real John Wren,
1977, xi-xiii). But in general, those who dealt
with Wren admired him as a man of probity.
Evatt obviously thought so. Still, there are
problems in assessing the relationship of
Mannix and Wren. Fr William Hackett SJ
|[ADB vol.9) was, at least after World War i,
an intimate of the Wren household as well
as Mannix’s confidant. In a scries of ingen-
uous letters to his sister in Ireland, which
he had no reason to think would end up in
the Jesuit archives in Australia, Hackett described Wren
as ‘a man of high principle, of deep religious feeling’ (2/
7/51); ‘somewhat dull, because his main interests are
money and the power that results’ (20/7/51); and ‘ex-
tremely generous’ although ‘he never gives me money’
[for the Central Catholic Library].

Hackett was shocked by Power Without Glory and
the verdict at Hardy’s trial ({1951], and Mannix told his
clergy that he ‘never had any idea or suspicions that
Wren had engaged’ in any of the dubious activities de-
scribed in the book (N. Brennan, John Wren—Gambler,
pp215-6). But Mannix and Hackett surely discussed the
1948 attack on Wren by the staunch Catholic Actionist,
Keon. A person who should be able to throw light on
Wren'’s relationship with Mannix and the Movement is
B.A. Santamaria, but so far he has not chosen to do so.

Finally there is Frank Hardy, and his claims that
Power Without Glory is based on scholarly research. In
an interview published in The Canberra Times {23
August 1992}, Hardy commented on my article in the
August Furcka Street, and on a report of it in The Sun-
day Age (2 August 1992). He was reported as saying that
apparently the Jesuits and The Age (sic) were ‘out to get’
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himself and Manning Clark. Clark’s obsequies last year
were conducted at St Christopher’s Catholic Cathedral
in Canberra with the Rev. DrJ.]. Eddy S presiding.

Hardy claims that Clark used to consult him for
‘facts” on Wren and Henry Lawson (about whom Clark
is also inaccurate). Moreover, he has returned to an al-
legation which he had previously seemed to recant (Who
shor George Kirkland?), that Ellen Wren committed
adultery, had a son by a bricklayer employed at Studley
Hall and was ostracised intramurally by her husband.
Hardy says he has fresh evidence. But even if such evi-
dence is forthcoming, would it excuse a ‘revelation’ that

in itself had no public¢ benefit, and humiliat-

ed an elderly woman and her family?
HARI)Y, AN INEXHAUSTIBLE WINDBAG, has for decades
cited a theory of ‘composite’ characterisation in regard
to Power Without Glory. But in fact, even in the most
trivial details the identifications are clear. For example,
the distinctive name of Mrs Wren's defunct child is giv-
en to the allegedly illicit offspring. (For that mateer, he
gave John West’s cldest daughter the same married
name, Andreas, as Wren'’s). Hardy is a ‘biographer’ when
it suits him, and a novelist with a creative writer’s
freedom when he wants to take liberties with the facts.

After Wren'’s death, Fr Hackett wrote (19/11/53) to
his sister about ‘poor Mrs Wren ... She told me many
wonderful things about her husband. The priest who
married them over 50 years ago said—"You are not
marrying a Iman, you are marrying a miracle”.” Hardly
the words of a wifc as ill-treated as Ellen Wren is alleged
to have been.

Hardy is insistent that his research on Wren went
far beyond pub crawls in Richmond and Collingwood
and bar talk with such inner-suburban notables as
Comelius Loughnan and ‘Sugar’ Roberts, the reportage
of which relies on Hardy’s memory. I can well believe
that he and his aides visited the Mitchell and Victorian
State libraries and read royal commission reports, par-
liamentary debates and newspaper files. But what Hardy
will not tell us is what he found in these places that
seems to have eluded scholars ¢.g. information on the
murders and mayhem allegedly masterminded by Wren.

One of the most vehement denunciations of Wren
during 1901-10 came from a certain Cornelius Crowe
{The Inquiry Agent, 1909), whom Hardy may have read.
No less than Detective-Sergeant Q’'Donnell called
Crowe ‘a half-daft sort of fellow, who nursed a grievance
against members of Parliament and all from the Chief
Commissioner downwards. He was continually mak-
ing false and libellous statements which emanated in
his own crazy cranium.” (Gisborne Gazette, 2/4/1926).

