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Union blues

Some recent victories don't suggest that it’s all plain
sailing for Australian unions.

HE AUSTRALIAN UNION movement still knows how to
organisc a good demo. On June 1, over 20,000 rank-and-file
members marched in Sydncey against Workplace Relations Min-
ister Peter Reith’s ‘third wave’ of industrial relations reform.

In keeping with the union movement’s increasingly sophis-
ticated presentation skills, Sydney’s CBD was awash with colour
as unionists marched peaccfully through the city streets waving
multi-coloured tlags to the sound of whistles, drums and reggac
music.

Later that day in the Senate, the Australian Democrats
handed down an adverse finding on Reith’s Workplace Relations
Amendments Bill, which was designed to outlaw strike action
in support of industry-wide agreements, otherwise known as
‘pattern bargaining'.

Unions one, Reith zero. But the game is just beginning.

On Junc 30, the workplace agreements covering 1000
Victorian manufacturing companies expire. And the Metal
Trades Federation of Unions in Victoria can’t wait to use their
freedom to pattern bargain. This powerful grouping of unions—
the so-called ‘New Militants’—have organised Campaign 2000,
an old-style campaign designed to deliver higher wages to union
members across the industry.

Minister Reith presents this as a return to the 1970s, when
unions were held accountable for wage-push inflation. In fact,
it represents a new era for Australian unions.

Union membership peaked at 62 per cent in 1954, By 1999,
it had fallen to 26 per cent. This decline in membership refleets a
fundamental change in the labour market. Jobs growth has
shifted away from traditionally unionised arcas, like manufac-
turing, towards non-unionised industries, such as information
technology.

Increasingly, unions can’t find new members among the
young, casualiscd and female workers of the new economy.
Thercfore, they must learn to protect the niche markets they
alrcady dominatc. And, as in any business competing in a niche
market, it’s all about scrvicing the customers—in this casc
union members.

So for the leaders of Australia’s few remaining powerful
unions, there is still much to be gained from flexing their
industrial might and getting back to basics: delivering on wages
and conditions. Just as ‘The Bush' is revolting against the
supposcd bencfits of deregulation, so too are the suburban working
classes.

And not before time. As Sydney University’s Russcell
Lansbury recently explained, Australia is rapidly heading ‘down
the US path of low minimum wages and less social sccurity’.

From a system of ‘managed centralism’ under Labor’s Accords
in the 1980s, Australia has moved towards the ‘fragmented
flexibility” of Peter Reith.

In this fragmented, flexible labour market an increasing
number of Australians are ‘involuntary’ part-timers, holding
down two jobs; working in casual cmployment without job
sceurity; or working unpaid overtime in full-time jobs. Given
the incentives, unions might actually flourish in their niche
markets.

So where does this lecave the labour movement’s
parliamentary representatives?

Much to the annoyance of the government, the federal
Labor Opposition is playing its policy cards close to its chest.
Like the Coalition in the lTead up to the 1996 clection, Labor
prefers to offer up a small target, giving its opponents less to attack.

Yet, on May 31, Opposition Leader Kim Beazley outlined a
major part of Labor’s policy on industrial relations.

Labor would ‘restore the powers of the independent
umpire’, the much-maligned Industrial Relations Commission;
it would support the right to collective bargaining; and it would
scrap Reith’s Australian Workplace Agrcements (AWAS).

Even though less than one per cent of the Australian
workforce is covered by these agreements, unionists hate them
on principle because AWAs are individual contracts negotiated
without union involvement or recoursc to collective bargaining.

For his troubles, Beazley was roundly condemmned in the
cditorials of all the major papers and attacked by the govern-
ment, but he did gain valuable political points within the labour
movement.

At the end of July, Labor will hold its National Conference,
and party strategists are keen to present a united front in the
lead-up to next year’s federal election.

By promising to ditch the AWASs, Beazley is hoping to win
on another, cven more important, cconomic issue without a
damaging fight at conference.

Under Hawke and Keating, Labor became a resolutcely free-
trade party, and Kim Beazley wants to keep it that way. The
same unionists behind Campaign 2000, such as the National
Sccretary of the Metalworkers, Doug Cameron, are leading the
push for ‘fair trade” within the labour movement.

Would union delegates to conference really want to roll
the man who looks sct to banish the dreaded individnal
contracts to the dusthin of history?

Brett Evans is a current affairs producer with ABC TV and a
freelance writer.
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N TIHIS WINTER PARLIAMENTARY RECESS, onc party steels itself
for government 18 months down the track. The other prepares
itsclf to do what it must to stave that defeat off. Nceither is a
very lovely sight, and it remains to be seen whether cither will
be much more presentable after the party conferences and the
outbrcaks of internal brawling. Probably, however, it depends
as much on substance as on $400 million of publicly funded
Liberal Party public relations, or staged presentations of
goodwill, harmony and slogans organised by ALP machine men.

Will these PR campaigns present us with politicians, of
cither side, who we can believe in? Or follow?

For me, the answer may well be ‘no’, if one recent test is
any indication—the ALP would prefer to be led by a hard-nosced
realist such as John Della Bosca, rather than a drecamer such as
Barry Jones. Give me the dreamer any day. I am sure that Mr
Della Bosca is a splendid person, but his rising to the top
indicates that che political partics are out of touch with voters.

It is of no particular moment, in this context, that Mr Declla
Bosca comes from the NSW Right, the most powerful and
ruthless machine in Australian politics. The machines and their
machinations dominate both sides of politics.

The internal processes of both of the major political parties
are, or have been, deeply corrupted in recent years. If people
can advance up the greasy pole only by branch-stacking,
manipulation and, often, outright fraud, how can we trust the
products of the system? If politicians, even senior politicians,
arc deeply in the debt of other people, including those who have
a chokchold over their pre-sclections or advancement in the
party, how can one be certain that they will make political
decisions unaffected by their obligations to them?

Once the processes, though corrupt, were rcasonably
transparcnt—the appointment of power-brokers to cushy statutory
jobs, the granting of public monies to public organisations which
favoured the governing party. Up to a point one expects that:
the purpose of politics is about exercising power and organiscd
bodies in politics are about nothing if they are not about cxer-
cising power in a way which supports the interests that have
motivated them in the first place. What is, however, increas-
ingly obvious is the way in which many of those exercising
power and influence hehind the scenes are less concerned with
theories of what is best for the nation, and more concerned
with what scrves the personal, and sometimes the financial,
interests of tight cliques with little discernible body of principle.

Some politicians secm above it, and some are. Others may
have a distaste for the processes but have come to regard the
business of getting pre-sclected and elected, and keeping in with
the power-brokers, as intrinsic to the game of politics. Kim
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What's at the top

Beazley, for example, is ¢ ardent student and player in the

disposition of numbers. So is John Howard. Both are too high

up to have their fingers in  1e ballot boxes, but when scandal

breaks, their first instinct, as often as not, is to calculate how it

affects their own factions and positions. They will act, or push

their own party to act, only when the simell is too intense, or
when their failure to act becomes scen as a test of their
leadership.

N THIS CONTEXT, it is interesting to reflect again on the success
of a new crop of indepen  1ts of the ilk of Ted Mack (now
retired from politics) or Peter Andren, the member for Calare.
They have counterparts in most of the state parliaments. In
most cases, they have been elected not becausc of some pressing
local issue, or even because of a particularly woetul former local
member, but because they have said they want to clean up the
processes of government. ”  cir calls for a more open executive
and more independent and accountable institutions, and their
assault on the perks and privileges of politicians, have attracted
strong support.

Such idealists arc often impractical, and they often think
too much about the processes of government and too little about
its outcomes. They often lack coherent ideas or policies about
dealing with the tull range of problems of government, and they
lack the staff or the support bases which aliow them to develop
such expertise. At the same time, however, their clear idcalism,
and their articulations of notions of public good, make them
particularly attractive politicians by comparison with those
whose words cannot inspire and whose deeds do cven less.

There are some who imagine that the ideal parliament
would involve only indep  dents, assessing each issuc on its
merits as it arosc. That wi 1ever happen. Groups will always
coalesce around common ideas or interests. Those who want
better government would do better reforming the parties than
establishing new ones or going off alone. Until the partics them-
selves focus on being orgar  ations of ideas and ideals, open to
public participation, accountable in their internal processes,
and scen to prevent or punish those who corrupt its processcs,
they will find it more and more difficult to inspire and enthuse,
more and more difficult to recruit the best and the brightest,
and themselves less and less able to function with popular
consent. For not a few voters, an amiable and eccentric Barry
Jones, bubbling with ideas and enthusiasm, and almost unable
to stop being decent, is a better symbol of a Labor Party than an
apparatchik from the Labor machine.

Jack Waterford is editor of the Canberra Tinmies.






It’s been a tumultuous five
weeks. Corroboree 2000 and the
Sydney reconciliation march
have had a ripple effect
throughout Australia. In the
South Pacific, one coup after
another prompted more
questions than can’t be
answered by the current terms of
debate over land ownership.

Reco 1ciliation:
Sydney

T‘ILY wirL A Brissane Uniting Church
couple whose faith committed them to
social justice. So when they learned that
the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation
was planning to focus the nation’s attention
during the last weekend in May, a weekend
in Sydney called Corroboree 2000, they
determined to be there. Mr and Mrs Robert
Campbell travelled south and stayed with
relatives at Asquith, onc of Sydney’s most
northerly suburbs. On Saturday morning
they got up at five o’clock, had some
breakfast and caughta train which got them
to the Sydney Opera House just after seven.
There was coftec and tea and a view of the
harbour, but nothing to cat. So they stood
around until the doors openced, 29 minutes
late, at 9.14 am.

The next day, despite Bol's crook feet,
they would walk the Harbour Bridge to
Darling Harbour, 4.1kms, for concerts and
talk. They wanted to go to St Mary’s
Cathedral for the ccumenical service mid-
afternoon, but they had ajob to do. Down at
the Botanic Gardens, near the Opera House,
there was a Sca of Hands, onc of the
expressive rituals the process of reconcilia-
tion has developed. People were needed to
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take down the display and the Camphells,
toot soldiers of social justice, of course
volunteered. They might not get into the
papers or on to the news bulletins, but
Corroboree 2000 belonged to the Campbells
as much as it did to the high-flyers who
made the news.

