











this group was confident enough to believe that they
would do a better job, given the chance. They were
also lucky students, well educated in matters beyond
their own immediate advantage or social gain. [ drove
some of them home and, listening to their intelligent
and open-hearted talk, felt happy to leave the world
to them—if only they would stay broad in their
sympathies and wise in their deliberations.

In Brisbanc in late September, cducation was also
the topic of conversation.

It was school holidays. Hundreds of escapees from
as far away as Perth and Tasmania got together to
talk about learning, tcaching and fair dealing in
education—the bread-and-butter issucs of their
profession. But they also talked about wisdom—the
ancient guiding spirit of sophia.

The occasion was the National Catholic Educa-
tion Commission’s conference, only the fourth since
the Commission was founded in 1974. Its five days

were deepenced rather than shadowed by the events of
Scptember 11. Teachers, like the rest of us, have to
be able to think about more than one thing at a time.
That’s why wisdom was not a wild card—more the
ace in the conference pack.

Education is onc of the few areas where ideals
and aspiration still stand in proper tension with
ambition and self-intcrest. Teachers still think of their
work as a vocation, not just a job—in their quieter
moments at least. And students, encouraged and
lovingly educated, understand when they are moving
towards something richer and more challenging than
the tabulation of facts and the calculation of advan-
tage. Being hopeful and alert docsn’t stop them from
tocusing on jobs, health and the latest rugby result,
or e¢ven on being sent to a war.

We should think hard about giving our children
the chance to grow wise.

Photographs, left, by Bill Thomas. —Morag Fraser
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Local talk

T THE RECENT RoOMAN SyNobp dealing with the
role of bishops, the Jesuit Superior-General, Fr Peter
Hans Kolvenbach, spoke about interreligious dialoguec.
He sces it as a task hardly begun, and as an activity
for the grassroots.

It involves Christians and non-Christians com-
ing to know one another, and so sharing a common
path and common commitments. They may also share
convictions and an experience of God that are at once
common and divergent. He underlined the respon-
sibility of bishops to generate dialogue, and based it
in Jesus’ own practice. Good relationships call for a
love in which violence is foreign.

This speech was not epoch-making—its rhetoric
was understated and its contents appealed to what
had authoritatively been said before. But it was
significant for three reasons.

Much of what is said at synods has to do with
internal church affairs. But Fr Kolvenbach’s words will
be measured against the large background of the
Western cultural response, yet to be settled, to the
New York and Pentagon attacks. If that response is
built on dialogue and a sharing of life, it will mean
that Muslims are recognised by their faces and not by
labels. That kind of recognition is the best antidote
to communal violence and prejudice. The attention
and inattention of the Synod to the large cvents of
the latter half of 2001 and to their human conscquences

will be small building blocks in the shaping of Western
cultural attitudes.

The spcech also addressed guestions that are live
within the Catholic Church. It emphasised the
importance of encouraging dialogue at the local level,
and also expressed confidence in initiatives taken
there. Any synod on the role of bishops in the church
will incvitably have to deal with tension between the
poles of central control and local autonomy. A passion
for centralised control usually reflects and breeds fear
that identity will be lost. This specech was marked by
confidence in the capacity of local churches to engage
with people of other religious traditions, and in the
ability of bishops to encourage them sensibly.

Finally, the specch was confident and practical.
The recent church attention to interreligious dialogue
has generally been preoccupicd with perceived theo-
retical crrors and with the dangers of the enterprise.
As the consequences of the US attacks play out in
relationships between people and cultures, it will
become clear that the Gospel can be commended only
by a conversation between equals based on trust. In a
striking phrase, Fr Kolvenbach grounds this in ‘a love,
humble and often humiliating, which nurtures
dialogue’. To be humiliated without standing on one’s
dignity or marching to war, does demand great lov:

Andrew Hamilton sj is FEureka Street’s publisher.
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HE MATHEMATICS STILL FAVOUR a Labor victory, though time
and bad calculation scem to be working hard against Kim
Beazley. Perhaps, had there been no war against terror, and no
refugece crisis, the strategy calculated two years ago—of making
the Coalition the issuc and holding back on policy detail—might
have succeeded. As it happened, however, Howard had issues
running, while Labor, struggling to shift the focus on to health
and education, was left with ground to catch up.

The numbers are on Beazley's side nonctheless, if only
because Labor (as it did in 1969 before its 1972 election win
and in 1980 before its 1983 clection win) has already cleared
most of the hurdles between it and the seats it must command
in order to form government. If its share of the vote is no greater
than in 1998, it should scrape home. Even if its vote slips—but
in the right places—it could still get home. The Coalition has
many more seats on a razor’s edge than Labor. A uniform swing
of onc per cent would sce Labor with a majority of eight. Three
per cent would give it a majority of 30. By contrast, a uniform
one per cent swing to the Coalition would have Labor losing
only five seats; a two per cent swing, only a further two seats.

Five of the most vulnerable Coalition seats are in Queens-
land, almost all coastal and provincial seats that were show-
ing, only six months ago, some of the strongest alienation from
the Howard government. The two most vulnerable NSW seats,
Richmond on the north coast and Eden-Monaro in the south-
cast corner of the state, have strong similarities. The two Liberal
South Australian seats which would fall with a swing of only
one per cent are more city-oriented, but are in an area which
has little reason to be pleased with the Coalition. Beyond those,
the preponderance of the Coalition seats at risk are provincial
ones. They are in arcas where, in the past, Pauline Hanson’s
One Nation Party was strong; perhaps they are more susceptible
to a Coalition willing to kick refugees in the teeth while rally-
ing to a crusade against Islamic terrorists. But they also repre-
sent alienation, disaffection with the running down of
government scrvices and infrastructure, job insecurity, and
concerns about education and health. It will, in short, be
Beazley’s fault if he cannot hold them.

I cannot claim to be a great predictor of clection results—
though I was right in 1996 and 1998. Six months ago, I thought
there was little that Howard could do to avoid a crushing defeat
and that only Beazley could win it for him. The mere fact that
public opinion shifted quickly demonstrates, of course, how
quickly it can shift again. It has long been my theory that, all
things being cqual, voters tend to swing sharply in both
directions for several months before an clection, but that most
will end up roughly where they were about six months earlier.
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Cry havoc

If this proves to be the case, Labor will be sately home. But this
time, perhaps, not all things are equal.

Electors have more to complain about than the fact that
there is little debate about policy. It has been one of the laziest
campaigns in Australian political history. Rarely have political
leaders been so presidential, and less accessible to voters. On
most days, the lcaders arc effectively in bed by 4pm, having
devoted themselves to two or three carefully scripted appear-
ances at which the thought for the day has been merged with
some images for television. Senior fronthenchers have been
largely sidclined, treated (in some cases reasonably) as liabilities
who threaten to send the campaign ‘off message’.

Itinerarics have been closely guarded secrets and, so far as
real news is concerned, political journalists have found them-
selves better off in Canberra, reading the transcripts and finding
meaning—such as can be found—from elsewhere. It has been
some time since much real news could be found on the
campaign trail, but attendance could be justified because of
access to the spinners and to some sense of the ‘mood’ out there.
There is almost no opportunity for questioning—the doorstops
which pass for it are designed only to produce quotable ‘grabs’
for radio and television; analysis of the policy unveiled is bet-
ter done from a desk than a bus scat. The quotes for the day, of
course, come from non-stop focus groups, polling and almost

minute-by-minute analysis of what is happening in
the key marginal seats.

