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Risky signals

RESIDENT GEORGE W. Bush’s branding of Iran, Iraq
and North Korea, in his State of the Union address on
30 January, as parts of an ‘axis of evil’ was simplistic
and out of focus. It confused terrorism with weapons
of mass destruction, and indicated that the State
Department is being upstaged by the military in run-
ning American foreign policy. It can only undermine
the position  reformists in Iran, the process of

dialogue between the two Koreas and the political
taming of the North Korean regime. It could also help
the Iraqi lead  Saddam Hussein, to tighten further
his hold on Iraq.

President Bush ignored the political complexities
of these states and the differences between them. It is
true that a small, unelected hardline faction has more
influence than it deserves in the Iranian power
structure. The group, with which Iran’s supreme
political-religious leader Ayatollah Khamanei is
identified, has managed to maintain its original
control of a number of state power instrumentalities,
especially the armed and security forces, as well as
the judiciary. 2nd it has remained most vocal in its
stand against ¢ United States.

However, equally true is the fact that the country
is also in the grip of a reform fever. The reformist
movement, headed by the popularly elected President
Mohammed Khatami and supported by an over-
whelming majority of Iranian voters, has been work-
ing hard to ge  rate an ‘Islamic civil society’ with a
democratic system of government and a forcign policy
based on peaceful coexistence and dialogue of
civilisations. This faction, which controls the
presidency and National Assembly, has strongly
desired a normalisation of relations with the US at an
appropriate time. Despite serious challenges by their
factional opponents, they have succeeded in shifting
Iranian politics to the extent that today there is far
more political and social rclaxation than there has
been in the country since the Iranian revolution 2.3
years ago. The factional power struggle has reached a
point where, two weeks ago, Ayatollah Khamanei
finally found himself with no choice but to overrule
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the decision of s judicial supporters by pardoning
and rele  ing a reformist member of the parliament
who had been jailed fi  being outemroken against the
hardliners. This was not necessa;  * a major victory
for the reformists, but  does sigr  that the reform-
ists’ strategy for peaceful and incremental change in
Iran is moving forward. The alternative to this strategy
is violence and bloodshed—something which
President Khata i wants to avoid.

President Bush’s description of Iran as a terrorist
state, despite the country’s opposition to the Taliban
and al Qacda and its acquiescence to America’s
campaign again terror in Afghanistan, could easily
play into the hands of the hardliners, prompting many
reformists to support the hardliners’ call for national
unity against the US threat. It could also put
America’s allics, most of which (including Australia)
have lucrative trade with Iran, in the cmbarrassing
position of having to defy Washington, as many of
them have alrez - done.

Similarly, President Bush’s labelling is unlikely
to help the cause of reconciliation between the North
and South Koreans, or create an atmosphere whereby
Seoul and Washington could build on the gains made
by the Clinton administration on the diplomatic front.
While the Nortl  orean regime is tyrannical, it is also
well armed, with a possible nuclear capability. To
isolate it further could have two important conse-
quences. One is to close off diplomacy as a proffered
option in dealing with such a regime and changing it.



Another is to send it into such desperation as to make
it engage in unwanted acts of aggression against South
Korea or Japan. In either case, the US might find itself
in a more difficult position than it may have
calculated.

With regard to Iraq, it would be in the long-term
interest of the Iraqi people and the region if Saddam
Husscin’s regime were replaced with a democratic
one. But the problem is the lack of a viable alternative.
There is no credible opposition from cither within
Iraq or outside the country from the ranks of Iraqi
exiles. The London-based opposition group remains
as divided as ever. Repeated American threats against
the regime have so far only helped Saddam Hussein
to strengthen his rule and remain defiant. One of the
casualties of this development is the UN, which has
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not been able to get its weapons inspectors back into
Iraq. Presently, there is also little support for the
removal of the Iraqi regime in the region, given the
Arabs’ anger over Washington’s support of Isracl’s
suppression of the Palestinians and Iran’s apprchen-
sion about US intentions.
President Bush’s State of the Union address may
have been designed to maintain his domestic
opularity and to send a powerful signal to America’s
toes abroad. But his targeting of Iraq, Iran and North
Korea as terrorist enemics of the US will do little to
generate a stable world order.

Amin Saikal is Professor of Political Science and
dircctor of the Centre for Arab and Islamic Studies at
the Australian National University.
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Wrong policy

HE YEAR 2002 has so far been the Year of Children
{in Detention). The Human Rights and Equal
Opportunity Commission has begun hearing submis-
sions on the detention of children secking asylum.
Children joined protests against the conditions
endured by asylum scekers in Woomera and the other
detention centres. And Neville Roach, the Chairman
of the Council for Multicultural Australia, resigned
partly in protest against the damage donc to Australia
by its refugee policy. His resignation was inevitably
read in the light of the disturbance at Woomera.

While the imprisonment of children has focused
attention on detention, it could also divert it to the
consequences and not the root of evil policy. Four
things need to be said.

First, any cnquiry into the imprisonment of
children should be unnecessary. There are no decent
arguments that can support the imprisonment of
children simply on the grounds that they have arrived
in Australia without visas. We may listen out of
civility or morbid curiosity to people who justify the
practice, but their arguments are unsupportable.

Sccond, those who try to impale us on the
dilemma of choosing between the imprisonment of
children and the separation of children from families,
are to be resisted. Neither option is morally justifia-
ble; ncither is necessary. There arc no decent
arguments to support either the imprisonment of
children or their separation from their families simply

on the grounds that they have no valid visas. Families
must be allowed to live in the community, with
appropriate reporting requircments.

Third, the detention of children is not a special
casc. It simply makes most clearly evident the evil of
Australia’s policy of detention. The protests at the
detention centres reflect the abuse of human dignity
that is involved in all prolonged, mandatory detention.

Fourth, while Woomera is a dreadful place in
which to be incarcerated, so are all detention centres.
Any replacement built to accommodate Australia’s
existing policy will inflict the same damage in the
long run. The evil does not lie in location but in
detention itself.

Although obtaining bridging visas for children,
improving the facilities of detention centres and
closing remote centres will mitigate the suffering of
some asylum seekers, their human dignity will be
respected only when the practice of prolonged
detention, in Australia or in our colonial dependen-
cies, is brought to an end.

Andrew Hamilton sy is Eureka Street’s publisher.
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Boats,

N Fesruary 1983, John Howard, Treasurer in the Fraser
government, was given a document he did not want to see. John
Stone, Secretary of the Treasury, told him that the 1982 Budget
had completely blown out. The deficit at the end of June would
be about four times the forecast of six months before. The start-up
deficit for the year ahead was approximately $10 billion—about
the size of the ‘black hole’ John Howard was to pretend to dis-
cover on his coming into the prime ministership 13 years later.

It was a week before an election that Howard had privately
given away. There was already speculation about a blow-out in
the deficit. Howard and Fraser decided to sit on the document,
which could only damage them. They agreed on a script for
obfuscation without actually telling a lic. Neither had any
confidence that John Stone would protect them if they lied.

John Howard has had a lot of problems with unpleasant
news since then. But he has learnt some techniques of not
exposing himsclf to the risks of 1983. Micro-manage, by all
means. Even be a control freak. But keep at least onc step away
from the action, and train onc’s staff not to mention things it
would be better not to know.

The relcase of documents showing that politicians were
lying about children being thrown overboard from the Tampa
is never going to prove that Howard knew the facts. He had sct
himself up not to know. There was no accident, no failure of
the system, and no culpable negligence on the part of a public
servant wittingly or unwittingly failing to pass messages up
the line. The system worked the way it was supposed to work.

John Howard was running his war from within the
Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. His war office con-
tained, usually, only onc defence officer and, usually, not even
a defence bureaucrat. More often than not, the defence represen-
tative was not cven as well-informed as the PM&C officer who
was chairing the show. There was no doubt about the pecking
order. The PM&C officer did not hesitate to ring line «  icers
to get information or give orders. She was not a politico, but
she was, like most (then) PM&C officers, intuitive about politics
and able to give the elected government of the day what it
wanted—with not too much in the way of written records,
bricfing notes going to the prime minister or other potentially
embarrassing materials either. Most of the reporting was oral
and very little was directly to Howard.

The issue, then, is not how or whether Howard ‘stole’ the
election. It’s more about a developing pattern of using the public
administration as a very personal toy, as though it were held
on freehold, rather than on leasehold.