It was a ccremonious weckend, the
meanings of which could reveal themscelves
suddenly in a gesture, a phrase, or a piece of
symbolism. One¢ such revelation came
unexpectedly at the end of the most news-
worthy cvent, the Prime Minister's speech
at the Opera House, when Koori anger boiled
over like milk on a stove and row after row
of the audience stood and turned their backs
on him. Pissing into the wind isn’t fun; and
John Howard battled gamely through a
storm of jeers and catcalls. Still, he knew
that was coming and was ready for it. Then
came the unexpected gesture which trans-
formed the encounter. As they walked across
the stage together, Geoff Clark, elected
chairman of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Commission, put his hand on John
Howard’s shoulder and gave him a
companionable squecze. It was a matey
gesture that spoke volumes of hope for the
negotiations which lic ahcad.

For some, the most emotional moment
at the Opera House came right at the
beginning, when representatives of the
traditional peoples of the Sydney region
welcomed the audience to their lands.
Ms Ali Golding of the Viripi people said she
stood in the gap of herancestors, ‘the unseen
guests’, and welcomed those who had their
hearts in the right place. Standing on the
stage of Sydney’s proudest building, these
representatives fleshed out what Premier
Bob Carr would later call the resilience of
their peoples, as well as their great
generosity of spirit.

Onc has grown used to speakers saying
they acknowledge the Aboriginal people on
whose lands we mect—it has become as
formulaic as beginning a spcech, ‘Ladies
and gentlemen’. No-one who was there on
that Saturday morning, however, will
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easily forget Beryl Timbery Beller of the
Tha: sal people, Colin Gale of the Darug
pcople, Ali Golding of the Biripi people
and the o ers who stood up and put
meaning into the formula. The applause for
their presence, their survival, was
tumultuous.

Similarly, Evelyn Scott, chairperson of
the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation,
was ven a standing ovation when she
spoke. Then, with one of the many freighted
gestures which this day carried, she turned
to her audience and gave them a standing
ovation. Her generous gesture spoke a clear
message: mutuality—we are all in this
together, or we fail. Evelyn Scott’s speech
resonated at deeper levels than the surface
politics which caught media attention. For
more than 50 years, she said, she had
watched our country struggle with its
conscience. Consciencel—here wasa moral
issuc, aquestion of right and wrong, beyond
party politics. Of course party politics was
everywhere at the Opera House. People
talked about the rebuffs to John Howard
and  : cheers for Kim Beazley and the
strange silence which folded round the
appearance of Meg Lees (with the exception
of ore heckler: ‘Thanks for the GST!). All
this, H>wever, was on the surface. Their
hopes ran at a more protound level than
this, as they showed when they gave the
Governor-General a standing ovation before
he had even spoken. In Australia today, Sir
William Dcane has become a prime
articulator of spiritual dimensions, so that
his mere presence tclls of a different order
of reality.

Other presences spoke too. Sceing Henry
Reynolds reminded one of something Ken
Inglis had said at the Sydney Writers’
Festival the week before—that Reynolds
has made a greater impact on Australia
than any other historian, becausc his
rescarch destroyed the doctrine of terra
null;  FatherFrank Brennan spwas another
speaking presence there, too. And Gough
Whitlam. And Eddic Mabo’s family. One
thought of that linc from W.B. Yeats:






Being seen to be sorry

IN THE LAST MONTH, we have been preoccupied with reconciliation and its lack
within Australian society. Meanwhilc, ordinary Catholics remain unreconciled
to the loss of their communal rite and to cxhortation to individual confession.
So why not try to reconcile old and new by drawing on old and private wisdom
for new and public challenges?

Older treatises on penance used to ecnumecrate the elements of the process:
examination of conscience, confession of sins by number and kind, act of
contrition, forgiveness of sins, purpose of amendment and penance.

This outline throws surprising light on public reconciliation by offering a
map for visualising it and for locating ourselves in the process. The examination
of conscience encouraged penitents to examine their personal history against
the claims of God and of others’ history. The current debate about reconciliation
in Australia is mostly at this initial stage, as a dominant history, which assumes
moral uprightness, confronts the shameful reality of Aboriginal history.

After the examination of conscience, we confessed our sins to a priest,
ideally enumerating their number and type. In public reconciliation, confession
takes us beyond examination of our history to a moral accounting for it. Tt
acknowledges that we live in a moral community with continuity with those
who have shaped it and that we must go beyond generalised regret to answer for
what has been done in our community.

Only after examination and confession did we move to request forgiveness.
The sequence of steps suggests that we should apologise only after we have
taken the measure of the seriousncess of what we have done. And that we must
apologisc to representatives of the community whom we have offended. There
1s no point in a perfunctory apology.

In the sacrament, contrition is automatically followed by forgiveness
because God always has that on offer. In relationships between communities,
however, a forgiving response is not to be presumed. It requires as much
magnanimity to forgive as it does to ask for forgiveness. It would therefore be
shallow to treat reconciliation as simply a new beginning that can be taken for
granted.

The process of penance concludes with the purpose of amendment and a
penance. These are symbols of seriousness in asking forgiveness. It suggests
that there can be no public reconciliation without making reparation for wrongs
done. To that extent, the Australian government might be right in refusing to
make an apology if it has in principle ruled out compensation at the end of the
process.

But if Australia moves towards reconciliation, as it surely will, the main
contribution the church can make may be its own experience—ensuring that
the path towards reconciliation is lined with appropriate symbols. And perhaps
if symbols designe  “or reconciling individuals so illuminate the public sphere,
the church may be persuaded to make the symbols of public reconciliation again
available for the reconciliation of individuals.

Andrew Hamilton sy tcaches at the United Faculty of Theology, Melbourne.
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Reconc liation:

Canberra, Fiji

r]._(:Nu';HT, I am haunted by an image from
the evening news. In a theological college,
surrounded by garden, with a circular chapel
as its centrepicce, military men and armed
terrorists meet to decide the fate of a nation
and probably to tear up its constitution.
The press swarms around, and on the road-
side vouths with stones taunt passing cars.
The  ffand student houseson the campus
are empty, vulnerable; among them are the
homes of my friends. Fifteen years ago,
[ taughtEn, htheretothestudents’ wives,
and it is a place of happy memories.

1 dbeen forewarned, via the internet
and phone calls, that the Fiji Council of
Churches had been asked to provide a
neutral mecting place for negotiations
between the newly declared military govern-
ment and George Speight’s men, who have
been holding the Fiji Cabinet hostage. They
offered the Pacific Theological College (PTC)
premises, juer next door to the parliamentary
compound  is an old and honourable role
for the church to provide a safe place, where
people may attempt to be reconciled. The
Lutheran Church in East Germany pro-
vided such a place for meetings between
civil ghts activists and the Communist
Party tor years before the fall of the Berlin
Wall. The offer of the Fiji Churches falls
with  that tradition, yet 1 am still shocked
by the image. It seems sacrilegious.

The chapel at PTC, its focal point, is
dedicated to the memory of the islander
miss aries, the covenant makers, those
who travelled from their homes across the
Pacific to bring the gospel tootherislanc .
It is dedicated to, among others, Tongan
Joeli Bulu, who fought his mythie shark in
the Rewa River, to Aminio Baledrokadroka,
who plead¢  with the colonial governor of
Fiji to be  owed to evangelise in New
Brit:  to Semesi Nau and Pologa, who sat
fors mor s in a boat in the lagoon at
Ontong Java before consent was given for
their landing. [t is a memorial to thousands
of men and women who were prepared to
give their lives—and many did just that.
Some would say that they were the dupes of
colo  lism, forced to work forapittance in
areas deemed too dangerous for a white
missionary. There is some truth in the
charge. T have read the arguments over pay,
the scathing comments made by white



missionaries about the perceived short-
comings of their islander colleagues. Yet
they were not torced, nor are they seen as
duped. Rather, they arc scen by their
descendants and by others as epitomising
that whichisbestand noblest among Pacific
people. It is here that the armed men come.

The image persists as [ attend an
ecumenical reconciliation scrvice for
Corroboree 2000. Tonight, for most of the
congregation, reconciliation is exclusively
about black/whitc relations in Australia,
about indigenous rights here. For me, it has
become more complicated. Can there be
any cquivalence between the struggle for
the rights of the minority, the genuinely
dispossessed in a settler socicty, and the
manipulation of ‘indigenous rights’ by a
majority to justify the dispossession of
others? There are strident voices on the
internet which would seck to persuade me
that the two are the same. But I cannot
agrec. What links my walk on Sunday across
Canberra’s Commonwecalth Bridge in the
sleet and wind, with the walk I will do
tomorrow with the Fiji community, is a
belief that it is possible for different
communities to live together in harmony,
but only if the past is acknowledged, if
there is mutual respect, if there 1s justice
and equity. Three years ago, [ thought [ had
seen that belief in Fiji. Visiting for the first
time in 12 years, L had watched services and
ceremonies of reconciliation as the new,
fair constitution was accepted. Now all
that was blown to the winds. Had it been a
chimera?

After the Corroboree service, I describe
the scenc at PTC to a theologically inclined
friend, and ask him whether he thought the
use of such sacred space for the negotiations
was part of the Church’s role of recon-
ciliation, orasacrilege. ‘Perhaps,’ he replied,
‘that depends on what they decide.’

—Christine Weir

This month’s contributors: Edmund
Campion is an cmeritus professor of the
Catholic Institute of Sydney; Christine Weir
is a research student in Pacific history at
the ANU, and has lived in Fiji for several
years. She is a member of the Uniting
Church in Australia.

Addendum to ‘Cyclonic variations’,
May 2000: The winner of the Seavicw Hotel
Belly Flop Competition was the 150kg
contestant known as Pothole (‘always in
the road’}, whose manager said that he won
so effortlessly, or his guts were so large,
that his ears didn’t get wet.—Peter Pierce

Putting the cat out

AUSTRALIANS LIVING ALONG the Eastern scaboard arc about to be confronted
by the man in the cat hat, Dr John Wamsley.

He’s hell bent on saving Australia’s wildlife, and he has a plan: buy up at
least one per cent of the nation’s land mass {including a slice of all significant
habitats); fence it off; clear it of rabbits, foxes and cats; replant the native
vegetation; and bring back the native animals. It’s a simple enough strategy,
and he’s demonstrated that it works. Already in sanctuaries at Warrawong in
the Adelaide Hills, at Yookamurra in old-growth mallec in the Murray Basin in
South Australia, and at Scotia near Broken Hill, rare and endangered marsupials
are thriving. They include creatures most of us have never scen—Dbilbies,
numbats, bettongs, stick-nest rats.