ONE RESPECT IN WHICH Australia’s politics differs from most
other countries’ is that here we have compulsory voting, with
the efforts of politicians focused primarily on getting electors
to vote their way. In nations where voting is voluntary, as much
effort is devoted to persuading followers to make the effort to
vote at all—a reason why, sometimes, strategies borrowed holus-
bolus from overseas do not sell well in Australia.

With cach party so little deserving of a vote this time
around, one might think that borrowing tactics designed to
attract some enthusiasm, however false, might do democracy a
favour. But even then it would not necessarily be right to say
that Howard, pitching himself as the plucky lcader called on
by circumstance to take Australia through its grave peril, had
the edge on Beazley, the visionary offering to remake a com-
munity whose social and physical infrastructure is in tatters.

Both fabrications are implausible. It’s not yet clear which will
disintegrate first, or which descrves to, but it would be foolish to
think that cither is naturally more capable of being sold.

Jack Waterford is cditor of the Canberra Times.
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Bougainville. As the rebel leader, Francis
Ona, has not supported the peace process,
the failure to act can only feed his conten-
tion that Port Moresby wants to maintain
domination. There is no hope of weapons
being disposed of until the constitutional
amendmentsneeded tosatisfy Bougainville
dissidents are passed. How autonomy can
be expected to affect the cconomics of both
Papua Ncw Guinea and Bougainville is
unclear. Ultimately the question of a sct
time for a refcrendum on secession will he
the sticking point. There is a deep opposi-
tion to it throughout Papua New Guinca,
some of it provided by influential adviscrs
who underestimate its symbolicimportance
in Bougainville.

Downecr’s tract, capably ghosted by a
former South Pacific high commissioner, is
unexceptionable, given its purpose. One
does not expect a comprehensive historical
analysis. However it is disturbing to sce
that 15,000-20,000 is the preferred figure
for the deaths duc to the civil war. Thisis a
Bougainville Revolutionary Army propa-
ganda figure. During a decade of conflict,
deaths occurred that were not just as a
result of civil war. They should not be
included as casualtics. Nearer the mark
would be 5000. Downer, moreover, likes to
say his preferred figure is three times that of
Northernlreland since 1969. This may have
a lurid dramatic impact but, bluntly, there
is no instructive analogy to be drawn
between the civil wars in Northern Ireland
and Bougainville. —James Griffin

IHE VIEW FROA COBURCG

MELB()URNE’S SyDNEY Roab, Coburg, has

been strangely quiet these weeks since the
US terrorist attacks. Tables and chairs out-
side Lebanese bakeries are empty, Halal
butcher shops are deserted and tram stops
are quicter without the bustle of King Khalid
College students morning and afternoon.
Yasser Soliman, President of the Islamic
Council of Victoria, says it is important for
Muslims to keep alow profile ‘for theirown
safety’.

The Council’s website now has links to
a ‘Hate Incident Registry’ and a list of 24
Safety Tips for Women’. Details of ‘hate
incidents’ are forwarded to the Human
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commis-
sion, where a list two to three pages long
has alrcady been compiled. Incidents have
included verbal and physical abuse, spitting,

graffiti, and stones and glass bottles thrown
at cars. In Brishanc a mosque was burned
down.In Sydney Road two schoolgirls werc
ordered off a tram by its driver, who said he
refused to carry terrorists.

The Australian Muslim community is
not new to damage control. In 1989, when
members of the Shia Islamic community
marched to protest against Salman
Rushdic’s The Satanic Verses, TV news
footage showed children wearing ‘Kill
Rushdi¢’ T-shirts and, in an intcrview,
unofficial spokesman Jayed Chaundry
threatencd the lives of bhooksellers. The
mainstrcam Muslim community con-
demned these radical reactions, but this
message was lost in the public outrage and
media sensation that surrounded the
incidents.

During the Gulf War, anti-Muslim scn-
timent turned violent. Attackers sct fire to
an Islamic school in Coburg and a mosque
in Werribee. There were many reports of
physical and verbal abusc. According to
Bilal Cleland, a Muslim historian and mem-
berof the [slamic Council of Victoria, media
stercotyping was a large part of the problem.
Much of the news from the Gulf War was
taken directly from news sources in the US
where, Cleland believes, hatred of Arabs
has become acceptable, like ‘amodern anti-
Scmitism’.

At a media forum organised in 1991 by
the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission, rcpresentatives of the Aus-
tralian Arab and Muslim communities
voiced their concerns to radio, television
and broadshcet news services. Onc of the
misconceptions they tried to dispel con-
cerned the meaning of the word ‘jihad’.
‘Tihad’ mcans struggle, strive or fight. It has
more than 30 refcrences in the Qur’an,
most of which refer to an inner struggle of
faith. Extremist groups usc the translation
‘holy war’ tojustify indiscriminate violence.
But the Qur’an, the representatives argued,
urges peace and justice.

Anti-Muslim and anti-Arab sentiment
in Australia had already been whipped up
this year, prior to September 1 1. There were
reports of a gang rape in Sydney by young
Lebanese menidentifying as ‘Muslim’. Then
the presence of the Afghan refugees on the
MV Tampa provoked some to hostility;
John Howard described them as a threat to
the ‘sovercignty of Australia’. As cvents
then unfoldedin New York, there were two
full days of CNN. I was among the bleary-
cyed and addicted, scarching the reports for
some understanding. There’s no good way
to report on tragedy, fear and gricving. But
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written recently by the English poet and
broadcaster Michael Rosen:

Our Leaders at Work
How shall we defeat The Enemy? We shall
defecat The Enemy by making alliances.
Who shall we make alliances with? With
people in whosc interestsitis tobe cnemics
with The Enemy. How shall we win an
alliance with these people? We shall win
an alliance with thesc people by giving
them monecy and arms. And after that?
They will help us defeat The Enemy. Has
The Enemy got money and arms? Yes. How
did The Enemy get money and arms? He
was once someone in whose interests it
was to be enemics with our enemy. Which
encmy was this? Somceone in whosce inter-
est it had once been to be enemies with an
enemy ...
—]June Factor

MHINT S T TEARN
FRONAN AR GANE S/

T{E IMAGES OF THE United States military
mobilising in the aftermath of the World
Trade Center and Pentagon attacks have a
strange resonance for me. The familiarity
does not have to do with suffering and loss,
nor with a passion for vengeance and angry
retribution. ThisIamrelieved about. Rather,
what resonates is the cold logic of expected
victory through overwhelming numbers and
technological superiority. This is a logic
that for the last ten years has been repeated
in teenage bedrooms and university com-
putcr labs across the country. It is the basic
premisc underlying the genre of computer
strategy games.

The computerstrategy game is adevelop-
ment of war board games where players
recreate historic battles by moving tokens
representing military units around a map.
Computerised, the gamcs have become
staggeringly complex. Players do not just
movce units around in a single campaign,
but must manage an cconomy, conduct
scientific rescarch and engage in long-term
conflicts with computer-controlled rivals.
The contexts of the games vary. The popular
titles, however, tend to be based eitheron a
condensced history of human progress
(Civilisation, Age of Empires)orsci-fistorics
of planctary conquest (the Command and
Conquer series). The object of the games is
the complete mastery of the map through
the defeat of rivals.