To do that, of course, one has to trust the public servants
who are in the loop, something that is hard for quite a few of
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leaks, loyalties, lies

the ministers. Even John Howard, rather more relaxed about
the essential professionalism and loyalty of public servants than
somec of his colleagucs, does not actually trust them very much.
This story did not leak, or at least not from Howard’s war
office. Neither out nor up. Nonetheless, the idea that a key
piece of the government’s rhetoric was founded on a lie came
out all right. The captain of thc HMAS Adelaide chatted over a
radio telephone to a journalist. He was reprimanded. Some
sailors boasted about their exploits, then discovered these were
being misrepresented back in Canberra and voiced concerns.
Five different ways of telling the Minister for Defence that he
was, at the least, misinformed, were tried, but the

! minister made it clear that he was not listening.

T A TIME WHEN His public servants were keeping mum about
a blatant hijacking of the defence forces, it might scem especially
curious that Howard and his ministers would be planning fresh
laws to punish leaks—cven ones having nothing to do with
national sccurity—and to punish journalists who publish them.
Ostensibly, it is a mere tidy-up of old legislation, always on the
books, with no fresh clements added. In fact, enactment of the
proposals will make the law much more draconian.

The existing law was passed 40 years ago, when almost
any conversation between a journalist and a public servant was
a prima facic breach of the Crimes Act. Since then, freedom of
information and other administrative reforms have given public
scrvants a positive duty to give out information, except in
certain specified cases. The High Court has made it clear that
information cannot be protected simply because disclosure
would promote public debate or embarrass government.

But changes to the legislation, even under the guise of tidying
up, would now be rcad by the courts as involving a conscious
decision to keep public interest defences out. And in the right
case—say a leak giving chapter and verse about the way politi-
cal, as opposcd to policy, considerations are now consuming
much decision-making—one could be sure that the government
would be at the courts to throw the book at the offender.

There’s a problem with this, though. As ever, most of the
leaking is being done by ministers, particularly senior ministers,
or by their own personal staff—often as part of a strategy of
media management.

Heaven help us if a leak inquiry actually identified a lcaker
and it proved not to be a disloyal public servant but a disloyal
minister. Still, one could be sure that John Howard’s finger-
prints would not be on any documents.

Jack Waterford is editor of the Canberra Times.
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Defining terms

There are some words that scem to have
onc meaning when used in connection with
abortion and another in all other contexts.
One is ‘viable’. Another is ‘potential’.
Tony Coady’s review essay, ‘Catholic
Identity and the Abortion Debate’ (Fureka
Street, January-Fchruary 2002), illustrates
the use of the latter. He refers to its  sc by
anti-abortionists, although T had always
thought of it as a tool of the pro-abortion-
ists, as he uscs it. He acknowledges its

negativity—a potential person is not a
person—Dbut he does not say what this
potential person is. To say that ‘X is a
potential A’ does not just imply that ‘X is
not now an A’ but also implics that X is
now a B’, where B, being a something that
could develop into an A, must be something
in the same semantic field.

Thus, for example, if [ say, ‘that young
man is a potential prime minister’, you
could reasonably ask me, ‘what is he now?’
and cxpect an answer like ‘he’s a brilliant
student’ or ‘he’s a lawyer’ or ‘he’s a union
organiser’ or cven ‘he’s the current junior
Mayor of Birdsville’. It would not be appro-
priate (cxcept perhaps in extraordinary
circumstances) to answer ‘he’s an Anglican’
or ‘he’s a pole-vaulter’ or even  e's a
Liberal’.

Onc aspect of the misuse of the word
‘potential’ is the fact that it is used when
‘futurc’ is the appropriate term. You would
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not say ‘that boy {bcing the Prince of Wales)
is a potential king’, because he is a future
king. It is a matter of destiny, not of
potential, and can be prevented only by
some sort of disaster. A boy is not a
potential man, he is a future man. A
(human) foetus, if not alrcady a pcrson, is
a future person, not a potential person.
‘Potential’ is appropriate only when the
possible future state referred to is just one
of many alternatives.

As a Catholic, T supposc I acquired my
attitude to abortion as part of my learning
of the implications of the Ten Command-
ments. However, I try to justify my view
without using rcligion. I also avoid the use
of the term ‘person’, except as a short way
of saying ‘human being’. I believe that if
the category ‘person’ does not apply to all
human beings then it is an arbitrary
category, indeterminate in practice, and so
is trivial as far as the assignment of
fundamental rights is concerned.

I will avoid the term ‘baby’ too; it is a
term for human beings during a certain

stage of life, just as arce ‘embryo’ and ‘foctus’
and ‘child’ and so on. [The boundaries of
some of these categories may not be
clear-cut, of coursc.}

Professor Coady says that most contem-
porary scicntists in the relevant areas are
unimpressed with the placing of ‘ensoul-
ment’ at the beginning of foctal life. Well,
mayhe so, but they can’t deny that a human
beingisth  at the beginning of foctal life.
The genetic and physical facts arc clear; the
foetus is genetically different from and so
not a part of the mother, it is obviously a
being, and it couldn’t be other than human.
Maybe for a whilce there is doubt over
whether it is one being, or two or more,
but it would be bizarre to suggest that
because it might be two people and not one
it's O to kill it.

1 lieve that an unborn human heing
is a member of the same specics as | am,
and so entitled to be treated by me in the
same way as is any othcr member of my
sper s [insofar as this is practicable).
I be
members of my species take precedence

wve that my obligations to other

over my obligations to members of other
species, and, to borrow Professor Coady’s
words, ‘if this is “speciesism”, then so be
it’. I deny the right of any other member or
members of my species to decide that some
other member or members don’t have the
same rights.

It you cuthanase someone you arc
depriving a person of probably well under
onc per cent of his or her life (and that

Men of hospitality

Living and proclaiming God’s hospitable love

As lived out by St John of
God aver five centuries ago.
our vocation 1s to give of
ourselves completely and
treely: to be a brotherly
presence; a symbol of hope
for the world: proclaiming
God’s hospitable love to
all.

We are called to a
chartsm ot hospitalicy and
love that promotes healing,

advocacy and reconciliation
tor those marginalised by ¢
soclety.

Our core of hospitality
compels and urges us to
decpen our relationship with
God, ourselves and those
with whom we share ¢
lives. and
ninistry.

We are the: ‘Brothers of
St John ot God.”

community

Will you dare to accept God’s
invitation to a life dedicated
to hospitality?

It so please contact:

Br. John Clegg OFL

Vocations Director.

PO Box BN 1055,

Burwood North NSW 2134
Australia.

Telephone (02) Y747 1699
Facsimile {(02) 9744 3202

Email provincialiwstjohn.conan

Website: www.sgohi.com.au
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the litigious culture that has taken over in
this country.

The Australian cditorial on 4 Fcbhruary
nameda‘culturc of blame’” and deplored the
risc in small liability claims: ‘Just as many
Australians are more prepared to get out of
theirfinancial problems by declaring them-
sclves bankrupt, so more people are cager to
scek financial redress against others for
theirmisfortunes.’ The editorial wenton to
criticise‘the legal profession and the courts’
for doing business ‘with those wanting to
put the blame on to others’. It praised
Assistant Treasurer Senator Helen Coonan,
for having ‘given the cold shoulder to the
idca of a national rchabilitation and
compensation scheme as floated by Small
Business Minister Joe Hockey'. Citing New
Zcaland’s experience with such a scheme,
it warned of ‘burcaucratic, financial and
managerial dangers’. Dangers such as these
arc alrcady quite familiar to the private
industry, as a glance at the HIH Royal
Commission website shows.

The insurance industry has been for
years the beneficiary of high interest rates
and low scrutiny, in a climate where ‘uscr
pays’ has become the mantra. The ‘trickle-
down effect’ of privatisation, low taxation
and small government never happened:
instcad, a siphon cffect sucked
trillions from public infrastruc-
tures and social capital all over
the world. In such an environ-
ment, the public liability
claims explosion is a creature
of fear and insccurity: the less
a person can rely on wider
socicty for support, the more
that person will need to grab
and hold for sclf.

