











RE THE DEMOCRATS a party of protest, or are they a party
that aspires to exercisc power, if in the short term, by cutting
deals with either Labor or the Liberals?

It is hard to be both at once, because the constituencics
are quite different. About 70 per cent of voters see their politics
primarily in terms of Labor or the Coalition, but therce is always
the chance that some of these will park their vote with the
Democrats on the way to making a decisive shift from one party
to the other. Another 30 per cent have got used, in upper house
clections at least, to voting against both major partics, feeling
that neither represents them or their interests. It is among this
smaller group that the Democrats are most in competition for
votes, but, increasingly, they are also hemmed in on all sides.
A dramatic change of lcadership, even to younger politicians
who purport to embody a gencrational shift in politics, cannot
necessarily make any substantial difference to their position.

Try as they might, the Democrats can never be the Greens;
nor would they want to be, however much they seek to attract
the votes of those for whom environmental issues are central.
At hcart, the Greens arc anarchists, unwilling to make deals
for a share in the power and highly suspicious of those who
will trade for limited gains. There are limits to the votes they
can hope to win, but, essentially, they win more votes by putting
themsclves in extreme positions than by appearing reasonable
or willing to make concessions.

For more than a decade, the Democrats have recognised
that carving an cnvironment position to the left of Labor is a
critical part of its formula for success, but, increasingly, they
have lost the moral high ground to the Greens. And another
part of the Democrat strategy—Dbeing to the right of the Labor
Party on economic and industrial relations issues—has made
them look pragmatic, and therefore less able to attract the
radical vorte.

Perhaps the Democrats can argue that they play an impor-
tant modecrating role between two big ends of town. But the
process of being scen, cach day in parliament, choosing between
one or the other and having to be responsible for the outcomes,
has stripped them of the claim of keeping the bastards honest.

The One Nation constituency, if well to the righe of the
Democrats on most issues, is potentially susceptible to the
Democrats. Not all One Nation voters are motivated primarily
by racism, hatred of immigrants, or being at the bottom of the
scraphcap. What unites many of them is a loss of faith in
politicians, in cconomistic nostrums and the modern shifc away
from the provision of scervices. If One Nationites do not believe,
it does not mean that they do not want to believe and follow; if
they can respond to the charisma of an anti-politician such as
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Democrats roleplay

Pauline Hanson, they might readily follow a more practical,
moderate leader who could offer faith as well as hope.

But cven strategies for politics of the middle are not casy
to come by. Accept, for the moment, that Mceg Lees lost support
for the Democrats by making deals with the Coalition over the
imposition of the GST. The message, then, would scem clear:
it is important for the Democrats to be scen to shift to the left.
And who better to present the face of such a shift than Natasha
Stott Despoia, whose disagreement with Meg Lees’ approach
was always madc clear?

Oh yes, but think forwards to election time. Five of the
nine Democrats arc up for re-election, including Stott Despoja
herself. Most people who vote at that election will be expecting
Labor to win. There will be the usual risk the Democrats face
of being swamped in a landslide clection. Suppose, however, that
the Democrats are making a pitch that voters should take out
an insurance policy by keeping the Democrats in the balance of

power. Will that pitch work if the Democrats are seen to

have shifted to the teft and become great chums with Labor?

M NOT sURE THAT the Democrats committed suicide by voting
for a modifiecd GST. Granted, they might have chosen a more
popular issue¢, but what mattered was the symbolism of the
party’s becoming a player. The pragmatism and the juggling
involved has compromised it within its own party constituen-
cies, and with that part of the electorate which might vote for
it. The Democrats seemed purer when they did not have the
balance of power, or shared it.

Werce [ Natasha Stott Despoja, T would not be spending
much time persuading ecconomic journalists that 1 was respon-
sible, or playing games with the Coalition or Labor about which
of their measures 1 would support. Instead I would be staking
out somec limited but fertile territory—particularly on social
policy, the environment and reformed processes of government
(the Democrat policy framework is alrcady there, if insufficiently
emphasiscd)—and never miss an opportunity to grandstand on
it. I would be making the major partics come to me, and making
the price of any deals concessions on my agenda, not piecemeal
amendment and ‘improvement’ of their agenda items.

The biggest task is not in parliament but on the hustings.
That’s where a media-smart duo with some appearance of
idealism and not too much depth on wider issues will have
impact. Even then, T expect, the Democrats will be heavily
squeezed, on the one plane between the Greens and One Nation.
on another, between Labor and Liberal.

Jack Waterford is cditor of the Canberra Times.
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Doubting
nags

OIT‘ TO THE CAIRNS racecoursc, Cannon

Park, at last, I caught a Sunbus south and
alighted in drizzling rain. This was the
much touted Young Guns day, so in a scnsc
I was there under false pretences.

It soon transpired that I wasn’t at a race
meeting at all. Though the track was only
rated slow at 10am, the chicf steward called
things off an hour later. The tottering racing
industry in Cairns had coppedanother blow.
TJockeys are wimps,’ said Kathy the barmaid;

while Brian the bookic {left with no program
tofieldon)gavealess polite versionof minister
Abbott’s ‘we’re rooned’. Tt doesn’t help that
the track is built on a mangrove swamp.

[looked outon a grey scene, desperately
enlivened by young women who had come
anyway, wearing ‘fashion’. The stage was
forlornly sct for a band which had been
cancelled. The crowd of dozens stayed in
touch with racing all around the country
by television, but Thad missed my chance
to be right-hand man for Bluey Forsyth as
he called the card. In consolation, 1 was
there, notebook in pocket, at my first
phantom meccting,.

That morning I had gone to my hair-
dresser’s to inquire into the prospects of her
husband Darrel Dean’s five rides that day.
But she’d trustingly sct off for the races
while his chances of extending his lead on
the local jockeys’ premicrship were dashed.
Laterin the day [ was introduced to trainer
Paula D’Addona, for whom Dean rides. She
was disgusted, reckoning that she would
have saddled four winners (admittedly three
of the races had ficlds of four or less: not all
entertainment industries flourish in tropi-
cal Cairns). At 29 she is second on the
trainers’ list, a former show-jumper who
works her own horses and would like to be
on them in real life. She regaled me with
tales of mecting crocodiles that had strolled
out of the mangroves at carly-morning track
work, of wallabics so tame they stand still
while the horses gallop around them. 1 had
a tour of the stables round the back of the
course. One is named Euphoria; but an-
other trainer, George Doolan, long in the
game, settles for Poverty Lodge.

Fortunately my touch with the punt
was back. It’s been a dreary year, with the
quality of horses below par. If a plugger like
Tic the Knot is hailed a champion and the
nearest we have to one—Sunline—was last
scen running third in the Dubai desert, the
outlook is grim. No outstanding two-ycar-
old has appcared, although Hosannah and
Red Hannigan impressively won the last
lead-ups to the Golden Slipper. 1 was on
Shags, figuring that if the name could sncak
through on the rails so might the horse: he
paid 86 for third. The three-year-olds were
more promising: Miss Kournikova won the
Qakleigh Plate while the crack colts Desert
Sky and Mr Murphy dcad-hcated in the
104th running of the Futurity. A spell was
announced for Desert Sky, who promptly
turncd up and, a tired horse, was beaten in
Sydncy. Mr Murphy also wentnorth, failing
twice. Australian trainers are not noted for
their patience.

The bigevent in Sydncy this day was for
three-year-olds: the Roschill Guineas. Thad
scored in the previous when rogue galloper
Bello Signor mended his ways and saluted
at 10/1. Universal Prince was evens favonr-
ite in the Guincas, so ran without mine.
Instead I had a big quinella when Sale of
Century at 22/1 beat Danamite at eights.
The favourite was unsighted. Things kicked
on in the other Group Onc race, the George
Ryder, where an old favourite of ming,
Landsighting, at 15/1 put valuc in the
quinella, in defecating the honest Shogun
Lodge. By that stage we had abandoned
Cannon Park and werc in Cazaly’s, the
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gambling anncx to the Bundaberg Rum
stadium, which was the venue for an AFL
match between the Western Bulldogs and
Brishane Lions on the day in February that
Cyclone Abigail passed through town. That
would have been a better excuse to stage a
phantom meceting than today’s weather
afforded. Cannon Park will have to wait:
next stop Chantilly, where they run the
French Derby {Prix du Jockey Club) on the
first Sunday in June. —Peter Pierce

Thai plane
scandal

.V .~11|LE THE worLh watched ever more

closely the developing stand-off between
the United States and China over the spy
planc downed on Hainan Island, it forgot
another air accident with political
overtones.