High-tech liberties

IN THE US, WHOLE sUBURBS ARE sometimes secluded behind security fences in
‘gated communities’ inhabited by the very rich in an odd voluntary act of
incarceration. This image comes to mind when one observes rich and powerful
nations in the wake of September 11. Affluent democracies are considering
increases in surveillance and sccurity, and reductions in civil liberties. The
purpose is to combat terrorism; the means are mainly technological.

Yet the attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade Center demonstrated
that you can’t just depend on sophisticated technology to provide protection
against determined and ingenious human beings. Not even the military head-
quarters of the world’s most technologically advanced nation was safe. To
achieve their aims the terrorists did not use fighter planes, missiles and electronic
wizardry—just knives, commercial aircraft and meticulous organisation.

Nevertheless, many of the measures governments arc proposing to prevent
such acts in future involve the deployment of increasingly intrusive technology.
The British government, for instance, has proposed compulsory 1D cards. They
could usc a computer-based technology developed at Cambridge University
whereby a digital image of the holder’s iris is stored on the card. The image is
matched with a rapid video scan of the bearer’s cyes. In the UK and America
where the technology has been tested, there have been no mismatches in millions
of trials. Already, to keep tabs on its citizens, Malaysia has introduced similar
‘smart’ ID cards which have the owner’s fingerprints and other biological data
stored on them.

But how would such technology have prevented the actions of the terror-
ists who attacked the US and were clearly prepared to die for their cause? Many
of them were long-term residents of the US, had never provoked suspicion and
presumably had all the right ID. {And even if they did not, enough money will
buy most things in this world.)

A committed terrorist could work around almost any of the other tech-
nological security measures which have been proposed—mobile phone SIM cards
used for ID; Global Positioning System (GPS) chips in mobile phones so that
their carricrs can be tracked to within a few metres; smart closed-circuit TV
systems programmed to identify ‘suspicious’ behaviour; increased wiretapping;
infrared imagers that can ‘see’ through walls; computers which automatically
tag messages so they can be traced. One company in Florida has even proposed
inscrting computer chips into citizens at birth so they can be identified in the
same way as pets.

The British weekly, New Scientist, commented: ‘Wrapped in the flag of
country and outrage, much of what is being called for will only serve to pander
to governments’ insatiable hunger for control.” Focusing too much on tech-
nological methods of control also detracts from solutions that might, like the
terrorism itself, be low-tech and entirely human.

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer.
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to traverse many of the anxieties which arose here in
the first days after the attacks. Now, more than three
weeks later, they are a bit stale; but remain real
questions of concern. When I arrived in NYC, Arab-
Americans were being insulted in the streets while
mosques were threatened and Islam traduced. In the
19th century Catholics copped the same treatment.
Here, civil leaders of all stripes were quick to rebuke
any evidences of racism or bigotry. So that potential
outbrcaks were contained and, T guess, negatived.
Which is not to say that ugly poisons no longer run
deep in the American bloodstrcam. But as a society,
the USA has found ways to live, comfortably or
uncomfortably, with its energetic diversity: this is no
melting pot. It is intcresting to reflect on the issues
that The West Wing series writers avoided or perhaps
failed to recognise: hard issues, like the unacknowl-
cdged baggage of hyperpatriotism, the rage evinced
by the attacks [‘How dare they?’), the naive belief in
America’s good intentions, the certainty that they are
always the good guys, the absence of sclf-doubt.

As entertainment, the interrogation of the Arab-
American staffer was the best part of the program;
but the Q&A segments in the cafeteria told you more
about what was in the scriptwriters’ minds. Frankly
didactic, the exchanges addressed such things as the
history of terrorisim, its sociology, its thin agenda, its
chances of success. The most striking bit of didac-
ticism was a sentence onc staffer challenged the
students to complete and which he wrote on a
whiteboard (so that it stayed there, as a teaching aid
for the rest of the program): ISLAMIC EXTREMISTS ARE TO
ISLAM AS KKK (KU KLUX KLAN) IS TO CHRISTIANITY.

+ee

The past few weeks in NYC will prove a vast research
field for anyone interested in how people handle grief.
There is a really sharp question here: how do you close
your grief on someone your senses cannot prove to be
dead? For the fact is, many of the people thought to
have died on September 11 will never be identified to
everyone’s satisfaction. So great was the devastation:
two 110-storey buildings falling to the ground and
thus—what?—squashing, obliterating, rending apart
thousands of occupants. Putting them out of touch, out
of sight. How do you live with this hole in your grief?
One way to fill it is to go on seeking information.
Last night I watched a businessman taping to a lamp
post a dodger seeking information about someone
from his firm. Such home-made posters keep going
up around the city, replacing the ones that fell apart.
Another is to maintain the mourning shrines which
appear everywhere, and are everywhere different.
Coming back from the library the other afternoon,
I stopped at the local firehouse. Three weeks after the
event, the flowers were still fresh and the candles lit.
Taped to the walls were messages sent, it secied,
from all over the USA. And at the heart of this shrine,
its central icons, polaroids of a dozen or more brave

young men, who will never grow old. Tt is impossible
not to be moved. More remote, but equally effective,
is the great altar just inside the main door of the
Cathedral of St John the Divine, on which visitors
are cncouraged to place their written prayers on
adjacent sheets of graph paper.

When 1 got here, funerals filled the newspapers,
sometimes a dozen a day, many of them Catholic [for
in this city, historically, the Catholics took the
uniformed jobs—police, firemen, sanitation). Now you
read about memorial services which people arrange
in lieu of a funeral. Many of these borrow from
ancillary funeral rituals which have developed in
recent years: photographs displayed, stories told, jokes
shared, afterwards a few drinks. There’s no doubt that
people have been to church more in these weeks: Mass
attendances were said to be up 30 per cent. Synagogucs
reported twice as many as usual at Rosh Hashanah
and Yom Kippur services. Surely there is closure for
some along thosc lines. As well, strect missionarics
from far away came to NYC to offer their services
(onc approached me). Perhaps future researchers will
find that the single most effective initiative has been
the city’s offer of death certificates for families who
can in some way substantiate their loss. For manv
that must help to closce the circle.

Edmund Campion teaches at the Catholic Institute
of Sydney.
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the 1994 Tom Clancy thriller Debt of
Honour, although there the perpetrator
was from Japan rather than the Middle
East. A reviewer prophetically described
the novel’s shocking climax as ‘so
plausible you’ll wonder why it hasn’t
yet happened’. And as Stephen King has
noted, ‘the boys who shot up Colum-
bine High School planned to finish their
day by hijacking a jetliner and flying it
into—yes, that’s right—the World
Trade Center.’

For me, the most disturbing image
from September 11 was a black-and-
white photograph reproduced on the front
page of that sober publication, the Aus-
tralian Financial Review. 1t showed a
man falling head-first to certain death past
the windows of a not-yet-collapsed World
Trade Center tower. His dive was
simultaneously a jump for safety and a
leap of suicide. It symbolised our plum-
meting hopes for a better world, a world
where peace and order may one day
reign. The tower windows form a neat,
geometrical pattern that suggests
rationality, suggests that we can, as
humans, engineer the world to suit our
aspirations. The falling man spoils that
image as surely as the slash of a vandal’s
knife shreds the canvas of a masterpiece.