Other material that Hardy did read, from The
Bulletin and The Lone Hand, falls far short of the
indictments of Power Without Glory.

Wren was no saint. He made his fortune by break-
ing the law. And a stupid law it was, too—the tote has
been legal now for decades. To break that law with im-
punity, however, Wren would have needed enforcers. It
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would be naive not to imagine that he paid bribes and
interfered with witnesses against him. In a tough socie-
ty that discriminated against his class he acted in objec-
tionable ways but they were ways that, judging by his
popularity, the workers of Collingwood felt were justi-
fied.

From the closure of the Johnston St tote in 1906,
by which time he may have been a millionaire, Wren
would seem to have been a law-abiding productive sports
entrepreneur and businessman with a flair for political
meddling |as, say, Herbert Brookes was among the
conservatives). There is no doubt that he enlisted some
politicians to look after his interests but there were
others, like Frank Brennan, whom he helped without
expecting reciprocal favours. The least he was entitled
to expect was a presumption of innocence before being
believed guilty of Al Capone-type crimes.

Power Without Glory and the ill-advised court
action taken against Hardy reversed the onus of proof.
In 1976 an ABC television series ¢ntrenched the

ethnosectarian prejudice of the book, and the

evil of John Wren is now part of folklore.
ON THE DAY BEFORE John and Ellen Wren's last sur-
viving offspring died, the Good Weekend magazine (11
April 1992) ran an article by a hometown pagliaccio,
Vince Sorrenti, on local monuments unlisted by the
National Trust but ‘part of the psyche of each city’ in
Australia. Among them was the Tote Hotel in Colling-
wood, ‘steeped in history ... emblematic of the people
in its neighbourhood. The “infamous underworld fig-
ure, John Wren” ... between the wars and beyond ... used
the Tote as the centre of his activities ... regular drink-
ers tell stories about Wren and the secret tunnels under
the road to his SP bookmaking office’!

There are four gross errors of fact there but the
crowning one |or is it two?} is (are): ‘He was a feared
man among the locals of Collingwood, or Carringbush,
as it was then known.’

It is tempting to add to the Wren legend and have
John E. Wren expiring after reading that Good Weekend
with Henry Ford’s dictum, ‘History is bunk’, on his lips
or, better still, with the final words of Leoncavall~'e
clown: ‘La commedia e finita!’

James Griffin is emeritus professor of history at the
University of Papua New Guinea.

The author wishes to acknowledge the assistance with
research of Mr Geoffrey Browne.

References

1. ‘John Wren: Machine Boss, Irish Chieftain or
Meddling Millionaire?!’ Labour History, May 1981.
2. D. Rawson, The Organisation of the Australian
Labor Party 1916-1941, PhD thesis, University of
Melbourne 1954.






Photo on previous page:
Bicyclist in front the
Italian Concession, early
morning. Tianjin

Photo: Emmanuel Santos.

26

T'n avrrs

FETER FIERCE

Bemused in Shanghai

IAGONALLY OPPOSITE THE SHANGHAI HiLTON, and
resting for parts of cach day in its shadow, is one of the
city’s many People’s Parks. There, on an April morning
two women are receiving ballroom dancing lessons on
an open-air stage. In a wooded corner of the park, at a
table that they long ago commandeered, six old men
smoke and play cards. Another man walks past, staring
intensely at the two white billiard balls in his right hand.
Nearby someone practises Tai Chi. Seen on its home
ground, this Western fad of the 1980s seems to channel
the aggression that proximity to so many other humans
must build in the Chinese.

These outwardly familiar urban scenes are more
disquieting than the shocks about which we have been
forewarned: the jammed buscs pushing past on cug;

“Take me to the Hilton”

Dear Guest,

Please present this card to
your taxi driver 1in case you
encounter any difficulty in

returning to the Shanghai Hilton.

HI[[““ 250 HUA SHAN ROAD TEL: 2550000

street-markets with frogs and snakes for sale; grey, des-
perately overcrowded, low-rise aparement buildings up
cach allcy, and always, the invasive, deranging din of
honking and hawking.