On Saturday 3 March, a Thai Airways
Bocing 737-400 caught on firc while parked
at the domestic terminal of Bangkok's Don
Muang airport. One member of the cabin
crew dicd and scven others were injured.
Had the fire started half an hour later it
would almost ccertainly have killed
Thailand’s newly clected Prime Minister,
Thaksin Shinawatra.

Tensions between the new US presiden-
tialadministration and China’s incrcasingly
confident leadership are more significant
news, but in Bangkok, the innuendo and
falsc lcads that followed the public outery
and rushed investigation of the firc made
the assassination attempt/air-conditioning
failurce story cqually intriguing.

Initial reports of the fire that destroyed
TGI114 declared that authorities suspected
abomb. Adding to the air of conspiracy was
the suggestion that a device was placed
undernceath scats rescrved for Prime Minis-
ter Thaksin and his son, even though no-
one but their inner circle knew they would
beon the flight to Chiang Mai in Thailand’s
northern region.

Thaksin himself fuelled speculation.
Even before the wreckage had cooled, he
was claiming that explosives were planted
on the plane, and—as far as he knew—
‘therc were no other important people on
the plane’. He also pushed for all avenues of
investigation to he pursucd. As a result,
four scparate inquiry tcams were sct up.
Two days after the incident, one of the
teams declared it had found traces of Semtex.
The Thai press was quick to draw parallels
with the Pan Am flight brought down over
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Divine comedy

APPARENTLY Jesus would not have enjoyed the recent Melbourne Comedy
Festival, for ‘Christ never laughed! Or so Umberto Eco’s 14th-century charac-
ter, Jorge, maintains in The Name of the Rose. Jorge, guardian of the great
Benedictine library in northern Italy, is locked in debate with William of Basker-
ville, a Franciscan visitor to the monastery, over the virtue—or otherwisc—of
laughter. Jorge is determined to prevent the discovery of the ‘lost’ second book
of Aristotle’s Poetics, thought to contain an extensive treatment of comedy.

Aristotle had by this time become the intellectual authority for Christian-
ity in the West. Plato, Aristotle’s mentor, recognised in Homer's poetry the
potentially aggressive or indifferent nature of ‘comic pleasure’—especially that
of the gods—and belicved that unbridled laughter needed to be tamed. Aristotle,
on the other hand, saw laughter as one of the defining marks of human ration-

ty. For Jorge, however, ‘laughter is weakness, corruption, the foolishness of
our flesh ... the peasant’s entertainment, the drunkard’s licence’. Worse still,
‘laughter foments doubt’ and it is with laughter that ‘the fool says in his heart,
“Deus non est” [“There is no God”].’

If, over its history, the Christian tradition has reflected something of Jorge's
platonic anxicty, it cannot claim a neat scriptural warrant for doing so. In the
story of Sarah and Abraham, the indissoluble covenant relationship between
God and God’s people Israel is revealed through something as ambiguous and
fragile as laughter—appropriate given the precarious conception and childhood
of the patriarch Isaac (literally, ‘he will laugh’). Scripture certainly does not
exclude the comical from the domain of the sacred. Often, in fact, the amuse-
ment is divine: in the Psalms God is seen to laugh at earthly rulers, a theme
echoed by Paul at the start of his Corinthian correspondence. And while Jorge
would gain some support from biblical ‘wisdom literature’ {c.g. Ecclesiastes,
Proverbs and Sirach) for his denunciation of laughter as sinful or at best frivo-
lous, laughter is repeatedly presented as an accompanying sign of jubilation in
both the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament.

If the church can resist the triteness of suggesting that in the resurrection
God gets the last laugh, there is much to be said for Easter joy as one of the
costly and uncxpected gifts that the Spirit makes to the world through it. Jargen
Moltmann puts it well:

Both the laughter of Easter and the sorrow of the cross are alive in liberated men
and women. They are not only laughing with those who laugh and weeping with
those who weep, as Paul proposes ... but they arc also laughing with the weeping
and weeping with the laughing as the Beatitudes of Jesus recommended. [This
challenge to the situation of the world] provokes harassment by those who prohibit
laughter because they fear liberty. [Theology of oy, p53}

So committed is Eco’s Jorge to enforcing this prohibition that he commits
murder, and the entirc library with all its (serious) treasures is lost, along with
Aristotle’s subversive text. Tragic, really.

Richar Treloar is Associate Chaplain to Trinity College in the University of
Meclbourne, and tcaches at the United Faculty of Theology.
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Lock 1e by a device that included the
plastic cxplosive.

The prime minister continued to cry
foul, ting, four days after the fire, that it
was clear that a bomb had been planted
inside the cargo hold [the scat theory no
longer rated a mention). He then set up a
fifth investigation tcam headed by his
deputy prime minister. He also threatened
the head of Thai Airways and the airport
authority with the sack if they didnotcome
up with an answer within the wecek.

Some pointed the finger at Thaksin's
Deputy, Chavalit Yongchaiyudh, a man
renowned for his ambition. Others sus-
pected that Thaksin had planted the device
himself: in the face of corruption allcga-
tions coming before the Constitutional
Court he needs all the public sympathy he
can get. The Bangkok Post joined in the
guessing game by all but naming the culprit
suspected by ‘authorities’—a businessman
angered by the possible loss of the cargo-
handling contract at the airport.

With conjecture becoming wilder on
Thai talk shows, an investigation tcam
drawn from Boeing’s American headquar-
ters, the FBI, the National Transport Safcty
Board and the Federal Aviation Authority
quictly slipped into the country. They con-
tradicted findings that the wreckage had
traces of explosives in it. Suddenly the
prime minister stopped talking, the storics
quoti  unnamed sources dried up and it
was  cided that the conclusions of the
Amcrican investigation would be final.

Evecutives at Thai Airways have hid-
den :msclves from view, their only
respc ¢ to the crisis being the announce-
ment of new security meas  :s. All passen-
gers will now be required to show identity
cards when boarding flights, and staff will
now rcceive ‘air safety training’. A spokes-
persc  leclared that no comment would be
madc  the press as the matter was subject
to an ongoing investigation that may take
up to two years to complete. They helieve,
though, that their new safcty measures will
he enough to restore public confidence.

Intcrnational passengers coming to
Thai  d after the incident will note one
chan tosccurity measures: bags arc now
x-rayed before they clear customs.
Comforting, that.

—Jon Greenaway

This month’s contributors: Juliette Hughes
is a freelance writcr; Peter Pierce is Eurcka
Street's turf correspondent; Jon Greenaway
is Eureka Street’s South East Asia
correspondent.
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The countryside might be in mourning, but the city’s dancing.

N 1970, when I first reached London, the place was
having an enormous hangover. Carnaby Street was
spluttering into irrelevance, while Ted Heath {his
smilc straight from the Commedia dell’Arte) some-
how managed to slaughter Harold Wilson on the
anniversary of Waterloo. Within a few ycars there was
a postal strike so protracted that postboxes were scaled
up, a (pioncering) garbage strike, and a miners’ strike
that, because of power restrictions, led to a three-day
week. Walking around London in January 1974 was a
bit like finding yourself entrapped in a smudgy litho-
graph from Dickens: only every second streetlight was
on to direct you through the misty midwintcr
landscape.

London is now a very different city. Whereas it
then felt as though sooncer or later the whole place
would crumble away—there was little evidence of
repairs—nowadays those great, long terraces are
punctuated by regular outcrops of scaffolding. In 1973
a friend of mine joked of pound-Australian dollar
parity. O hubris! Now, instcad of being worth 73
pence, the dollar tarries in the mid-30s. Morce
strikingly, beyond the tourist traps and outside the
regular holiday breaks, once did not often hear Euro-
peans talking: today they are everywhere. A united
Europe has brought to London more Continentals—
to usc an archaic term—than at any other time in its
history. When you approach anybody who is under
25, particularly the people in a shop or restaurant, be
prepared for a foreign accent.

Other changes are less agreeable. The traffic is
Thatcherite—more aggressive and more of it with
cach passing year. In a land once famous for its cour-
tesy on the road, a pedestrian will now find it safer
crossing a street (even with the lights) in Sydney than
in London. PoMo franticity is also evident in the large
number of people you see who smoke, despite the
spread of no-go zones. Even more strikingly, gum is
increasingly chewed and spat out on the pavement.
{Tt’s the betel of Britain.) Thirty years ago I was struck,
as an innocent Austral lad, by the number of people
scen in the streets talking to themselves. These days
they're still at it, but with a difference. Over four million
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mobile phones were sold in Britain last Christmas.