That man, identifiable but uniden-
tified, shares the fate of unnumbered
victims of senseless violence around the
world. What good is reason to an Iraqi
mother whose child has died of mal-
nutrition? How does rationality console
an Afghan shepherd who lost his leg to a
Soviet-era butterfly mine? What logic can
explain the loss of a brother who worked
in a Sudanese pharmaceutical factory
obliterated by US bombs after Washing-
ton claimed, wrongly, that the facility
was being used to manufacture chemical
weapons? Though we are unlikely to

observe their fate so intently, if inno-
cent civilians perish in the retaliatory
US attacks on Afghanistan, then they
will suffer deaths no less horrible

than the office-workers killed

in New York.
IHE SepTEMBER 11 terror attacks came

just two weeks after the Australian
government refused to allow the Nor-
wegian freighter Tampa to disembark 433
rescued asylum seeckers at Christmas
Island. It was inevitable that the two
issues became immediately entangled.
The sight of passenger jets ploughing
through skyscrapers was the collision of
two potent symbols of modernity, a
terrifying vision that struck at the very
foundations of our sensc of security.
Australia has great political, cultural and
linguistic affinities with the United
States. Our societies share a place of
privilege in a world of discontent. In this
sense, the savagery of September 11 was
rightly perccived as an assault on our own
way of life. Desperate to undo the
damage, to rebuild shattered illusions,
[ wanted at first only to bolt the door and
shut the curtains. The corollary at a
national level is to close the borders, to
keep out all who appear foreign.

Neither action will make us any safer,
but fear fuels a futile desire to turn back
time and freeze the world the way it was,
or the way we thought it was, before the
news hit.

As soon as the finger of blame for
September 11 was pointed in the direc-
tion of the Middle East and Afghanistan,
shrill voices echoed down the talkback
lines to warn of Australia’s vulnerability
to terrorists posing as ‘boat people’. This
ugly flowering of public anxiety is bred
out of shock-jock bile in ground well
fertilised with insults like ‘queue-jumper’
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and ‘criminal’. That radio hosts should
cultivate their own brand of bigotry at
such a moment is reprehensible, but
comes as no surprise. It is inexcusable,
however, that political leaders should be
so quick to dig in this garden of fear and
prejudice. Within 48 hours of the attacks
in the United States, Defence Minister
Peter Reith was warning that the
unauthorised arrival of boats on Austral-
ian territory ‘can be a pipeline for terror-
ists to come in and usc your country as a
staging post for terrorist activitics’.

The absurdity of this proposition is
rcadily apparent. Asylum seekers arrive
with the explicit intention of bringing
themselves to the attention of Australian
authorities. They expect to be detained
and subjected to detailed character and
background checks and there is no guar-
antee that they will be allowed to remain
in the country. Sophisticated inter-
national terrorists are more likely to
arrive disguised as students or investors,
on legitimate passports and visas, or
cquipped with meticulous forgeries or
stolen documents, as was apparently the
case with the September 11 hijackers in
the United States. Granted, not all
asylum seckers are paragons of virtuc.
Some may have criminal records and

some may be opportunistically sceking
to use the 1951 Refugee Convention as a
backdoor way into Australia. If anything
though, the alleged links betwcen the
terrorists and the oppressive Taliban
regime should make us more sympathetic,
not less, to the plight of those who would
flee Afghanistan.

But logic is no match for fear-
mongering, and perception is often more
persuasive than fact. Even before
September 11, asylum seekers arriving by
boat were widely seen as a threat akin to
invasion. In a letter to the editor, Sydney

o EUREKA STREET 23






experience in Woomera, Port Hedland
and Curtin, we know what can happen
in immigration detention centres when
people are waiting anxiously, uncertain
about their future, unoccupied and cut
off from the outside world. Detainecs in
Australia at least had access to indepen-
dent advice from a registered migration
agent to assist with their applications for
refugec status and explain the process. No
such assistance will be given to the
detainees in Nauru.

What chance that future asylum
seekers diverted from Australia will
create further stand-offs by refusing to
disembark in Nauru or Papua New
Guinea or Kiribati? For its part, Nauru
has insisted that they must come of their
own free will or not at all. Meanwhile
the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR) says it will not
assess their claims for refugee status
because it is ‘inappropriate’ for a country
like Australia with ‘very sophisticated and
very well developed refugee status deter-
mination procedures’ to ask the UNHCR
to process asylum seckers who have
come within Australian territory. The
processing must now be done in Nauru
by Australian immigration officials, but
not under Australian law. In essence
then, the federal government’s complex
manoeuvres on the high sea have been
an elaborate effort to circumvent
Australia’s own rules and procedures in
relation to asylum seekers.

The Tampa affair has done ecnormous
damagce to Australia’s reputation as a
good global citizen. But with an election
on November 10, international criticism
of Australia’s actions counts for little.
After the cvents of September 11,
attention has inevitably shifted clse-
where. John Howard and his colleagues
in the Coalition have their eyes fixed on
the international situation and the
opinion polls, and their ears tuned to
talkback radio. The MPs, campaign man-
agers and spin-doctors in the Labor Party
are similarly occupied. The Coalition
need no longer debate the question of
whether to engage in an unseemly deal
on preference swaps with Pauline Han-
son’s One Nation Party. In the wake of
the Tampa, the second preference of One
Nation supporters, if not their primary
vote, is probably in the bag.

The government’s tactics totally
wrong-footed the opposition. Unwilling

to take a principled stand in defence of
international norms and fundamental
rights, the Labor Party risks losing votes
to the Greens and Democrats. But Labor
was more worried about the hits it could
take in key marginal seats if it opposed
the government’s handling of the asylum
seeker issue. The Coalition parties stand
to garner vital electoral support as swing-
ing voters warm to the image of a resolute
John Howard talking tough. The best
Labor has offered to date is damage control.
The opposition has sought to minimise
the electoral fallout of the Tampa affair
by accommodating the government’s
increasingly bizarre attempts to restrict
the operations of the Refugee Conven-
tion. Labor publicly supported the
government’s refusal to allow the Tampa
to land at Christmas Island and then gave
its parliamentary blessing to seven pieces
of legislation that fundamentally rewrite
Australia’s policy towards asylum
seckers. In the wake of the September 11
tragedy, the legislation was bundled up
and rushed through parliament with
unseemly haste. Bills that had been sent
to the Legal and Constitutional References
Committee for scrutiny and public

debate were hauled back to the chamber
to be given a quick bipartisan

stamp of approval.

IHE LEGISLATION INCLUDES measures that
have been knocking around parliament
for years, and which Labor had previously
blocked in the Senatc with the support
of independents and minority parties on
the basis that they were bad law. One of
these measures is a ban on asylum
seekers engaging in class actions.
Another, the Migration Legislation
Amendment (Judicial Review) Act 1998,
prevents asylum seekers from challeng-
ing negative decisions in appeals to the
Federal Court. A Senate Committee
inquiry into that bill heard from such
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bodies as the Law Council and the Aus-
tralian Law Reform Commission that
clauses in the bill were likely to be
subjected to ‘a complete root and branch
review’ by the High Court. As the com-
mittee noted in its report, published in
April 1999: ‘Witnesses and submissions
have emphasised that its fate before the
High Court is far from certain.” The Ref-
ugee Council of Australia argued in its
submission to the committee:

To pass legislation that the government
knows will be challenged in the High Court
on constitutional grounds is neither good
governance nor the mark of a government
interested in saving taxpayers’ funds.

In its dissenting report from that
committee, Labor accused government
supporters of the Judicial Review Bill of
placing ‘such great store in adminis-
trative efficiency, in the saving of money,
in the husbanding of time, in the
checking of applicants for judicial relief,
that they are prepared to discount duc
process and the rule of law’. Labor argued
that the bill would place ‘yet another
distorting strain on the balance between
the threc arms of government’. Nothing

has changed since then cxcept Labor’s
clectoral prospects.