But the Wamsley plan doesn’t come cheap. One per cent of Australia is a
lot of land, about 77,000 square kilometres. So John Wamsley has established
Earth Sanctuaries Ltd—the world’s first public company devoted to conservation.
It’s a deadly serious enterprise, listed on the Australian Stock Exchange.

The company can reward its sharcholders in several ways. Any land the
company buys and rchabilitates is an investment. In addition, the company’s
plans include providing accommodation, conference facilities, restaurants, gift
shops, ecotourism, native plant nurserics, and selling wildlife and other animals.
More than $12 million was subscribed to the initial float of $15 million.

Wamsley plans to establish sanctuaries near the large population centres—
onc on the slopes of the You Yangs near Mclbourne, another in the Blue
Mountains near Sydney, a third outside of Goulburn near Canberra.

But Wamsley’s way of working runs counter to much of the ideology of the
Australian conservation movement, which is not greatly cnamoured of the idea
of privatising wildlife, and is not happy with closing off access to large arcas of
bush and desert. And in the past, while shooting and poisoning foxes and rabbits
could be defended, cat-lovers were outraged when he started on the objects of
their affection. But times change. In 1990, he confronted cat protectionists by
striding out of the gates of onc of his sanctuarics wearing a hat fashioned from
a cat pelt. Ten years later, local councils are registering cats in their arcas and
putting curfews on them.

Wamsley may be single-minded, but he is not sentimental about his wildlife.
Kangaroo fillets are on the menu in the restaurant at Warrawong. ‘It’s not our
job to get involved in ideological arguments. After looking at the menu, nobody
bothers telling me I should campaign against culling kangaroos.’

He is also willing to trade in animals. It’s a logical outcome of being in the
market. Australian accounting standards now include provision for ‘self-gener-
ating and regenerating asscts’. That means Earth Sanctuarics can put a price on
its animals, and value them as part of the company. ‘T expect the trade to be of
the order of $1 million within the next couple of years. It was started by us. We
will sell to anybody who wants wildlife on their land.’

Wamsley is convinced that these arc the kinds of choices one has to make
to save native wildlife. Eventually all of us will have to decide if we agree.
because John Wamsley is going to confront us whether we like it or not.

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer.
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opening a Communications Forum in
Honiara last February. ‘What sort of
forces can makc us a united people?’

Elaborating on his own rhetorical
question, Ulufa’alu took a post-colonial
perspective.

‘Solomon Islands is a melting pot of
different races,” he said. ‘In the west, we
are close to the Australian Aborigines. In
the east, we are Malay; in the north,
Melanesian; and in the south, Tongan.

‘“We are united becausc of an external
power. [It was] the imposition of unity.
History shows ethnic tensions in post-
British societies because the development
[under the British] was not deeply rooted,
not equally distributed ... It was networks
of cronics in power that held countrics
together,’ the Prime Minister said.

Ulufa’alu and his Alliance for Change
were working against the odds to replace
cronyism with open, accountable govern-
ment. His cfforts were generally supported
by the electorate—his government had
lasted longer than any other since
independence. But it still wasn’t long
enough to do much more than make a
start on the reform process and begin to
be appalled by the great size of the
challenge.

What has boiled over in recent weeks
in the Solomons and Fiji, and what
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simmers in Papua New Guinea, is rooted
in the post-colonial legacies each of these
nations has been trying to manage. But
while the root cause may be shared, it
would be trite to say that the turmoil
in one country sets the pattern and
simply prompts a copy-cat response in
another—as if islanders aren’t smart
cnough to do anything but
mimic their neighbours.

IHE DECADES SINCE departure of thc
colonial powers have been plenty of time
for tensions in the Pacific to become
localised versions of each country’s
struggle towards nationhood. In the
Solomons, the so-called ethnic tension
has been brewing since independence.
Longstanding grievances are about land
ownership, work opportunities, laissez-
faire migration, exclusion from decision-
making. More recent grievances include
loss and destruction of property, kidnap-
ping anc illings, insulting behaviour and
disrespect.

The aggrieved parties are primarily
the Gwale people of Guadalcanal, and
their neighbours from Malaita who
constitute the largest and most migratory
ethnic group within the Solomons archi-
pelago. Their open conflict peaked in the
middle of last year when the IFM took
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the initiative and, with makeshift guns
and 2vson, forced more than 20,000
Mal ans out of their homes and their
jobs. While most fled back to Malaita,
many resettled in and around Gizo in
Western Province near Bougainville.
They fled, but they didn’t forget.

Beneath the Gwale-Malaii | rivalry
are some traditional differences. In
Malaitan kastom, for example, land
owncrship passes down through the men,
while on Guadalcanal and other islands,
tribal land and goods s down through
the female line. So a Malaitan man who
marries a Gwale woman—and  :re have
been many such marriages, especially
since Malaitans came to Guadalcanal to
support the WWII US war base opera-
tions—gains access to land and property
not belonging to his tribe. The tradition
of st ngwith wantoks [people from the
same tribe who speak the same ‘one talk’)
mea that more and more Malaitans
came to Guadalcanal and enjoyed the use
of Gwale land. Others came and squatted,
even builc 1g large and lavish houses
arot  Honiara. They took up jobs in the
public service and police force, in
business and politics, and over time the
perception developed that Malaitans
exercised more positions of power and
influence than their Gwale hosts,
enjoying more than was their right.

This discontent was further fed by
Honiara’s growth as the national capital.
It is claimed that no-one ever negotiated
with the Gwales over the taking of this
land. Whv was it Gwale land and
resources  at were being exploited for
the national benefit while other island
groups kept their traditional lands to
themselves? The unanswered questions
around this uncqual development led to
the  odic emergence of groups claim-
ing  mpensation for Guadalcanal. For
dec: s, nobody listened. Even Ezekiel
Alebua, current Premier of Guadalcanal
and a lcader of the Isatabu Freedom
Movement, officially ignored = Gwale
compensation demands when he was
prir  minister in 1988. Successive
gov: ments did the same. Finally,
Alebua lit a slow fuse by calling for direct
actic  in December 1997.

4 -hat time, Bartholomew Ulufa’alu
and his Solomon Islands Alliance for
Cha e [SIAC) were still scttling into

ywvernment, having been lona
visionary platform of reform to fight



corruption with
accountability.

‘Cronyism had been legalised,” said
Ulufa’aly, ‘and people [were] ery[ing] out
for change. How does the change happen?
Change is righting the wrongs of the
past,” he said.

Ulufa’alu knew that his government’s
commitment to righting wrongs was
fraught with danger. “There is smoke on
the battlefield,” he said in February. He
noted that within 12 months of being
clected, he had faced three votes of no-
confidence. Each was unsuccessful.
‘Then came the ethnic tension,” Ulufa’alu
said, clearly interpreting the rise in
tension as a stepped-up campaign to
destabilise his government.

Just who might be the mastermind
behind such a campaign of political
destabilisation is open to speculation.
The SIAC government had certainly put
some powerful interests offside. The
international buyers of Solomon Islands’
forest logs and timber were on notice that
export volumes would be cut back to
sustainable levels. The kickbacks to
corrupt officials were doomed by the
promise of transparency and accountabil-
ity in government procedures. Phantom
jobs given to wantoks disappeared with
a seven per cent cutback in public service
positions. The money flow sourced by
liberal overseas borrowings was slowed
to a rclative trickle.

In rcality, few of the planned reforms
had bcen given a chance to make a
positive difference. The government
appearcd for a time to deal with the
ethnic tension issues while moving ahcad
with a range of projects to strengthen
governance and administration. This was
where the Australian government was
focusing its aid and support. But it soon
became apparent that the ethnic tension
had struck where the government was
most vulnerable—its cashflow. The
government’s major income from palm
o1l production was complctely cut in mid
1999, when the IFM forced the Malaitan
workers off the government-owned palm
plantation. Other business ventures
closed. Tourists began staying away.
Government revenue collections fell as
staff stayed away from work or fled
Honiara for the safety of their villages.

Increasingly distracted from their
reform agenda, Uluta’alu and his key
Cabinet ministers became focused on

transparency and

sccuring the support of international
partners who could—or would—help
manage issues to case the tension. The
Solomon Islands government requested
personnel and funds to help pay compen-
sation claims. The Commonwealth sent
a Multilateral Police Assistance Group,
but, once the Malaita Eagle Force
emerged to directly counter the IFM,
their numbers and limited powers were
inadequate for the task.

When it was agreed to bolster their
numbers with another 50 from Fiji who
would focus on maintaining order in
Honiara, the decision was negated by the
Speight-led coup in Fiji. With Australia
and New Zealand declining to send police
personnel, the request was taken up by
Vanuatu. Fifty Vanuatu police were

scheduled to arrive in Honiara
on 3 June. They failed to arrive.

EEPARINC. FOR A MEDIA conference on
22 May, Andrew Gabricel H. Nori was
clearly in control. He sat at the computer
making the final changes to the ‘Pre-
Cease-Fire Guidelines’ to be signed by
himself and three others. After the
signing, each onc¢ made a statement.
When it came to Nori’s turn, he spoke at
length with strength and authority on
behalf of the Malaita Eagle Force. He had
‘outed’” himself. Previously, Nori had
represented himself as a legal advisor
acting under instruction from his client,
the MEF. Now that the government had
lifted the order which had banned the two
militant groups and declared any of their
associates to be criminals, Nori was free
publicly to assume his MEF leadership
role.

‘The MEF will act responsibly and
honestly,” Nori told the media group as
he outlined the terms of a 14-day period
of voluntary restraint by the Eagle Force.
‘The MEF are not desperate for peace, for
a ceasefire. We have built a military
infrastructure ... We arc committed to
provide security (in Honiara). The MEF
leadership is dealing with the criminals.
We call on people to obey the law. The
MEF will take serious measures against
criminal activitics.’