A number of things strike the visitor. One is that
political correctness is still relatively restricted in
England: it hasn’t got into the air-con tioning, as it
has in Australia. One could say that its constituency
runs almost coterminously with the Guardian reader-
ship; which means that an immense number of people
¢o about their daily business without coming into
much contact with it. The layered complexities of
England, together with its size, tend to blunt the
impact of any new movement. This has cven mcant
that economic rationalism, while often applicd
brutally, has also been applied unevenly. There
remains ¢ famous cagerness to part you from your
money. (In Oxford I was asked to pay for dryclcaning
in advance, and then—after the statutory four or five
days waiting period—discovered that, under the
cellophane, the trousers had not been done. No bull
charges like a we  ding Pom.]

The English love intricacy and vespect differen-
tiation; in consequence their country can still seem,
in some respects, an incomplete democracy. The
traditional clements of the constitution have heen
weakenced all right, not least by Tony Blair's reforms
of the House of  «ds 1 cven, to some degree, by
devolution—so that a recent Scottish decision to
increase teacher pay by a hefty 21 per cent is an
embarrassment for London. But attitudes in some
quarters still lag behind. Recently a Tory shadow
minister, in urging stiffer penalties for drug-taking,
qualified her remarks by saying that she didn’t mean
them to apply to middle-class kids experimenting, but
to those persiste:  offenders on the housing estates.
Mcanwhile a multi-millionaire businessman, shortly
to receive life imprisonment for murdering his witfe,
was able to negotiate himself out of jail on the grounds
that the squalid  adidons there would impede che
preparation of his defence. Concern about new human
rights requirements elided into the gross inequality
whereby he was  owed to pay for his incarceration
in a comfortable house, with a sccurity firm of his
own choosing. The ultimate privatisation: a prison of
one’s own.




To return to the housing cestates. These have
become places of dread: it was here that the 10-year-
old Nigerian boy, Damilola Taylor, was stabbed and
bled to death a few months ago. A sense of shame at
once spread across the land: the police, sensitive to
the recent charge of ‘institutionalised racism’, went
in strongly, supported by massive media coverage. But
so far they have not had enough evidence to charge
anybody. The conspiracy of silence is deatening—
terror, probably, rather than solidarity—while it none-
theless serves to underscore the racist nature of the
murder. A racist attack resulting in death or severe
disablement would scem to occur every couple of
weeks. Now there are reports—for the first time—of
black gangs emerging in the Midlands, choosing white
victims. And, as the culture of violence spreads, of
Sikh and Muslim rival gangs, of mixced-race
gangs, and of onc place in North London that
has become so violent that cight blacks have
been shot there in the past 12 months.

The black presence is increasingly
evident. By 1980 one was struck by the way
the black young had begun to speak with
London accents; now one is struck by the
number of spokespceople for the black and
Asian comumunitics. There are black MPs [the
Dulkec of Edinburgh once famously asked one
of them which country he was from), an Asian
Cabinet minister, and a black newsreader on
ITV whose style is as Tory as they come. The
BBC, rccently described by its new director
as ‘hidcously white’, is concerned to increasc
participation from the black and Asian com-
munitics. Tellingly, the debate in the Inde-
pendent about whether this should be done
by applying quotas or not, took place between
two black people. In this context, Prince
Charles’ remark that he saw himself as a defender of
faiths rather than Defender of the Faith makes consid-
crable sense. Indeed in Church of England circles there
is some speculation about a British Pakistani who
might become the next Archbishop of Canterbury.
Transformation through the cxtension of tolerance
(or in the 19th century the franchise) is the desired
English way.

It is easy to mock that much-vaunted tolerance,
or indeed the English penchant for order. But the place
is crowded; if people didn’t tiptoe around it, it might
fall to bits. So—at lcast in the provinces—crowds are
still quiet and orderly. People queue. Gradually you
come to sce that the apparent repression and
indifference is really a way of giving people in so
populated a country the personal space to be them-
selves. (I once stayed with a Chinese friend in a flat
in Kowloon: there the principle was taken further.
Different family members would carry on their
activitics in the corners of a room as if they had all
of it to themsclves—ignoring, and being ignored by,
all the other family members.)

Nonetheless England is changing fast. Recently
the number of immigrants overtook the natural
growth of population for the first time. {The persist-
ence of large-scale illegal immigration causces concern,
and repeatedly crops up in conversation.) Meanwhile
technological growth is having sharp demographic
effects. Hi-tech developments in the Thames valley
have boosted property values to the point where
service workers can no longer really afford to live
there: the plaint is cchoed by teachers across the
south-east. Mcanwhile the new rich, in pursuit of a
traditional lifestyle, have similarly made it harder for
young people—and the impoverished elderly—to
remain living in attractive villages, which have
become yuppified. In myriad ways England is being
transformed; then there are the statistics of social

breakdown. Here it is catching up with America. Each

year there is one divorce for every two marriages,
while the level of illegitimate births is the
highest in Europe.

HESE DAYS AUSTRALIANS are not such a large part of
the landscape as once they were. Less is heard now
from the older generation—Greer, James, Humphrics—
and it is perhaps symbolic that the most urbane
intermittent commentator on Australian ways these
days is Howard Jacobson, the English novelist who
has spent a great dcal of time here. In Earl’s Court
there are a few Australian relics, such as the Down
Under Club, but a more telling indicator is the way
that a small Australian flag is usually missing from
the exchange rates displayed in bank windows. Indeed
these days the South African presence is probably
stronger, but in that casc the push factors are greater.
Many Australians have other source countries in
Europe now, and other destinations available closer
to home. So although a journo friend of mine remarked
that at any one time there were 100,000 Australians
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Too many 1ats

UK precedents have raised questions about the continued viability

ARLY THIs YEAR, Lord Irvine, the
United Kingdom’s Lord Chancellor, per-
sonally signed a letter inviting senior
British lawyers to attend a fundraising
political dinner and to make donations
of no less than £200 to the Labour Party
election campaign. The storm that
erupted over this has implications for all
Westminster-style governments.

The holder of the office of Lord High
Chancellor, established 615AD, wears
three constitutional wigs—which would
make anyone look silly. As a Cabinct
minister, hc is a member of the exccu-
tive and in charge of a large government
department. As Spcaker of the House of
Lords, he is a member of the legislature
too. He is also Britain’s most senior judge:
he can, and sometimes controversially
does, sit as a member of the House of
Lords” Appcllate Committee, heads the
British judiciary and is responsible for
appointing all senior judges and Queen'’s
Counscls. He thus offends against the
principle of the scparation of powers and
is a major example of its feebleness in the
British constitution.

As hcad of the judiciary, the Lord
Chancellor is supposed to be above
politics. Asking lawyers to donate to the
faction to which his Cabinet head is
attached made it scem as though profes-
sional prefcrment might be politically
inclined. It penetrated the Chinese walls
between his three roles. It astounded the
lawyers: ‘The integrity of the Lord Chan-
cellorship depends on an informal bargain
in which the incumbent imposes a rigor-
ous sclf-discipline that removes any
(such] risk of abusc’, according to the
Independent.

But Lord Irvine defended himself. He
quite rightly pointed out that many of his
predecessors had been politically active.
Somec have been so disgracefully: Francis
Bacon was removed from office in 1621
for taking bribes, and Judge Jetfreys—of
the ‘Bloody Assizes ed in disgrace in
the Tower in 1689. Some flagrantly: in
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of Westminster-style government.

the 1920s Lord Eldon refused to make
political opponents King's Counsel and
in the carly 20th century the great Lord
Halsbury appointed Tory supporters to
the Bench.

Lord Irvine also said that he was no
different from any other Cabinet minis-
ter, which is a moot point. A minister
who controls the judicial system is not
just any Cabinct member. Faith in the
justice system depends upon a perception
of that person’s absolute integrity.
Irvine’s predecessor, Lord MacKay,
certainly possessed that quality in Pres-
byterian quantity. And the separation of
powers now matters much more, because
the executive has so much more power
over citizens’ lives than it did a century
ago. An independent judiciary is a
singularly necessary check on both the
legislature and executive.

There is a marvellous scene in Gilbert
and Sullivan’s Tolanthe, where the Lord
Chanccllor has to consider whether or
not he has a conflict of interest. He
remarks, as he puts the arguments to
himself, ‘I had personally been acquaint-
ed with mysclf for some years ... 1 had
watched my professional advancement
with considerable interest ... I yielded to
no-onc in admiration for my private and
professional virtues’. He then finds in his
own favour. Lord Irvine, in similar vein,
found that he had done no wrong.