And Warren Buffet, the
world’s most successful inves-
tor, isn’t complaining. His
canny steering of his company
Berkshire Hathaway’s asset
basc means that it can with-
stand the US$3 bhillion it
cxpects to lose in the rubble of
the World Trade Center.
According to the HIH Royal
Comumission, it was Berkshire
Hathaway’s reinsurance com-
pany that had for a substantial
fee in 1998 enabled a compli-
cated and unconventional 30
June deal with Rodney Adler’s
ailing FAI that massaged an
A$20millionlossintoan A$8.6
million pre-tax profit. With this

ncw coat of paint FAI was then acquired by
a teetering HIH, and the auditors oversee-
ing the adoption did not noticc the cracks in
FAI's maquillage. Berkshire Hathaway was
FAI's second port of call, since Swiss Re
would only consider the deal if it were run
past the pesky regulator. But Mr Buffet will
be putting up premiums soon. He has always
warned about the dangers of pricing them
down. Some will survive the shake-out.
In the meantime gold went up by $9 an
ounce. —Juliette Hughes

ASPIRATIONAL DESPER A THONA]

T45 nereaT of Kim Beazley’s Labor Party
in last November's federal clection has
produced the customary crowing by the
victors and soul-scarching by the losers. In
this instance, onc of the main explanations
offered for the bad performance of Labor,
especially in the outerregions of the Sydney
metropolitan arca and the NSW central
coast, has been that Labor has lost touch
with ‘aspirational’ votersin what werconce
regarded as working-class districts. As with
most shorthand explanations, there is some-
thing there, but this new term is not a new

NO FRANK , SHAVING YOUR A#A/R OFF
16 CODL — 'SRAVING YOUR HEAD OFF

1$ STYPID/
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concept, norisit something thatisaproblem
only for Labor. And in some respects the
word itsclf is misleading.

The old reality described by the new
word ‘aspirational’ is that pcople who sce
themscelves as upwardly mobile, who own
orare buying theirown homes, and who arc
struggling with difficult economic condi-
tions, do not have an automatic allegiance
toany political party. If anything, they have
tended towards conscrvative politics, exeept
when the conservatives themselves lose
touch. Certainly, the Labor Party has had to
confront this reality from its very begin-
ning in the 1890s. Here's what a Svdney
Morning Herald correspondent had to say
before the 1894 NSW clection, when the
new clectorate of Annandale was hived off
from Glcbe, which had elected a Labor
member in 1891:

Still, the local men, who ought to know, do
not consider that the labour vote will be
very strongin this new district. Most of the
working men wholive here, they pointout,
have bought their own allotments of land,
and with the aid of the building socicties
have built their own little cottages. And
cvery student of political cconomy knows
what thismeans. The worker, by thissimple
process, becomes converted into a capital-
ist, a man who has, rather than
a man who has not.

Morcover, the Heraldjour-
nalist was quite right. For
many ycars after that, inner-
city Annandalc, with a high
proportion of home ownership,
chose conscrvative MPs and
local councils, while neigh-
bouring Glebe, with a popula-
tion overwhelmingly renting
and lodging, moved inexora-
bly towards becoming a rock-
solid Labor arca.

Labor strategists have
always known that they can-
not rely upon support from the
middle and outer suburbs of
Sydncey and Mclbourne. They
have also known that they
cannot win elections without
them. The same has been truc
of the Liberal Party. So fickle
have been some of these dis-
tricts that even the old Country
Party (recmember them?)
thought they had a chance of
snapping up such electorates
by changing their namc to
National Party. In Queensland,
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malce, predominantly Christian Ieaders who
represcent us overseas.

Some of my students, future Indonesian
diplomats and possibly ambassadors, hope
to go to Australia this year on AusAlD
scholarships to begin postgraduate study at
Australian universities. They arc extremely
grateful for the opportunity provided, but
have admitted several times to being
anxious about how they will he reccived,
not just as Muslims {not all are Muslim),
but as Indonesians, as Asians. Scveral have
friends in Australia who havereceived racist
taunts and abuse.

Just a PR problem? I think not. Perhaps
Australia’s multiculturalism does not come
across because not cnough of us really see it
as astrength of oursocicty. Whatis it weare
secking to protect when our collective ex-
perience is overwhelmingly an immigrant
one that has demonstrably been onge of the
country’s great strengths? How long will it
take before we acknowledge our geographic
position in the world, our comparative
wealth and our capacity to increase, rather
than rcduce, our assistance toless fortunate
peoples? Critically, why do we lack faith in
our socicty’s ability to make newcomers
cembrace what is hest about the place?

In looking for ¢xamples of racial and
religious intolerance we could talk about
attacks on mosques and Muslim school
buses in Australia, and then we could point
to threats against foreigners in Indonesia.
But all come from a tiny scction of cach
community. The vast majority in both coun-
tries consider such actions unacceptable.
Of far more concern to Australians should
be our growing indifference to other peo-
ple’ssuffering, crumbling confidence in our
society’s ability to unite different people
and a childlike fear of the outside world.

Clcarly, a percentage of Australians arc
content with our current direction. The
question for the rest of us is, how much
effort are we prepared to make to ensure
that a dissenting voice is heard? Silence,
I believe, is no longer an option.

—Kym Holthouse

This month’s contributors: Juliette Hughes
is a freelance writer; Michael Hogan is
Associate Professorand Honorary Rescarch
Associate, in the School of Economics and
Political Science, University of Sydney;
Anthony Ham is a Eurcka Street corre-
spondent; Kym Holthouse is a former Can-
berra journalist currently on assignment in
Jakarta as an Australian Voluntcer English
Languagce Teacher with the Indoncsian
Department of Foreign Affairs.

About marriage

JANUARY, A ROUTINE papal speech to chancery officials made headlines. The
speech was said to have discouraged Catholic lawyers from involvement in
divorce proceedings. While Vaticanologists read the tea leaves to see if there
wias a storm in the cup, most observers saw nothing new in the speech. Its
media appeal lay in public schadenfreude at secing lawycrs warned off a lucrative
arca of practice, and public surmise that the lawyers would yet again wriggle
out of their predicament.

The most intriguing point about the speech was not that Pope John Paul
spoke about lawyers and marriage, but that he spoke to church lawyers about
marriage. For on any reading of the New Testament, Jesus” emphasis on radical
fidelity scems to have undercut Jewish marriage law, and to have discomtorted
the lawyers who werce interested in a workable jurisprudence.

The role of the church in marriage was initially to bless marriages celebrated
according to local customs, while preaching Jesus’ emphasis on fidelity. In the
West, the church became involved in law when it became the principal source
of social stability in a fracturcd world. Because marriages involved the transter
of property, the legality and stability of marriages had consequences for royal
dynasties. So bishops were asked to judge the validity of unwanted marriages.
Later, church law required marriages to be celebrated in church before witnessces,
for clandestine marriages had become an effective form of asset-stripping. The
church now defended the permanence of marriage as a good for society, not
only as a sign of God’s unfailing love for humanity.

When you must make decisions about marriages, you are obliged to be
consistent and principled. Welcome to the world of courts, lawyers and bodies
of precedent, in which definitions must be clear and minimal. Marriage was
scen primarily as a contract, and its conditions were codified. The jurisdiction
of church courts over marriage has been broad. Generally, church courts do not
dissolve marriages, but annul them by declaring that no genuine marriage took
place. Common grounds are the lack of freedom or maturity in agreeing to marry.
But marriages have also been dissolved: those unconsummated, and those
between non-Christians, one of whom later becomes Christian.

The challenge for churches in dealing with marriage is both to proclaim
the radical faithfulness which shocked Jesus’ contemporaries, and to care for
the increasing number of people who are separated and remarriced.

The development of marriage tribunals has been central in the Catholic
responsc. But it has costs. In an age of transicnt relationships, pastoral concern
for people inevitably leads to more requests for annulment, and a jurisprudence
that recognises more grounds for annulment. The papal warnings against com-
promise with a ‘divorce mentality’ need to be set within this context.

On the other hand, the Christian understanding of faithfulness in marriage
as a richly symbolic gift also becomes croded when marriage is seen predomi-
nantly in legal terms. Within the church, as in society at large, to speak first to
lawyers about marriage may bring associated costs.

Andrew Hamilton sy tcaches at the United Faculty of Theology, Mclbournc.
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has died’, and is ‘in mourning for itself’. Is there some-
thing about heart surgery, [ wondered, that is intrin-
sically profound and spiritually unsettling, regardless
of outcome? Is it more than a human being can deal
with alone, to know that her chest has been sawn
open, and her heart—with all of its emotional signif-
icance—has literally been stopped from beating; that
it has been cut and stitched by strangers?

