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The writing on the wall

Frank Jackson argues that another review of universities
won't solve the basic problem of un :rfunding.

urerRT MurDOCH said it first. Then John
Schubert said it. Now Ian Macfarlanc is saying it. Our
universitics arc in serious trouble and this is bad news
for the future of this country. Our universities need a
lot more moncey.

We are used to hearing lobby groups calling for
more money and understandably treat such calls with
caution. Of course the Australian Vice-Chancellors’

Committee and the National Train-
ing and Education Union will think
our universitics arc under-funded. But
when a media magnate, the president
of the Business Council of Australia
and the Federal Reserve Bank Gover-
nor all say the same thing, we must
WOrry.

This is why the government’s
refusal to respond positively—the min-
ister Brendan Nelson has cffectively
said there will be no more money for
universities in the budget—is so puz-
zling. The government likes to claim
that the funding for universities has
remained the same in real terms over
the last five or so yecars (sometimes,
it says that it has actually gone up).
Give or take the odd quibble, this is

true but misscs the point. Has the funding for
hospitals, parliament or defence remained roughly the
same in real terms over the last five years? Of course
not; in cach case there has been a large increase in
real terms. There are many reasons for these increases,
some of which arc local to hospitals, parliament and
defence, but there is one reason that applies across
the board. Average weekly earnings have risen sharply
in real terms over the last five ycars—at well over
double the cost adjustment factor the government has
been applying to university grants. And you cannot
run a good hospital, parliament, army or university
without paying good people—and good people cost.
The reason universitics arc in trouble is that their
funds have remained roughly the same at a time when
unavoidable costs, especially salary costs, have risen
sharply. In his address on ‘The Higher Education
Financing Debate’ to the National Press Club in
October last year, Profcssor Bruce Chapman of the
Australian National University’s Centre for Economic
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Policy Research put the shortfall resulting from not
using average weekly earnings to adjust university
grants at $500 million a year, in 2 1 dollars.

The minister has announced a review of the way
our universitics ¢ funded. He has also said that he
would like to see more concentration of funding for
research and has talked of the importance of Australia’s
having one or two universitics that figurc among the
best in the world. Unless there is more money in the
system, the only way this can happen is by robbing
Peter to pay Paul. And if there are to be one or two,
the smart money is on the once or two coming from
the University of Sydney, the University of Melbourne
and the Australian National University. It will be
interesting to hecar the reactions of the rest of the
system, the par  ts who are planning to send their
children to, say, the University of Western Australia
or Charles Sturt University, the premiers of Queens-
land and South Australia, and politicians whose
electorates include universities outside the one or two.

The review the minister is heralding must find
somc way of increasing the funds available to our
universities. T t way we can concentrate our
research efforts—but please in morc  an one or two
universitics, Australia is a vast country—withour
damaging the rest of the system.

Frank Jackson as Director of the Institute of
Advanced Studies at the Australian National Univer-
sity from 1998 to 2001. He is currently Professor of
Philosonhv in the Research School of Social Sciences.
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Dear Minister

Frank Brennan was in the Woomera Detention Centre on Good Friday.
Afterwards, he wrote to the Immigration Minister in these terms.

IWAS CONDUCTING a church service for Good Friday
in the Oscar compound when the ‘break-out, break-in’
occurred. I then spent the next couple of hours in com-
pany with Christians and Sabean Mendeans from
other compounds who were unable to return to their
accommodation.

No doubt, there will be many reviews and
complaints about the actions of all the various actors
on either side of the fence that night. [ am prepared to
assume and to statc publicly that all authorities,
including Australasian Correctional Management
[ACM), the Department of Immigration and Multi-
cultural and Indigenous Affairs [DIMIA), the Austral-
ian Protective Service [APS) and the South Australian
police, were acting as well as they could and in good
faith. Throughout the week I was impressed by the
professionalism and commitment of the senior ACM
and DIMIA management. But no matter what the pro-
fessionalism and commitment of senior management,
I think the regime at Woomera is fraught with ongoing
problems that are insuperable and that are wreaking
havoc not only on detainees but also on those charged
with the supervision of their detention and processing,

I spent two hours with men, women and children
who had come from church and who were unable to
return to their accommodation and unable to find
sanctuary in an alternative compound, because they
were threatened by another detainee disturbed by their
religious practices. That detaince was finally appre-
hended by half a dozen ACM officers in full riot gear,
backed by a water-cannon truck that had been moved
into position. Meanwhile, two other detainees were
on the roof threatening to harm themsclves, cxacer-
bating a situation of mass hysteria. Children in my
vicinity were highly traumatised. One child remon-
strated with his mother, saying he should attack an
ACM officer because that is the only way that you
get a visa!

Yesterday I learnt that these churchgoers had
suffered the same fatc as other detaineces, having their
clothing and property strewn about by ACM officers
presumably scarching for contraband, and being held
in the compound mess overnight with no possibility
of sleep. I understand one five-year-old child was
abandoned in one compound that night, as the mother
and other siblings had escaped. Yesterday, I met a
mother with her seven-year-old son. She had been

adamant that she would not attempt escape on the
Friday cvening, but she had wanted to excrcise her
rights and show the protesters and the media that
there were women and young children being held
behind razor wire. The little boy carries bruises on
his left knee and right ankle from the baton blow he
reccived last Friday. Children whose parents had no
intcrest in escaping were hit by tear gas and witnessed
scencs of extraordinary violence.

In such a situation, ACM is cxpected to apply
all force necessary to detain those intent on escape
while respcecting the rights and
dignity of those, including children,
who arc patiently awaiting migra-
tion decisions from DIMIA officers
in Canberra.

This is an impossible task.

Let me highlight some of the
structural problems that are insuper-
ablec—no matter what the training
and cultural sensitivity of ACM staff.

These problems are further exacer-
bated by your remarks about the
South Australian police.

At times such as last Friday night,
the Woomera Immigration Reeeption
and Processing Centre (IRPC) is like a
Commonwcalth privatised prison. In
the past the Commonwealth has not
been in the business of running
prisons. The detainees, including the
children, are entitled to a range of
services that in Australia arc usually
provided only by state governments
and not by the Commonwealth. You
will recall the Commonwealth stand-
off with Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen in
1978 over the management of the
Aboriginal reserves in Cape York. In
the end, Prime Minister Fraser was stymiced because
the Commonwealth was unable to deliver the basic
community services such as police, health, cducation,
local government and child protection. An institution
such as the Woomera IRPC cannot be conducted with
due regard for the rights and dignity of detainecs unless
there is co-ordinated service delivery by Common-
wealth and state officials. Having imputed political
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motivations to the South Australian police and their
supcriors when APS was caught flat-footed, you have
jcopardiscd the prospect of non-partisan co-operation
in the delivery of welfare and sccurity services to
detainees in a remote part of South Australia.