In the park, because it is quieter, we are able to
hear the question of the young man who politely accosts
us. ‘What is the capital of Saskatchewan?’ he asks, with
no more introduction than ‘Excuse me’. Is there a penalty
for the right answer? Telling him that 1 think the
provincial capital is Regina, not Saskatoon, I mention
that actually we are Australians. He’s not bothered.

Back in the tumult of the main thoroughfares of
Shanghai, carts drawn by spavined donkeys compete for
right of way with buses and the ubiquitous fleets of
bicyclists. When traffic clears, it is most likely because
of an accident or an arrest. On our first night, coming in
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from the airport, passing through ill-lit streets and
between high grey walls that hid houses used as the
dwellings of rich Europeans in the film Empire of the
Sun, we skirt a fatal head-on collision.

Daylight reveals a subway system that has not pro-
gressed far beyond the random demolition of parts of
city blocks. Toiling in shop doorways and at the heads
of alleys are not only the predictable bicycle repairmen,
but others who, by mending disposable cigarette light-
ers, arc working to some incalculably small economy
of means. Everywhere bamboo scaffolding props build-
ings that teeter out over the footpaths. Lifc in the alleys
means communal toilets, telephones, wash troughs,
ovens. Bedding is briefly and constantly aired for the
next shift of slecpers.

Here is the semblance of an austere but vital
communal life, yet it is palpably menaced. Along one
alley a chauffeur-driven limousine nuzzles its way,
stopping every 20 metres or so for the well-heeled, fleshy
men in the back to work their extortion on the people
of the neighbourhood. And five minutes walk away is
the Shanghai Hilton. In its vast lobby, men and women
move as if in narcoticised slow motion to shift dust back
and forth across the marble floors.

For centuries Shanghai, the economic powerhouse
of China, complained that much of the wealth it pro-
duced was milked by Beijing, the northern capital. Now
Shanghai faces competition from the south, from the
freed-up economic zone centred on Guangzhou and
Shenzhen. The belated first reaction of the city officials
of Shanghai was to institute a massive urban clearance
operation. Nowadays visitors to the city are conducted
with pride not to the majestic stone European buildings
of the Bund, but to the cight-lane highway being blast-
ed along its route.

Works of engincering are greater cause for civic
gratification than the Muscum of Chinese Antiquitics.
A new inner city tunnel was proudly exhibited to us on
three consccutive days. We were taken one afternoon
to the Huangpu River, a tributary of the Yangtze, which
divides Shanghai cast and west. The trip was not to view
the marvellously varied river traffic, but in order that
vm 't ovenir v, | ’
the ramps that led to the new Huangpu priage.
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KOBIN WsERSTER

'Here tl e shar.cs cruise’

N DOWNTOWN SAIGON STANDS A BAR called ‘Apoca-
lypse Now’, its name scrawled in a replica of the title
design for Francis Ford Coppola’s film. The bar’s pres-
ence, slightly affronting to travellers who expect the
country to repudiate its popular image in America,
suggests a couple of contradictory things about Vietnam
today. It indicates the country’s readiness to refer to its
long military ordeal with ironical good humour, and a
refusal to wallow in the earnest nihilism of the former
adversary; but it also proclaims a wanton embrace of
the West.

Vietnam, and especially Saigon—everyone still calls
it Saigon, not Ho Chi Minh City—is cashing in on the
war. ‘Here the sharks cruise,” writes Margaret Drabble
in The Gates of Ivory, her novel set in Indochina. In
contrast with the more ascetic and ideologically pure
Hanoi, Saigon is a frankly mercenary place, notoriously
vulnerable to foreign influence: in his fictional epic
Saigon, Anthony Grey speculates that the city could
derive its name from the Chinese ‘Tsai Con’, meaning
‘Tribute paid to the West’. But it would be wrong to
view Saigon as an aberration. What is happening there,
actively encouraged by the government in Hanoi, merely
exaggerates a national tendency. Drabble again: ‘Hanoi
is the past, Saigon is the future.’