All these disquieting thoughts troubled my
waking hours for months. Whether there is a physio-
logical basis to post-heart-surgery problems, or
whether the anxiety operates on another level
altogether, is a fascinating area for research. Whatever
the explanation, it’s now clear to me that the issucs
nceded to be brought out in the open. But, at the time,
my thoughts scemed indulgently introspective, and
I kept them well buried.

The intensity of that mood did pass but it was
disturbing while it lasted, and very precoccupying.
I assume I was not very good company during this
time. I was then struck down with a number of
physical problems. T first had to return to surgery
to have my unhealthy gall bladder removed—a
conscquence, I believe, of my not eating properly for
six months. However, the most unsettling problem
was that I suffecred—in fact still do—from chronic
light-hecadedness. My doctor called it disequilibrium,
a good word I thought. I felt often as if I was about to
faint; I couldn’t walk 100 metres, or eat at a table,
without losing my balance. I suffered from tinnitus
(ringing in the ears) and frequent migraines. I was
constantly tired. Why, I wondered, could I just not
‘get over it’?

If I'm honest, I will also acknowledge that being
ill brings some advantages, which can be another
stumbling block to recovery. Perhaps, at some level,
being moderately ill is cven addictive. In the early
months following my surgery and infection, I worricd
that I was staying unwell—developing gall-bladder
diseasc, high blood pressure—to sustain a way of being
to which I had become used, and, yes, in part was
enjoying. Being ill provided a rcady justification for
moodiness, dependence and inertia—for not doing
those things [ didn’t want to do. It also created a space
for more honest, direct engagement with those around
me, in ways that were, frankly, very satisfying.

Australian physician Tony Moore has an intcr-
esting insight on this point. In a provocative reflee-
tion on illness and its aftermath, he argues that the
‘selfishness of sickness is a matter of survival’. His
memoir, Cry of the Damaged Man, is a moving
account of his rccovery from injurics in an appalling
car accident. Physical improvement, he writes, can
often be a ‘mirage’, because it does not always mirror
what’s happening on the inside. In fact, he says,
accident victims can quite consciously ‘hold back
signs of physical improvement so they match the shorter
strides of emotional repair’. [ knew my self-absorption
was unhealthy—a sign of just how dislocated 1 had

become—and ultimately sclf-defeating. Nevertheless,
finding the emotional strength to resist its appeal

becamec yet another dimension in the difficult
I challenge of returning to good health.

NOW BELIEVE—a year-and-a-half down the track—
that the impact of major surgery and illness is taken
far too lightly. Many patients, I'm sure, have unrcal-
istic expectations of recovery time, thinking in terms
of weeks, instead of months or cven years. One of the
problems, [ believe, is that while acutely i1l patients
require acute care, and in our medical
system usually get it, once the crisis
is over, there is an expectation that
recovery will automatically follow. It
doesn’t happen this way. As many of
the people who contacted me identi-
fied, the crux is the difference
between cure and healing.

We are more than the sum total
of our bones, tissucs, organs and
blood. Repairing them is only part of
the journey. The mind, the psyche,
the soul, the spirit—call it what you
will—also has to be returned to some
sort of equilibrium. Rediscovering
that balance is what recovery and
healing, as distinct from cure, are all
about. But should we expect people
to do this on their own? Put another
way, it scems that too many
paticnts—who are cither recovering
from major illness, or dealing with
chronic health concerns—are having
to reinvent the ways that others dis-
covered long ago. But it is not until
one arrives at that ‘other’ place, the
place Susan Sontag insightfully
identified as ‘the kingdom of the sick’
(IlIness as Metaphor), that there is a
need to learn how to negotiate its
pathways. How best, then, to impart
this knowledge to those who find
themselves at the gates?

Doctors and nurses are, [ believe,
by their training and cxpcricnce
uniquely well placed to do this. As
profound as scrious illness may be, it
is not an unfathomably complex psychological
process. Dealing with it does not call for a new branch
of health care. Nor, normally, does it call for the
involvement of psychiatrists or psychotherapists,
although, if not confronted, it may well do so in the
future. What patients—and that includes recovering
patients, the chronically and acutely ill—want from
their medical staff is actually quite straightforward:
they seek communication, empathy and kindness.

First, thcy want communication that conveys
information about their illness, their treatment and
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themselves, or have pointed out to them,
the full costs levied by McWorld. They
must abandon their old-world Islamic
values and identity without any guaran-
tee of a secure place in the new world;
they must endure permanent second-
class citizenship, curiously akin to their
status at home under regimes armed and
defended by the US. Then, prepared by
despair and anger in the face of the
symbols of the West that is engulfing
them, and perhaps some self-hatred for
compromiscs already made, they discov-
cr meaning and a satisfying channel for
formerly diffuse anger in an alternative
cosmopolitanism—that of the trans-
national Islamic brotherhoods, including
latterly the al Qacda network, and their
jihads. The minority who become
militants fight variously for Palestinian
statehood, the purification of deviant
compromised Islamic governments
defined as un-Islamic, or, with cyes fixed
on its central symbol and guarantce in
the US, against the oppressive and corro-
sive West. But as they engulf themselves
in thesc struggles, they become ciphers
of the cruel logics of war, and realpolitik,
to the extent that the religious, Islamic
middle of the story becomes irrelevant
to the final outcome. As guerrillas or
human bombs they become indistin-
guishable from the Black Tigers of Sri
Lanka or the Japanese kamikazes of

World War II, whatever might be their
residual, particular Islamic motivations.
The gist of this sort of story is quite
sccular. At beginning and end, sccular
processes and motivations, with perhaps
a bit of religious combustible material
thrown in, provide the explanations for
inexplicable horror in New York and
Washington. And a similar sccular story
is told about the ensuing war on terror-
ism, initiated by and directed from the
US—a story about the forging of allianccs,
the choicc of strategics, and the course
of the war itself. That story leaves no
room for President Bush’s ‘fighting evil
with God on our side’. Rather, it locates
September 11 as an escalation of a war in
which transnational terrorism and the
international US-dominated anarchy
of the global market feed off one
another.

BUT THE EXCLUSIVELY secular stories
about September 11 and the war occlude
too much—the religious roots of jihad
and crusadec, religion in the stories of the
terrorists themsclves, religion in the
interpretations of September 11 and
reactions to it, on all sides. The exclu-
sively secular story lcaves us puzzling
about the driving passions so cvident not
only in the suicide murderers but also in
those fighting the ensuing war and those
supporting it. If we want to understand
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September 11 and the war, the religious
factor demands more attention than it
gets in the purely scecular stories.

This is so if only because for millions
of Muslims {though certainly not for all)
the war of attack, and now of resistance,
against the US is a holy war, and Osama
bin Laden and the suicide murderers are
saints of Islam. Further, on the Islamic
side, present events are construed as
incidents in a long, at times warlike,
struggle within Islam and about the very
fate of Islam in the modern world. When
bin Laden presents himself on videotapes
as a holy man—successfully it scems—
he is tapping into a minority Islamic
tradition with a wide following and a
deep history. There was, for example,
Sayyid Qutb and his battle against General
Nasser; and Qutb was wont to compare
his struggle with Ibn Taymuyya’s
struggles against the Mongol barbarians
centuries before. In that purported tradi-
tion, bin Laden is identifiable as a holy
rebel fulfilling his Islamic duty by fight-
ing against rulers {especially those of
Egypt and Saudi Arabia) who have aban-
doned true Islam. These rulers, making
their peace with the West, albeit in
different ways and degrecs, have opened
the gates to the extinguishment of Islam
by Western culture, which in its plural
idolatrics, moral licentiousness and
sccular governance, is the cquivalent of
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religion, the private citizen and govern-
ment, invoked against not only Taliban
theocracy but also its milder version in
Awmecrican dominion theology. [These
liberals were already mobilised before
September 11, taking issue with the Bush
administration’s push to hand over the
administration of federally funded social
services to religious agencies.) In the
classical American liberal tradition,
religious frcedom can be guaranteed in
the modern world only when there is
strict separation of church and state,
when the state itsclf is sccular and does
not intervene in the religious spherc, and
when rcligious belief and practice are as
privatised as possible, with minimal
incursions into the public realm.