Lord Irvine is genuinely an honoura-
ble man. He chose not to sit as a judge in
the month following a warning by law-
yers that they would challenge his dual
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role as a Cabinet minister and a judge as
being in breach of the ‘fair trial’ provi-
sions of the European Convention on
Hum  Rights (ECHR]. In October 2000,
the ECHR became part of the UK’s
domestic law when the Human Rights
Actc einto full effect. That Act allows
the ordinary courts to declare whether or
not legislation and administrative actions
arc in breach of ECHR provisions. But
Lord Trvine appoints those judges and
administers those courts. Well might the
Independent say, in relation to Lord
Irvine’s fundraising activities, that:

At a  mc when judges, through judicial
review and application of the Human
Rights Act, ofter onc of the now pitifully
few cheelkes and balances against govern-
ment, it is no longer defensible that

> government appoints them.

N AusTrALIA, Lord Irvine's potential or
perceived conflicts of interest would be
practically unchallengeable. Australia
has not incorporated its international
human rights obligations into domestic
law in any formal way. It would be
fascinating to cnable Australian courts to
declare whether or not, say, the Northern
Territory’s mandatory sentencing laws
complied with the International Cove-
nant on Civil and Political Rights or the
UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child. Similarly, one could ask whether
the Commonwealth’s proposced changes
to its treatinent of refugees comply with
international norms. It would also be
impossible for the Australian govern-
ment to do what successive federal
govel 1ents have planned, and may yet
comy  e.

The Common Law alrcady acknow-
ledges the importance of international
oblig  ons to domestic ideas of justice.
In 1996, the High Court in Teoh found
that / stralia’s international obligations
to protect the rights of children under
the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child are part of the Australian law of



natural justice, as they are in England.
This was, naturally, inconvenient,
especially to those making deportation,
refugee and asylum application decisions.
(Ah Hin Tecoh was the custodial father
of several Australian children. The Teoh
decision would have given him, and
them, only the right to make rep-
resentations before the immigration
authoritics took their deportation
decision.)

The then ALP Attorney-Genceral,
Michacl Lavarch, acted immediately to
climinate the ‘legitimate cxpectation’
that the Australian government intended
to be bound by its international promises.
The ‘anti-Teoh’ bill then tabled was
flawed and bitterly opposed, shelved,
then revived under the Coalition admin-
istration in 1997, but again not proceed-
ed with. It is very worrying that the
Howard government has just revived a
similar bill. In 2000 it retrcated from
co-operation with the UN’s human rights
committee system, after its treatment of
immigrant and Indigenous populations
attracted national and international
criticism. The initiative may be linked
to the growing flow of asylum seekers
detained in desert camps and the crack-
down on their rights to appeal and obtain
advice on those rights.

We must not go down that path.

Nobody who possesses power can
abstain long from using it, or easily feel-
ing satisfied that the common good is
commensurate with their own. It is time
to demand an expansion of the courts’
legitimate role in balancing the protec-
tion of citizens’ rights against the con-
venience and priorities of administrators.
The protective constitutional principles
have broken down. Even the ancient
natural justice principles are being wound
back by ‘pragmatic’ governments of both
political camps. Given the centrality of
the ordinary courts in interpreting and
applying international human rights
principles within the¢ Common Law
tradition, Australia should scriously con-
sider the UK’s Human Rights Act as a
model for human rights protection. We
cannot leave these fundamental rights to
the discretionary judgment of even the
most high-minded ministers. No-one
should be a judge in their own causc.

Moira Rayner is Director of the London
Children’s Rights Commissioner’s Otfice.

A Mir bagatelle

H()WEVER opEcTive and remote from politics scientists like to think them-
sclves, their handiwork will always be viewed through a political filter. Ever
since the Russian revolution, for instance, Russian science—the good, the bad
and the ugly—has ncver been treated on its merits. On the Eastern side of the
Iron Curtain, it was hailed as the finest flower of the Communist system; on
the Western side, it was a symbol of the malevolence and shoddiness of the
Evil Empire.

Which is onc of the rcasons why the flagship of the Russian space program,
the Space Station ‘Mir’, is so interesting. During its 15 years aloft, the Iron
Curtain was rolled back, and its image varied according to the time.

When Mir was launched in 1986, the American media regarded it with a
somewhat patronising suspicion. (It didn’t help that the carlier US version, Skylab,
had been forced to shut down inside a year, and then plumimeted out of control
into Western Australia five years later.) But Mir was finally steered back into
the south-castern Pacific carlier this year to grudging admiration. By that time,
the Americans had paid it the ultimate compliment—Dby having the Russians
design and launch Zarya, the first module of the International Space Station.

The Cold War was still chilling East-West relations when the core module
which formed Mir’s living quarters was put into space 15 years ago. In an era of
great sccrecy, Soviet officials revealed little about its design except that it was
cquipped with six ports for affixing further modules or docking spacecraft. In
fact, the somewhat ugly structure took ten years to complete. And by that time
one of the docks had been modified to take NASA’s Space Shuttle.

In 1995 the Americans began arriving on their Space Shuttle, and US money
was pumped into keeping it flying. Even so it’s hard to eradicate Cold War
attitudes entirely. Most American commentators, for instance, say the rescarch
that was undertaken on Mir was ‘not up to the Western standard’, according to
a report in the British wecekly, New Scientist. The Europeans have been much
more gracious. One particularly important picce of rescarch showed that plants
could grow normally in space, to provide a future food supply.

Even in its death throes, the likelihood of a successtul splashdown for Mir
was not always presented objectively. It was only by visiting the NASA website,
for instance, that I became aware of the fact that the Russians had performed
the same manocuvre at least 85 times before—putting 80 spacecraft and five
smaller space stations into the same arca of the Pacific—with only onc notable
failure which ended up in the Chilean Andes. Admittedly, handling Mir was a
lot more difficult, but the Russian experience and track record in these matters
was far supcrior to anyone else.

Mir was a huge success. As an undeniable illustration of what Russian
science could do, it became a source of huge national pride when its country
nceded it most. And, ironically enough, it even lived up to its name. As a bridge
between the Soviet Union and modern Russia, between competition and
co-operation in space, between cosmonauts and astronauts, it could hardly have
been dubbed more aptly. Mir. Peace.

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer.
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German ‘30s and '40s: of the necessity to create “one
people, ...without admixture of races” (to use
Deakin’s words) ...’

How can we unambiguously celebrate federation,
Kalantzis asks, when unity of race was the strongest
motive for union and the early Commonwealth was
protecting the industry, trade and wages of white men?
We do have some things to celebrate, she says: our
escape from this world with the abandonment of
White Australia, the end of legal discrimination
against Aborigines, our success with the migration
program, and the creation of a multicultural Australia.

Not only is our past
racist and masculinist,
Kalantzis argues, but there
is also not much that is
our constitution-making.
e’s approval at referendum
ptance of the constitution.
:d, so 50 per cent involve-
can get. Voting was not
p with only 11 per cent of
ng on the document. What
, Kalantzis asks. I am sure
ve seen low figures but hers

cre suvres wasens wnny oo ool before.

What these calculations hide is the acceptance,
in the Australian colonies of the 1890s, of the amazing
democratic principle that citizens should be directly
involved in constitution-making. Where women were
accepted as citizens—in South Australia and Western
Australia—they were in fact included.

This Kalantzis manocuvre reminds me of what
I am always encountering in my work on civics in
schools. We want to introduce the students to demo-
cratic Athens, where citizens voted directly on all laws
and were chosen by lot to hold office. We commission
writers to preparc lessons on this subject. Invariably,
the first thing they want children to know about
democratic Athens is that women and slaves were
excluded from citizenship. By applying this test of
inclusiveness, of course, all the past looks the same
and children are encouraged to believe that western
civilisation was of no account until the passage of the
Equal Opportunity Act.

What we hide in this view of our history is that
men have frequently proclaimed principles more
ample than their intercsts required and those
principles have then been used against them by other
men—and by women. And that underncath the hier-
archies and exclusions, equality has been the great
sleeper in the Western tradition:

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond
nor free, there is neither male nor female; for ye are
all one in Christ Jesus.

Kalantzis is right about the racism of our found-
ing fathers and the centrality of the White Australia
ideal, even though she is wrong to claim it as the chief
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spur to f¢ ration. The ideal was not wholly racial;
this was racism certai y, but social democratic
racism. The uphc  2rs+ White Australia wanted a
racially pure society and of course for them white-
ness was best; they also wanted a society where all
could meet as equals and which accepted the dignity
of labour and paid high wages. Coloured labour in their
view was a lesser, degraded form, one that led to
exploitation and harsh social division. They had an
exan le of such a socicty before them in the Queens-
land canefields where white men did not labour; they
supervised the indentured labourers from
the Pacific Islands, the kanakas.

s, THE RACIsM of these founders was crude and
uncompromising  1itiseasy to condemn them out
of their own mouths. Consider, for example, one of the
famous racist manifestos from the Bulletin, the radical
nationalist republican weekly, in its glory days of the
1880s. But as you read, watch for the social democracy:

B+ ¢ term Australian we mean not those who have
been merely born in Australia. All white men who
come to these sh s—with a clean record—and who
leave behind them the memory of the class distine-
tions and the religious ¢ :rences of the old world ...
are Australians. No nigger, no Chinaman, no lascar,
no kanaka, no purveyor of cheap coloured labour 1s
an Australian.