The ‘Pre-Cease-Fire Guidelines’
outlined by Nori were no ambit claim.
They were an all-or-nothing list of pre-
conditions, some of which had little or
zero chance of being met. “The Restraint
Period shall terminate if ... any IFM
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member or supporter or any Guadalcanal
person or leader releases or causes 1o
release for publication any news item by
radio broadcast or by written or electronic
communication which is aimed at belit-
tling, annoying, insulting, provoking or
causing fear in the minds of Malaitans
..." No-one pretended that the inter-
pretation of the clause would ever be
argucd in a court of law. And not
surprisingly, the period of restraint which
began at 3pm was effectively null and
void by 10pm the same cvening. 1t's
doubtful that Ezekiel Alcbua and the
IFM in rural Guadalcanal had even scen
the Pre-Cease-Fire Guidelines by that

time. Nevertheless, Nori waited

/T 14 days.
o

. ELLOW CITIZENS and
Solomon Islands.

‘At exactly 0400 hours this morning
local time (GMT +1100 hours), clements
of the Royal Solomon Islands Police
Force, with the assistance of two platoons
of the Malaita Eagle Force, stormed and
took total control of our country’s main
police armouries located at Rove in
Honiara. Shortly afterwards  they
proceeded to take control of weapons
located in three of the Police patrol boats
anchored at Bokona Bay ncar Point Cruz.
Thercafter, the group removed arms and
ammunitions stored at the Central Police
Station in Honiara. One of their units was
deployed to the Primce Minister’s
residence where it over-powered the
security staff and disposscssed them of
their weapons. By 5 AM the operation
was over and complete ... '—Extract from
Public Statement No. 1 issued by
Andrew Nori, 5 June 2000.

The path to peace in the Solomons is
a long one. Each of the killings, injurics,
acts of arson, thefts and insults inflicted
during this conflict in the Solomons will
need to be individually addressed and
compensation agreed during any peace
process.

For Solomon Islanders and their
ncighbours, it will be a long time
before lasting peace returns to the
Happy Isles.

visitors to

Jean Ker Walsh is Dircctor of Ker Walsh
Communications. She worked recently
with the Solomon Islands government
as a strategic media and communica-
tions consultant.
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likcly to initiate huge changes to the way rural
Australia looks, and works. If governments move to
do what is nceded—and there are mixed signals at
present on whether they have the political will—
there will be enormous financial implications for
us all. The scalce of change needed over the next ten
years will dwarf all the efforts made so far, and
fundamentally change both the literal and
metaphorical landscape.

First, there is the August mecting of the Murray-
Darling Basin Ministerial Council, which includes
representatives from state and federal governments.
The council will be asked to endorse a new Salinity
and Drainage strategy. Its centrepicee will be the
setting of salinity reduction targets for cvery river
valley in the basin. Previously, the whole salinity
reduction effort has been based on an objective of
reducing Murray River salinity at Morgan in South
Australia, only a few hundred kilometres from the
mouth. The moving of the targets to valley mouths
will give enormous responsibility and powers to
regional arcas. Officials of the Murray-Darling Basin
Commission ave alrcady touring to prepare com-
munities for the new regime, although details of the
recommendations to go to the Council have yet to be
released to the city-based media.

The Ministerial Council meeting tollows the
releasc of the Murray-Darling Basin Salinity Audit last
October which showed that, in spite of intense effort
and investment over the last ten years, all that had
been bought was a 20-year reprieve for the Murray
River. Salinity in many of the river valleys of the
system was at disastrous levels and likely to get worse
quickly. Water in many rivers was expected to be un-
drinkable within 20 ycars. The cotton industry faced
ruin by 2020. Likewisc cash crops like citrus and
grapes in many arcas. Even with drastic change to land
use, the problem could be expected to get worse for
some centurics because of the cumulative effect of
two centuries of land clearing.

The setting of targets for cach river valley, let
alonc the achievement of them, will be an enormous
exercise in regional realpolitik that will divectly affect
almost cvery resident of the Murray-Darling basin.
How the targets are to be achicved is something cach
region will have to work out. Engineering schemcs,
in which saline groundwater is pumped from under
irrigation areas to evaporation basins, can only be mid-
term solutions. Long-term, there will have to be big
changes to land use, including tree-planting on a huge
scale, and possibly salinity credit trading with those
adding salt having to ‘buy’ salinity credits by investing
in afforestation or engincering works elsewhere in the
valley.

But salinity management is only one part of the
problem. The second critical political move to affect
the landscape will be the Council of Australian
Governments (COAG) meeting, expected to be held
late this year. The Prime Minister, John Howard, has

alrcady signalled that bipartisan commitment to
natural resource management will be the main
agenda item. It will be the biggest challenge
COAG’s member governments have ever faced—t

tar
bigger than previous cross-government
initiatives, such as that on drugs.

VER THI LAST 12 MONTHS, a range of government
and other reports and programs have all come up with
the same message. Massive public investment, and
massive changes to land usc, are the only future for
rural Australia, and the cffort has to start soon. The
look of the land has to change, and so does its cconomy.

Some rceent studies have shown that up to 70
per cent of land in somie arcas may have to be planted
to trees if salinity is to be kept under control. But
how are the farmers to live for the decades it will take
for them to get their first crop of timber?

A recent report commissioned by the National
Farmers’ Federation (NFF) and the Australian
Conscrvation Foundation {ACF) found that the annual
cost of degradation in rural landscapes was at least
$2 billion 4 ycar, and would become $6 billion a ycar
by 2020, if no action were taken.

Comparc this to the nct value of agricultural
production in Australia, which for the 1998-99 scason
was only $3.9 billion a year, and it becomes clear that
the look of the landscape is only part of the problem.
We are talking about the viability of Australia as an
agricultural nation. Morce than half of our exports arc
derived from the land and water.

The NFF/ACF report found that it rural land-
scapes and systems were to remain sustainable, major
management and land use changes were needed. They
costed the changes, and came up with a figure of
$60 billion capital investment, with an ongoing
maintenance program of $0.5 billion, nceded over a
ten-year period. About $33.5 billion of this would have
to come from government, with the rest from private
investment.

The tigures dwart the present schemes, including
those financed by the halt-sale of Telstra, the funding
from which runs out the year after next. At present,
Commonwealth ¢xpenditure on landscape degrada-
tion stands at $0.5 billion a ycar, and in spite of Prime
Minister Howard’s commitment to the issuce at
COAG, the last federal Budget torecast a reduction in
spending on land degradation to just $27.7 million in
2002.

The figures in the NFF/ACF report are not
fanciful, and cannot be easily dismissed. The report
does not stand on its own, but is one of a number of
documents coming from various government and non-
government agencies, all indicating similar directions.
The impetus for the NFF/ACF report was a discussion
paper on natural resource management prepared by
the Commonwealth Government, and likely to be
the basis for the recommendations going before
COAG.
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South Wales western lands lcases. One
of the Federal Court judges in that case
has alrcady highlighted the problems in
the Wik reasoning regarding the High
Court’s use of history and statutory inter-
pretation of the word ‘leasce’. Pundits
expecet the High Court to go 4-3, but
no-one can confidently predicet in whose
tavour. Some conscrvative judges, who
would have restricted native title to
vacant crown land were they deciding the
casc afresh, may feel constrained to
follow the Wik precedent despite their

own personal rescervations

about its mode of argument.

HIiLE THE COALITION 18 1n govern-
ment, tuture Aboriginal gains will come
only with parliamentary responses to
ongoing court actions. There will be no
compensation fund for the stolen gener-
ations until there has been a successful
test case. Calls for such a fund without a
positive result in the courts will receive
the same responsc as did the call for
national land rights prior to the Mabo
decision. The Coalition will be opposed
to it, saying it is a state matter; and the
Labor Party wi fudge the issue as Bob
Hawke did when dealing with Brian
Burke over national land rights. The
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission (HREOC)'s Bringing Them
Home report highlighted two test cases,
both of which have, so far, failed
(Williams in New South Wales and
Kruger and Bray in the Northern
Territory). Kruger and Bray failed in the
High Court on co itutional grounds.
Williams failed on trial in the New South
Wales Supreme Court, with her barristers
conceding at the outset that hers was not
a stolen gencrations casc.

Initially, the HREOC inquiry was not
to inquire into compensation. That term
of reference was added in August 1995,
during the parliamentary rccess. The
Coalition ad always said that it was
opposed to special arrangements for
compensation. The Keating government
opposed the claims by Kruger and Bray
in the High Court.” ¢ Commonwealth’s
arguments succeeded in defeating the
claims of Kruger and Bray that the
Aboriginals Ordinance 1918 (NT) was
invalid and that the Constitution created
private rights enforceable directly by an
action for  mages. It remains to be seen
if Kruger ¢ ray can succeed in the lower
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courts, establishing that the powers and
discretion vested in Commonwealth
officers were wrongly exercised, thercby
giving rise to a claim for damages. (Any
statutory power has to have been
cxercised reasonably ‘by reference to the
community standards at the time of the
cxcrcise of the discretion’. It is not
cenough to establish unrcasonableness
‘only from a change in community
standards that has occurred since the step
was taken.’)

The Williams case was an ¢ven more
devastating loss for thosce {including
HREOC] who viewed it as a test case on
the stolen generations. Justice Abadee
commenced his judgment with the
observation that ‘it is important to make
clear that the case does not concern so-
called “Stolen Generation” issues. The
plaintiff was not a member of the “Stolen
Generation” .’

It was unimaginable that any
Commonwecalth government would set
up a native title tribunal until the
successful completion of a Mabo case.
Equally, there should not be adverse
criticism of a Commonwecalth govern-
ment that does not set up a reparations
tribunal until the satisfactory conclusion
of at least onc test case. The vaguencss
of HREOC's findings {onc third to one
tenth of previous generations and their
offspring being eligible for compen-
sation), and the failurce to date of the
specially sclected test cases, warrant the
putting on hold of the issue of compen-
sation. Richard Court was right when he
spoke before the Kruger case in the 1997
apology debate in the Western Australian
parliament. He had no problem in joining
in the apology while distinguishing the
issue of compensation:

Compensation is a more complex issue,
and a great deal has been said about it. The
States and the Commonwealth have
adopted a consistent position. We will wait
until the High Court hands down the
decision in Kruger. When the decision is
handed down it will be casicr to undertake
a proper consideration of the issues.