Another picce of legislation cxcludes
far-flung pieces of Australian territory
from the ‘migration zone’. This prevents
asylum seekers who land at Christimas
Island, the Cocos Islands, Ashmore Reef
and other outlying territorics from
sceking refugee status under Australian
law, although the Indonesian sailors who
aided their passage can still be prosccuted
for people-smuggling. The world’s lead-
ing authority on the 1951 Convention,
Professor Guy Goodwin-Gill, chair of
International Refugee Law at Oxford
University, says the legislation sceks to
exempt certain parts of Australia from
the writ of international law. He
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for at least three years. The government’s
new legislation goes even further, making
it impossible for any refugee who arrives
in the country unlawfully to become a
permanent resident of Australia without
the personal approval of the Minister for
Immigration. As the minister admitted
on ABC Radio National's Law Report,
this will create a permanent population
of sccond-class citizens. It clearly breaches
Australia’s obligation not to discriminate
against refugees on the basis of the mode
of arrival in the country. The minister
says the latest amendments to the
Migration Act were designed to ensure
that refugece determination in Australia
‘is the same process that is applicd by the
United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees’ elscwhere, but the government
is determined to pick and choose by just
which UNHCR rules it is willing to
play.

It is true that pcople-smugglers are
targeting Australia. There is no disput-
ing this fact. But the smugglers are
targeting every other developed nation as
well and the smugglers’ clients come
from the same places as the ‘boat people’
who land in Australia. Three of the top
five source nations for asylum seekers in
Britain are Afghanistan, Iraq and [ran. As
long as the conditions in these countries
do not improve, the smugglers will have
a large pool of potential customers who
are willing to engage their services,
despite the huge risks and enormous
expense involved, and despite disincen-
tives like detention and temporary visas.
As legal researcher Andrcas Schloen-
hardt, an expert on pcople-smuggling
rackets and organisced crime, comments,
Australia’s tough measures will not stop
anyone ‘who is desperate for asylum, be
it for cconomic reasons or be it for
political rcasons, from migrating to a
country that is so much safer or so much
wealthier than their own’.

The Minister for Immigration says his
amendments to the Migration Act arc
designed to ‘restorc the intention of the
Refugee Convention’. But tying down
words and phrases, such as ‘persccution’
and ‘scrious harm’, in black-letter law is
putting a straitjacket on an international
treaty intended to be flexible enough to
deal with changing circumstances.
Mr Ruddock is right when he says that
the understanding of who is a refugee has
changed since the text of the Refugee

Convention was agreed at a mecting in
Geneva half a century ago. One would
hope so, given that international con-
cepts of human rights have also evolved
over the past 50 years. As Guy Goodwin-
Gill points out, ‘'Like a law, no treaty is
written in stone. If it doesn’t evolve ...
then it dies.’

Prime Minister John Howard says that
‘Australia is the second most gencrous
taker of refugees in the world after
Canada’. This is technically correct
only if one looks in isolation, and in per
capita terms, at the off-shore rescttle-
ment of refugees under the humanitarian
component of our migration program. If

‘uninvited’ refugees arc included in the
equation, then, as Mungo MacCallum has
pointed out (The Age, 3 October 2001},
Australia’s ranking slips dramatically,
to 14th out of the 29 developed nations
that accept refugees and asylum seekers.
And we cannot lose sight of the fact that
the majority of refugees and other
displaced people around the world are
cared for in developing countries.
Pakistan hosts more than two million
displaced people from Afghanistan. Iran
hosts almost the same number from
Afghanistan and Iraq. Closer to home,
Thailand has more than 200,000
refugees from Burma.

IHE GOVERNMENT, the Labor Party and,
it seems, a majority of voters, want to
close their eyes to the global reality of
forced human movement. We want to
wish asylum seekers out of existence. It
reminds me of the nonsense poem:

When [ was walking on the stair
I met a man who wasn’t there
Hec wasn’t there again today

I wish that man would go away.

We want asylum seekers to disappear,
and indeed, if they are in Nauru, or
Woomera, or on a navy ship off Ashmore
Reef, or on their way to Europe, then they
are out of our sight. But whether or not
they are visible, asylum seekers and
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refugees will continue to unsettle us with
their presence.

As the world watches the US-led
retaliation for September 11, the one
immediate certainty is a fresh outflow of
refugees from Afghanistan. Yet for now
Australia has stopped processing offshore
humanitarian rescttlement applications
in Pakistan as a result of the withdrawal
of non-essential staff from its embassy in
Islamabad. The one tiny, legitimate door
to safety has been closed, and the deals
on offer from the pcople-smugglers have
just become that much more attractive.

It is possible that Australia’s new
approach to asylum seckers will work in

the narrow terms within which it is
conceived. It may reduce the number of
asylum seekers who land on our shores
and at our airports without authorisation.
This, along with winning an election, is
the government’s primary aim. But while
it may deflect refugees, it will not reduce
their number. It may force the people-
smugglers on to new routes, but it will
not destroy their business. In many ways
the latest Australian legislation is the
logical extension of established measures
that prevent refugeces and asylum seekers
from reaching our shores, like the stiff
fines imposed on airlincs that fly in
passcngers without valid visas, or the
posting of Australian immigration
inspectors to vet passenger lists at over-
seas airports. Other countries will no
doubt follow Australia’s lead and
strengthen their own defences. As the
routes to safety become increasingly
criminalised and perilous, refugees risk
being left in a situation much like that
of the man falling from the World Trade
Center tower—forced to leap for their
lives despite the knowledge that there is
no safe place to land.

Peter Mares presents Asia Pacific on
Radio National and Radio Australia and
i1s the author of Borderline: Australia’s
Treatment of Refugees and Asylum
Seekers (UNSW Press, 2001).
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USTRALIA’S POPULATION is ageing, the costs of
medical technologies are escalating and public health
services are stretched. Health spending continues to
grow, but demand still outstrips supply. The com-
murnity expects access to quality care with little
inconvenience; the political challenge will be to
satisfy an increasingly impatient and demanding
electorate when most of the handouts calculated to
win over middle Australia have already been given.

At the 1998 poll, John Howard eased the public’s
fear of the GST with the promise of a 30 per cent
discount on the price of health insurance. Minus a
means test, it played straight into the pockets of the
average Australian. It cost around $2 billion a year.
Few cconomists and policy analysts supported it, yet
it remains popular. It was the Coalition’s main health
policy and was paraded as the solution to public
hospital pressurcs and cxtra doctors’ fees. This
election, a begrudging Labor Party supports the 30 per
cent insurance rcbate even though they know it isn’t
the solution. The scramble to win the political centre
has been expensive and limits the real options for reform.

Political pollsters feverishly track community
attitudes to hospital waiting timcs, doctors’ fees and
conditions in nursing homes. Despite the fact that
morc people have private health cover than they did
when John Howard won in 1996, the discontent with
public hospitals remains. Pollsters regularly report the
community’s irritation with uncxpected specialists’
fees, with the erosion of bulk-billing and with the
standards of care in nursing homes. In other words,
the expectations and demands on the system outweigh
the capacity of the main parties to instigate reform.
In a demand-driven system, politicians blanch at the
prospect of instigating rationing and expect more to
be done with less. The upshot is that what is done is
far less than what is expected.