The city has always had a reputation for rapacity.
In All the Wrong Places the English correspondent James
Fenton, who witnessed Saigon’s fall to the North Viet-
namese in 1975, wrote of the shameless sauve qui peut
that overtook the city in the last days of war. ‘The first
thing the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong saw as they
came into Saigon,” Fenton writes, ‘was crowds of looters
dragging sacks of rice and cartons of luxury goods. It
must have justificd their view of the degeneracy of the
city.’ The saintly among the NLF, Fenton observes, were
soon drawn into the city’s web of ‘aged corruption’. Years
earlier another Englishman, Geotfrey Gorer, who toured
Indochina on a ‘pleasure trip’ in the 1930s, was similar-
ly appalled by the ‘viciousness’ of the place. Every

rickshaw boy, Gorer thought, was a whispering pimp:
‘Madame francais, missou? Madame metisse? Madame
annamite? Boy francais?’

Seductive Saigon still grasps at the visitor, though
the sex scene scems pretty tame by international stand-
ards. The big hotels issue instructions from Saigontour-
ist, the official tourist organisation, warning that
‘prostitutes are not allowed’, but ‘Saigon tea’ is still be-
ing served in the euphemistically-named ‘sauna and
massage’ centres located in every tourist hotel. The
rickshaw drivers, spruikers, street girls and touts, even
the beggars, are fatalistic and friendly, as anxious to make
your acquaintance as to take your money. Practical help
is appreciated: a promise to pass on letters to relatives
in Richmond or Cabramatta—the cost from Vietnam
being prohibitive—
brings responses of
delirious gratitude.

But Saigon re-
mains a city that
contrives ingenious
methods to extract
money from visitors. Lo
When T was there in
June, a man outside
the Municipal The-
atre tried to sell me
his pet puppy. It
would have made
interesting hand
luggage. Knocked

SPECIALTIES

" by THE RIVERSIDE , WITH

FRESH AR , NATURAL

ROMANTIC ATMOSPHERE
« WELCOME -

back, he proceeded

to wash it lovingly from a bucket by the kerb. In Saigon
you might be offered mouldy packs of lewdly decorated
playing cards, torches shaped like hand guns, and bot-
tles of invigorating fermented snake’s blood. The Miss
Saigon T-shirts hawked by street vendors have ‘Saigon
Vietnarn'’ flashed assertively across the back, as if to tell
the world that the city is a real place, not just the name
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of an American musical; the contemporary appropriation
of Vietnam by American popular culture serves to re-
mind one that wars are not only decided on battleficlds.

At the Museum of American War Crimes, for a
couple of dollars one can buy the identification labels
{"dog tags’l of dead Gls. Tasteless? No doubt. But per-
haps not in a country which suffered and still suffers at
the hands of a superpower that, by its continuing trade
embargo, reveals an unwillingness to bury the humili-
ation of military defeat. And in any case, plenty of
American tourists scem cager to buy the tags as
‘poignant’ souvenirs. In a country where poverty is en-
demie, western tourists are viewed as repositories of
untold wealth and treated as fair game. The intelligent
urchins who lurk in Saigon’s tourist quarter may be keen
to get ahead, but most are doomed to flogging postcards
on the streets, or worse. An article in the English-
language Vietnam News reported an alarming increase
in school drop-outs, and concluded that more than 60
per cent of children under five in the Ho Chi Minh City
district—a relatively prosperous region—have ‘mo chance
of schooling’.

The Vietnamese government hopes that business
investment and tourism will answer the country’s socio-
cconomic problems, and it is prepared to compromise
political doctrine in order to facilitate both. It is often
said that the Vietnamese love books—Hanoi has an 11th
century Temple of Literature, dedicated to Confucius,
that honours men of literary accomplishment. But the
book displayed most prominently in a leading Saigon
bookshop when T was there was a translation of Dale
Camnegic’s How to Win Friends and Influence People,
printed in Hanoi in 198Y.

Saigon is alive witn chain-smoking businessmen,
discussing, plotting, drcaming deals. The air in hotel
lobbics is thick with news of opportunities and ‘joint
ventures’ like the Norfolk, a modern ‘businessman’s
hotel’ built by the Australian and Vietnamese govern-
ments. Australians arc reputedly in the vanguard in this
cconomic opening up of Victnam: a Korcan business-
man at the Continental Hotel shook his head ruefully
and told me Australians had the game sewn up. Funny,
the door at the Austrade office in Saigon’s main boule-
vard, Dong Khoi Street, was locked on the two occa-
sions I visited. A hundred metres away, the ‘Floating
Hotel” is moored in the Saigon River, its rooms off-limits
to Vietnamese. Towed to Vietnam from the Barrier Reef,
where it went bust in 1989, this monstrosity is a re-
minder of what Australian business ‘acumen’ sometimes
produces.