Nonetheless, it is clear that the debate
about the apology has nothing to do with
government liability for any compen-
sation. Thatis a matter for determination
by the courts once any member of the
stolen generations establishes a casc.
What might be said by politicians in

Jury/Aucust 2000

parli ~ ¢nt is irrelevant. No parliamen-
tary  solution could be used in court
proceedings to establish or defeat a claim
to de  ages. Indeed the greatest blemish
on t Commonwcalth parliament in
recent years is its failure to say ‘sorry’.
The nation did so in the marches across
city bridges following Corroboree 2000.
The  tion has also started to comp-
rechend the link between past policies and
prese  trauma for indigenous Australians.
John Howard has now closed his
reconciliation file. Just as he espoused
Pauline H:  on’s right to free speech in
1996, he will welcome public discussion
about treaties, native title, apologics and
compensation. Unless the courts force
him to do more, he will do nothing
further, adhering to his own standar  of
personal decency. Kim Beazley will want
to be scen by Aboriginal supporters as
wanting to do more, hoping for under-
standing that decency demands he not
commit himself to promises he cannot
deliver. A | as we scttle in for the
Olympics and the centenary of fed-
eration, we can all be content that
Australian politics and law have moved
far since Neville Bonner signed his
political death warrant in Rock-
hampton in 82,

HERE 1s sTiLL unfinished business.
Most Australians accept that there is still
a w gap of disadvantage :tween
indigenous Australians and the rest of us.
That gap must be clased by a commit-
ment to what ] n Howard calls
‘practical reconciliation’. But there is
another, wider gap—the gap of culture
and values. That gap is not to be closed.
It needs to be bridged by our commitment
to what John Howard on election night
1998 called “truc reconciliation’. Sadly,
only the Labor side of  Hlitics acknow-
ledges the reality and vandity of that gap.
And even Labor knows s is not the
time for major bridgeworks. The work
must procecd one strut at a time. While
Howard is in the Lodge, Bonner is a model
for us all.

in sy is dircctor of Uniya, the
justice centre.

Frank Brer
Jesuit soci.

Right: Glen Kelly carries the document of
reconciliation from the Aboriginal boat, Tribal
Warrior, to the waiting crowd at the Sydney
Opera House. Photograph by Peter Davis.









blocks of empty brick flats. He shows me
the town’s three ovals (one with flood-
lights ‘as good as the MCG’), the
swimming pool, the bowling alley, the
community hospital and the miraculous
green lawns of Breen Park. By the stan-
dards of rural Australia, Woomera is
massively over-serviced. As the Americans
left, the population plummeted. In
October 1999, there were 1200 residents.
Six months later, at the end of March,
just 325 and falling. Of course, the exotic
new residents brought involuntarily to
Woomera West are not included in the
head count. Tom Atherton, soon to leave
Woomera, and preparing for his final
posting with the Church before retire-
ment, has watched his own congregation
shrink from 70 to seven. At least the
establishment of the detention centre
down the road provided Tom with a

new focus for the final months

of his ministry.

IT waAS EARLY NOVEMBER, the start of the
fierce South Australian summer, when
the government announced that 400
‘illegal immigrants’ would be detained
at Woomera West. They were to be
housed in former army barracks, which
were, according to Immigration Minis-
ter Philip Ruddock, ‘not thought approp-
riate for air-conditioning’. He described
them as having ‘flow-through ventila-
tion’. Tom Atherton was concerned,
Woomera is a town where summer
temperatures can soar into the high 40s
and where cven the local boarding
kennels are air-conditioned. Together
with the local priest, Father Jim Mona-
ghan, Tom went on TV and, in his own
words, ‘squealed about the air-con’. The
public responsc was immediate and
vitriolic: 25 phone calls and an cqual
number of letters, almost all of them
hostile. He was called ‘a dickhcad’” and
told to ‘fill his pews and mind his own
business’. According to some of his
callers, the ‘invaders’ from the Middle
East would ‘jump the fence and breed like
rabbits’. Undaunted, Tom agreed to speak
about the issuc on the John Laws pro-
gram. He ficlded more abusive calls, and
weathered Laws’ own scorn. ‘If you're so
worried about it, why don’t you pay for
the air-conditioners yourself,” Laws said.
‘Put your money where your mouth is.’

Tom Atherton is no firebrand. After
all, you don’t send a rabble-rouscr to he

Uniting Church Minister in a defence
town like Woomera. Tom is loquacious,
but his views arc considered. He has a
thoughtful, inquiring manner that
betrays his academic training. Tom was
badly burned by his media experience,
but he continues to speak out about
conditions in the detention centre. Now
he believes the air-conditioning was the
wrong issuc to focus on. Four months on,
he is less concerned for the detainees’
physical well-being, than for their mental
and spiritual health. He says the mood
of the detainecs swings from ‘excited and
excitable’ to ‘flat and frustrated’. ‘Up and
down, and looking for signs in your eyes
of help. It’s a classic sign of depression.
That is their condition,” he says. ‘To slap
them in the clink in this environment
is, I think, a touch inhumane.’

Tom Atherton has some insight into
the well-being of the detainees because,
occasionally at least, he is allowed a
glimpse behind the barbed wire. Every
second Monday, Tom and his Catholic
counterpart, Father Jim Monaghan, hold
ajoint worship service for non-Muslims.
(Islamic observances are conducted by
clerics among the detainees.) Around 150
people attend. Most arc not actually
Christians at all, but followers of the
gnostic Mandacan scct from southern
Iraq, a scct which was traditionally
hostile to Christianity. The Mandacans’
prophet is John the Baptist and their liturgy
is in ancient Aramaic, the language of
Christ himself. They are known in Iraq
as ‘Subbi’ or ‘baptisers’, because ritual
immersion is a key feature of their
religious practice. It is a ritc which can-
not be observed in the detention centre.

The worship service begins with a
simple song, jointly sung, in English.
Then Father Jim reads a lection from the
Old Testament and Tom gives a homily,
with one member of the congregation
providing simultancous translation into
Arabic.

Tom says that he tries to identify with
the situation of the detainees: ‘My
themes have been Jesus the refugee, or
Abraham the Iraqi. These guys are in
prison and therc is a long history of
Jewish and Christian people being in
prison and of having to go to a foreign
country. There are many Old Testament
heroes like Abraham or Jesus himself,
who had to flee a country, or go to another
one, unknown and inseccure.’
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A couple of guards sit in on the
worship, and word has got back to Tom
that his homilies are regarded as too
political by camp administrators.

‘It is not just political, it is
theological,” he retorts.

The ccumenical service may not seem
entirely appropriate for members of a sect
that officially regards Jesus as an apostate,
but Tom says the response is very
positive.

“You can tell by their eyes, you know.
Their eyes light up and of course they
sensc that this guy has an affection for
them. They scize on the potential
helpers, as we all would caught in prison,
or in detention.’

Jim Monaghan agrees: ‘I mean it is not
that we've got anything terribly flash to
offer, but we'd be the only visitors that
they would have that aren’t there in some
official capacity. And so we have no
particular axe to grind or whatever and
so they can relax a bit with us.’

Children make up onc third of the
non-Muslim congregation. Tom Atherton
engages them by trying out his limited
Arabic. ‘Oh decar God, my Arabic’s
pathetic,” he says.

“"How old is this child?” T ask. I can
say five but I can’t say six, so they follow
me around trying to correct my Arabic.
They feel empowered because T am
struggling with their language, rather
than disempowered because they are
struggling with my language.’

Both Tom and Jim belicve that, at the
very least, the children should be allowed
to leave the detention centre for outings,
to make use of Woomera’s vastly under-
used facilities.

‘It’s just such a waste of resources that
those things are not used and it is so cruel
to keep children cooped up like that,’ says
the priest. ‘The sccurity issue would be
minimal, because the children are not
going to run away; they’re not going to
leave without their parents. You could
hold the parents hostage in the camp,
against the return of the children, if you
wanted to be as bloody-minded as that.
But why not let the whole family group
come out and have a picnic or something,
or why not let the kids come out and play
on an oval?’

When I meet Jim and Tom in carly
April, their concern for the welfare of the
detainees has escalated. For the past two
Mondays they have not been allowed into

¢ EUREKA STREET 27












must cause acute distress to familices back
in Iraq or Iran, who know that their
brother or son or granddaughter is
attempting that same journey. Yet at
Woomera, the Minister’s department was
holding 1400 people incommunicado,
and some of them had been in that

situation for at least three months.
Prisoners of war arc able to access the
Red Cross so that basic information can
be communicated back to their home-
land. Convicted criminals in Australian
jails can make and receive phone calls.
Yet these pcople, who have not been
charged with any offence, have been
denied that fundamental right, the right
to reassure their family that they

are still alive.

IN THESE CIRCUMSTANCES, it is hardly
surprising that trouble should break
out in the detention centre. Father
Monaghan draws a parallel between the
uncertainty experienced by the towns-
folk of Woomera and the plight of the
detainces up the road.

‘As Woomera began to say goodbye to
the Americans and as various facilitics
began to ¢lose down and as various organ-
isations in the town began to lose numbers
and so on, the feeling of uncertainty
would give risc to lots of rumours. One
of the classics is about the bowling alley.
In the space of a few weeks we heard that
the bowling alley was getting sold to
Western Mining Corporation and shifted
to Kalgoorlic. Then no, it’s being sold
to some entreprencurs in Alice Springs
and it will be going to Alice. No,
Western Mining have bought it and it's
going to Roxby Downs. Then finally, no
it’s not going anywhere, it’s staying right
here. These sorts of things are very
debilitating in the lifc of a community.’

Father Monaghan says that the
tribulations of the Woomera locals hint
at the much greater turmoil that must
be in the hearts of the detainees: ‘With
very little information coming in to
them, apart from scraps here and there,
rumours, gossip, a few words from a guard
and recalling what they might have heard
in Indonesia on the journey or what the
people smugglers might have told them,
and their experience with the various
laycrs of burcaucracy that they are
meeting, it must be terribly draining and
internally it must lead to a real imbal-
ance of emotions in people.’

In carly June, that ‘imbalance of
emotions’ tipped right off the scale. After
three days of protests, hundreds of detain-
ces pushed down a perimeter fence and
marched into town, carrying banners and
chanting ‘frecdom’. There were some
clashes during the initial break-out; three
ACM officers were reportedly injured and
several detainees claimed to have been
beaten. Later in the town centre, another
ACM guard was punched to the ground
and kicked. Overall, though, the protest
was well organised and peaccful. The
authorities acted with restraint, and
waited for the passion of events to run
its course beforc negotiating a return to
the detention centre.

According to sources in the town, the
protest coincided with a rumour in the
camp that no-one would be given a visa
until after the Sydney Olympics. The
story was bascless, but its spark fell on
dry tinder. After six months of operation,
not a single person had been released
from Woomera. Detainces believed the
Olympics rumour because it was consist-
ent with their situation.