The detention regime at Woomera is no longer,
if it cver was, designed primarily to facilitate the
processing of migration claims and the removal or
deportation of people from Australia. Last Friday
niglt, it had all the hallmarks of a prison. The trcat-
ment of all detainees since then, with the withdrawal

of privileges and the punitive and
indiscriminate soiling of clothes and
other possessions, highlights the
problem. In an ordinary prison, you
can institute a regime of rewards and
punishments. At Woomecera, you
cannot: people’s cligibility for a visa
and the length of their detention is
completely unrelated to their good or
bad behaviour in detention. But the bad
behaviour of a minority of detainees is
sure to test the patience and judgment
of ACM officers, especially at times of
great tension and sleep
deprivation.

OU ARE NOW RUNNING a detention
centre with a remnant caseload of
detainces who understandably are
getting more restless. Last year, there
were up to 1500 detainees in
Woomera. Numbers are now closcr
to 300. As you have rightly pointed
out, all but one of those who cscaped
and have not returned to detention
were people who had already been
rejected as refugees. Because of the
post-Sceptember 11 sitnation, you

have an increasing cascload of rejected applicants who
remain in indeterminate detention because you
cannot move them to any other country and you
cannot send them home. Of course these people will
get restless and take any opportunity to escape. And
of coursc they will become more of a disciplinary
problem in your detention centre. They have nothing
to lose and nothing to gain. And, as I have written
previously, there are good grounds for thinking that
their detentio  without judicial warrant or super-
vision is unconstitutional. It is worth noting that the
unreturnced escapees are in no way representative of
the large remaining Afghan and Iragi caseload, alimost

alf of whom are yet to receive a primary decision
after more than seven months detention.

[ had several meetings this past week with the
three Palestinians who have now written to you again.
I the last month, they have become more restless

acausc cach of them has family, including children,
in the Gaza ¢ p. Your officials can offer them no

EUREKA STREET . May 2002

advice or assistance except for the assurance that they
will be released from detention when they can be
taken to another country. Meanwhile, in detention
in Woomera they arc completely isolated and unable
to help their familics. Over some days, Lassisted them
in the preparatic Hf cheir letter to you, part of which
reads as follows:

Are we to pres e |given the present situation in
Palestine and the predicament of stateless Palestinians
clsewhere seeking a place to live) that we are to stay in
Australian detention without a court order or review
for the term of - natural lives? Can you give us any
indication when we might be allowed to go free? Even
criminals have the righe to know. Please help us. We
are desperate to leave Woomiera. Each of us has family
members living in the Gaza Strip where the situation is
presently very dangerous. We want to be released quickly
so we can help our families, especially our children, who
are living in war conditions at this time. While vour
government keeps us locked up and tells us there is no
solution for us, our children are at risk. Let us go free so
we can perform our dutics as parents.

During this past week, Thave come to appreciate
more the enormous strain under which ACM staff and
your own officers are working at Woomera. Your
policy has now resulted in tear gas and batons being
used, even if it be unwittingly, on children as young
as five years. The ‘state’ being their protector and their
warder, this is now properly classified as institutional
child abuse. Your policy is also resulting in oppres-
sive work conditions for staff. The legal federal frame-
work for maintaining law and order and for delivering
basic services in the centre is as flimsy as the security
fences that were breached on Good Friday. As the
detention population at Woomera declines, the mix
of disaffected ‘rejectees’ and patient applicants
awaiting a decision becomes more volatile. And your
recent comments regarding the South Australian
police will not improve federal-state relations about
the delivery of services, especially when your policy
is resulting in proven child abusc. The discrimina-
tion suffered by the 50 or more Sabcan Mendeans will
increase unchecked.

My three hours in the detention centre on the
evening of Good Friday convinced me that it was time
to nut the mess ¢ to you very plainly despite its
pul ¢ unpopularity and despite your government’s
immunity to moral outrage: ‘Minister, thisisnop ¢
for ids.” When children end up in the sterile zone
against the razor wire with tear gas and batons around
them in Australia, it is time for all parties, including
the Commonwealth government, to stop blaming
others and to cffect policy changes so that it can never
ha :n again.

Frank Brennan sj is a lawyer, social justice advocate
and Associate Dircctor of Uniya, the Jesuit Social
Justice Centre.



E USUALLY COMPLAIN about how short-term the thinking
of politicians is and how they fail to plan ahcad. But when
politicians start talking about 20 and 40 years from now, onc
should be wary. John Howard and Peter Costello have been going
on for some time about how we should prepare for an ageing
population; so, in a somewhat different way, have Simon Crean,
Jenny Macklin and others. Even people in other sectors—most
recently Sir Arvi Parbo and Baillicu Mycer—have been talking about
the need for long-term planning for a rapidly ageing population.

On the face of it, there is a long-term issue, and one we
should be thinking about now. The Australian population is
shifting into middle age, with the few popping off at one end
not being replaced at anything like the same rate by children.
We will reach a stage where the number of elderly people
needing help with incontinence will exceed the number of
infants needing nappy changes. It is quite casy to sketch
horrendous pictures of the enormous burden on the public pen-
sions system and the health and welfare secetors, and of far too
few people of working age supporting far too many of the clderly.

But, as John Maynard Keynes said, in the long run we are
all dead. Dealing with an ageing population represents a public-
policy challenge, but not, in fact, the most important onc
around. There is also a very good chance that almost every
projection—demographic, actuarial or economic—Dbeing made
about the shape of our community 30 or 50 ycars from now
will be wrong. The worst-case scenarios paint a picture of an
Australia pretty much the same as Europe has been these past
50 years and, somehow, Europe secems to have muddled through.
Many of the gloomy forecasts, including, no doubt, the ones to
be issued by Treasury when Peter Costello hands down his
Budget—are bascd on assumptions that are highly doubtful.

By far the greater proportion of the clderly of 2031, for
example, will be active economic contributors and consumers,
not people occupying nursing-home beds. Most will not be
working in the ordinary sense of the word, but the idea that
they will be dependent on those who are in the workforce, or
on the state via the pension system, is absolute nonsense. So is
the idea that an ever-increasing number of people will be relying
on an cver-decreasing number of labour-force participants.
Indeed, cven if the overwhelming number of aged people were

not still active, it seems unlikely that average dependency ratios
would change much at all. 1t is true that a large proportion of
the baby-boomer generation will go into old age without enough
superannuation to fund their retirement, but this does not
nccessarily mean that government aged-pension expenditure
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Age shall not wither

will go through the root. {Though it could: that generation is
remark le forits capacity to divert public expenditure to itself.)
The public-policy challenge is not, in fact, primarily about
the cost of funding pensions and income sccurity. It’s more
about funding health- and aged-care resources. But even given
that, an agcing population is only a part of the problem. Just as
significant is the fact that health-care and medical technology
is, as it becomes better, growing more and more expensive. Hip-
replacement surgery, once almost unknown, is now common
and makes a great deal of difference to personal independence.
Imaging and diagnostic machines are more and more cffective,
but not cheap. Treatments and medications are more effective
but placc an increasing hurden on our pharmaccutical benefits
scheme. Almost all of the blowout in health-care costs is coming
from drugs and trcatments not available 20 years ago,
and most of the financial burden of this is being carried

by the public purse.