But the pressures on access to essential care are
mounting. The capacity for hospitals to deliver high-
quality services, while being funded at levels less than
the real costs of care, 1s threatened. Emergency rooms
sacrifice quality to mect demand pressures. The same
happens in nursing homes. Today’s residents are
frailer and sicker than those in previous years, yet
the homes are still funded on cost estimates that date
back to the mid-1980s. ‘Poor recimbursement’ is the
cry of gencral practitioners and the reason why many
are abandoning rural communitics or poorcr neigh-
bourhoods. The system of bulk-billing, a safety net
for many lower-income families, is slowly dying.

Of course the usual chant from the health
bureaucrats is that management cfficiencies will
improve the situation. But, unsurprisingly, some
major reports say that something more fundamental
is needed—imoncy. The Commonwecalth and State
health ministers commissioned an independent
analysis that reveals at least $1 billion is immediatcly
required to offset the escalating costs of carc in public
hospitals. The Productivity Commission, as far back
as 1998, recognised that the Commonwealth subsidics
were falling short of meeting the true costs of
providing essential carc to the frailest and sickest

residents in nursing homes. The shortfall
cquates to $70 million annually.

IHE NATIONAL CRISIS IN NURSING is the subject of two
reviews, one parliamentary, the other ministerial. The
range of suggested strategies to improve training, the
employment of nurses in rural areas, the encouraging
of nurses back to the profession via better working
conditions and the improvement in pay rates, will cost
around $300 million a year. Add this to a realistic
increase in the medical subsidy for general practitioners
{which would range upward from $500 million a ycar),
and the bill for decent access reform mounts.

But the major parties are hamstrung. They refuse
even to means test the 30 per cent health insurance
rebate. (To do so would deliver around $750 million a
year.) They refuse to raise individual taxes, including
the Medicare levy, even though a quarter of one per
cent increase would furnish an extra $1 billion.
Instcad, they continuce the farce that a high-quality
health service is deliverable within existing expen-
diture levels. Neither party wishes to contemplate
what the scenario will be in a recessed cconomy where
growth can no longer keep pace with the real costs of
health care. Neither party is prepared to tell Austral-
ians that, to care for their clderly parents properly,
younger people must pay more. And neither party is
prepared to put the Medicare system up before the
Australian people and say that real cquity will only
be delivered when those who have plenty pay more
than those with less.

In his last term of office John Howard found
$2 billion to win over average voters with his rebate
scheme. In the next it will take that and more just to
keep the health system rolling forward.

Francis Sullivan is Chicf Executive of Catholic Health
Australia.
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by cxpanding both the public service and labour-
market programs—including human services, as in
comparable OECD countries. Such a strong invest-
ment could add significantly to national infrastructure
and environmental protection, and restore funding to
schools, hospitals and community services, to the
bencfit of all Australians.

Fourth, an informed policy debate is needed to
establish a firm political consensus to support the
taxation necessary to reduce unemployment. The role
of the media will be critical here. Recent studies
indicate that many Australians are prepared to pay
higher taxes if they are seen clearly to reduce
uncmployment. A full e'mploymcnt levy, like the
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EW NATIONAL ISSUES require such urgent and ongoing
attention as rural development and the glaring
regional incqualitics that threaten national cohesion.

The collapse of Ansctt highlighted again the
vulnerable position of Australians living in remote
areas. A number of communities lost air scrvices,
compounding the impact on local businesses. The
crisis has cost jobs in regions where they were most
needed. In recent weeks it was also announced that
factory closures in Melbournc will sece more than 800
workers out of a job by next March.

Across the nation a pattern has emerged—of
entrenched and acute social disadvantage in places
that have missed the benefits of national economic
growth, or that have suffered directly as a consequence
of structural economic reforms. Thesc include former
manufacturing and outer-suburban areas of cities, and
some coastal regions with high population growth.

Howevcr, the worst off arc those rural communities
where depopulation and the withdrawal of services by
the private scctor and government have exacerbated
hardship and contributed to a spiral of decline. They
typically endure rates of joblessness scveral times the
national average, higher long-term unemployment,
lower incomes and poorer health, even as some metro-
politan centres cnjoy tremendous prosperity.

Since the Regional Australia Summit of October
1999, the government has taken significant, if piece-
meal, initiatives across areas such as rural health, roads,
salinity, dairy adjustinent assistance and quarantine.

A philanthropic model for regional development
has been adopted, with the establishment of the Foun-
dation for Rural and Regional Rencwal, which uscs
charitable funds to support local plans for bouncing
back. In addition to this philanthropic example, the

Medicare levy, may be more politically acceptable
than we currently allow.

Former secretary to the Treasury, Ted Evans, once
remarked that we had the unemployment rate we chose.
It follows then that the decision to climinate unemploy-
ment is fundamentally a political and moral one, not
just an economic onc. Political and moral resolve is
nceded to determine whether Australia consolidates
its values of fairness and equal opportunity, or continnes
to polarise into a land of ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’.

Bruce Duncan CSsR is a consultant to Catholic Social
Services Victoria and co-author of its new study,
Surviving, not Living: Disadvantage in Melbourne.

government is encouraging ‘bottom up’ development
by devolving planning responsibilities and funding
community-based projects.

The centrepiece of the government’s Stronger
Regions, A Stronger Australia package, announced in
August, is the Sustainable Regions program. It will
allocate $100 million over four years to assist some
eight regions judged to be in particular hardship.

Selection processes risk being tainted by electoral
considerations, but the program does help com-
munities experiencing high unemployment, low
family incomes and major structural change. This
makes it a commendable preferential option for some
of the poorest arcas. It also funds community-based
projects—an appropriate application of the principle
of subsidiarity.

The government’s initiatives are welcome. But
there remains a manifest need for catch-up in regional
spending. Economic and social infrastructure in
regional arcas has been run down over a long time
and this has retarded the capacity of regions to
restructure, support new industries and, above all, to
provide employmient and restore services. Despite the
considerable sums rccently allocated to rural
programs, the federal government’s ‘framework for
developing the nation’s regions through the next
decade’, announced as part of its Stronger Regions
package, remains flawed.

In essence, the prevailing neo-liberal economic
orthodoxy is hostile to government interventions for
regional development. But markets do not necessarily
produce cfficient or just outcomes, especially in rural
and remote areas. The ‘get the fundamentals right’
approach implies that market processes provide matural’
outcomes that are both inevitable and inexorable.
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who witnessed it—which, after all, is
most of us. Peter Carey’s own maudlin,
overwrought account, published in The
Age as ‘1Still Love New York’, is a prime
example. Perhaps it is just too soon to
write about what happened on Septem-
ber 11. The events have yet to be properly
digested. Most of the best writing to
cmerge from the First World War, the
Holocaust and Hiroshima emerged a full
decade after the events themselves. To
date, only the British novelist Martin
Amis, in The Guardian, has captured the
horror and the fascination with which we
watched—still watch, over and over in
our mind’s eye—the attack on the WTC.
And even Amis only manages it by
applying his prodigious descriptive gifts
to the sight of the act itself:

It was the advent of the second plane,
sharking in low over the Statue of Liberty:
that was the defining moment ... T have
never seen a generically familiar object so
transformed by effect. The second plane
looked cagerly alive, and galvanised with
malice, and wholly alien. For those thou-
sands in the south tower, the second plane
meant the end of everything. For us, its
glint was the worldflash of a coming future.