In the name of the latter provision,
some liberals have criticised leaders of
various mainstream churches (for
example, Boston’s Cardinal, Bernard Law)
for making public statements expressing
positions on the war. The attacks on the
leaders have been not so much against
the positions taken as against ecclesias-
tical trespass into the realm of public
policy. But the major antagonists of the
classical liberals have been fundamental-
ists of Christian, Jewish or Muslim
provenance. To them, classical liberals
impute manipulation of state agencices or,
conversely, denial of the legitimacy of
elected governments, in the pursuit of
confessional ends.

September 11 has contributed to the
very public re-emergence of yet another
contested position about religious free-
dom and its guarantces in the US. Ranged
against both fundamentalist and classical
liberal positions is the point of view that
religious freedom, and American demo-
cracy itself, is best nurtured and guaran-
tced when Americans of very different
religious persuasions engage in public
debate, not only about their religious
differences, but about public policy and
its moral dimensions. This is the position
for public religion. Its proponents see it
working at two moments, which may be
separated only for heuristic purposes. In
the first, religiously committed citizens,
empowered by the confidence of their
faiths but eschewing the closure of
absolute certainty, seek understanding
through their lifetimes in public
conversations with the religious and
non-religious other. In the second, the
public space opened up by religious

conversations becomes space for the
exercise of pluralistic democracy. In
those spaces, pilgrim belicvers become
‘pilgrim citizens ... connected critics ...
persons committed to the fundamental
ideals of democracy, yet able to sce the
shortcomings of any particular demo-
cratic regime’ (Ronald F. Thiemann,
‘Public Religion: Bance or Blessing for
Democracy’, in Nancy L. Rosenblum
{ed.), Obligations of Citizenship and
Demands of Faith: Religious Accommo-

dation in Pluralist Democracies, p85).
Public religion is not to be confused
with what is called American civil
religion. Indeed, in the present conflict,
pilgrim citizens have found themselves
at odds with fervent civil religionists who
invest American institutions, including
the presidency and the armed forces, with
an aura of sacred light. For civil religion-
ists, support for president and country
comes before public debate in

time of war.

IF THERE IS ANY good news for watchers
of American democracy since September
11, it lies in the profusc evidence,
displayed in the quality media, that many
Christian, Jewish and Muslim leaders
have been preaching and practising this
public religion—in some instances well
before the terrible day {for cxample, in
the Industrial Areas Foundation net-
work). (Sce www.tresser.com/IAF.htimn,
and Mark R. Warren, Dry Bones Rattling:
Community Building to Revitalize
American Democracy, Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2001.) The practice of public
religion in the US continues a long
tradition in which grassroots religious
associations and federations help to
revitalise American democracy—a tradi-
tion forever at odds with its contrary, the
generation in local religious com-
munities of profoundly antidemocratic
organisations like the Ku Klux Klan.

The point for now, though, is not to
establish connections betwcen public
religion and American democracy. It is
rather to note two things. First, that
contested views and practices relating to
the triad of religion, citizenship and the
state are core concerns for many Ameri-
cans. And second, that these core
concerns have been activated by
September 11 and the war. In this way,
to quote Andrew Sullivan, ‘the religious
dimension of this conflict is central to
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its mecaning’—but not only to Islamic
combatants on onc side, and American
political society as a whole on the other,
as Sullivan argucs. Rather, within
America, the religious dimension of the
conflict is central to those Americans
alrcady contesting what it is to be at once
a person of particular religious faith in a
religiously plural socicty, and an engaged
citizen of a secular democracy. For those
Americans espousing public religion, or
a variant of theocracy, or a religiously
inflected version of classical liberalism,
the meaning of the war is found by
locating it in American conflicts of long
standing.

So, on the American as on the Islamic
‘side’, the war invokes internal religious
conflicts, adding depth and some valida-
tion to the claim that this is a religious
war. But establishing that religious mean-
ings are given to the war and constituent
conflicts, provides no basis for the claim
that September 11 and the Afghanistan
campaign are acts in what is only a
religious war. Indced the detail and
dynamics of the religious conflicts noted
here can only be understood on the basis
of an acknowledgment that religious
belief and practice and conflict arc always
incarnate, enmeshed in political, social,
economic and psychological aspects of
human reality.

There is a messy dialectics in which
the big players in the political cconomy
of oil make plausible the messages of
rcligious hate taught in mosques and
madrasas in Saudi Arabia, Pakistan,
France and Germany. Religious motiva-
tions on all sides are submerged in real-
politik and the crucl logic of war, but at
the same time the energies and grand
strategies for politics and warfarc appcar
to grow out of considerations of sacred
history and sacred place. Just as weaponry
and rival modes of organisation and com-
munication appear to be decisive factors
in a secular war, so the religious charac-
ter of the war, within and betwcen the
‘sides’, becomes more salient, and terms
of comparative advantage fluctuate.

Until we decipher such riddles in open
and public discussion, in Islam and in rhe
West, there can be no peace.

Rowan Ireland was on overseas research
leave at Harvard on September 11. He has
just returned to the sociology and anthro-
pology program at La Trobe University.
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Old riend

i.m. Graham Little

Virgilian, Dantesque,

down through this languorous heat
the first platoon of yellow leaves

are drifting from laggard English elms
into the very street

where we last walked.

You were the wonderful talker,
famous for your measurcd rhythms
and curiously gentle diagonals
(inaudible from the table’s wrong end)
but your starry voice has fallen

into the long quict.

Autumn’s hot doorstep

tripped you up, even though at table,

and party tables all over thinky Melbourne
are going to miss from now on

the staycr, the sociable analyst:

our deeply original voice.

Interested in everything,

imbued with both Belfast and ampstcad,
you once mct Denis Compton.

You lived above any cliché,

could see our leaders as human

and lucic - tell us why.

Tolerance and indignation,

you knew, coul stroll together:

‘The water in the glass is muddy,
ut is not mud,’ you agrced,

at home in the loving world

of all who will miss you now.

EUREKA STREET o MARCH 2002

At Sixes and Sevens

What lies under the lid
of that mu dented saucepan
on top of the stove?
Old risotto gone heige, meanwhile
restless quinces rock in a bowl
and those belated bananas
gos
back on the quintessential table
with crumbs and one lonely spoon.

Where on carth
did the primal stories go
and who ate the past?

Neither chilli powder, salt

nor the bright yellow quincces

will tell us at all:

on this agreeable planct, food

must own another language altogether
without clauses

but now we have a visitor

bringing a sturdy bag of lemons.

A Language of the Eye

We gaze and wonder what colours mean,
apricot, amber, cool aquamarine.

Plcasing, they will not point a moral:
vermilion, violet, royalblue, cor,

From these you fashion whatever you can,
bronze, turquoise, tangerine, tan.

Sunrise may tell us roughly what’s to come,
primrose, saffron, rust and plum,

blushing like the soft check of a girl
in rose madder, crimson, honey, pearl.

And I might offer, in tune with love,
cornflower, lavender, jade and mauve;

then evening tucks our hopes away,
amethyst, burnt sienna ... grey.

[ can’t resolve what our percep Hns mean:
olive, cinnabar, ginger, g 2n.















clarity, but the status of the proposed Authority’s
advice is unclear. The Review report states that:

National blood policy should continue to be developed
by the Commonwealth in collaboration with States
and Territories. In developing national policies, Aus-
tralian Health Ministers should draw on advice from
the National Blood Authority and from existing health
system structures and arrangements.

Here it would seem that the Australian health
ministers, rather than the Blood Authority, would be
responsible for the final blood policy decisions. But
the Health Ministers Committec is advisory only, and
in the face of alternative policy proposals, it is unclear
on whose advice the health ministers would base their
decisions. Plainly, an overarching body such as the
proposed National Blood Authority should work with
existing advisory bodies when their interests inter-
sect. However, further clarification is needed of who
is responsible for the final decision, how opposing
policy recommendations would be assessed, and how
policy development would be translated into action
by Australia’s blood banks. {For example, would blood
banks have to wait for the Authority to ratify the
recommendations of existing advisory bodices, or
would they have to wait for the health ministers, and
what would they do in the face of opposing policy
recommendations?}

A continued reliance on voluntary donors was
one of the terms of reference when the Review was
established in 1999. Yet the Review’s report does not
explore how this reliance might inform the develop-
ment of future blood policy. Instead, it suggests, rather
vaguely, that advice on blood matters be developed
in the ‘context of national public health and risk
management applicable to Australia’s circumstances’.
Therc is no doubt that the national regulation of the
Australian blood supply and the concurrent develop-
ment of risk-management strategies has been
successful in making it one of the safest blood supplies
in the world. However, it is worrying that there is
little place in the Review’s recommendations for the
reciprocal generosity of blood policy that has
characterised Australian blood banks.