HE REAL CONCFRN the average cynic ought to have is that
fcars about the coming oldie epidemic will now he used to justify
a continuing disinvestment in health infrastructure, rather than
a deliberate but incremental shift in publie resources. Forget
2021 or 2031—hospitals and the health-care system arc in
trouble now. Even the person looking to the medium or long
term might be pardoned for thinking that the best investment
we can make for our old age is to be healthy now.

It is not entirely true that hospital and health-care expend-
iture is falling. And in a federal system of shared responsibilities,
it pays to be agnostic about whether it is primarily the fault of
the federal or the state governments that service levels are
declining and, for that matter, about what relative levels of
public and private funding ought to apply. But reinvestment,
including reinvestment in the medical and health professional
workforce, is lagging well behind demand. As other priorities—
wars against terrorism for example, or the cost of university
cducation—compete, health care has been noticeably losing its
share of the dollar. That is something which affcets more than
a baby-boomer hump.

Pretending to be visionary, and looking 30 years ahcad
while confecting a sense of crisis about a social-sceurity bill,
can be just a way of distracting attention from the things we
arc not doing right now. It may be short-term thinking we need.
not long-term planning.

Jack Waterford is cditor-in-chief of the Canberra Times.
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The United Faculty of Theology (UFT) is
trying to become more united. [t wishes
to establish an alumni association. But
because its mind has long been fixed on
less temporal matters, it currently lacks
a database of students who went t - Hugh
prior to 1992, 1t is also bemused by the
mobility of its graduates—have theology
degree must travel, it secems.

So now, like other organisations with
less creditable intentions, it is trying to
tic its alumni down—or up, as the case
may be. If you would like to be part of
the proposed UFT Alumni Association,
and/or if you arc a UFT graduate who has
recently changed your address, ring {03)
9347 5700, fax (03) 9347 0146 or cmail
uft@uft.unimelb.cdu.au with the relevant
dctails. You arc also c¢ncouraged to
cncourage your fellows—in the nicest
possible spirit.

vv v X

Hot on the heels of the promulgation of
the third Latin cdition of the Roman
Missal came the announcement on Holy
Thursday that the Congregation for
Divine Worship and the Discipline of the
Sacraments has withheld its approval of
the new English translation of the exist-
ing Missal. This is disturbing news. The
process of preparing the new English
edition was begun in 1982 at the behest
of the board of bishops who govern the
body known as the International Com-
mission on English in the Liturgy ([CEL),
which was established after Vatican [1 to
prepare translations into the vernacular
of the new liturgical texts and rituals.
The first stage in the revision process was
a consultation of a the world’s English-
speaking bishops' conferences on the pre-
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sider’s prayers at Mass, and was followed
in 1986 by a similar consultation on the
full Order of Mass.

Each stage of the revision process
began with a widespread consultation
that reached every bishop in the English-
speaking world, and was followed by
fresh drafes of texts composed or revised
in the light of the consultation responses.
When discrete sections of the new Eng-
lish translation were ready, they were
then submitted to cach bishops’ confer-
ence for voting. Eight such scgments were
prepared for voting in this manner. After
voting on the final segment, and with the
work of translation now complete, cach
conference then took a final vote on the
finished work. Every English-speaking
conference gave the new translation its
approval and, as required by church law,
submitted the text to the Roman Con-
gregation for its confirmation.

It is this confirmation which has now
been withheld, with the approval of the
Australian Catholic Bishops’ Confer-
ence—unrecognised, along with all the
other bishops’ conferences, in the Roman
letter withholding confirmation—count-
ing for nought.

Melbourne’s Monash University is
launching a centre for post-colonial
writing in late¢ May. Nice timing—ijust
as Australia ncgotiates its way in and out
of relationships with our Pacific neigh-
bours (mustn’t call them dependencies, let
alone colonies) post-Tampa. Plenty of
raw matcrial in that little exercise.

The centre’s staff, including Chandani
Lokuge, Clive Probyn and Robin Gerster,
bridge academic and writerly worlds in
their own work. The centre’s raison
d’étre is aptly captured by the quotation
on its prospectus, from Salman Rushdie’s
Fury: ‘The imaginary tale ... This was
what we brought with us on the journey
across occans, beyond frontiers, through
life: our little storehousc of ancedote and
what-happened-next, our private once-
upon-a-time. We were our storics, and
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when we  2d, if we were lucky, our
immortality would be in another such
tale.” One can only hope.

Mcmbers of the clergy were horrified
recently to hear that an Episcopalian
minister in Michigan had been suspended
for plagiarism. Having discovered other
ministers’ sermons on a paid website, he
reproduced them without acknowledg-
ment in his parish bulletin.

The eriminalisation of clerical plagia-
rism overturns honoured practice. The
vast collections of scrmons that were
published in the 19th century were not a
monument to vanity but were for use in
the pulpit by other preachers of interior
talent.

'Plagiarism’, derived from the Greek
word for kidnapping, scems too purposive
a word for the ministerial misdemeanour
of coveting and taking other men’s or
women’s sermons. We are reminded less
of the mugging of Joseph than of Adam'’s
seduction to cat the fruit of the tree of
knowledge.

iditionally, Protestant ministers
were less afraid of the charge of plagia-
rism than of Pelagianism—relying on
good works rather than on God’s grace.
(In Catholic circles, where this was often
scen as a theoretical sin but as a practical
virt:  preachers walked more boldly.)
Pclagianism was named after Pelagius, a
fourth-century lay preacher from the
British isles. He was rchabilitated carly
last century by English scholars who
recognised in him the English national
virt s of sclf-reliance, moral earnestness
and pragmatism. His rchabilitation was
interrupted when other scholars pointed
out at he probably came from Ireland.

Be that as it may, the new practice of
clerical plagiarism would certainly have
appcaled to early Jesuit theologians who
tried to resolve the conflict between divine
grace and human frcedom. How better
simultaneously to display trust in the
ben  cent God of the internet, and deci-
sivc initia 7¢ in appropriating His gifts?









stopped by armed men from the FARC.
Betancourt was ordered into another car.
Clara Rojas, her campaign director, was
placed in a scparate car. The remaining
three were driven to a remote location and
released several hours later. They walked
for a time before being picked up by a truck,
which took them to Florencia.

Later, FARC representatives said that
Ingrid Betancourt and Clara Rojas were
alive and in good health, but would not be
freed until 200 FARC prisoners held by the
government were released. The government
rejected their demand. FARC currently
holds over 800 hostages.

International reaction was swift. Green
groups around the world lit ‘candles for
frecedom’. Betancourt’s kidnapping was
denounced by UN Secretary-General Kofi
Annan, the European Union, French
President Jacques Chirac, and Green
federations of the Americas, Europe, Africa
and Australia. The powerful Workers Party
in Brazil has also called for her immediate
release.