Tourists inject much-prized hard US currency into
the economy, which is why Saigontourist takes them
round in late-model Toyotas and Renaults, as if they
were VIPs, The contemiporary western traveller to Viet-
nam is likely to have a more idealistic notion of his or
her role in the country. Traditionally, the tourist has
been as much a pilgrim as a pleasure-secker, and to an
Australian of my gene  ion, whose mora ol
attitudes were shaped by the controversy surrounding
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Australia’s military involvement in Vietnam, a trip there
is akin to a pilgrimage.

In The Gates of Ivory Margaret Drabble alludes to
Vietnam as ‘the legendary country’, and indeed the place
does possess a mythical quality derived from its cen-
trality in cultural and political discourses during the past
30 years. Read about, hotly debated, but visited by rela-
tively few, the very name of the country is integral to
the broad cultural mythology surrounding “the ‘60s’.
Thus the American journalist Michacl Herr could write
on behalf of a generation at the end of his memoir

Dispatches: ‘Vietnam Victnam Vietnam,
we've all been there!!

VISIT CONFIRMS RATHER THAN EXPLODES the '60s
fantasy. Saigon is frozen in time, somewhere around
1965. Pleasantly tree-lined, with more-or-less uniform
two-and-three-storey buildings, it is an old-fashioned,
‘horizontal’ city, especially compared with the angles
and verticals of urban extravaganzas like Hong Kong.
Its cartography is wonderfully symbolic. Dong Khoi
Street was once the Rue Catinat made famous by Gra-
ham Greene in The Quict American, and later the in-
famously raunchy Tu Do Street during the American
presence. The street runs from the docks on the river all
the way up to Notre Dame Cathedral, linking the relat-
ed goals of commerce and religion that impelled the
French to colonise Vietnam.

In the 18th century Saigon grew from a fishing vil-
lage to a city through a symbiosis of mercantile and
missionary cnergies. The latter were particularly those
of the French Jesuits, who became influential in many
important aspects of Victnamese culture, including the
development of the Latin-based script used in the writ-
ten language. Tourist hotels associated with the war
years, such as the Rex and the Caravelle {once owned
by the Catholic diocese of Saigon) enfold their guests in
a decor of outrageous kitsch that is reminiscent of the
Australian bourgeois ‘featurism’ of scveral decades ago.
Away from the big hotcls, the traveller is constantly
dragged back through time to a point where it almost
seems that no war cver took place. This is due to the
Victnamese fondness for ‘60s pop music. When [ visited
the Muscum of American War Crimes, an attendant was
listening intently to the Bee Gees” Spicks and Specks
blaring from an antique transistor radio.

In the surrounding provinces few signs of the war
are visible, apart from an apparent dearth of middle-aged
and old men. The southern landscape 1 travelled through
belied the common assumption that the war was envi-
ronmentally catastrophic for Vietnam. Take the Cu Chi
district, known for the tunnel system used by the Viet
Cong to retain control of a key strategic area within 50
kilometres of Saigon.

In the late 1960s Cu Chi was declared a ‘free-strike
zone’ by the American military, and became ‘the most
bombed, shelled, gassed, defoliated and generally dev-
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rainy season at least, the area 1s paradisiacally tropical,









If Bloom can be brought into focus
by comparing him with Schlegel, that
focus can be sharpened by contrasting
him with the same writer. Both critics
prize irony and associate it with free-
dom, yet where Schlegel sees irony as
detachment and objectivity, Bloom
regards it as a drastic swerve from an
overbearing influence, or as the clash
of incommensurate realities. Still
more important, where the German
longs for a synthesis of poetry and
philosophy, believing that at heart
they are just different forms of reli-
gion, the American firmly asserts the

independence and absolute

priority of poetry.