So it’s to be a socicety without class and religious
divisions; 1osc are to be left behind in Europe. The
people named as ineligible to be Australians arc those
who have been used as cheap labour in Australia: ‘the
nigger, the Chinaman, the lascar, the kanaka’; and,
no matter what his race, the supplicer of such labour
is not to be Au alian—'no purveyor of cheap
coloured labour is an Australian’.

The concern for the dignity of labour and its
proper reward was expressed by the most distinctive
institution of the carly Commonwealth, the Arbit-
ration Court. Sup  rted bv all parties, the court was
set up to solve industri  disputes peaccfully, with-
out the need for strikes. Under Justice Higgins, the
Court in 1907 established a basic wage calculated on
the needs of anav  1ge employee living in a civilised
community with a wife and three children to support.

This used to be a celebrated moment in Austral-
ian history. But Kalantzis is now only the last in a
long line of feminist historians who for 30 years have
been reading the basic wage as a gendered settlement.
They say its cffect was to define women as subordinate
and confine them to the home. But Justice Higgins
was not the inventor of women’s subordination nor
of their role as h¢  emakers. The position the basic
wage judgment accorded to women is in fact quite
unsurprising. Wh  1s truly surprising is its central
principle: that wages should not be set by the market,
not by the ability of the employer to pay, but by the
needs of the worker.



In recent years, thc economic rationalists have
been attacking the Arbitration Court. The frontal
attack has come from big business, organised as the
H.R. Nicholls Socicty. But feminist historians have
been their outriders, softening up progressive opinion
by depicting Justice Higgins as a malc villain. They
sce little reason to honour this part of Australia’s past.

Two parts of me will not let me ditch old
Australia. First,  am an historian and I know that the
new beginning of the 1960s and 1970s is not a
complete break from the past. The success of multi-
cultural Australia can only be understood by reference
to the characteristics of old egalitarian Australia, the
world of mateship and the basic wage. Imagine the
fate of millions of migrants going to a country which
cared a lot about who your parents were, or your
schooling, or how you spoke, or whether you had read
the right books, or whether you gave people their right
titles. Australia was the opposite of all this. Because
it was easy-going, informal and egalitarian, it was
morc welcoming to migrants and wanted them to have
‘a fair go’.

We can connect the ideals of white Australia and
the basic wage very directly to the success of migrants
in Australia. The unions were opposcd to the
migration scheme. They objected to coloured
immigration most strongly, but they opposed all
assisted migration schemes, fcaring them as a device
to lower wages. They were afraid such schemes would
bring in British paupers or European peasants who
would accept low wages and not have the gumption
to insist on better. The Labor government that
introduced the migration program after the war had
to promise the unions that migrants would be paid
award wages. :

So migrants did not start work for low wages in
sweat shops; they did not become an underclass,
which was the fantasy of left-wing sociologists. The
[talian pcasant, within 48 hours of leaving the boat,
was working at Holden at award wages and was, by
compulsion, a member of the Vehicle Builders Union.
Australia: it’s an odd place when you look at it. And
yet the migration scheme is, in some quarters, still
renderced as a tale of oppression—the huts at the

Bonegilla migrant centre were cold in winter
and there were no social workers.

IHE OTHER PART OF ME that wants to hold on to old
Australia is me as citizen. With the disappearance of
socialism, all we have to put against the forces of
global capitalism in this place is our egalitarian
national tradition. Our democratic manners, which
I value highly, can still be nourished by the songs and
storics of Lawson and Paterson and the deeds of those
disrespectful diggers.

Let me be clearer about the position held by Mary
Kalantzis. She 1s one of the school that is opposed to
nationalism. They are not looking for the birth of a
ncw nation in the 1960s and 1970s, but the begin-

nings of nationalism’s demise. To them the defining
of a nation is always limiting and oppressive. They
hail Australia’s ncw diversity and do not want
nationalism to be the force that holds it together.
Rather, they argue, we should be held together by civic
values merely: parliamentary democracy, the rule of
law, respect for diversity. We should not be afraid of
differences or search for some unifying force; we
simply become skilled at negotiating our differences.
Their aim is community without nation.

Imagine an anti-nationalist anthem (not, I has-
ten to say, written by nationalism’s opponcnts—they
would hate anthems).

Australians all, let us rejoice,
Diversity’s our name;

We're set apart by race and class,
And gender does the same.

Our land abounds in differences
Which we’ll negotiate;

In hist’ry’s page, let ev'ry stage
Dissolve the Australian state.

In joyful strains then let us sing
Dissolve the Australian state.

It makes the official anthem sound good.

The puzzling thing about the anti-nationalist
position is that its proponents declare that national-
ism is already dead. In 1988 Stephen Castles, Bill
Cope, Mary Kalantzis and Michael Morrissey pro-
duced a book predicated on its demise (Mistaken
Identity: Multiculturalism and the Demise of Nation-
alism in Australia, Pluto Press, Sydney). I think the
death notice was a little premature. For all our diver-
sity, nationalism is still a very powerful force, as the
Olympics and the East Timor expedition in different
ways demonstrated.

Nationalisms come in different varietics. One of
the books prompted by the anniversary of federation
decals with this issue and deserves more attention. It
was written by the Monash sociologist, Bob Birrell,
at first with the title A Nation of Our Own, and
reissued on 1 January this ycar as Federation: The
Secret Story. He classifies nationalisms and rates Aus-
tralian nationalism as middling on the social demo-
cratic scalc—not as strong as Sweden, but much
strongcer than the United States, which scarcely scores.
He thinks nationalism continucs to give a sense of
community, and that social democrats in Australia
should not pour scorn on the national achiecvements
of the federation period. I take my stand with him.
And so I say the nation began on 1 January 1901 and
thereabouts.

John Hirst is Reader in History at La Trobe Univer-
sity and author of The Sentimental Nation: The
Making of the Australian Commonwealth (OUP).
The above is an edited version of the first Eureka
Street Monday talk given at Newman College,
26 March 2001.
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Chequered history

- rTwreN THE Glossary and Our Prayers
at the rear of the new Melbourne
Archdiocesan Ycear 7 Religious Education
textisa “Timeline from Abraham to Christ’.
It begins with the 'End of the Sccond Iee
Age' ¢13,000BCE and ends cight pages later
with the “Year of JTubilee to celebrate 20
centuries of Christianity’.

Twenty-three significant cvents are
listed post World War 11, including the
definition of the Dogma of the Assumption
in 1950, the founding of the Missionarics of
Charity by Mother Teresa, the Sccond
Vatican Council, the ‘promulgation’ of the
Catechism of the Catholic Church and (the
only encyclical mentioned) Pope John Paul
s “Veritatis Splendor (on morality).

The United Nations docs not rate a
mention, nor, apart from India, Pakistan
and Isracl, do the accumulation of demo-
cratic states that was truly a 20th-century
achicvement. Butthereare 11 entries related
to Communism, including the 1954
‘Communist takcover of North Victnam.
Vietnam divided into North and South’, the
1957 'Vict Cong [{Communist guerrillas)
begin raid on South Vietnam’, the 1962-65
‘Beginning of US military involvement in
Victnam’, and the 1975 ‘Both North and
South Viemam now Communist’. Scarch
the text proper and che only reference to
Vietnam is to the I8th-century martyrs
canonised by the present Pope; the dates
just sit at the back like a bell tolling. It may
be that the teachers’ guide makes explicit
the connection between the truths of the
faith and what went on at Dien Bien Phu.
I don’t know. But Bruce Duncan’s book,
Crusade or Conspiracy?, surely docs.

Crusade or Conspiracy? narrates the
cvolution of a Catholic response to social
concerns of the 1930s into an organised
struggle against Communism and, finally,
into an expanded political vision which
provoked the 1954 split in the Australian
Labor Party. It charts the accompanying
and continuing division both within the
Australian Catholic hicrarchy and among
the clergy and laity.
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Bruce Duncan is clear that, despite later
denials, B.A. Santamaria ultimately aimed
to excrcise a dominant influence in the
Australian Labor Party, by ‘getting the
numbers’, so that it would adopt Move-
ment policies which encapsulated his Chris-
tian social vision. Further, he aimed to
achicve influence at the behest of religious
authoritics.