To commit to a system of reliance on voluntary
donors without also committing to obligations that
follow from this reliance is to trivialise the role
voluntary donors play in blood banking. Moreover,
much creative and innovative policy has been devel-
oped by blood banks as they attempt to meet their
moral obligations. As already noted, the link between
the Victorian Blood Bank and local hepatitis C experts
led to the development of knowledge and policy that
extended far beyond the realms of blood matters, and
formed the basis of Australia-wide hepatitis C-test
interpretative strategies.

Sir Ninian Stephen, in submitting the Review of
the Australian Blood Banking and Plasma Product
Sector report to the federal government, noted

Australia’s enviable record of providing safe, high-
quality blood transfusion services: ‘Australian
volunteer donors have played an important part in
this achievement; continuing support of donors in the
future is essential.” Some 30 years earlier, Richard
Titmuss twinned the safety and quality of the blood
supply with the sense of moral responsibility among
voluntary blood donors. The Review had the oppor-
tunity to develop a new framework that brought
together the necessary reforms of the past two decades
with the moral legacy of the voluntary donations that
continuc to sustain and enrich the Australian blood
supply. The merger is not yet complete.

Blood evokes powerful and complicated
responses, including the desire to keep the blood
supply as safe as possible. This is clearly a vital issuc.
However, the history of Australian blood banks, and
their reliance on voluntary donors, shows the impor-
tance of a policy framework that extends beyond
security concerns and risk minimisation to meet the
generosity of donors who give their blood to strangers
in need. The challenge for blood banking and public
policy in general, is to create a vision that holds the
two together, ensuring support for both; a vision that,
like blood banking, is grounded in daily acts of
kindness to strangers.

Matthew Klugman is a freelance writer currently
working on the history of the Australian Red Cross
Blood Transfusion Service—Victoria.
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gag is cqual to her skill with irregular feet.
Poctry came carly and these letters confirm
that writing verse was simply something
she knew she was good at. It was enlivening,.
For this rcason she bemoans ‘the fate of
many a pocm’, her own included, ‘becoming
an object of study, not of artistic enjoyment’
{14 January 1971). Henee her tascination
with forms, how they work, how to make
something original with them. Such pleas-
ure in the making of poetry incvitably came
into trouble, though, when she decided to
engage with the literary world.

Harwood catalogues rejection slips,
misplaced manuscripts, ignorant editors—
all the details of a poet’s life that  n't
change —grinding her teeth at the thank-
less vocation of pocet. ‘It is to me a hatcful
talent. I cannot bury it. I would rather have
been happy’, she confides to Vincent
Buckley (30 August 1961). Elsewhere she
writes: ‘It’s assumed that poctry in Aus-
traliais a substancc of no commercial value
that can be produced anywhere in odd
moments.” {9 May 1967} Mcanwhilc her
own creative life continues with energetic
playtulness. The letters contain man  ar-
vellous poems dashed off on the spur of the
moment. This acrostic sonnct to my
Riddell {20 July 19601}, for example, in res-
ponsc to Meanjin editor Clem Christesen’s
rejection of her highly structured work in
favour of a poem of dwindling returns and
eminent laxness entitled ‘Goods Train':

ON A SECOND READING OF ‘GOODS TRAIN'

When 1 consider how T used to write
Rhythmical verse, and keep my meaning wed
Ever to form; and sce the rubbish spread
Carclessly through Meanjin: all the spite,
Knavishness, nastiness, readiness to fight
That mar my lovely nature, make their bed
Here. [ resign pocetic maidenhead.
A-whoring I shall go, this very night.

There'll be no peace for Editors who take
Things like ‘Goods Train’. I'll prostitute my art.
(Reserved exclusively for CBC
Arc several ‘translations’, cach a fake.)
I'll tout myselt all round, a lyric tart.
No one will know who is or isn’t

G

G did indeed have high poetic stand-
ards, quoting approvingly Jamcs Merrill’s
‘stiff rhythms, gorgeous rthymes’. Eve  his
squib has echoes of John Donne. The letters
reinforce what we alrcady know about
Harwood’s handful of prosodic tencts: the
poem must have form, must entertain at
somc level, must convinee, must achicve
creative tension. She had no time for poctry
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that scemed to have been written by a
typewriter. Like many pocts, she envied
the purity and immediacy of musical
expression and, unlike many pocts, she had
great musical ability. Harwood did very
little if any reviewing in her life (her com-
ments about critics, editors and academics
are the bitchiest in the book; and her
publisheris ‘Anguish & Robbery’], so these
letters are our first real exposure to her
critical thought. She ‘always enjoyed’ what
Bruce Beaver said, but found ‘his style
porridgy’. Buckley’s Arcady & Other Places
is‘quitc simply ... the best book of Austral-
lan poctry in cxistence’. Francis Webb is
‘unmatched, but there’s a kind of mad
privacy that defeats me’.

A collected Harwood letters would swell
to Boswellian proportions. At the same
time, the craving for morc will not abate.
The thematic collection is one solution.
We see glimpses of her passion for German

Rome icism, especially in the madden-
ingly delightful letters to Norman Talbot,
that could be cxpanded to a volume.
Glimpses too of her philosophic amour
Ludwig Wittgenstein, source of her other
religion, ‘the language-game’. A collection
of the epistolary verse would be a treat. Or
individual correspondences could be a
solution. A collection of the letters between
Harwouod and Buckley or Harwood and her
musical collaborator Larry Sitsky would he
enter  ing portraits of friendships and
the focus of special conversations on vita
brevis, ars longa that we only gucess at with
the present sclection. It must be said, envy
is the sin that besets a reader, thinking of
the editor with ready access to ten times
more  respondence raging above the same
signature.

Philip Harvey is a poct and librarian at the
Joint Theological Library, Mclbourne.
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Talk ¢ bout us

r

HE CENTENARY OF Australian Federa-
tion appears now to bclong to another
generation. After Tampa and September
11,itscelebration seems asremoteas A m
and Eve’s Garden of Eden holiday snaps
after the Fall.

It is not the fault of the writers that it is
difficult to enter these admirable collec-
tions of lectures on the past and future of
Australia, for the talks were conceived and
mostly given before September. Noris it the
fault of the ABC, whose importance in Aus-
tralian national life lies not simply in broad-
casting but in c¢ncouraging and recording
intelligent conversation about Australia.

Geoftrey Blainey’s Boyer lectures offer a
historical perspective on contemporary Aus-
tralian concerns about ecology, development,
the rural experience and equality. Blainey is
an engaging guide, and gencerally stresses the
continuity between the present and the past.
He argucs repeatedly with those who claim
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moral supcriority over the practices and
attitudes of carlicr Au  alia

The Barton lectures examine Australian
lines of tension today. Although federation
forms the point of reference, historical
reflection is more muted than in Blainey'’s
lectures, and is introduced mainly in order
to illuminate the Australia of our own day.
The lectures deal with relationships—
between city and country, between classces,
betweenIndigenous and colonisers, between
states and Commonwealth. By referring to
the origins of the myths that colour the w
we speak about these relationships, they
test the myths.

T  Alfred Deakin lectures offer the
largest and most disparate treatment of
Aust a under many headings. Speakers
disct  Australia’s placce in Asia, the image
we have of Australia, immigration, race,
globz ation, sport, the information nct-
work, science, water and urban design. The









It may be that what we get in Flights of
Love arc almost the scenarios for discarded
novels, of which the author grew too
impaticnt to give the skeletons flesh.
Certainly nothing in it is as ‘written’ as in
The Reader, though there is plenty to keep
every kind of recader turning the pages and it
will leave some of them wondering, at least
sometimes, how such wisdom has been got
out of such flat words.