Delegations sceking Betancourt's frece-
dom have been sent to Colombia from the
European parliament and from the Green
parties of Peru, Mexico and Brazil.

In Mclbourne, a radio program was
devoted to Ingrid Betancourt’s plight. Rep-
resentatives of the FARC in Australia
contacted those involved after the program
and insisted that sympathy for her was
misplaced. She was, they claimed, a right-
wing reactionary.

Betancourt remains a candidate in the
Colombian presidential clection on 26 May
this ycar. But she is not free to speak, travel
or campaign, or to share her dream of peace,
ceological wisdom and democracy for her
war-torn land. Her fate remains uncertain.

—Brian Walters

PSS INCTHEE ENYALL

EOM e pDEpTS of the national capital
comes an extraordinary story with elements
from two seemingly unrclated worlds, the
centuries-old Catholic Church and the 21st-
century world of c-reality.

Paul Collins was first alerted that things
were awry when his old friend Bishop Pat
Power rang to ask if he was fecling all right,
clearly alluding to his mental state.

Collinsis awell-known broadcaster and
controversial resigned priest. He has fronted
ABC documentaries about the environment

Culture and abuse

N oD JesuiT FRIEND had a simple historical explanation for what he saw as
the Catholic preoccupation with sin. Morbidity began with St Paul, he thought,
and St Augustine hammered the nail into the coffin.

His diagnosis would strike most theologians as a bit too simple, but it does
represent a popular view of the matter. If Augustine is remembered, it is for
going on for pages about the boyish theft of a few pears and for tearing strips off
himseclf for adolescent sexual experimentation. His account of sin emphasises
its evil and awfulness, its decisive separating from God, and our lack of free-
dom to live virtuously.

No wonder that later writers preferred to focus less on sinfulness than on
sinful actions, which could be repented of and forgiven. Or that spiritual writers
have recently stressed the goodness of human beings, and scen sin as immaturity
or incomplcteness. In this perspective, which also reflects popular cultural
attitudes, sinners need encouragement rather than forgiveness or transformation.

But now Augustine scems less outdated. For culture has returned to sin,
and has placed it within the church—in abuse of power, and particularly in
sexual abuse of children.

Augustine’s reflection on his carly years provided him with a language
calibrated to human evil. His rhetoric does not scem excessive when measured
against the abuse of power and trust and the suffocation of any hunger for the
transcendent entailed in clerical sexual abuse. His psychological analysis of the
twisting knots of human motivation, and of the darkness and lack of freedom
that mark the human condition, also illuminates the contrast between the
insouciance of human actions and their horrific effects. It shows as trivial an
analysis that sees sins simply as single events that can be repented of and set
right. We have learned that, for the abused, an act of abusce is not a single event,
but one that roots and mectastasises in the human spirit to cause lasting damage.
Augustine’s scorn for a simple reliance on self-help and his insistence that
cffective healing is a surprising gift also matches the experience of those scarred
by abuse of power, whether they are children sexually abused by ministers
of the church or asylum scekers administratively abused by ministers of the
government.

But if Augustine’s account of sin is serious enough to articulate the hurt
and despair of thosc affected by abuse, it may also offer a better way to relate o
abusers than the simple exclusions and rejections that our culture dictates. In
Augustine’s framework, lack of inner freedom and the need for healing are
universal. So are gift and grace. We are not to demonise abusers, because we
share what scems demonic in them. And like us, they are always in play, always
pursued by God’s love which is ultimatcly more powerful than sin.

Augustine could look unflinchingly at sin becausc he had come to
experience his humanity and goodness as a gift. For the church to deal with
abuse, it may be that no less radical a conversion will suffice.

Andrew Hamilton sy teaches at the United Faculty of Theology, Melbourne.
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Private pracl ces

BOUT TWO- [HIRDS OF THE MONEY provided worldwidc for rescarch now comes
from privatc sources. In the year 2000, for instance, the world’s largest pharma-
ceutical company, Pfizer Warner Lambert, spent some A$Y billion on R&D,
about twice the amount provided by the Australian government. While many
would view such commercialisation of rescarch as unquestionably good and a
wisc non-usc of taxpayers’ money, Archimedes is not entirely convineed.

Apart from placing a much heavier emphasis on short-term applied projects,
at the expense of longer-term ‘bluc-sky’ science, the privatisation of science
and medicine raises questions about the control of information. Private inves-
tors scek to maximise the return on their investment. In the case of rescarch
they do this by owning intellectual property—the results of the studies they
have financed. They restrict access to the information or charge for its use—
hence patents, royalties and licence agreements. In the past, the regulation of
intellectual property was mostly restricted to consumer products such as cars
and televisions, and even drugs and medical cquipment. But as the reach of the
privatc scctor extends further into the world of science, things are becoming
more complicated.

In the US, once you have worked out the DNA scequence of a gene, you can
own the rights to all uses of the information, cffectively patenting the genc.
Nearly a third of the US medical laboratorics that were testing for the casily
treatable and common genetic discase of iron overload known as hacmo-
chromatosis have now stopped doing so. The gene involved in the test has been
patented, and the company that owns the rights can force the testing laboratories
to pay royaltics.

Science magazine has just published the gence sequence of rice, a crop upon
which about halt the world’s population depends. The important backup data
of the DNA scquences from which the gene sequence has been drawn have not
been made public at the same time, however, because they are the property of
the Swiss company Syngenta which undertook the work of unravelling them.
Without access to such DNA scquences much genetic research which could be
donc to improve rice crops will not be possible. As this goes to press, the com-
pany is deciding how it will make its information available.

In another instance of privatised information, agrochemical company
Aventis is taking the UK government to court to prevent it from releasing infor-
mation about the environmental safety of a herbicide. Aventis says the data,
which it collected to show the safety of its chemical, is commercially sensitive.
In ctfect, the company is arguing that the public should trust it and the author-
itics to which it has shown the data to make the right decision on safety.

Archimedes suspects these few examples are the tip of a very large privately
owned iceberg. Whether or not it will sink out of public reach altogether depends
on how well we negotiate and regulate access.

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer.
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andl  advocated retorms to the church. In
1997 he published Papal Power, calling for
aradical assessment of power structures in
Rome. The book provoked the ire of the
Roman Curia, more particularly the Con-
gregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF).

In March 2001, after pressure from the
CDF {led by Cardinal Joscf Ratzinger) and
in a move designed to take the heat off the
hcad of his congregation, Collins resigned
from active ministry as a member of his
order, the Missionaries ot the Sacred Heart.
Hc has, however, remained as busy and as
controversial as ever. In his new role as a
lavman who knows the Catholic Church
intimatcly, he is often called on by the
media todiscuss the church and is in demand
as a speaker.

Last year he was approached by a small
group, Australian Retorming Catholics, who
were organising a conference for this com-
ing October. Various cmails were sent back
and forth between Barbara Campbell, one
of the main organiscrs, and Collins.