Mecanwhile, out in the worldwide web
the real war of representation over
September 11 is being waged. At
johnpilger.com you can read the great
gadfly’s recent tirades against the United
States (and purchase his books online),
while a plethora of patriotic internet sites
reveal exactly that aspect of America that
$0 annoys its critics—its implacable
parochialism, its sensc of being not
merely the centre of the universe, but the
entire universe itself. This side of
America is both smug and maddeningly
forgetful. T looked up Colonel Tibbets to
rescarch this article, to discover that on
his personal homepage the man who
piloted the Enola Gay (he named the
plane after his mother} is now offering to
consumers a ‘Special Collectors Edition
Shadow Box’. This turns out to be a
photograph of that mushroom cloud over
poor ruined Hiroshima, signed by surviv-
ing members of the bombing mission,
including Tibbets himself. That, ton
beggars the imagination.

Robin Gerster is an author and academic
at Monash University. His latest book is
Legless in Ginza: Orientating Japan.

Pre-ju dging

ANUMBER OF MAGISTRATES were at dinner recently when the topic of prejudice
camec up. Prejudice is one of those issues that troubles lawyers. Behind calls for
a more representative judiciary lies the unstated presumption that judges, mostly
male, educated in private schools, are prejudiced in favour of certain groups in
society and against other groups.

Until the mid-1980s, the magistracy in NSW {and in much of the rest of
Australia) was drawn entirely from the ranks of carcer public servants. The best
of them were intelligent, ambitious men from working-class and lower-middle-
class backgrounds who had worked their way up the public service ladder. They
were mostly conservative in their social, political and legal attitudes. Most
aspired to be fair and judicial on the bench. Noncetheless, the legal profession
generally perceived magistrates as biased towards the prosecution. The judges,
drawn from the ranks of the bar, saw it as their role to even things up on appeal.

In the 1990s, successive Attorneys-General made it a policy to appoint
NSW magistratcs from the legal profession. Very few are now appointed directly
from the public service. Does this cure the judicial prejudice problem?

The magistrates at dinner belong to what tabloid commentators call ‘the
chattering classes’—about as politically correct a group of baby-boomers as you
could find in Sydney. Yet all confessed, with some hesitation and qualification,
to prejudices. Almost all admitted that they did not like dealing with the young
men of one particular ethnic group. The women, some of whom had represented
the young men, rcacted against their clients’ sexism. The male magistrates
believed the young men to be aggressive, defiant and unwilling to bend to the
law of the community. Most fclt a cathartic releasc in making these admissions.

What to do? Appointing judges and magistrates from ‘non-Anglo’ scctions
of the community, or from the ranks of women lawyers, is no guarantce of
eradication of prejudice. Successful members of minorities sometimes become
caricatures of the worst representatives of the dominant culture. And members
of the privileged classes sometimes show far more empathy for the under-
privileged than ‘aspirational’ high-flyers.

In the short term, the magistracy deals with the problem by training. Part
of a week-long ‘orientation’ course for new magistrates is a session dealing
specifically with prejudices. The instructors give new magistrates ‘permission’
to expose their prejudices to daylight. They emphasise the truisms about justice
being seen to be done and the need for cultural awareness.

Most importantly, the new magistrates are taught to distance themsclves
from their prejudices by asking, ‘If this defendant were a white, middle-class,
Anglo woman, how would I view the evidence?’ In other words, they arc taught
to deal with evidentiary issues in a clinical fashion, quarantining their prejudices
from the weighing of the evidence. It’s not foolproof, but it is cffective.

With cultural tensions heightening between Muslims and non-Muslims, it
seems a good time to audit our prejudices and to hone our techniques for
confronting them:.

Séamus O’Shaughnessy is a Sydney magistrate.
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the top of the set, issuing a beam of lasered
light at the climax of the scene. {Later,
when a shortened version of the ceremony
occurs at the opera’s conclusion, the laser
movedoutinto the auditorium, inclusively,
suffusing the audience with a glow of com-
passion.) Finally, when Gurnemanz has
words with the naive Parsifal—who is
entirely oblivious of the significance of
what he has witnessed—he does so outside
the chapel. A wall has come down to sepa-
rate this exchange from the ceremony just
betfore. Its real function is to close off any
religiosity; for with that barrier in position
the Bayreuthidea of there being no applause
after such a solemn scene becomes an
absurdity. In these ways the Christianity of
Parsifal becomes a metaphor; the work has
never been more truly operatic. The addi-
tional advantage, for an English-speaking
audience, is that the approach adopted here
restores the cousinly relationship between
the Knights of the Grail and Arthurian
legend.

For Neidhardt has also heen concerned
to de-Germanicise the work., There's no
hint here of an Aryan, crypto-Nazi brother-
hood, and nothing to suggest—as some
have—thatin view of Wagner's pronounced
anti-Semitism, Kundry makesbest sense as
a Jewish temptress. More than most direc-
tors, though, Neidhardt has sharply drawn
a contrast between the two outer acts, both
of which culminate in grail ceremonics,
and the second.

Instead of the predominating browns
and blue evident there, for Klingsor’s magic
castle the sct foregrounded greens and
yellows, the contrast in colour emphasis-
ing the contrast between the knights’ strong-
hold and the magician’s. Here a cue was
taken from the composcer, who himself took
advantage of the Spanish sctting by placing
the knights on the northern (or European)
slopes of the mountains, in clear juxtaposi-
tion to Klingsor and his flower maidens on
the southern [or Arab). The surge of imperi-
alism in the 1880s made this an obvious
move for Wagner, complete with a Euro-
pean total victory.

That victory is made light of in this
production. It is almost a casc of Parsifal
tiptocing up to Klingsor and taking the
spcar from bcehind; similarly Klingsor’s
castle doesn’t disappear in a cataclysm.
Necidhardt’s purposc in this act, where she
wants a vivid sense of contrast, is quite
novel in Wagner: she injects a dose of
humour. The curtain rises on Klingsor,
booted and bare-chested amid plush velvet,
lolling about with the spear, projected in

such a way that it looks like an enormous
crection. [t draws a genuince laugh, butgiven
the fact that he has castrated himself, amid
all the campery there is anguish, even des-
peration. Shortly afterwards we sce Parsifal
among the flower maidens—dozens of ‘em.
Fluffbrainsall, they are decked outin Esther
Williams bathing suits and sway inanely to
their chorus. That can sound like Johann
Strauss on ice, and since temptation in the
scxual sense nowadays mcans a great deal
less than it did when Wagner wrotc, a dras-
tic rechandling of this act is essential if it is
to have any mceaning at all. Neidhardt may
have turned the Flower Maidens into some-
thing like sex workers, but her Parsifal is
quite unchanged—which hcightens the
contrast. It also mcans that the act does
not evaporate into flippancy: the scenc
between Parsifal and Kundry had real
dramatic tension. The crucial kiss may
have scemed more like a meal, but

this means it can carry the

weight required by the plot.

00 orten the traditional Wagner
production left infleetion to the orchestra;
singers would standand deliverin stentorian
monumentality. Not so here. Neidharde
has faith in the sureness of Wagner’s
dramatic nstinct, and understands that
although these are resonant legends barne
aloft by the music, they can be carthed
ctiectively by deft stage directions. Thus
the knights, after the ceremony, take off
theirblue gowns and stand around in groups,
as if talking; similarly Parsifal, having just
witnessed the serviee and now alone,
innocently munches on a crust—nhis idea of
food for thought.