Bernhard Schlink is a modern dramatic
mastcr for whom fiction just happens to be

the medium. He takes it as his brief and
when he catches fire with it we scem—
against the odds—to be in the presence of a
storyteller (alive to every kind of moral and
psychological complexity) who can give
fiction the kind of unambiguous narrative
authority it has in the Victorian novel or that
linked images have in a film by John For¢

Peter Craven is the cditor of Quarterly
Essay, the ongoing series of political essays
published by Black Inc.
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All in

T LEAST THREE contemporary trends
converge in this new novel by Australian
writer Louis Nowra: aninterestin fictitious
countrices, an interest in encyclopedias, and
novels which assume some other literary
form.

To take the last of these first. We have
recently had novels which are presented as,
or overlap with: a recipe book (John
Lanchester’'s The Debt to Pleasure, and
Laura Esquivel’s Like Water for Chocolate);
a philosophical treatise [Alain de Botton’s
On Love); a psychological case history
(lan McEwan’s Enduring Love); a lecture
at a symposium [Margaret Atwood’'s
A Handmaid’s Tale); or more to the point,
Milorad Pavic’s Dictionary of the Khazars.

Rcaders, apparently, have become
cynical about the conceits of fiction, the
‘this is what happened’ style of narration.
‘Says who?’ we have been taught to ask by
nihilistic litcrary theorists, suspicious of
anything that resembles meaning. And un-
like the firstreaders of, say, Robinson Crusoe,
wearc used to the genre: we know that novels
are a pretence. How better to subvert this
suspicion than by pretending that your
pretencce is something other than a novel?

Pavic’s novel is not, in fact, organised
like a dictionary, but scems noncetheless to
have been of some inspiration to Louis
Nowra’s Abaza. In both books we have a
purported series of documents—in this case,
short, topical and alphabctically organised—
concerninga fictitious pcople—in this case,
the recent history of a fictitious South
Pacific island nation, Abaza.

F/AAINNARNLY

order

What then makes it a novel? It's not a
narrative, but it is a fiction and it has a
story. A great deal of detail is built up before
a story emerges—a history, with a number
of main players, some of whom arc also the
five contributors to the encyclopedia. The
history of Abaza is given therefore from a
number of angles, all deeply engaged,
cschewing the traditional encyclopedia’s
sense of both anonymity and objectivity.

The collection of documents that con-
stitute the encyclopedia, all written on
scraps of paper in an Abazian prison by
cnemics of the present regime, have come
into the hands of an Abazian exile working
at the Cairns campus of the James Cook
University. It's no more unlikely than many
other stories presented as diaries, such as
Wuthering Heights, or drcams.

Abaza is in a terminal state of political
corruption, and we mect all of the main
players. The whole population scems sex-
crazed and drug-addled. Sexual deviancc
and promiscuity arc mentioned in just about
cvery entry, until they become tiresome.

Other obscessive subjects are children
and deformity. There is Abaza’s recently
discovered prehistoric race, who were
midgets. The vicious and brutal rchel, Gen-
cral Dugi, lcads an army of feral children,
and in the last days before the overthrow of
the capital of Abaza the city is infested by
gangs of Odis—child cripples and amputcees.

The preoccupation with children and
deformity is also cvident in the central
characterof the book, the aged and malicious
dwarf, Aba. He has bcen the long-term
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adviser to the first two presidents of Abaza.
In the present of the book’s narrative, when
the book is assembled at James Cook
University, Aba has fled the regime of
General Dugi.

Aba has been Svengali to the tyrannical
and loony ‘Eternal’ President Nadi and his
lazy and sclf-indulgent successor Sangana,
who was devoted to jazz music and making
movics. Aba knows morc than anyone elsc
about what really happened in Abaza, and
he is living out his days in a luxury men-
only resort in Queensland.

Suspensc is created despite what scems
to be an arbitrary method of organisation.
But it is anovel, to be read in sequence, and
Nowra postpones the appearance of par-
ticular snippets of the history by carcfully
assigning the proper nouns of his subjects
to the latter letters of the alphabet. Increas-
ingly, as we reach (Max) Rodley, (Rowan)
Young, Vampire Days, Vao and finally Zot,
the connections with Australia become
morc apparent, and the more personal drama
concerning the still-living characters comes
to its conclusion.

But what is the intention? The resem-
blance to satires like Gulliver’'s Travels
and 1984 makes one suspect a particularly
specific, perhaps political, subtext. There
arc amusing suggestions, but they don’t
add up to much. The geographical co-
ordinates given for Abaza are exactly those
of Cairns. The Abazian capital, Pazo, in
being ‘laid out by an American planner and
his wife in a grid of boulevards and avenues
surrounded by ever increasing circles of
streets’, sounds like Canberra. The whole
of the country shuts down daily for the
narcotic pitu, reminding onc of the Yemeni
addiction to gat, which visitors describe
in similar terms. An Australian Forcign
Minister who is briefly mentioned scems
very familiar. The structure would allow
intriguing details to be added endlessly,
and Nowra has stopped not a moment too
soon.

Abaza is a dark and artful tale, inven-
tive, suspenseful and funny, if in an icky
sort of way. (It is in some ways a political
version of the increasingly worrying com-
cdy The League of Gentlemen on ABC TV.)
There are no heroes, no-one to admire or
even identify with—just varying degrees of
villainy. Nowra convinces us that some-
thing powecrful is happening, that there is
some key or revelation or resolution jnet
around the corner, but it never comes.

Paul Tankard is a Mclbourne writer and
literary scholar.
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Iris Murdoch’s marriage to writer and
academic John Bayley. He is aided by Jim
Broadbent’s mercurial performance as
Bayley. Broadbent can run the full range of
human emotions in a flicker of facial
expression. He might look like the dither-
ing professor but his cvery move explodes
the stereotype. Judi Dench, as the ailing
Iris, too nuggety to be wholly consumed by
the Alzheimer’s disease that takes away
her control, is a good match for him. The
young Iris, played by Kate Winslet, to Hugh
Bonneville’s young Bayley, is intriguing
and attractive, but more given to swimming
naked in Oxford’s reedy rivers than to
strenuous thought. A pity—Winslet and
Bonneville are good, but their script is thin.

There is a touch too much homage in
the film for my taste. Iris Murdoch was a
flesh-and-blood strange woman, with jagged
edges, a powerful intellect and even more
formidable imagination. No film could
contain her—what Eyre makes is finally
more an honourable fiction than a biopic—
but I'd have liked even the shadow play to
have had more substance. —Morag Fraser

Abstract uncracked

Mulholland Drive, dir. David Lynch. L have
yet to read a review of David Lynch’s new
film, Mulholland Drive, that doesn’t use
the word ‘surrcal’. The prevalence of this
flaccid adjective suggests that it has be-
come the descriptor of choice for any movie
whose story can’t be summarised in five
sentences or less—as if the job of areviewer
were simply to condense the plot and work
out how many thumbs up or down to give
it. This process of ‘pinning a film down’,
defining and categorising both its meaning
and what a viewer’s response to it should
be, has always scemed to me like an act of
interpretative violence, forcing the enig-
matic, ephemeral and sensual experience of
the cinema into an analytic straitjacket,
pointing a gun at its head and saying ‘make
sense—or else’.

Of course, it's a natural response to an
ambiguous or perplexing cxperience to try
to master it by ‘making sense’ out of it,
creating a coherent and consistent story to
explain its mystery. Onc of the many mar-
vellous things about Mulholland Drive and
its sister film, Lost Highway, is that they
both rcfuse our desire for interpretative
mastery, taunting us with the unshakeable
sensc that it all adds up somehow, but only
in ways that are impossible to articulate.
Thebest descriptionI've seen of Mulholland

Drive comes from Michacl J. Anderson (the
dancing dwarf from Twin Peaks, who also
plays a sinister, full-sized, underworld boss
with a disturbingly small hecad in Lynch’s
current film). ‘David’s work isn’t con-
sciously coherent,” he says, ‘but its coher-
ence on an unconscious level is
inescapable—almost against your will.’ The
unremitting sense of violence and threat
the film generates is at least partly a conse-
quence of this power to ¢vade the vicwer’s
(andreviewer’s) mastery, and to affect them
inways they can’t explainand can’t control.