Collins had switched from a small, local
email scerver to Telstra’s BiglPond 1n the
middle of last year, but hecause he was still
receiving emails at the old address he had
maintained his connection to his old server,
a relationship he still hadn't got around o
severing.

At Christmas 2001 Collins and Camp-
bell were engaged in an cmail dialogue
about the upcoming conterence. Campbell
sent Collins an email to his old server,
which he never received.

‘Within about an hour-and-a-halt onc
had been sent back to her, from a different
cmail address, from somcone purporting to
be mie,” said Collins.

The email declined the invitation to
participate in the conference. But it said
morc:

I have what I suspect will be some very
sur  sing news for vou. The weekend
betore last T spent in retreat at the usual
place. During this time I had somewhat of
a revelation and now strongly feel that
I nced torenew my vows and make amends
with those whom [ have offended in the
Church. To this end 1 have made my first
real confession for some time now and
have written to the CDF recanting all of
thosc ideas that were contentious ...

Bad cnough that an c¢mail originally
intended for him had been intercepted and
then responded to by an impersonator. Bad
hecame farcical when another email was
alsosent that afternoon by the same person,
claiming that Collins was now muarricd






old workplace’s password can sign in and
then spend up over their old business’ inter-
net accounts. ‘'We know of one customer
who had to deal with a $4000 bill logged up
by an ex-emplovee and the police wouldn't
touch it,” Wallbank said.

He added that the police are often not
interested in dealing with these cases
because they have a poor grasp of their
imy  cations and of computers generally.

‘A determined hacker can work through
thousands of password possibilities very
quickly and if they start off by taking an
cducated guess, they can get there very
guickly indeed. It's been well-demonstrated
that if someonc goes into an organisation
knowing the names of the staff, their
spouses, their children and their dogs,
they've got a good chance of cracking 95
per cent of its passwords,’” he said.

His advice was to change the password,
somcthing Paul Collins said he will do
immediately—If only someonc hac  ven
me this advice—and carlier!”

Mcanwhile, Collins says he has not
recanted his position and will continue his
critique of church practices—no matter
what cxtraordinary obstacles are placed in
his way. —Margaret Rice

(AN R

C()MPUTLR NERDS are instantly recognis-
ablc for their dog’s-breakfast English, yet
they prove again the sense of that cardinal
rule—mncveruse alonger word when ashorter
onc does the job. “Period com period ch-
you’, or ‘full-stop com full-stop ch-you’
simply won't stand against ‘dot’. Sweet,
cute, sharp, short and arguably the word
with the greatest resurgent usage, ‘dot’
¢njoys an clliptical history.

Shakespeare would have known it as a
word for lump, clot, boil or other bl ish,
but not as the roundish mark made with a
pen, a meaning that enters the language in
the 18th century. No-one ever told Shake-
spearce to dot his i’s. It was his contem-
porary, Galilco, who altered forever our
sense of largeness. The star charts of the
17th century initiated the perspective that
we arc a dot in the universe, rather than its
bountcous centre. Or, just a dot, as some
remark dolefully.

Learning our place in the scheme of
things might have been hard, but for any
today the view cach night of a million
Earths in adjacent galaxies can be strangely
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soothing. Especially marvellous too when
we consider that they can only be contem-
plated. Entitics that cannot be exploited
and about which there is no full-stop. More
than a few have gone dotty in the effort, of
course, though dotty in this sense does not
mean secing stars befare one’s eyes, but
comes from a Scots word meaning unbal-
anced. Tt is casicr to imagine ourselves out
there in space than in here where weactually
live and suffer.

It was a group of Greek philosophers
called atomists who painted a pointillist
picture of the universe as long ago as when-
cver, but though they maintained that all
dots were created equal, they did not sce
that some dots have more gravity than
otherdots. This dot-matrix theory of matter
depended on the idea that the smallest
particles in the universe are unbreakable
and unchangcable, a confidence that we
cannot sharc with them, sadly. Atoms shift
about in massive order, rcady to be split
without a thought. The Californian
computcerates have rewritten the addresses
of the world, in the process rewriting Scllar
and Yeatman's oracular conclusion {in 1066
and All That)that'America was thus clearly
top nation, and History camc to a . Not,
though, that that could ever be theend of it.

The dot as monument to minimalism
would mcean nothing to the artists of the
Balgo Hills, the Western Desert and other
parts of  is continent. Tentative study of
Australian Indigenous mythic expression
has revised our definition of ‘dot’ entircly,
dot being, it would seem, the foundation of
the creative act and the activity of creation
itself. In Cape York, the dot means the
cffect of light on clear water, necessary
means for new life. Warlpiri painters usc
the dot for walking and movement, cach
colour significant of dreaming stories and
ritual. The potency of these markings, both
singularly and in sometimes superabundant
plurality, spcaks the language of the group
and cludes outside definition. But cven
fringe obscrvers of this art, not party to its
restricted information, scnse the represen-
tation of William Blake's grain of sand, a
new world coming out of ceremonial
culture, its point of departure right where
we stand. —Philip Harvey

St John’s Cottage (Sorrento)
A place for rest. relaxation,
reconciliation, and renewal.
Daily retlexology/massage.

Ph. Darvl and Angela McKinlay

tor a brochure on (03) 5984 0024
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RECONCITINTIONS
AN TE ST

S(‘ rmes AN oLb infected wound needs
to be reopened and looked at, cleaned and
treated, so that it might finally heal properly.
In East Timor we need to remember for a
little while, open up the wounds, so that
they can be healed and we can move on,
carrying the scars but not the infection.,

It is painful and otten stressful to
remember a horrendous past. For some
people, it may scem better to leave the past
untouched. But the past does not go away
and, untrcated, may cat away at these
people and maybe cven destroy them.
Rem  bering is not casy, but forgetting
may be impossible, as some of our people
have said.

[ have been privileged to come into
contact with a range of survivors, victims
from 1974 until 1999, among them widows,
orphans, former political prisoncers, and
women who had been raped. Many of them
claim thatitisbetterjust toforget and goon
becausc it is too painful to dig up the past.
Others want to know the why, where, who
and how. Why were theirloved ones killed?
Wherce are their bodies? Who ordered the
killing? How did it happen? Did they leave
any messages? Is there any information
about the way they were executed?

Thosc who have experienced such
atrocities have found a range of emotional
and psychological survival tactics. Some
chose to forget; others—like the widows
and 1 ir familics with whom T spoke and
kept regular contact—were clear that only
by remembering could they be helped to
recover. Most wanted to learn cvery detail
about what happened and who was respon-
sible for the disappearance or death of their
husbands, parents, siblings, friends and
colleagucs. They wanted  + bring these
people to justice and so be  le to begin to
put the past behind them. "We don’t seck
revenge but justice,” they said, ‘and the
perpetrators have to be responsible for their
acts.” They want reconciliation, but recon-
ciliation with justice.