Other events may also have cont-
ributed to the uncertainty. In May,
construction was completed on a
sccond stage at the detention centre.
Detainees could now be divided into
two groups: those who had entered the
refugee determination process, and
those who had failed to cross that initial
threshold and who now face removal
from Australia. Initially, some 180
detainces were separated out, causing
considerable distress in the camp. In
some cases, members of the same family
found themselves on different sides of the
wire.,

At lcast detainees with the money to
buy a phone card can now make usc of
the one telephone that was installed in
the camp in late May; visitors describe
long queues as detainees wait their turn
to contact anxious relatives.

After the June protest, 1 rang Father
Jim Monaghan to get his perspective on
cvents, but he said he could no longer
speak to me about the situation in the
detention centre. Since our meeting in
Woomera in April, DIMA had madec it
clear that the priest was not exempt from
the conditions applied to other people
going in and out of the camp for profes-
sional rcasons. Contact with the media
was not appropriate.
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DIMA blames the problems experi-
enced at Woomera on circumstance; on
ad hoc arrangements in a detention centre
still under construction. The Minister
points to the strain on the system caused
by a sudden huge increase in boat arrivals
in 1999, and the inevitable delays in
processing asylum applications that resule.

But what if Mr Ruddock’s worst night-
mare came true? At the height of the boat
arrivals in November, he told a press
conference that ‘whole villages’ in the
Middle East were packing up and that ‘as
many as ten thousand people could be ...
trying to access Australia’”. What if 10,000
‘boat people’ did arrive on our shores?
After all, around the world, war and
torture show few signs of abating in the
new millennium. Nor does unauthorised
migration. DIMA has suggested that
Woomera may become Australia’s main
holding centre for asylum seckers and
illegal immigrants in the future. If 10,000
‘boat people’ arrived, would we isolate
them all under lock and key in the desert?
What would that cost, in human misery
and in taxpayers’ dollars? And if we cut
them off from news of their families,
condemn them to boredom and uncer-
tainty, must we not expect escalating
protests and increasing conflict?

On the wall of the dining room of the
Eldo Hotcl, clashing violently with the
clectric blue carpet, is a huge patchwork
quilt made by local schoolchildren. The
quilt celebrates the history of Woomera.
It shows black gibber stone against the
sandhills and native animals around a
waterhole; there is grey-bluc saltbush and
the brilliant red of the Sturt Desert Pea;
there are the domes of the satellite base
and its radar dishes, and the dramatic
centrepicce—a two-metre long, three-
dimensional black-and-silver rocket,
with cloth flames spewing trom its tail.
If locking up asylum scckers is to be
Woomera’s next industry, then I can't
help wondering how the quilt might one
day be updated. How will the children of
Woomera depict the detention centre up
the road and the cloud of secrecy thar
hangs over it?

Peter Mares is the presenter of Asia
Pacific on ABC Radio National and Radio
Australia. He is currently writing a book
about Australia’s trcatment of asylum
scckers and refugecs, to be published by
UNSW Press.
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rrICA. Think of the savage violence in Sierra
Leonc. Think of the political opportunism in the
complex post-colonial maclstrom of Zimbabwe. Or
of the recurring nightmare of famine in the Horn of
Africa, the floods in Mozambique and Madagascar,
the bewildering array of intractable conflicts from
Angola to Sudan. It is difficult not to despair.

In the fierce Sudanese heat in March, a
dishevelled man named Vincent approached me, not
far from Khartoum'’s central Souk el-Arabi. Vincent
comes from Sierra Leone. Somehow, with a resilience
belied by his fragile frame, he had madc it across much
of the continent, through war zones, without papers,
carried along by a single-minded desire to escape, to
keep moving. Now slceping rough in Khartoum,
Vincent had reached a dead end, unable to leave Sudan
until he had paid off an illegal-cntry fine to the
government, unable to return home because home was
Sicrra Leone.

His will to survive had transported him from
Sierra Leone to Sudan—one war-ravaged country to
another. He drifted off into the crowd, another black
face among millions. He was going nowhere.

In N’Djamecna a few weeks before, I'sat in a travel
agency in the main business district. I was there to
arrange a vchicle and driver for a journey down
through southern Chad to Zakouma National Park,
located in one of the most remote and inaccessible
corners of central Africa.

While waiting to be served, I caught sight of a
group of five young boys, all clad in simple, grubby
galabiyyas, walking past with their empty brown
begging bowls. One boy stopped as the others
continued around the corner, chattering as they went.
He stood and stared intently at a poster on the
window. It was of the Great Wall of China, a wonder
which he will never see. He stood for what seemed
like an age, brow furrowed. Then he walked off, his
step just a touch more uncertain than before. Prior to
rounding the corner, he paused for one last serious
look over his shoulder.

A couple of months later, The Economist
published an issue devoted to Africa. The map of the
continent on the cover featured a gun-toting soldier
and was entitled simply: ‘The hopeless continent’. A
Reuters article published in the Sunday Herald Sun
on 21 May ran under the headline, ‘Lights go out in
darkest Africa’. A series of evocative photographs of
conflict published in The Weekend Australian the
previous weekend were subtitled, ‘Deepest, darkest
Africa’.

The misery which has become synonymous with
Africa makes you want to throw up your hands and
cry out, like Kurtz in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness, ‘the horror, the horror!”

Think of Africa. Think of darkness.

Think again.

Ever since Joseph Conrad journeyed into Africa’s
geographical heart, the continent’s diverse peoples

have strained under the dangerous sobriquet, ‘the Dark
Continent’. ‘Africa’ has come to represent an
undifferentiated mass, wholly at odds with the diverse
reality of 54 independent countrices.

The easy collapsing of this complex mosaic of
disparate linguistic and tribal groups into a single
‘African’ identity owes much to a Conradian racial
stereotype. Pecoples united only by skin colour, by the
geography of their birth, by a supposed propensity for
tragedy, become a singlc ‘dark’ collective, stripped of
individuality. And the dark imagery which often
accompanics reporting on Africa ensures that a
pervasive darkness clouds our view of Africa. Despair
and savagery become recurrent primary motifs.

Just how far this process has penetrated popular
culture and mainstream journalism was cvident in
The Economist’s blanket assertion that:

No-one can blame Africans for the weather, but most
of the continent’s shortcomings owe less to acts of
God than to acts of man. These acts are not exclusively
African—Dbrutality, despotism and corruption exist
everywhere—but African societies, for reasons buried
in their cultures, scem especially susceptible to them.

Such thinly veiled theories—which owe much to a

scductively simple belief in universalist racial

characteristics—are more than just sensationalist

news reporting, the cffects of which end at the
conclusion of cach broadcast. These are
racial stereotypes, pure and simple.

STEREOTY]‘ES AND THE reactions which they engender
hide historical causcs and individuality, presenting
as accepted wisdom an all-encompassing identity
devoid of historicity or context.

When it comes to the causes of modern conflict
in Africa, there is frequently an assumption that four
decades of independence is time enough for these
countries to have freed themselves from the shack-
ling effects of colonialism. ‘Analysis’ such as that
offered in The Economist prefers to blame African
society and its apparently innate susceptibility to
authoritarian rule. In doing so, it ignores the evidence
that many governments in Africa are on the nose
precisely because they do not represent the vast
majority of their citizens or the societies over which
they rule. The fact is rarcly mentioned that most of
Africa’s longest-serving rulers were protégés of their
colonial mentors.

The view from Africa itself is much more
textured than suggested by the reductive conclusions
of even respected journals like The Economist.

The central African state of Cameroon illustrates
the point. The country has never been at war, yet finds
itself increasingly divided along linguistic lines, with
the majority Francophone and minority Anglophone
communities at loggerheads over the share of national
resources and political power. This fault-line did not
exist prior to the colonial era. After World War I, the
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Convergent views,
d verger t ways

HIS TIMELY COLLECTION of articles, com-
missioned by Michelle Grattan to appear at
the same time as the report of the Council
on Aboriginal Reconciliation, will be a
resource for carrying further the process of
reconciliation.

It brings together reflections on policy
by most of the key playcrs over the last
10 years, links them to a range of auto-
biographical comment, and associates them
with the opinions of a range of social
commentators on associated issucs. The
arrangement makes the book auseful over-
view of the process of rcconciliation and
the difficulties which it has encountered.
Those with a commitment to encouraging
reconciliation are in debt to Michelle
Grattan for her conception and for her
cvident energy in following it up.

It 1s difficult to review a collection of
short articles, particularly when they deal
with a topic that nccessarily questions
aspects of the reviewer’sown identity. Such
work requires that we go beyond descrip-
tion to response, and response in turn calls
into question the respondent’s credentials.
If daddy is writing about the great war, the
children will justifiably ask what daddy
was then doing. What is at issue is not
precisely whether you have moral authority
to comment on a controversial issue, or
even whether you have the knowledge to
grapple with complex issues, but whether
you have ever been inaplace where you can
hear what is being said.

So my response beging with auto-
biography. I rcad this collection over the
weekend which saw the culmination of the
reconciliation process. T was at a meeting
in the Kimberley with people who work
pastorally with Aboriginal communities.
AslIread, tookin the landscape and listencd,
[ was increasingly struck by parallels with
Central America, where | had carlier spent
some time. I found in particular that two
recurrent themes of Reconciliation echoed
the experience of Central America.
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First, the relationship of different
communities to the same land. As in El
Salvador, huge tracts of the bestland seemed
to be ticdup in large stations to which roads
led, while the Aboriginal communities lived
for the most part on marginal land and
often could do no more than dream of
their ancestral places. The land was the
object of fierce attachment by Aborigines
and the later owners, but the common
attachment wasasource of conflictbecause
it pointed back to an original sin of
expropriation. In the articles that make up
Reconciliation, the land and rights to it arc
somctimes hidden behind the rhetoric of
reconciliation, but they reassert themselves
because they are central to the identity of
both peoples.

For that reason, the most direct picces
of writing in the collection call for a trcaty.
While it may be politically unhelpful to
speak of a treaty, something like it is
unavoidable if effective reconciliation is to
take place, because nothing else scems able
to accommodate and accept as valid the
difterent claims and interests of two groups
with respect to the same land.