ONE OF THE FINEST LIVING CRITICS Of
English Romanticism, Bloom is him-
self a Romantic. Poetry for him, as for
Blake or Shelley, is visionary because
it is original and powerful and never
merely because it uses religious
imagery. Since he writes with a high
ambition, and since he rejects all strict
distinctions between poetry and crit-
icism (taking creativity rather than
genre as his touchstone}, he can legit-
imately desire to be considered a
visionary writer himself. Almost more
than his elevation of the self above
ethics, form and history, it is this
literary ambition that angers his
antagonists. For the ‘mouldy figs’ it is
anathema because they conceive crit-
icism as a secondary and derivative
activity, something that occurs in the
shadow of creativity. And for the
‘school of resentment’, who see criti-
cism as a species of political interven-
tion, it is an index of Bloom’s élitism
and rampant individualism.

Friedrich Nietzsche gave his Twi-
light of the Idols the arresting subtitle
‘How to Philosophise withaHammer'.
The hammer was not to be a mallet
used to wreak havoc on the past, nor
was it to be ajudge’s gavel. It was to be
handled firmly yet gently, like a tun-
ing fork. His project was ‘to sound out
idols’, to determine whether their ap-
parent weight and solidity were real.
Allof Bloom’s books could be subtitled
‘How to Criticise with a Hammer'.
Here he isin Kabbalah and Criticism
{1975} identifying four old idols of the
academy:
1. There is the religious illusion, that
a poem possesses Or creates a real
presence.

2. There is the organic illusion, that a
poem possesses or creates a kind of
unity.

3. Thereis the rhetorical illusion, that
a poem possesses or creates a definite
form.

4. There is the metaphysical illusion,
that a poem possesses or creates
meaning.

All these idols are hollow, Bloom
assures us. A poem’s presence is a
promise; its unity exists in the read-
er’s good will, and nowhere else; its
form is merely a metaphor; and its
meaning exists only insofar as it sub-
stitutes for another poem. In short,
poems are shifting relationships be-
tween forces and not stable entities,
what philosophers call ‘aesthetic ob-
jects’. All in all, philosophers are the
guilty party in Bloom’s drama, for
their primary categorics—being and
knowing—perpetually lead us astray
when reading literature which is an
affair of action and desire, of posses-
sion and power.

Nietzschean though he is, Bloom
has little in common with those who
see the German as the professor of
linguistic nihilism. Today we very
readily form an image of Nietzsche
the reductionist, the one who claimed
that God and the sclf are illusions
created by grammar. Bloom’s
Nietzsche, though, is the severe
prophet of the will to power, the pas-
sionatc advocate of art, the diagnosti-
cian of cultural malaise.

His proper place is with Carlyle,
Emerson, Freud, Kierkegaard, Ruskin,
Pater and Wilde—a far more fruitful
conjunction, Bloom thinks, than the
more fashionable company of Bataille,
Deleuze, de Man, Derrida, Foucault,
Heidegger and Lacan. It is this latter
cluster of thinkers that has prosecut-
ed, in ingenious and rigorous ways,
the demystification of meaning.
Scrupulous as it is, this relentless cri-
tique has under-spiritualised criticism,
impoverishing our imaginations.
Equally dangerous, though, are those
critics, heirs of Auerbach and Frye,
who have over-spiritualised criticism
by treating art as a displaced theolog-
ical category. Bloom seeks a middle
way, being neither seduced by conse-
quent linguistic analysis nor tempted
to believe in literature as a calm, ideal
order.

One might say, then, that he seeks
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the spiritual. Or one might say that he
seeks the literary. The burden of Ruin
the Sacred Truths is that it makes no
difference which word one chooses,
for imaginative writing stubbornly
resists the categories of sacred and
secular. 'If you wish’, he says, ‘you can
insist that all high literature is secu-
lar, or, should you desire it so, then all
strong poetry is sacred. What I find
incoherent is the judgment that some
authentic literary art is more sacred or
more secular than some other.” Thisis
a line of argument, attractive to Ro-
mantics, that has been on
the books for two hundred
years, since Herder's
reflections on the Bible.

But Bloom makesithis
own, memorably so, both
when commenting on
scripturcandon literature.
Thus he judges the three
greatest writers of our
century, those of the
highest spiritual authori-
ty, to be Beckett, Freud
and Kafka. It is as good a
list as any of the kind,
which are all polemic, and
to object that Proust and
Tolstoy are not included s
to miss the point. Bloom
would probably be happy
to add them.