Onc cannot come to justice until the
truth comes out. One cannot come to recon-
ciliation through bvpassing justice—we
learned that from | Salvador. Then in
Rwanda we learned that one cannot begin
to inquirce into the truth of what happened
until the mourning is finished. And mourn-
ingdocsnot enduntil the hodies are properly












That is the theme—challenging,
enabling teachers. ‘Ithink that’s been my
greatest strength. [ have been surrounded
by the kind of pcople who have said,
whocver you are, that’s okay. That’s such
a gift. It means you can take the kinds of
risks that [ am taking because you know
that someone will catch you.’

Later, in the ritual move for Austral-
ian instrumentalists, Lacey went to
Europe, but not to one of the predictable
schools for a recorder player (the oboe and
its pesky reed were by now past history).
She sought out recorder virtuoso, Dan
Laurin, in Denmark. Why him?

‘Because he’s a rcally cxtraordinary
character. He plays in a very idiosyncratic
personal way. That’s why I chose him to
teach me rather than going to a morc
conventional school or place. He and T are
different in what we are trying to do but
he was very good at getting me to inten-
sify what I was on about.’

Different in what way?

‘The reason that I went to him was
because the first time I heard him play
I was just completely seduced by the
sound he made. It was the most
unbclicvably warm, cxpressive sound, a

takes you to a real instrument—or yes, it
is seen as something that is fairly disem-
bodied, an instrument that is high, ar
and pretty, and can be very precise.
Which intrigucs me and which is my
constant battle I guess.’

The battle is to do, again, with the
issue of embodiment. And with music
politics: ‘Certainly within the world of
carly music, the whole reconstruction
and renewal of interest in early music in
the 20th century has becn predicated a
lot on ideas of music as an objective,
academic pursuit, and that’s something
that I am deceply uncomfortable with.
I read; I believe that it is enlightening and
illuminating to do a lot of rescarch in
carly music. But I don’t think it stops
there. To me that is background. When
you play, what you do becomes a synthe-
sis of all those things. It is about sound,
and to me sound is the cssential thing.’

For Lacey, carly music fits with her
passion for the unmediated voice. 'T love
a great deal of the repertoire that we call
carly music—love the sound if it. But
that’s too simple. My taste in music
basically stcers clear of the 19th century
and the latter part of the 18th and some

‘It’s the simplicity of it. That fact that the recorder is
a pipe, just a simple pipe. | love the sound it makes
but I also love the physical feeling of playing it because it is

so unmediated. There are no keys, there are no reeds, there

is nothing in the way of what you’ve got to say and the
sound that pours out. It takes the same breath that it

does to speak.

sound that could wrap itself around you.
[ had never heard a recorder player trving
to do that before. And that was whar  had
been trying to do.’

Sound. 1t’s the rccurring motif in
Lacey’s talk. You might expect it from a
cellist, a pursuit of luscious sound. But
from a rccorder player? The general
feeling, or at least the popular prejudice,
about the recorder is that it is an appren-
tice instrument, just a head pipe that will
yield under a certain display of finger
pyrotechnics and good breath control, but
basically that’s it.

Lacey has ccn here before, many
times. ‘Yes, the recorder is either secn as
an educational tool-—something that
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of the carly 20th century. There is
somcthing about that middle period—its
overblownness—that T can’t really get a
handle on. Certainly if [ am sitting in the
middle of an orchestra playing, it is com-
pletely intoxicating. But as a listener [ am
much more attracted to things that are
more intimate, more eloquent in quite a
sparc sort of way. A singlc voice, speaking
with eloquence and utter conviction, can
be devastating. It can get right inside you
and shift somcthing—can really
break your heart.’

IHE MELBOURNE Autumn Music Festi-
val will give many pcople the chance to
listen to (and watch) Genevieve Lacey’s

May 2002

ideas take flesh. It’s a brave program (the
word needs to be rescued from Sir
Humphrey), including as it does many
grand staples of early music, the sounds
of Seville’s golden age, a  Oth-anniver-
sary celebration of the work of William
Lawes, plenty of Bach, Buxtehude, John
Bolton’s re-imagined medieval passion
play and soprano Merlyn Quaife in
sequences +  20th-century song. And, of
course, Genevieve Lacey, on recorder,
with harpsichordist and chamber organist
Linda Kent in a recital of baroquc and
new music called, somewhat disingenu-
ously, ‘Breathless’.

Why would a young virtuoso instru-
mentalist with a concert schedule
looming (Lacey goes on the road with the
Australian Chamber Orchestra immedi-
ately after the festival) takc on a jv  as
artistic dircctor? What does it mean at
this stage in her career?

‘Tt means a lot of things. Certainly
high stress levels—it’s an enormous
challenge to try to hold my own space,
my own practice time, and get through
my work for the festival. But it also
means that I can help to create, nurture
and sustain a project that’s much bigger
than me and my little recorders.

‘To me what is important is trying
to create a community. For all those
people who do very specialised, incred-
ibly risky freelance things, it means
creat 7z a spacce and a place where they
feel acknowledged. T have the greatest
respect for what they do and will create
the environment in which pcople can
hcar  To achieve that I am prepared to
answer a lot of phone calls and read a lot
of emails.’

And the last word: It is so critical to
give some sort of expression, musical
cxpression, to what is around us, to create
meaning out of what can appear chaotic.
Soct cal—for all of us. If I can support
other people, usc an institution like this
festival to do that, and cnable them to
creatc that meaning, then—that's
amazing.’

Mor: Fraser is editor of Eureka Street.

The Melbourne Autumn Music Festival runs
from Friday 26 April through Sunday 5 May
in a range of inncr-Melbourne venucs.
Teler nc bookings: {03} 9685 5111.

Genevieve Lacey’s most recent recordings are
on the ABC Classics label.
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but it is a substantial improvement on
11 per cent,” Henry said.

His own comments would have been
more telling had he turned that sentence
on its head. How would it have sounded
if the federal government’s top economic
policy adviser, nine weeks before polling
day, had said this: ‘A seven per cent
unemployment rate is a substantial
improvement on eleven per cent, but it
provides no grounds for complacency’?

For that message would have pointed
unequivocally to what, it can be argued,
is onc of the main (if not the main) stum-
bling blocks to policy action to solve the
major crisis in our society: complacency.
Australians have become used to living
with high unemployment, and are
unconvinced the current situation is

0
S

severe enough to worr

about, to demand ..... -

policy-makers make getting the
number of jobless down their top

priority.
IALK ofF ‘crisis’ can be cheap and

misleading. But that description is indeed
justificd when it comes to unemploy-
ment. And the fact that political leaders
were able to avoid making detailed
promises to deal with that issue during
last ycar’s federal election campaign is a
symptom of the very crisis they are
failing to address fully.

It is not as though, in unguarded
moments, some—even from the Coali-
tion side—are completely insensitive to
the problem. In an unreported speech in
Adeclaide in April 2001, Amanda Van-
stone opened her heart in public to the
pcople who are still falling through the
welfare safety net. “We want to make sure
that in Australia’s new-found prosperity,
those with less are not left behind,’ she
said. With others in the Howard govern-
ment proudly trumpeting the merits of
individuals doing things for themselves,
Vanstone said, ‘“The smugness of success

is particularly unattractive. Sadly, some
people attribute this material success
almost entirely to their own ability and
work. They don’t give enough recog-
nition to the ever-present factor of luck.
They give the impression that those with
less just haven’t worked hard enough. A
recognition of the degree to which sheer
luck has helped the materially success-
ful might get rid of that smugness and
induce a little sensc of humility.’