All the principals were actors as much
as they were singers, which is what made
this production memorable. The Dane Poul
Elming, a truc heldentenor, has a big frame
andabigvoice, andis understandably build-
ing a reputation in the title role. When first
sighted, in brown jeans, bluce jumper and a
trendy cross dangling from his neck, Parsifal
has just shot a swan with his bow and
arrow—Tlike a stray bit of hoonage hanging
wheelies in the sky. Elming projects his
universal qualities very well, with the nec-
essary hint of good nature, and in the course
of the opera moves him convincingly from
a Papageno-like figure to the noble knight
whowillbecome Lohengrin’s father. Through-
out the opera he sang with emphatic delivery
and, in the benedictory concluding scene,
was beautifully sweet-toned.

Parsifal has been so carcefully con-
structed by Wagner that its overwhelming

Vorume 11T NUMBER 9

male dominance is not anywhere near as
apparent as it is in, say, Don Carlos. This
is largely because of the Flower Maidens
Scenc, and also because Kundry is the only
character apart from Parsifal to be present
in all three acts. Nevertheless hers is the
only major female role, so much depends
on how well it is sung and acted. Margaret
Medlyn was superb in the part, imbuing it
with the strong sense of centredness it
needs, since Kundry is indifferent to hoth
good and evil. Less cquivocal is Klingsor,
magnificently rendered in a dark, craggy
voice by Danicl Sumegi. The high camp
clement was more than matched by his
sense of menace. The Gurnemanz, Manfred
Hemm, was suitably sturdy and avuncu-
lar, a characterisation brought out by the
measured way he placed his phrases. The
ashen tones of Jonathan Summers as
Amfortas may have been a little less
impressive, but the striking thing about
this production is how good all the soloists
were, even in the minor parts.

Clearly some of the credit for this rests
not only with the individual singers, but
with Jeffrey Tate as conductor. People not
present asked about his tempi, a very
sensible question when itcomes to Wagner,
since in the longer acts variations of time of
up to 20 minutes are not unknown. The
best thing that can be said is that the music
proceeded like a scamless web, the action
determining the pace, adroitly varied
accordingly. At the same time, the magnifi-
cent grail music of the prelude was taken
daringly slowly, so that its full majesty
emerged. Tate had elearly built it up phrase
by phrasc, so that there was wonderful
definition in all that shimmering liquidity.
The playing of the Adelaide Symphony
Orchestra left nothing to be desired.

Perhaps only Adclaide could have
brought it off. Sydncy and Mclbournce could
not put so much effort into making a single
cultural statement; indeed the management
of the late Victoria State Opera rejected the
ideca of a Parsifal some years ago. But there
it was by the Torrens, splendidly sung and
splendidly revealed. In the course of alength-
ening life I suppose I have seen a couple of
hundred different opera productions; this
onc would have to be placed in the top ten.
State Opera South Australia should be con-
gratulated. Adclaide’s Festival Centre is
well on the way to becoming Australin’e
Festpiclhaus.

Jim Davidson teaches in the department of

Asian and International Studies at Victoria
University of Technology.
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HEN I was six I askep my  indad if he’'d ever killed
anyone. A Boer War veteran, he opened his mouth to spealk,
and said nothing. Then he looked down, and I couldn’t see his
eyes. My aunt led me protesting away. ‘You don’t ask people
things like that,” she said.

We'd been chatting, Grandad and I, snuggled up on the sofa.
I'd been helping him fill his pipe: no poncy tinned tobacco for
him. His stuff was Thick Twist, a tarry rope that looked like
liquorice and smelled like a turpentined jockstrap. The ritual was
as soothing, as important, as a Japanesc tea ceremony: the slicing
and crumbling of the tobacco, the fi ng of the pipe, the several
goes at lighting it. All this was highly interesting, and I had bossily,
¢ msily, crumbled his tobacco and filled his pipe—mnot his best
smoke that day, [ think. Then I remembered that he’d been a
soldier long ago and just asked him the question. As you do.

Johmn Doyle understands this sort of thing better than any
current dramatist I can think of. In Changi, the best program to
grace television since Denis Potter’'s The Singing Detective,
memories of war return unbidden on the back of chance phrases,
smells, songs. Old soldiers like my grandad, undebriefed by post-
traumatic-stress therapists, are helpless when their carapace of
dignity, sangfroid, even benevolence, is pierced.

These experiences ring through Changi. Each man drawn
for us in time and place, here and there, then and now, Doyle’s
six main characters are shown at Changi, and in the Australias
of Curtin and Howard. The pairing of young and old actors is
inspired: Matthew Newton and Charles Tingwell; Leon Ford
and Terry Norris; at times the link is uncanny. Kate Woods’
direction has caught and spun a look here, a mannerism there,
to give a sensce of cohesion that recalls the great unities while
flouting them comprehensively, for the script flashes back and
forth uncompromisingly. In lesser hands this would have tired
the audience, but here the flashbacks are as deft and assured as

Bergman, as needful as the Porter’s scene in Macbeth.

Our life histories have a way of intersecting with the big
picture. Post-war rationing fed British children on reindeer and
seal meat, put whale meat in the mouths of the generation that
would try to save it later. Farm meat was scarce; the soldiers
needed it more. The ones who snrvived combat returned
r tively well nourished, dressed ir  ad demob suits. Prisoners
of war returned too, hollow-cyed, skeletal, tight-mouthed. In
the years that followed, the more resilient ones got on with
things, tucked away the memories behind barriers. Changi’s
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survivors, forbidden to talk of their experiences, got on with
things, but suppression has its price. This unexpressed pain is
part of Doyle’s concerns. When Bill, the mathematician,
returns, finding his young ve married to someonc clse, the
contrast is st <ing. His fine-drawn thinness shows up the
plump, shiny young husband whose ‘cssential’ job prevented
him from going to war. The tension is almost unbearable,
but the little tragedy is presented gracefully, naturally. There
is nothing more to be said and he goes away, after
polite goodbyes.

D()YLE was INTERVIEWED ON ABC radio about the series in
early October. He sounds very different from his TV alter ego,
Roy Slaven, part of the Roy & HG team {with Greig Pickhaver).
You remember that he was an English teacher, and academic;
the history is sound. He thinks aloud, bounces gently on prep-
ositions ("W were going to, to, to, ah ...") before accomplishing
the verbal flip with double st

The idea was originally for a sitcom, presumably a la Iy
Ain't Arf ' Ot, Mum or Hogan's Heroes. That laste  said Doyle,
about half a day, given the subject matter. But the humour is
one of the best things about e series: what we end up with is
something that has a flavour of Spike Milligan’s Adolf Hitler:
My Part in His Downfall. There is also something clse: a sense
of recognition, the kind of reaction you have to something that
feels right, that rings true. Changi is all that. Alexander Pope
had it pat: ‘What oft was thought, but ne’er so well expressed.’
Many people will fe  a sense of kinship with the men in Changi,
even if they are women . 1 not born when these things
happened. It will be hard for some to confront the things that
are being remembered here—the actors who play the Japanese
soldiers are doing something extraordinary.

But while we're on the extraordinary: the Great Debate
did the unthinkable to John Howard when it stalled the
inexorable roll he’d been on with his Heir of Churchill stance.
Nine’s Worm gave a hands-down win to Beazley. Laurie Oakes’
unminced words, born of honest surprise, gave a small but
welcome hope to a battered Labor Party that was perhaps thank-
ing the shades of Curtin and Chifley that Beazley had stayed on
the topic and given lucid ex)  nations for things that one could
no longer trust the tabloid press and radio to report.

Juliette Hughes is a freclance writer.
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