This important book has been written
out of copious rescarch, much of it in
archives not previously available, including
church archives in Australia and Rome. A
fund of reference and quotation, person and
moment, it inchesits way from the late '30s
to the ’60s. There are times when reading it
seems like a visit toamuch-too-distant and
alien past. However, the 2001 Year 7 text
calls us to its ever-so-present meaning,.

The most graphic contribution Crusade
or Conspiracy! makes to the historiography
of ‘the Split’ is its documentation of the
disagrcements among the Australian
bishops as to the proper role of Mr
Santamaria and ‘his’ Movement, their final
referral of their difficulties to the Vatican,
and the Roman responsc in 1957 which
obliged the bishops in 1958 to sever the
church’s conncctions with the Movement.
Bruce Duncan details the national Move-
ment’s emergence from the Melbourne
Freedom Movement of 1943 and the ser-
pentine changes both in its structural
rclationship with the church and its
ambitions.

Maost Australian Catholics would have
had no inkling of the seriousness of the
accompanying disagreements among their
bishops—which began as carly as 1945 and
continuced long after the dircctions from
Rome—and few would have been aware of
the nub of the arguments. Neither would
most Catholics have understood the extent
of the bishops’ involvement in the Move-
ment, which continued cven some years
after the fracture in the ALP. They would
not have known of the bishops’ committece
which had supervised the Movement or the
extent of funding provided to the Move-

MAY 2001

ment by the church. Until his death Arch-
bishc  Mannix had the Mcelbourne Arch-
diocese provide £6000 per year to the
Movement’s reincarnacion, the National
Civic Council. Evenin 1967 Mr Santamaria
could proposc to Bishop Stewart and the
Victorian bishops {in a letter held in the
Bendigo Diocesan Archives) that for six
years 10percentof the expected $1,800,000
from new per capita grants to Catholic
schools be redirected to the NCC. The
bishops did not agree.

C linal Gilroy’s final frank remarks to
Rome about both Mr Santamaria and Arch-
bishop Mannix make extraordinary reading:
‘sadly it must be admitted that Mr
Santamaria and his associates have
succeeded in dividing the Church, even the
Bishe more cffectively than Commu-
nists could cver have hoped to do’. Bruce
Duncan notes that ‘reflecting in 1966, he
Santamaria| thought Mannix did not
understand the situation in the Vatican,
and lacked good contacts’, hence the
Vatic  sroutingof the Mannix/Santamaria

alliance. It must have been an
instructive experience for him.

OR ME, THOUGH, Crusade or Conspiracy?
is most sign  cant for its placement of the
Movement sagain the context both of broad
social movements in the aftermath of the
1930 Depression and the cvolution of
Cath ¢ social ideas in that period. The
Campion Socicty of young people in Mel-
bourne, which included B.A. Santamaria,
were drawn to Catholic social ideas as part
of a morc widespread impulsce to criticise
capitalism and to explore other models of
social organisation. We are hearing echoes
of sc ¢ of their critique now, in the
criticism of banks and in the revival of
interest in Distributist notions of ordinary
people having control over theirown means
of production.

Campion Society members were
influenced strongly by Hilaire Belloe, G.K.
Chesterton and Christopher Dawson, who
put the impoverishment of the working









harbour! Perhaps this is an cspecially
pressing question for an exiled writer.

This poem shows a number of charac-
teristic features of Tsaloumas’ poetry. He is
attracted to those ancient forms, the mono-
loguc and the dialogue, to delineating a sense
of placce that is both ancient and modern, and
to creating a voice that is attached to both
the archaic and archetypal as well as the
demotic and quotidian. But such characteris-
tics shouldn’t blind us to Tsaloumas’ diver-
sity. His poems range in tone perhaps more
than is initially apparent, and Portrait of a
Dog(1993)shows his dcep interest in satire.

And as much as that interest could be
shown to have Greek precedents (including
the now-abandoned belief that the word
‘satire’ came from ‘satyr’), it is here that we
can begin to see the Australian Tsaloumas.
It is no doubt tempting to see Tsaloumas’
description of himsclf as an ‘Australian
Greek writer’ as definitive. But the second
adjective secems so0 much more important
than the first. Given that the status of
‘multicultural’ writing generates less
anxiety now than a decade ago, it might be
time to reverse the order of the adjectives
and consider the effect, cspecially since
most local critics and general readers
would have only a passing or non-cxistent
acquaintance with modern Greek poetry.
{(How many of us have read beyond Cavafy
and Seferis?). In any case, Tsaloumas’ own
cfforts demonstrate a two-way poetic
cconomy: he haseditedabilingual (English/
Greek)edition of modern Australian poctry,
and since Falcon Drinking (1988} he has
written poetry in English.

At first glanee this does not seem to
have had ahuge effect on his writing. Despite
the variety of concerns, Tsaloumas’ non-
satirical poctry docs tend towards same-
ness. In particular, the abstraction can
become wearying. The interest in satire
and politics, however, indicates a broader
interest in power. Perhaps the negativity of
somc of the poctry reflects poctry’s ineffec-
tuality against political and economic
power. This can be scen in the striking
‘Towards a Metamorphosis’ (metamor-
phosis, of course, being stock feature of
myth): “The Lords of Markets, soft with
oozing fat/ now strut abroad solicitous to
lead// into the splendours of the nascent
century/ our diminished years’.

So what of the Australian Tsaloumas?
Certainly we can sec a change in his lexis
{as the Greeks called it). But his satirical
poems in Portrait of a Dog are part of a
strange fashion in Australian poctry for
Roman models, scen in poets as diverse as

David Malouf, Peter Rose, John Tranter,
Geoffrey Lehmann and Hugh Tolhurst.
These satirical portraits (often of the literary
scenc) illustrate a very Australian anti-
authoritarian stance, present in Tsaloumas
almost everywhere, whatever the tone.

In addition, Melbourne, and Australian
myth, are present in numerous poems, often
in counterpoint to a lost Greeee. The new
poems, collected under the title ‘Exile’,
show just how cqually poised the two
terms—Australian, Greck—are. If anything,
these new poems have an cven greater
clegiac weieht {many are poems for the
poet’s late  -other). But they also show a
greater tendency to the austerities of old
age (Tsaloumas turns 80 this year) through
immaculately executed lyrics.

In these late poems the sense of
doubleness has become more than amatter

of hiography. Duality is the most common
motif ascribed to ethnic minority litcra-
ture, but in Tsaloumas’ case it has become
a poetic. His work sccks to praise, but does
so from the realms of the negative; it seeks
the demotic speech of the contemporary
but places it in a strangely timeless world;
it is often luminous in its imagery, while
remaining dark in mcaning. Australia itself
is often a source of such duality, not simply
an accidental site where it can be experi-
enced. ‘The Gift’ ends: ‘In the wastes of my
continent/ one travelson, no longer thirsty,/
seeking the luminous beauty of the mirave/
that carries no despair’.

David McCooey lectures at Deakin Univer-
sity and is the author of the ‘Contemporary
Poetry’ chapter in The Cambridge Com-
panion to Australian Literature.
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Short

HEN DoN DE Litto published Under-
world three years ago it looked like the
culinination of a carcer and the substan-
tiation of a reputation that was already as
high as any. He was already the author of
White Noise, with its hilarity and cavern-
ous sadness, of Libra, which made labyrinths
of paranoia scem like the codes of realism
itself when it came to the Kennedy assas-
sination, and of works like Mao 11, in which
artists and people of violence become
enmeshed like so many metaphors of each
other.

De Lillo is by common consent the
reigning American master who has not yet
disappeared into the kind of afterlife that
comes from being associated with a bygone
moment or generation. He is the great artist
of a moment that might be thought to start
in literary terms with Pynchon, a moment
when the distinction between the popular
and the highbrow gets iffy and when a
realistic and supple manner is capable of
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allowingin all manncr of trashiness as well
as stylistic highjinks. This summons up
the spectre of postmodernism. De Lillo
belongs to that strand of more or less inno-
vative and caper-cutting fiction which docs
not overwhelm the mind in a stasis of
persiflage (as Pynchon does following Joyce)
or pop art routines {as Pynchon does with
some grandeur, doing his’60s thing). Instead,
De Lillo’s postmodernism is freewheeling,
narrative-friendly and conformable to any
level of realism or departure from realism
that doesn’t destroy the probability stakes.
He has written about rock stars and foothall
players and things from outer space. He has
written spy storics in which the enigma of
what is going on looks like the validation of
persecution mania, but he has always done
so in an elegant streamlined prose, admit-
ting of poetry but not allowing it to sprawl
and displace the cconomy of narrative scale.