There was more, in much the same
vein. But Vanstone’s message was clear:
some per le find it difficult to take
advantage of the opportunitics made
available by a growing economy.

Three months later, Tony Abbott was
willing to canvass—offering at least tacit
approval for the idca being on the policy
agenda—the suggestion put forward by
five prominent Australian economists
just after the 1998 federal clection, that
one way out of unemployment for some
people was to overhaul the welfare system.
Their idea (which gained the overnight
support of Abbott, until it was rejected
by the prime minister} was to casc the
financial  sincentives associated with
moving from social security to paid work;
to reduce the high ‘effective marginal tax
rates’ on withdrawal from social security
that result from the interaction of the tax
system and the highly targeted welfare
system; to make patd work morc attrac-
tive for thosc on the brink of deciding
whether or not to take up a job.

Since then, Abbott—still Howard's
Employment Minister—has returned to
union-bashing and to other pursuits that
arc marginal for anyonc interested in
boosting employment and easing the
unemployment burden, while continu-
ing to express genuine concern for the
disadvantaged.

Last September—ijust a wecek before
John Howard called the 2001 clection—
Ted Evans, five months into his retire-
ment from the Treasury sccretaryship,
foreshadowed a slowing of the pace of
economic growth in the medium term,
as population growth continues to slow.
That projected future, Evans said,
demanded further liberalisation of the
labour market to ensure that whatever
increasingly limited additions to labour
supply were available were directed to the
most productive uses. It also, he said,
warranted more cffort to reduce the dis-
incentives to work that are currently
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imposced by tax and social security
arrangements. (Ted Evans, ‘The Shann
Memorial Lecture’, University of West-
ern Australia, 25 September 2001)

Evans argued that Australia’s cco-
nomic performance during the 1990s was
‘about as good as it gets’, and that it owed
much to a wide range of policy actions:
tariff reform, fiscal policy reform {fiscal
consolidation in times of growth]),
improvements in the conduct of mone-
tary policy, and, of course, labour-market
reform.

Finc. But it is the contention here that
the result of all that reform is no less nor
more than sustained cconomic growth—
valuable, but hardly any comfort to the
660,000-2,000,000 (take your pick)
currently wanting paid work. Until those
in public life find a way to deliver jobs to
those now out of employment, the
economic policy reform task will have
been only partly completed.

Ian Henderson is cconomics correspond-
ent for the ABC.

National Forum

“Vatican Il:
Unfinished business”

Co-sponsored by Catalyst for Renewal Inc.
and Aquinas Academy

Remembering the 40th annversary of the
beginning of Vatican li—an opportunity to
support and encourage each other and
prayerfully seek out the questions,
posstbilities and challenges for the Catholic
Church today.

St Joseph's College
Hunters Hill, NSW,
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Keynote Speakers:

Fr Joseph Komonchak, international
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When I returned to the country in which I had
grown up [ didn’t know what I would find or how I
would feel about . SoTattempted to write as clearly
and honestly as [ could, without concealing my own
ambivalence and discomfort. It is here that perhaps
[ can bear witness for Australians who are not
convinced by the simplifications of either the high
moral ground or the siege mentality, and who are
prepared to excavate the layers of their own
discomfort, baggage and prejudices in order to
get at what feels like a truth.

Writing allows for this sort of excavation.

Every writer knows the process of worrying

away at something until suddenly you find yourself
in a place you didn’t cxpect to be, with words on the
page you didn’t know you had in you.

And they arc the words that matter, because you
have pulled them out of something bigger than your-
self. That same jolt of recognition the writer feels is

also fele by the reader. These are the words

which can have an cffect.
-v -VHICH BRINGS ME to the notion of the writer’s

responsibility to bear witness for others. T doubt that
many books get written from that motive alone. To
feel assionately enough about something to put in
the nard years of work a good book requires generally
means there’s something you need to sort out for your-
sclf, some recalcitrant obsession that fucels the need
to write this particular story. Certainly [ wrote first
and foremost to clarify something for myself, although
[ was aware that the material I was exploring straddled
some of the big issues of the time.

A book written as a polemic, to prove a point,
often undermines itsclf with its own stridency. In my
view, the writers’ job is to approach their material
with curiosity and trepidation, with as much nerve
and honesty as they can muster, and to stay the dis-
tance. So I have tried to write about what it is like on
the ground, out where the far  line is impossible to
ignore, and where the faultlines in your own nature
arc as difficult to negotiate as the cultural ones.

[ am curious, for instance, to explore the ways in
which Aboriginal culturc has had an impact on white
Australia. Evidence of the impact of white on black
is clear. The reverseis mu  more subtle, but equally
profound.

Because I grew up with Aboriginal people around
me all the time it is impossible for me to romanticise
the culture. Up closce it is confronting, uncomforta-
ble and full of contradictions. It is also dynamic,
remarkable and resilient.

My own observations over the years, and partic-
ularly my exposure to pre-contact people who spent
their carly years in the bush and didn’t meet whites
until they were in their teens, has led me to wonder
whether the country itself is a form of consciousness.
Watching the old painters at work day after day, it is
apparent that while painting they are revisiting and
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reanimating their country, brushmark by brushmark,
empowering the ancestors, keeping the country
strong. The country they paint is so thoroughly
internalised it can be expressed in a scries of shared
symbols which simultaneously represent place,
ancestral events and dailv activities.

Taking people out tc  unt or get firewood or just
to visit country, paving attention to the incremental

shifts in my own perception, the notion grew
on me that consciousness might exist exter-
nally as well as internally, that when a place
becomes so thoroughly mapped into the
psyche, to visit that place might be like encoun-
tering the structures of one’s own mind as a physical
reality, to participate literally in shared ancestral psy-
chological events. This satisfies me much more than
the conventional interpretations of spirituality, which
come laden with the trappings of Western thought.

It gives a diffcrent, more pragmatic way of
understanding the chaos wrought by white settle-
ment. We blindly settled in the consciousness of a
people, thinking it was only geography, and we are
being rem by it.

The country where I grew up is stronger than the
people. Tsuspect that for some white Australians, who
have lived a long time close to the land, there are
contours and hollows in the mind whi- have come
to resemble the sh o :s of the country they inhabic. It
is aninarticulatep ¢, lacking the symbolic language
nccessary to deser :it. And meanwhile the ances-
tral consciousness  -cesits way into the fissures and
flaws of white consciousness, and is slowly finding
its way along the faultlines out to the urban fringes
This is what we are dealing with today. It’s a painfi
and uncomfortable process, and there is no way back
from it. It makes us resentful, ingratiating, uncasy,
apologetic, angry, sentimental and hypocritical. It has
created a gap between the public conversation and
the private conversation which leaves us in a curiously
divided statc. This may be the most volatile faultline
we straddle.