The experience of Central America also
resonated with the emphasis on history in
Reconciliation. In Central Amcrica, an
official history tells of the coming of the
Spanish and the emancipation of the local
landowner society. This is a history ot
progress to political independence,
economic development and independent
institutions. But it docs not record the
history of the Indians and their descend-
ants: a history of subjugation, massacre, the
privatisation of public land, and of unequal
accesstojustice oropportunity. This history
is carried in the memory of communitics
and in the bullet-pocked walls of destroyed
villages.

The same bifurcation of history can be
scen in the Kimberley. The larger history
tells of the heroic travels of the stock-
drivers who named the roads and began the
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stations, of the growth of irrigation and of
the g¢  rous service of the flying doctors
and administrators. The history less heard
is that of the Aborigines—of their original
status, of their initial meeting with white
culture, of attempts to ‘domesticate’ them,
of their subjugation on stations, of their
loss of access to traditional lands, of
massacre, dispossession and humiliation,
and sometimes of return to their ancestral
lands. acir history is also written into the
names of the land. The mistake commemo-
rated at Mistake Creek, for cxample, was to
believe the f ¢ rumour that an Aborigine
had killed the innkeeper’s cow, and con-
scquently to massacre the whole group of
Aborigines thought responsible, and all
cyewitnesses—up to 30 people in all

Other massacres did not involve

such a mistake.

N CrNTrRAL AMLRICA and Australia, there
arc many historics; all need to be told, to be
heard, and to be held together. When the
telling is done properly, there will be ample
space tor black armbands and for white
armbands, but not for an cxclusive choice
of one or the other. What is required is the
patience to listen to histories previously
disrcg  ded or made marginal, and to
recogr ¢ that thesc are part of our history
for which we must answer. Whatever clse a
treaty may involve, the concept has the
merit  recognising that there are two
comn nitics with radically different
memorics and histories, and that they must
meet  acknowledging the truth of how
they came into contact.

Finally, being out of your own place
may allow you to weigh rhetoric. In this
collection there are many kinds of rhetoric:
passionate, angry, discursive, humorous.
Those which rang most truc were those
which displayed the kind of imagination
that enters the lives of ordinary people and
sees their history from inside. I found
those vy Inga Clendinnen, Pat Dodson
and Robert Mannc exceptional in that
respect.

There are poor articles, too, in this
collection. They are those which lack a
gener  simagination and whichindeed try
to d¢ ¢ the generous imagination by
analysing the looseness of argument
displayed by its advocates. In doing so, they
paradoxically make their opponents’ case:
that reconciliation requires that we see
Australia in a radically diffcrent way.

Andrew Hamilton sj teaches at the United
Faculty of Theology, Melbournc.
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aracters so that we can also learn
somethingimportant aboutlearningto die—
to use the famous Socratic formulation of
what philosophy isall about. [t isnot simply
that Abe resembles Allan Bloom, but that
Bellow himself also resembles Bloom in
using the techniques of anovelist to promote
the intercsts of his friend the philosopher.
Those interests include the use of literature
to contribute to our undcrstanding of
politics and philosophy with their charac-
teristic drivers or psyches, thymios and eros.
The rcalm of politics satisfics many
legitimate human interests and has its
distinctive political virtues that
characterise the exccllent ruler; but the
rcalm of love and friendship also has its
distinctive virtues characteristic of the
excellent lover and friend. The two realms
can be aligned only with difficulty, each
tending to crowd out the other. An
important quality of great literature is its
capacity to recognisc this tension in the

development of these two core

aspects of human well-being.
ONh oF ALLAN BLooM’s major contribu-
tions to political science was to work the
scams of this relationship between thvmos
and cros, and to recover the contribution
that many old and forgotten works of
literature might make to ourunderstanding
of the naturc—and limits—of politics.

Bloom'’s earliest work in political science
related to the political spirit or thyvmos as
revealed in literary works; his final work
was a collection of literary studies related
morc directly to eros.

The convergence of the perspectives of
Bloom and Bellow is evident in Bellow’s
Foreword to Bloom’s Closing of the
American Mind. There, Bellow asked what
‘a purposive account of the artist’s project’
might comprise.

Despite acknowledging his own
uneasiness with such grand description of a
novelist’s craft, Bellow argued that artists
arc transformers; their performances can
transform the world as we experience it,
opening upnew possibilitics for understand-
ing our place in the world. His personal
view was that artists ‘should give new
¢yes to human beings, inducing them to
view the world differently, converting
them from fixed modes of experience’.
Ravelstein attempts to do this through
our response to seeing Chick rethinking
his own categories of importance and not,
as most reviewers suggest, by confronting
us directly with Professor Ravelstein’s
superior vision.
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The intention behind Ravelstein can be
discerned by comparing Bellow’s Foreword
to Bloom with other accounts of the
novelist’s art provided by Bellow. The most
telling of thesc accounts is his statement a
decade earlier in his lecture on receiving
the Nobel Prize in 1976 {published in his
1994 non-fiction collection, It All Adds
Up).

Scen in retrospect, the Nobel lecture
marks the beginning of Be w's prepara-
tion for Ravelstein. I mean this in only the
most gencral way, for at the time Bellow
simply identified the importance of great
characters as the focal point of great novels.
Abc Rovelstein was much later to emerge
as B¢ w’s most emphatic portrait of a
great character. At the time, Bellow uscd
the Nobel speech to signal the general
project rather than to prefigure his search
for the right candidate for characterisation.
Exaggerating for the sake of effect, Ican say
that Bellow identified an important new
politieal project for artists, although at no
point  lhe put the casc in political terms.
The poutical dimension emerges implicitly
in the usc that Bellow makes of his practical
model of the exemplary novelist, Joseph
Conrad. For Bellow, Conrad is instructive
because he understood that the highest
ambition of the novclist’s art ‘was an
attempt to render the highest justice to the
visible universce’.

Not surprisingly, it is the proper
development of the human character that
has attracted Bellow. He has contrasted
this high hope with the trend in contem-
porary literature to retreat from‘characters’
and t  fligl into abstraction common in
conte orary literature. He has scen this
‘death notice of character’ as out of keeping
with the deeper needs of the reading public,
which longs for ‘living’ characters. The
anxicty that is common in our cra presents
us with ‘private disorder and public
bewilderment’ in which we are ‘tormented
by public questions’. But Bellow’s preferred
strategy is to c¢xplore the comparatively
neglected question: is it still possible to be
deligl  :d by and wonder about the public
lives of private characters, as distinct from
the privatc lives of public characters?

Bellow has contrasted the humdrum
state of the contemporary novel {it takes a
Nobel Prize-winner to do this) with the
undiminishing demand by readers tor new
novels. For a writer, this demand is
instructive: the contemporary novel ‘is a
sort of latter-day lean-to, a hovel in which
thespirit “es =~ 77 S
wants artists to ‘return from the periphery,



for what is simple and true’. Readers sense
that literary accounts can and should be
different, that ‘there is another life, coming
from aninsistent sense of what we are’. The
responsibility of the artist is to re-examine
current ‘attitudes or orthodoxies’ which
‘no-one challenges seriously’. The task,
then, is for artists ‘to lighten ourselves, to
dump cncumbrances, including the encum-
brances of education and all organised
platitudes’. Oras Chick putsitin Ravelstein,
‘Under the debris of modern idcas the world
is still there to be rediscovered.’

In his Nobel lecture, Bellow argued that
the possibility is there for writers to try to
respond to the ‘painful longing for a
broader, more flexible, fuller, more
coherent, more comprehensive account
of what we human beings are, who we arc,
and what this life is for’. In Ravelstein, this
broadening comes about through the
ensemble of characters and not simply or
solely through the figure of Abe Ravelstein.
Indeed, it is Chick who characterises the
world of most readers, who stands to learn
as much from his private mistakes as
from Abe’s public successes.

In Ravelstein, Bellow is trying to present
a picture of a character who excites his
interest and admiration in a manner that
will puzzle and arouse the wonder of readers.
ForBellow, itis important that Chick should
present but not explain Ravelstein and that
Chick should provide markers of his
distance from Ravelstein. It is as though
Bellow wants to invite readers to discover
for themselves whether characters such as
Ravelstein stack up, perhaps by directing
them to Bloom’s own works where they
might find his own apologia—or perhaps by
simply, but audaciously, reminding readers
of their own opportunities to discover
genuine character around them. Bellow’s
art is directed against the pervasive spirit
of nihilism which he has succinctly

defined as ‘the absence of the

noble and the great’.
BELLOW spOKE AT Bloom's funeral service
in October 1992, and the address is included
in It All Adds Up. For Bellow, Bloom
appeared to be ‘a clear case of greatness’. He
noted that Bloom ‘would make a fascinating
study, if a man able enough to undertake it
were to turn up’. In Ravelstein, Bellow
eventually made good on that implied
promise. In Chick we have the awakening
of a soul to greatness, an experienced man
of the world who is, to a degree, born again.
We see him recognise that Abe had, as it
were, turned him around: what he had

Life Models in Oxford

New College in the winter

I sit naked in the art room
above the cloisters

while an eighty-year-old artist
tells stories about other girls
in the war years

who would stand there so ashamed
that a single tear

could be

sometimes seen

to make its way down.

‘And then there was the

Baroness von Someone

lady-in-waiting to the Tsarina

{only reason she had not been

shot was her German name).

Walked all the way with her rings in her shoes
and when they did a border check

she had trodden the jewels too far

deep into the toes.

Another one looked like the Raphael Madonna
but she went crazy and jumped off Magdalen Bridge.’

In the tea break the artist shows me

her latest sketch-book

charcoal forests of birch; ‘Yes’

she said, ‘and one always feels

that one must weep among the silver birches.’

I go home—the night has a

delicious tonal quality,

cross-hatched soft,

grey-leaded dark, my scarf is warm
against my cheek. Shame and paucity
have not yet set in.

Kirsty Sangster

thought was an outlook of steely realism
was in fact a perspective that ensured that
‘you see nothing original, nothing new ...
Now this is where Ravelstein had come in’.
The real merit of the novel is not that it
documents Chick’s discovery of Abe as a
‘magnificent man’, a ‘superior man’, indeed
a ‘Homeric prodigy’. Rather, it’s that it
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prompts wonder about the deeper ‘great-
ness of humankind’—Chick and the rest of
us all included, so long as we can sustain
our wonder—and about Bellow the artist 2«
much as Ravelstein the philosopher.