Underworld, of course, not only looked
like amasterpiece, it looked like the kind of
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book ar¢ more threatened by new media
than others. ButI worry too that immersion
in new media will also disincline us or
render us unable to read those others.

In the enthusiasm to ensure that avid
reading is not regarded by powerful forces
{be they parents, governments, advertiscrs,
or information technologists) as a waste of
time, we have promoted, quite properly,
the notion of ‘active readers’. Modem
theorists sce reading as a creative act, the
assertion being that a text does not exist
without readers, and is in some real way
a different text to cach of its readers.
(I hope no-one still sces this as a startling
insight.)

These asscrtions have their uses, but
they are partial truths. We ought not to
forget thatitisalsotruce that, in a traditional
context, reading is arather passive activity,
that the writer imparts and the rcader
reecives. Manguel tells us that ‘a book
becomes a different book every time we
read it’ (p10), and rounds out the book with
the same thought: ‘cvery text is, in a very
essential sense, “interactive”, changing
according to a particular rcader at a
particular hour and in a particular place.’
Well, yes. But it also remains the same
book, in the ‘very cessential” and perhaps
more verifiable sense that the same marks
arc on the pages, whenever, wherever and
by whomever it is opened. And this is,
I think, just as truc and profound an obser-
vation about the nature of reading,.

As Sven Birkerts arguces, the authority
of the writer is part of the point (and the
pleasure] of reading. I have been reading
Alberto Mangucl tofind out what he thinks.
This does not mean (as the passive model
might be caricatured) that [ read 1n order to
have my otherwise empty mind filled up
with sccond-hand thoughts. I read in order
to understand. Reading makes me think,
and want to talk [and write). But the peck
into the mind and processes of somceone
¢clse, perceiving theirotherness, must come
first. Wasn't it the celebrity model, Elle
Macpherson, who said that she didn’t read
books because she didn’t want to read any-
thing she hadn’t written? {The increasing
number of undergraduates studying
Creative Writing at the expensc of Litera-
turc presumably agree.) I sce the growing
disinclination towards this sort of inquisi-
tive reading, and the attempt to remake
reading solely on the active-reader model,
as instances of a dangerous kind of solip-
sism. Or perhaps reading only suits people
who arc sure of their identity, and thesce
days, fcw of us arc.

Reading, books and particular writers
are onc of the main themes of the book; the
other is sex. [Manguel has edited antholo-
gies of crotic and homoerotic fiction.) The
trope that links the two themes is an analogy
between sex and reading, on the basis of
their both being pleasurable. Itis an analogy
calculated to make reading scem appealing
to pcople who have never got the hang of it,
or to make readers feel as if they are doing
something groovy and subversive. But
really, who needs it? The cartoon character
Dania’s non-intellectual sister Quinn once
observed, “the only thing more boring than
reading is watching somcone clse read’.
The pleasure of reading mustremain aclosed
book to non-rcaders. Howcever artfully it
mightbeclaborated, the recading/scx analogy
doesn’t make much sense. Eating porridge
is also pleasurable, but it’s not like cither
reading or sex.

The essay called “The Gates of Pleasure’
(written tointroduce an anthology of ‘erotic
short fiction’} could have been written as a
parodic illustration of the moralistic cliché
that the legitimisation of any unconven-
tional scxuality is the ‘thin ¢nd of the
wedge’. Manguel makes a very strong casce.
People can, apparently, have crotic feelings
about {and rclationships with) just about
anything;: bears, vegetables, children, mon-
keys; and what’s wrong with that, he asks,
poker-faced. It seems odd to me that he
would not realise how perverse this would
sound to most people.

‘The croticactisa solitary act,” Manguel
asserts (like reading, is the suggestion). Well,
some crotic acts are solitary, but to see cros
asincssence solitary seems tome toindicate
self-absession, and of a very narrow kind.
Yet Mangucl, in sctting up the body as its
own or the sole authority, does not supposc
his viewpoint controversial. I cannot feel
he is in good faith. The body’s desires are
undifferentiated, its pleasures indiscrimi-
nate, he suggests. It’s as if he fears that the
exercise of any sort of discrimination
threatens toopen the floodgates of prejudice,
censorship, repression, persccution.,

There is pre-judice, certainly, but there
1s also ‘judice’—judgment; and to exercisc
judgment and {fair and intelligent) discrimi-
nation is, I suggest, a more uniquely defin-
ing human trait than the indiscriminate
scarch for bodily pleasurec.

But Manguclis not all that interested in
humanity. He doubts the existence of other
people, and our ability to have meaningful
relationships with them; he is doubtful
about the ability of language to convey
anything apart from pleasurable illusions
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of meaning. Most of us have not yet risen

to this stage of enlightenment, and will

continue, T hope for some time yet, to

strive for mcaning and relationship

through eros, reading, cataloguing,
politics, worship, and myriad other
human activitics.

N TWO £SSAYS ON muscums and librarics,
Mangucl frequently rejects as totalising or
patriarchal the impulse to give labels to
collections. In assembling their own col-
leetions, cssayists often feel the need to
imposc a theme on their disparate
materials. It is odd, given his comments,
that Manguel should also do so—making
over-use of the Alice in Wonderland tigures
and parables.

His essays arc all made of the same
materials: quotes from the same texts, the
same rhetorical strategics, the same
imposed doubts and ambiguities. The same
old tired postmodern orthodoxies. He
doesn’t argue any of these things; they are
just there. All identitices are ‘constructed’;
allreading is ‘subversive’; there is no mean-
ing, only interpretation; traditional religion
banned cros; desire 1s the only knowable,
unlimited, irresistible good. ‘We know’, he
writes, ‘that the world has no meaningful
beginning or understandable end, no dis-
cernible purpose, nomethod inits madness.”
Well, now. This B.S. {Big Statement] is not
argucd, merely asscrted as a by-the-way in
an cssay on order in muscums. The silly
thing is that the human impulse to order
and catalogue could as casily be (as Mangucl
takes it) a response to cosmic disorder, as a
reflection of cosmic order. These mantras
don’t shock me anymore, they mercely
annoy. And never before have they looked
so frankly self-scrving.

I think that Mangucl has been stretched
beyond his skills by the ‘history of read-
ing’ idca. It’s required him continually to
have big things to say. When he gets away
from the meditative thematie picees, and
writes about favourite writers—Borges,
Chesterton, Cynthia Ozick, Vargas Llosa,
Richard Outram—hec gives insightful and
stimulating readings.

[ hope that there’s no need to say that
Into the Looking-Glass Wood is a good
read. Despite reading for meaning, [ don't
insist that all writers agree with me.
Manguel illustrates a number of states of
mind worth comingto grips with. ButI don’t
find him persuasive.

Paul Tankard tcaches English at Monash
University.
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Another important character is the hee-
toring Recruiting Officer {the affirmative
baritone Phillip Joughin] who could be Billy
Hughes as he declaims such vacuous
rhetoric as, ‘Revenge the wounded; replen-
ish the dead’ and ‘“The war cannot be won
on points; it must be a knockout blow’
and—most chillingly—'Must England give
all her men? Must our Mother fight alone?’
In fact, the opera interweaves three con-
flicting and abrading maternal images—
‘Mother’ England {perfidious or supportive,
according to your perspective or prejudice),
Les’ loyally sufferingmother, and the Virgin
Mary—to give an cxtra hardness to the
kernel concerns of the picce. The two
women there soprano Jane Parkin and mezzo
Marit Schl) have to double as boxers, Les’
mother, his fiancée, spivs, a tent-show boss:
their versatility was a characteristic of the
wholce venture (and this is, itsclf, an

admirable aspect of the give-it-
a-go Australian personal.

ARCELLINO'S score is constantly
inventive, with a witty and effective choice
of musical participants. Darcy, apparently,
played the violin, and one of his opponents
is said to have been a cellist, so including
thosc twoinstruments was mandatory (they
cven had a little encounter on the boxing-
ring stage!). So was a percussion array, not
only because modern music is unimaginable
without percussion, but also to echo the
bells of the boxing ring and the thwack of
military drums. The composer uses an
abundance of ostinati {which propel and
intensify the action), florid cpisodes for
violin {a match for the hyperbole of the era,
I assume} and much material that sounds
like Celtic dance music. The vocal writing
operates on scveral levels—for characteri-
sation, plot developmentand philosophical
underpinning. There are softly chanted
episodes from the Rosary, for instance, and
background cnsemble singing of matcrial
worked from hymns, notably ‘Adoro te
devote’ in an affecting scene where Les’
motherhasabceautiful solobeginning, ‘Wear
me like a bruise upon your heare’

At moments when he wants the effect
to be particularly blunt, Marccllino con-
trasts this plcomorphic melody with plain
speech, especially when the Boxing Pro-
motcr baldly declares that Les—Dbecause of
his lack of patriotism—would never again
tight in Sydney, or callously announces his
death in Memphis. (The Boxing Promoter’s
character seems to be an amalgam of H.D.
MclIntosh and ‘Snowy’ Baker, the ‘Mr Bigs’
of Sydney boxing, and Darcy’s shonky

‘manager’ E.T. O’Sullivan.) Speech is also
cmployed in one late scence for a highly
poetic purposc—the only time that we hear
from Les himself.