One writer he would
not be happy to include,
however, but who certain-
ly should be there, is
Heidegger. Like Freud,
Heidegger has decisively
shaped twentieth-century
thinking and writing. His
analyses of anxiety, con-
cern and decath, and his
broodings on the with-
drawal of God from our world, give

cloquent testimony to the

spiritual agony of our time.
BL()()M'S REVALUATION OF MODERN
poetry—the slighting of Eliot and
Pound, and the elevation of Stevens
and Hart Crane—is well-known to
students of literature. It has affected a
generation of readers who are now
disposedtosee modemismasablocked
Romanticism, not as a decisive turn
fromit. And noone these daysistaken
aback to hear him stressing the impor-
tance of neitherover-spiritualising nor
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America’s war
against Iraq,
Bloom shrewdly
observes, was a
true religious wat,
not Christianity
versus Islam but
rather America
versus ‘whatever
denies the self’s
status and
function as the
true standard

of being and

of value’.
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under-spiritualisingart: we know that
he sces today’s literary academics in
religious terms, as cither priests or
sacrifices, and that he styles himself a
Jewish Gnostic. (I will return to thisa

call the Jahwist, or ] for short.

On Bloom’s reading, ] is the most
original storytellerin western history,
a writer whose narratives are so sub-
lime and so uncanny that no one since

has been able to read them with

AMAZING ! SUDDENLY T FEEL LIKE
SOMEONE OFF/!

adequate critical insight, letalone
absorb and transcend them. Of
western writers only Shakespeare
meets J’s challenge, and he doces
sobyradically changingthe nature
of representation. Everyone clse
iscontainedin that original vision.
And that coversall religious writ-
crs, including thosc who com-
pose the New Testament.,

All western religions arce
founded onJ's stories—or, rather,
founder on them. For ] is always
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little later. ) Isupposc that critics always
knew, deep down, that one day Bloom
would turn to the Hebrew Bible; yet
his part in The Book of ] has been a
surprise for literary critics and biblical
scholars alike.

For literary critics it has been, in
some respects, a very welcome sur-
prisc. In the '70s especially, when
Bloom was developing and illustrat-
ing his views of poctic influence, it
scemed that his theory pertained only
topost-enlightenment writing. Today
the situation is quite different. We
have hisintroductions to several hun-
dred books of all periods published by
Chelsea House (which contain some
of his freshest, most vivid criticism], a
number of striking cssays on Shake-
speare, and his commentary on some
of the oldest biblical narratives. We
can begin to appreciate the full scope
of Bloom’s poetics of influence and
judge it for what it is: a pragmatic
thcory of canon formation that

takes the sublime as its

B ground.
LOOM'S RETLTCTIONS UN THE CANON

now begin at the beginning, in the
10th century BCE. Orthodox Jews and
Christian fundamentalists aside,
scholars generally agree that the first
five books of the Bible, the Penta-
teuch, were not written by Mosces but
arein fact a patchwork of texts woven
together about 400 BCE. The oldest of
these texts—now dispersed through
CGenesis, Exodus and Numbers—was
written by an author whom scholars
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approachedasarcligious writer, a
moralist, a theologian, andis none
of these. If we accept any of these
characterisations a sct of nasty ques-
tions appears. ‘How can Abram haggle
with Yahweh? How is Jacob able to
wrestle a nameless one among the
Elohim to a standstill, whether the
angel be Michacl, Sammael, or the
messenger of death?” And more to the
point, how can we make sense of Yah-
weh, the all-powerful deity who sits
under the terebinth trees at Mamre
and devours roast calf and curds, and
who attempts to murder Moses?

The traditional answer has been

that J is guilty of naive anthropomor-
phism, the figuring of God by way of
human attributes. Bloom rejects this
tout court. For him ] i1s a supreme
ironist, an intensely sophisticated
writer who sces life as a clash of
unmatchable rcalities. The stories of
the Fall, Babel, the wrestling match at
Penicl, and all the rest, are narratives,
terse psychologics of Yahweh, and not
religious speculations.