Lynch himsclf describes the film as
‘abstract’, butits abstractionis not so much
visual ({though there are aspects of this in
the film) as it is narrative. Like a modernist
painter, Lynch fragments and disrupts the
thing he represents (in his case, the narra-
tive}, in order to bring out its essence, the
pure sensation of the thing, rather than its
recognisable image. Mulholland Drive, in
its focus on the idea of Los Angeles, of
Hollywood and of cinema itself, is in many
ways a reflection on (and of) the naturc of
the image, reflection or double itself. The
‘essence’ that Lynch abstracts out of his
fragmented narrative is ultimately that of
film noir—the darkness, threat and violence
lurking beneath the everyday, bencath the
surfacc of the image itself. In fact you could
say that Lynch has founded a new genre of
filmmaking in his oeuvre—'abstract noir’.
However, the logical consequence of what
I've been saying is that anything I say about
this film is necessarily going to miss the
point. So don’t read this review. Go sce the
film. —Allan James Thomas

Hicks’ shticks

Hearts in Atlantis, dir. Scott Hicks. This is
afilm adapted by Scott Hicks from a screen-
play by William Goldman of a Stephen King
short story, ‘Low Men in Yellow Coats’.
Goldman was the scriptwriter of The
Princess Bride, a charming fairytale. Hicks
is the successful director of Shine, though
that may be small recommendation for
some. The film plot runs thus: in the 1950s,
a fatherless young boy, Bobby Garficeld, is
befriended by his cold, selfish mother’s
new lodger, Ted Brautigan. Ted is a psychic
on the run from the FBI, which wants to use
his powers against the Russians. Bobby finds
out some nice stuff about his dead father,
Ted is captured and Bobby gocs on to be a
successful photographer.

At its best, King’s work has a unique
flavour, a sense of the sharply observed
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ordinary suffuscd with the Other, the dark
monsters of the psyche that take tangible
form. He is as sentimental as Dickens,
more frightening than Poe, grottier than
Roth, and far morc intelligent than Thomas
Harris.

Under the dead hand of Goldman and
Hicks, who have removed all reference to
the aliens that arc an essential part of the
plot, the world of Hearts in Atlantis has
been turned into a kind of Un-Happy Days,
a dismal sort of Wonder Years. Anachro-
nismsabound: the children are given snappy
New York Jewish one-liners; the mother
wears a post-modern distressed bob that
would have been considered very outré in
the 1950s. And Ted Brautigan (Anthony
Hopkins), the mysterious lodger, is being
chased not by alicns but by the FBL. The
disturbingresonance of his phrase ‘low men’
for his pursuers is dissipated in the banality
of the new setting. His powers are no more
than clairvoyance: a thin Cold-War-psychic-
research scenario is tacked over the void
left by the excision of King’s entire Dark
Tower universe.

Bobby is played by Anton Yelchin, an
excellent young actor who will do better
with better stuff. There is a tired bravura-
monologue scene for Hopkins, some lip-
trembling from the boy, a lot of small-town
scenery and no suspense, no edge, no King-
ishness at all.

—TJuliette Hughes

Congo murder

Lumumba, dir. Raoul Peck. In 1961 Patrice
Lumumba was assassinated. He had, for
two short months, been the first democrati-
cally elected prime minister of the newly
independent Congo. The story of Patrice
Lumumba is devastating, frustrating and
important.

Peck obviously knows his stuff, having
made an award-winning documentary on
Lumumba back in 1992. With Eriq
Ebouaney’s strong lead performance,
Lumumba should have been one out of the
box, but as in so many biopics, the art of
cinema lags a little behind the line-up of
historical events.

The film opens with a series of con-
fronting monochrome images of a brutal
colonial past, intercut with a happy crowd
of party-goers enjoying colourful hors
d’oeuvres and sporting shady hats. This
simple contrast is appropriately shocking
and, as we later discover, horribly ironic.

—Siobhan Jackson
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E WERF WATCHING On Happiness during February on the
ABC. It was part of a series on six Western philosophers,
presented by Cambridge don Alain de Botton. Soon we realised
that we were feeling a kind of uppityness, the feeling you get
when you know that you know more about something than
the learned person expounding. You see the flaw. You detect
the gap. You rcalise that book-learning isn’t everything. You
start to get witty. You begin to expound, using phrases that
include ‘common sense’ and ‘real life’.

My spouse calls it ‘that naughty-haughty Hughes pride’
and [ tell him that he never did Philosophy 1B either. Nonc of
my family ever did philosophy. Those who weren’t warned off
betore they started (Mother Basil in Matric RE: ‘Philosophy
students Lose The Faith!’) were terrified off by smug numerates
(who claimed that you needed to know some maths).

However, feeling that T might need to find out something
weighty to throw into the family discourse, I watched de Botton
at first with, indeed, some humility. I learnt plenty listening to
the historical stuff, which was quite fun. But de Botton's
commentary, when it veered into your actual philosophy and
away from your ‘this happened’ stuff, gave other commenta-
tors new shallows to conquer. There was more than a teents of
self-reference, considerably more than a soupcon of oh-what-a-
clever-boy-am-L I should like to hear him say ‘Proust’—he has
written a very clever book on Proust. You sec, if you are a dumb
Anglo ignoramus you pronounce it ‘Proost’. End of story. If
you're a bit educated-like, you’ll say a kind of franglais ‘Pwoost’,
and you might even have read him 1t if you're a real show-off
you do the full frog ‘Pghhrrrhhoostt’ that causes people to say
‘bless you!” or edge away. I'm betting de Botton is a born
Pghhrrrhhoostter, although if I'm wrong I do humbly apologise:
blame my DNA.

It was naff of him to try to score a date with the dumped
girl on the Schopenhauer episode, ‘Love’. On the other hand,
she didn’t seem too fussed about her tragedy. She showed the
Decar Joan letter from the escaped boyfriend with the air of
someone showing you an annoyingly big phone bill. If truly
lovelorn, her demeanour gave Stoics something to aim for. She
beamed in a’yes, isn't it extraordinary!” way as de Botton tutted
over the harshness of such a letter. They agreed cordially that
it had been rcally, really tough to deal with. Ariadne, Medea,
Maria Callas, Miss Havisham, even Bridget Jones, she wasn’t.
Nothing to kill or die for here, and no religion too.
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Philosoplical rift

De Botton then musec  n Schopenhauer’s lack of success
in love, with a gentle, wondering sympathy that seemed
oblivious to the fact that he’d just revealed him as an arrogant
deserter of the mo'  :r of his child in his youth. As an ugly old
narcissist, he seemed to think he had a chance with young,
pretty girls. Nietzsche’s case was even more obvious: the man
had a moustache like a dead bear. What girl would want to
smooch a bloke who looked as though he hadn’t finished
swallowing a yeti? Peering over all that shrubbery, he wor |
continually assert variations on your basic footy coach’s

theme of no-gain-no-pain. Except that for Nictzsche
it seemed the pain was the gain.

DE BoTToN's sTyLE 18 ogether too much him and not
enough philosophy. He should watch David Attenborough,
who’s long realised that though he’s a perfectly nice chap, the
punters don’t want to be looking at him all the time. They want
to see the animals, the scenery, the interesting folk from other
cultures. They do not want the presenter bobhing his head in front
of the action, telling them what he thinks. A sresenters should
rcalise that there is a golden ratio of Presenter Close-Up to Docu-
mentary’s Subject (1:50). Wildlife doco makers often forget this,
imagining that we've never seen a helicopter take off before,
and that we need to see the presenter in the passenger scat.

If your s ject is philosophy your program runs a severe
risk of becoming a tame-life doco if the narrative isn’t sharp
and deep. Or wide, for that atter. The de Botton series covers
anger, love, self-esteem and self-confidence, hardship and
happiness, without ever looking at poor people or the Third
World. Itscor  rtzoneis B ain’s upper middle class: its prime
image for an object of envy 1 Cambridge undergraduate. Then
he shows us the photo of himself in the graduating class. From
Cambridge.

So thank God for the new Absolutely Fabulous. Edina and
Patsy offer far more wisdom than de Botton. We need our sat
to stay up-to-date and Ab Fab has done this, slicing through
every trend, refusing to be a historical piece. You see anger
(Edina’s constant rage), self-esteem [Patsy’s Parralox!), hardship
(poor Saffy) and yes, happi:  3s (Edina’s mum on the shopping
channel). But you laugh so much that you really take it in.
Humbly.

Juliette Hughes is a freelance writer.
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