Taking their cue from the story that
Darcy had dancing lessons to c¢nhance his
boxing, Marccllino and Jarman have
imaginatively made this character a silent
dancer (Michael O’Donoghuc): thereisalot
of elegant and stylised pugilism, therefore,
which is dramatically cngaging. The effect
is, paradoxically, heightened in the late
scene in America when, speaking at last, he
rcads a few of his postcards to friends—we
suddenly have a glimpsc of a poctic Darcy,
another aspect no doubt of the persecuted
Australian Celtic dreamer who [authenti-
cally, Iunderstand) wrote, ‘No doubt about
these New York sky-scrapers. A couple of
times a year they have to let them down.
The moon gets caught in them.’

In the very next {and last) scene, The
Epilogue, the Angel gives Les another, post-
humous voice: ‘From the edge of the grave,
Les says to me, “I burn; I blaze. Tam sleep-
less nights; T am dancer; T am fighter in
drecams”.” From that point the voices fall
silent; here is no grand dramatic nor
instrumental peroration—the temptation
to mimic what the Australian Dictionary
of Biography called ‘immense funeral pro-
cessions in San Francisco and Sydney’ is
resisted. © ere 1s simply a florid drum
cadenza, an artistic riposte to the brutish
recruiter’s drumbeats we had heard earlier.

Those drumbeats have cchoed down the
Australian generations, but not every drum
has persistent resonance for our tribe. The
artistic success of Les Darev {in my estima-
tion, at least] raises the question of whatare
enduringly apt themes for our operatic com-
posers. Onc answer might be that anything
is relevant, so long as it is well handled.
[ wonder, though, whether by now we have
outgrown—or lost contact with—19th-
century bush plots, such as those that
Dorothy Porter and Jonathan Mills devised
for their short opera, The Ghost Wife, and
whether the recherché last days in London
of Sigmund Freud are of any importance to
us? Certainly not, Iwould argue, as Margaret
Morgan and Andrew Ford treated them in
Night and Dreams. Melbournc and Adelaide
Festival audiences saw both of those works
{respectivelylin 2000 and will have come to
their own conclusions; Sydney saw them
only at this ycar’s Festival.

Porter’s libretto—of a badly-treated,
loncly wife who is ravished and murdered
by a passing swagman, and the transfor-
mation of her brutish husband when he
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discovers the tragedy—was curiously
uninvolving for me. The issuc is, as [ have
implicd, that we are no longer conncected to
that past culture—at least city aesthetes
are not. Mills’ instrumental music is
imaginative, notably in the way he integrates
the noisy destruction of the woman’s slab
hut into the musical texture, but he scems
to lack the capacity to devise vocal lines
which build and develop his drama.

Ford's opcra, a rather tepid mix of
Schubertian pastiche with scraps of other
‘atmosphere’ material and old Freudian odds
and ends, scemed to have scant substance;
given the state of Gerald English’s voice as
I heard it, that was probably just as well—
serious technical demands would have been
problematical. For such writing and per-
formance, solipsistic is perhaps the word.
Of course, all art must involve themes and
processes which are important to the
creators but it must go significantly heyond
that limit and rcach an audicnce—to
provoke thought, to thrill, to stimulate
cmotions. That was the lacuna with Mills
and Ford’s work, the aspect where
Marcellino succeeded.

The essential difference, then, is that
[ would be happy to experience The Flight
of Les Darey for a second time. I would be
the better for it and would understand mv
own culture more deeply as a result.

John Carmody is concert and opera critic

for the Sydney Sun-Herald and is in the
Faculty of Medicine, University of NSW.
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Y PHONE ENABLES ME, for quite a small sum, to keep up
w1th loved onces overseas. It is one of the undeniable benefits of
modern life. But the downsides are all around. ‘It’s surreal,” said
one loved ong, in the middle of the foot-and-mouth disaster,
and after giving mc a run-down on the farcical statc of British
railways post-privatisation. ‘You go into Tesco's and the meat
is all rotting unsold. They can’t give it away. Everyone’s eating
beans or fish, and that’s a worry with all the over-fishing. And
anyway, since the BSE thing only the poor cat T-bones.’

Yes. You know about the foot-and-mouth catastrophe: it’s
on the news all the time, but without much analysis to make
sense of it. So you turn from the news film of burning carcasses
to cable, another postmodern benefit, if you've nothing better
to do than watch TV. Cable can be a trap if you're supposed to
be commenting on the state of things in the networks and their
masters’ empires. Of course the media emperors own cable as
well as the networks and all the newspapers and most of the
magazines, but cable is their garage sale, so you can find inter-
esting things if archaeology-of-sorts is your thing. You could
switch on Foxtel or Optus and end up thinking that it’s all CNN,
BBC, stunning wildlifc documentarics and reruns of The
Antiques Roadshow and Monty Python. But it’s not. The cease-
less flow of information coming through the news channels
might make you feel very informed, but you aren’t. Investigative
reporting is now a man in a burnous offering one a dynamic
business opportunity that turns out in fact to be his opportunity
to tape onc’s undefended remarks about one’s in-laws.

The moguls set their minions on to the celebrities that
they have a beef against, making everyone feel that goodness
me, nothing is sacred now since Tom/Russell/Prince Charles
has had his dustbin/mobile phone/loo bugged and the results
sprayed all over the media. The moguls can’t lose because
1: they sell papers/get ratings and 2: defamation laws could get
tightened up because of public disgust. This latter doesn’t worry
them because 1: a huge loss in the courts is a fleabite to them
and can even be a tax write-off and 2: they themsclves have
their multifarious skulduggeries protected by the law against
small independent publishers, ordinary people and reporters
who can’t afford even to undertake a major court case, let alone
lose it, and certainly can’t claim such costs against their tax.
Keeping your house isn’t a business expense, you see.

So thank God for the Sydney Morning Herald’s Margo King-
ston and her Web Diary, for Stephen Mayne and his
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crikey.com.au and for all the real reporters who really report
really important things. In March, Kingston published the
research of Tim Dunlop into the deregulation of the dairy
industry and titled it ‘Pull the udder one’. Trecommend it highly
as a good and ublic-spirit  dig. And before your eyes glaze
over and you zone out, mu  ring things about dairy industry
dereg and paint drying, let me assurc you of a riveting read.
Phillip Adam  rought up the subject on ABC Re o National’s
Late Night Live and it was fascinating listening,.

Here’s a sample of Dunlop’s writing on Web Diary: ‘... it
shows how ideology can simply overcome common sense in
that, even if deregulation worked exactly as they say it should,
the net benefit to consumers is so bloody small that you have
to wonder what the point is. I show in the article that cven if it
reduced the price + milk to ZERO, on average we would be

only $3.20 a weck better off. And this against the loss
of 4000 dairy farms and $2 billion out of communities.’

Hs ANALYSIS IS COMPELLING, particularly when you consider
that what the TV news and the papers have been showing
recently is the foot-and-mouth tragedy, a catastrophe that is
not about to go away any time soon. And the farming practices
that broadcast this  sease and also brought CJD through meat
and salmonella through eggs are going to be brought to Aus-
tralia under the umbrella of greater operating efficiency so that
huge agricultural corporations can make more money by
employing fewer pcople to look after the anim. . We've had
battery chickens in Australia for a long time, but what the dereg
frenzy in the dairy industry is going to mcan is battery cows.

Whether we're prepared to aceept this depends on how
informed wc are about it.

Before ITheard all this I watched ‘A Conversation with Koko!
on National Geographic. Koko is a female gorilla who has been
taught to communicate in sign language. She is as wise a
creature as anyone you're likely to sce. Koko refuses to mate
until the time and partner and social framework are right, and
the two male gorillas who live with her respect that. [ reckon if
Koko were a farmer she wouldn’t feed cows meat or chickens
their own facces, for sheer grace as well as perhaps the possible
consequences to their health and everyone else’s. Who are the
primitives here? I'm voting Gorilla in the next clection.

Juliette Hughes is a freelance reviewer.
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