J’s Yahweh is not a representation
of the Most High but a literary charac-
ter, a wayward trope of the self. Fol-
lowing Emerson and Nietzsche, Bloom
proposes that all our religious faith is
founded upon an extended and highly
cxuberant metaphor. Bloom is no less
c¢xuberant. ‘From the standpoint of
normative Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam, Jis the most blasphemous writer
that ever lived.’

While Bloom’s excursions into
biblical commentary are of consider-
able interest to the literary critic, they
can only dismay the exegete. Where
scholars generally believe s stories to
have been written by members of a
community or a tradition, Bloom in-
sists that we are dealing with a unique
historical individual, and that this
person was a4 woman. To find Bloom,
whose theory of intfluence many have
thought to be centred exclusively on
mule psychology, arguing that the
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I HERE 1S GOING TO BE A BAPTISM At our

house—that of our elder son, aged
cight. The question thisraises in most
pcople’s minds is ‘Why'? In our case,
the answer is simply that our son and
hisschoolmates are preparing for their
first Eucharist. But a more pressing
question, in most Catholic minds, will
be ‘Why now? Why didn’t you gethim
“done” when he was a baby?’

For many Catholics, a baptism is
animportant, cnjoyable formality, part
of showing off the new baby. An un-
baptised child is not a consideration.
For others, it is a ritual engaged in for
family expectations: ‘My mum would
kill me if I didn’t’. Or a long-term
hedging of bets: ‘In case we want to get
him into a Catholic school.” Some of
my son’s schoolmates were baptised
at age four for just that reason.

For still others, a baptism may be
a way of calming the nerves of new
parenthood: 'Arc we doing everything
we're supposed to? What if anything
happens and he’s not baptised?” Do
thosc ancient fears of baby souls lost
in Limbo still move parents to have
their children baptised?

When my son was born, I was not
closcly attached to any church com-
munity. I hadsome contact withother
Catholics, triends and colleagues, but
none with a parish. My partner, who
has no religious affiliation, sces the
baptism of babies as entircly pre-
emptive: ‘If it is significant, why do
they have no say?” On a more emo-
tional level: ‘How can we promise our
children away like that?” Of course, as
one of the tribe, there isn’t any ‘away’
for me. I’'m comfortable with the trib-
al rituals. But I couldn’t say, ‘Oh, it's
just a ceremony.” As I thought about
it, [ found that I did believe a baptism
would be a definitive step: an entry
into the Catholic community.

We decided that our son could
make up his own mind about it. And
as his mind was then preoccupied
with milk, and subsequently with
climbing, Matchbox cars and asking

questions, that shelved the matter for
some time. Later we moved to a new
suburb, one where every woman at
theshops haskids. Gradually Ibecame
involvedin the local parish, where the
priest was a man [ knew and admired.
Wedecided tosend ourson to the local
Catholic school. That was a big deci-
sion—it meant I would have to be
more Catholic, and my partner sup-
portive.

When the question of a baptism
was raised, I found to my surprise that
I was not pleascd. I thought that my
son would forget about it. He did not.
I realisced that 1 was embarrassed,
fearing that people might think me a
neglectful mother.Jconfessedmy son’s
unbaptisedstate to several friends who
wereunperturbed, whichhelped. Then
I asked the parish priest if it was
possible to have a small family bap-
tism—not at the 1lam Mass on Sun-
day, where cveryone in the parish
would see me. Of course, was the
reply. We’ll make a nice family one
that everyone can feel happy about.
Not a test or an obligation but a
welcoming-in.

Coincidentally, my sister is also
resolving the same dilemma. She has
no affiliation with the church except
through herson’s school, and her guilt
has been pump-primed by her parish
priest, who grilled her about her be-
liefs. Fortunately, her son’s teacher
has been kind and welcoming. Each
year, the teacher told her, a couple of
children are baptised just before their
tirst Eucharist.

[ am more focused on the upcom-
ing event, on what it means for me,
than I am on the actual candidate, our
son. Perhaps this is because, since [
was only three months old at the time
of my own baptism, it is the first time
Thave ever really felt something about
the sacrament.

Ithink my partnerhas apoint.

Ruth Pendavingh is a Melbourne
tec T
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