The ANU’s John Uhr studied with Allan
Bloom at the University of Toronto.
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laconic helicopter pilot (John Polson), who
gets to say ‘G’day’ a lot.

Along the way, we get to see picture-
postcard shots of Sydney Harbour, some of
the most beautiful slo-mo explosions in
cinema history, and an excessive amount of
gunplay. All courtesy of the film’s real
star—Chinese-born action director, John Woo.

‘Our Tom’ has made an entertaining,
shameless action flick. If he hadn’t wasted
all those years on Eyes Wide Shut we could
be enjoying M:I-3by now. Anevil computer
called Big Bill takes over the mafia ... oh,
never mind, there’s a great motorbike chase
around Uluru at the end.  —Brett Evans

No Sabbath rest

Any Given Sunday, dir. Oliver Stone. Any
Given Sunday suffers from a number of
more or less serious problems from its
outset. First, it’s a film about gridiron, a
game only Americans (and afew Canadians)
understand or care about. Second, it’s two-
and-a-half hours long(have Hollywood film-
makers somehow evolved larger bladders
than the rest of us?). Third, and most
problematic of all, it's directed by Oliver
Stone. Don’t get me wrong—Stone has
almost made several decent films (Platoon
being one of the most nearly almost decent
ones). Even his most bloated and self-
indulgent works usually have something
interesting about them (in the case of The
Doors the interesting point is that a bloated,
sclf-indulgent film makes a singularly
appropriate biopic for a bloated, self-
indulgent rock star). What Stone has never
demonstrated, however, is restraint, and in
Any Given Sunday, he demonstrates even
less of it than usual.

Forinstance, the ‘playing ficld as battle-
ficld/football players as modern day
gladiators’ cliché is belaboured so heavily it
verges on parody (and yes, it was co-written
by the guy responsible for Ridley Scott’s
Gladiator). If you don’t pick it up via the
growling tiger noises on the soundtrack
whenever the teams face off on the playing
ficld, or the gouged eyeball that flies through
the air out of the scrum, the fact that Ben
Hur secems to be all anyone watches on
television should alert you to the analogy.
1f not, then the gratuitous Charlton Heston
cameo will do it. And just like Ben Hur, or
Gladiator, it’s amanly filin about groups of
manly men being simultancously as naked
and as violent together as possible (the
group shower with the alligator scene sums
it up for me, and no, I'm not kidding).

Visually and aurally, the unrelenting
assault that Stone seems to have mistaken
for ‘style’ simply exhausts the viewer long
before the two-and-a-half hours is up, and
the way he deals with the female characters
in the film borders on offensive. However,
there may actually be people out there who
mightlike this film. I propose the following
as a litmus test to find out if you’re one of
them. The title of the film comes from a
line repeated by Al Pacino’s character ad
nauseam: ‘On any given Sunday you’re
gonna win or you're gonna lose. The point
is—can you win or lose like a man?’ If you
have any idea what this actually means, go
and see this film.

—Allan James Thomas

Taken and eaten

The Filth and the Fury, dir. Julien Temple.
Temple’s tour de force offers a second
chance (don’t miss it} to love Punk Rock,
and gives along-overdue voice to John Lydon
(‘Johnny Rotten’} of the infamous Sex
Pistols. Their manager, the unspeakable
but inevitable Malcolm McLaren, refers to
himself in the film as the ‘sculptor’ of the
band, as though it were a sort of ongoing
postgraduate art-school project. This prompts
Lydon into a corrosive rebuttal which also
suggests that the Sex Pistols were crucial in
re-energising youth culture and its music.
Certainly the film shows how unerringly
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the Pistols took aim at any comforting
social assumptions.

The remaining members of the band are
interviewed like crime victims in silhou-
ette, a technique which works well when it
is spliced with the flaming youth of early
Sex Pistols gigs. Temple scatters footage of
Laurence Olivier’s Richard III and various
British music-hall comedians throughout,
a device which gives some warrant to John
Lydon’s claim to a bastardly kinship with
British traditions of lampooning their own
royalty and conventions.

Temple’s direction suggests a discom-
fiting possible truth: that the Pistols were
so significant to the culture that bred them
that they had to be devoured. And the
cannibal feast is not ended: we have to have
another sitting as Lydon the man rages and
weeps for Sid Vicious, the young fan who
joined the band and ended up glad to die.

—Lucille Hughes

Good dog

Ghost Dog: The Way of the Samurai, dir.
Jim Jarmusch. Ghost Dog(Forest Whitaker)
is a hit-man. He is not a thug or a yes-man,
but an exquisitely honourable employee
with a poetic and deadly sense of loyalty.

Communicating by carrier pigeon and
living by the ancient codes of the samurai
sets Ghost Dog apart from your usual
cinematic gun-for-hire. Not to mention
Ghost Dog’s physique, setting him pounds
apart from your regular Toshiro Mifune-
type samurai. But anyone familiar with
Jarmusch’s work (Down by Law, Dead Man,
etc.) will know his art thrives on these
strange little titbits. And it is strangeness
that lends this beautiful filin its perfect
mood.

Working for an Italian mobster who
once saved hislife, Ghost Dog finds himself
under threat when bigboss Vargo’s daughter
witnesses his hit on Handsome Frank. While
Ghost Dog recognises and respects his
employers’ codes of loyalty, the mobsters
are not willing to extend Ghost Dog the
same courtesy. They don’t need some big
weirdo black guy with a sleepy eye know-
ing anything about their business. Bad call
boys—he ain’t called Ghost Dog for nothin’.

RZA’s soundtrack is remarkable. As in
all Jarmusch’s films, music is as much a
character as anything walking and talking.
Robbie Miiller’s photography is outstand-
ing. The opening shot of a bird in flight
combined with the hypnotic sounds of RZA
1s unforgettable. —Siobhan Jackson

e EUREKA STREET 53



SK ANY WOMAN yvou kNow the following question: ‘Have
you read a Barbara Cartland?’ Those who admit to having read
onc will usually add riders that are variations on the theme of
‘Twas too young to know what I was doing and anyway I thought
they were in the worst possible taste and they were at my grand-
mother’s place and there was nothing else to rcad and can 1 go
now?’

I read many Cartlands when I was younger, as I also read
L.M. Montgomery, Jane Shaw, comics, Dickens, Wodehouse,
Austen, Heyer, magazinges, Tolkien and Shakespeare. (Yes, we’d
read it by the fire: Dad was the perfect Oberon, and he and
Mum would do Katharina and Petruchio for us even though we
didn’t get half the allusions.) Crunch time was Tuesday: Bunty
was delivered, usually with the evening paper, and we'd fight
like cats over first rcading rights. The romance novel was a
direct successor to these junior heroies: girls were clever,
important, they said. And the good romance novels like Cartland’s
promised you—however improbably—that, like the author, you
could marry a wonderful chap who would support you while
you did what you wanted, be that writing, golf, charity, painting
or whatever. Scrvants would do the tough stuff. No comp-
romises, no poor old Bridget Joneses. You could have it all.

When Barbara Cartland died, aged 98, she left a world she’d
been fighting against with some success for the last 70 years.
We've all seen the photographs of her, painted and bedizened
in jewels and pink fluffy dresses. There are the awful later books,
20,000-word formulaic nothings, dictated at high speed from a
mind free-associating in a closed loop on a chaise longue. She’d
become an anachronism. Type her name into a search engine
on the Net and quite a few of the matches in the many thousands
will be camestly unrcadable essays from Harvard and Vassar
on postmodernism, all quoting Eco’s observation in Foucault’s
Pendulum that a man cannot say to an educated woman, ‘Tlove
you madly’ as a simple statement, ‘as Barbara Cartland would.’
He has to say something like, ‘As Barbara Cartland would say,
“Tlove you madly.”’ {Actually Eco uses another popular writer
in the original Italian; the translator chose Cartland as a name
that would resonate for the English speaker.] Poor educated
woman, say I. Bring back mad love, take away the bloody
quotation marks.

But there was a time where she was truly of the time: the
20s. In We Danced All Night, published in 1970, she gives a
participant’s eye-view of the cra. She was no impartial
obscrver—I doubt that she had an impartial fingernail—but she
had a brecziness, a drive, a zeal for living that makes me think
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that the world will be a duller place without her. That pereeption
of her as a lightwcight isn’t borne out by her gigantic body of
work {over 700 books at last count). There arc other grand
prolifics in the history of writing: Agatha Christic, James
A. Michener, P. G. Wodchouse, Frank Richards, Enid Blyton
and probably Steven King. The constant among these is that
among the gush and formula there is genius, cven if it is simply
the reflection of a busy, busy creator who must work off the
flow or drown. Christicma  Poirot and Miss Marple; Michener
wrote Space; Wodehousem:  Jeeves, Blandings and Mr Mulliner;
Richards created Bunter, Blyton the Magic Faraway Tree and
King has written the most pointed and frightening books about
the American nightmare. artland was not the inventor of
romance writing; she was quick to claim her place in the
tradition that includes Elinor Glyn and Baroness Orczy. In fact,
she was quick to do and to claim many other things too, because
the one thing that emerges from reading her other stuft is that
she had a migl - store of energy and an astonish-
ing effectivencss in what she attempted.

-v .NHEN [ WENT TO DO A sPoT of reading up on Carcland in the

State Library of Victoria, found that she had done a very
readable and quite thorou  biography of Elizabcth, Empress
of Austria, mother of Crov  Prince Rudolph of the Mayerling
tragedy. She had also written about Charles II and Metternich,
and had brought out treatises on nutrition ¢ la Adele Davis,
and had, in 1978, prefigured the Sister Wendy genre of painting-
plus-commentary in Barbara Cartland’s Book of Love and
Lovers. This book had in fact disappeared from the library
shelves, and a kind librarian offered me the use of her own copy.
It's a gem. Where clsc would you find such commentary on
Veneziano’s ‘The Judgment of Paris’? ‘This picture is an
excellent example, at an early date, of what women can do to
themselves by slimming. Every result shows, from the puny
little breasts to the fat tun  des which are seldom affected by
any diet. Goddesses should be softly curved, a comfortable
armful ...’

She fought for gypsies’ rights in Britain, so that they had
designated places where they could rest their caravans, rather
than being chased off ¢ -y piece of public ground. She
campaigned for better pay and conditions for midwives. She
clected to be buried in a car yard box under a tree in her garden.
I'll miss her.

Juliette Hughes is a freclance reviewer.
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