I think the w er’s job is to open up the com-
plexities, the particularities, the stories that slide
between the stercotypes, to create an imaginative
space twhich the perspective can suddenly shift and
reveal different possibilities.

This is the voice I'sec  inmy own writing. [ write
as an ordinary individual who feels responsible
towards the country I live in and love. I lack the
certainties of an activist and the intcllectual discipline
of a historian, or e quick-wittedness for public
debate. What I do have is a passion for the precise and
subtle nature of language, its capacity to open spaces
in which the unsavable can make itself heard. If this
reaches a few peco  :, makes them pause and recon-
sider, think a little more deeply, then writing can
achicve something,.

Kim Mahood is the author of Craft for a Dry Lake.









called Trigger Happy, a work by the Chinese-
Australian artist Guo Jian. The image, from an
exhibition called ‘Mama'’s Tripping’, depicts a heavily
lipsticked woman in People’s Liberation Army
uniform holding a microphone with a number of
lecring, laughing Chinese soldiers in the background.
In the box I also find the catalogue for this exhibi-
tion, with an introduction by Nicholas Jose and notes
of an interview with the artist conducted by Linda
Jaivin of Eat Me and Rock 'n’ Roll Babes from Outer
Space fame. The Canberra Contemporary Art Space,
in September—-October 2000, exhibited Guo Jian’s
works, including Wet Dream, Double Happiness, New
Long March, and a series, from which the Melbourne
piece is taken, in which one of the revolutionary
ballets of Jiang Qing (Madame Mao), The Red Detach-
ment of Women, is the principal motif. As Nicholas
Jose puts it in his introduction:

It’s a collage method that allows him to draw in an
cclectic crowd of figures and tokens. Too much is not
cnough. Visual elements from Chinese folklore and
religion, Communist political culture and the newly
burgeoning commercial culture are reworked in lurid,
manic travesty. Images that were used to scll a society
to its people are revealed for the mindfucking drugs
they are.

Then there is this item, from one of the Sunday
magazines, about a restaurant called Mao’s, in Bruns-
wick Street, Fitzroy, Melbourne:

Mao’s feels like a location for a Jim Jarmusch movie.
Designed by Six Degrecs, it’s hip but dreamy, buzzing
but gritty. Matt Morrow’s propagandist mural of Mao
Zcdong dominates the entrance, then gives way to the
‘wallpaper’—large-scale Tony Knox photographs of
Hunan province (the restaurant’s specialty cuisine) ...
Well-wrought specialities include the rice-flour
pancakes and fish with red basil.

I have frequented a few of these places myself, in
Melbourne, Canberra, Singapore, and even China. It
seems now, in the town of Yangshuo, there is a twin
restaurant called Mickey and Minnie Mao’s. Perhaps
it is owned by Rex Hunt. Then I find a photograph I
took in Canton (Guangzhou) last year, in which Mao’s
face appears on a porcelain plate, sitting on a rugin a
street stall among lacquer boxes, cloisonné vases,
three-coloured Tang horses, fat-bellied laughing
Buddhas and cans of Sprite.

Another newspaper article, this one by Matthew
Sweet in The Weekend Australian two years ago,
reminds me that he said something interesting about
Soviet and Chinese paraphernalia:

It's a demonstration of how thoroughly postmodern-
ism has evacuated meaning from some of the world’s
most powerful totalitarian symbols. The hammer and
sickle, for example, once stood for the inviolable
solidarity of industrial and agricultural workers, for

the dictatorship of the proletariat and the overthrow
of the privileged classes. Now it’s a nifty decal for a
T-shirt, like the Nike tick or the hemp lcaf.

Sweet is puzzled about why Maoist and Soviet
iconography appears ‘cute’ while the paraphernalia of
Nazism gets an altogether different reaction. He
observes that collectors of Nazi memorabilia have to
‘skulk’ around on the internet, while Soviet memo-
rabilia can be found at flea markets everywhere, and
puts this down to the fact that Nazi images rely
heavily on hatred. I don’t personally think the hatred
business is that simple. Hate is a many-splendoured

thing, to borrow Han Suyin’s felicitous

phrase.
IN THE SHOEBOX is a postcard from my visit to Paris
last year, a postcard of Sacré Cceur, returned to me by
a friend for a souvenir. (A number of my friends have
the disconcerting habit of returning my postcards.)
I have written on the back:

June 4, Falungong demo here. I wonder if they’re mak-
ing some link between the anniversary of Tiananmen
massacrc and The Paris Commune which became
such a model of pcople power in the early Cultural
Revolution and then attacked as ultra-leftism etc.?
This is where the Communards were massacred,
before the cathedral was buile. I seem to remember
Marx or Engels saying something very striking, very
moving about the unbelievable violence.

I have since found the reference—Marx’s 1871 pam-
phlet, The Civil War in France. He was apparently
stunned by the ferocity with which the bourgeois
republicans crushed the proletariat in a bloodbath in
1848, and then again in 1871:

It was the first time that the bourgeoisie showed to
what insane crueltics of revenge it will be goaded the
moment the proletariat dares to take its stand against
the bourgcoisie as a separate class with its own inter-
csts and demands, And yet it was only child’s play
compared with the frenzy of the bourgeoisie in I1871.

Say what you like about Madame Mao’s revolu-
tionary modern operas and ballets, The Red Lantern
and Taking Tiger Mountain by Strategy at least made
the business of who was fighting who much clearer
than the musical Les Misérables, judging by the
number of people who think the latter is about the
French Revolution. And the necessity to identify hero
and villain with class imprint, of membership of
proletariat and bourgeoisie, was crystal clear to
audiences, regardless of their lack of sophistication
in matters of Marxism-Leninism. As incomprehen-
sible as it may seem to us in Australia today, the
Cultural Revolution was about manipulation of the
masses by a political elite, in order to harness the
power of fear and hatred of a cultural elite, and cultural
outsiders, in the interests of a political faction.
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as it was a few years ago in Melbourne. Among
survivors of the Cultural Revolution you will often
hear the tale that a portrait of the heroine, furtively
cut from a magazine extolling the ‘model’ works, was
often secreted in the wallets of young men. They just
loved her when she got mad. And they were also wild
about her costume, although the part they liked best
is not featured in this shot. Not only did the heroine
survive the ordeal of the Anti-Japanese and Civil Wars
but the more private longings of young men survived
the Cultural Revolution, it seems. As a colleague said
tome recently when I told her this during a conference
on modern Chinese culture, ‘Aren’t pcople wonderful?’
In other works—modern revolutionary Beijing
operas such as On the Docks, Raid on White Tiger
Regiment and The Red Lantern—the power of raw,
ungoverned hatred is harnessed and the burning desire
for revenge is channelled into a disciplined and
irresistible collective force for the defeat of slavering,
man-cating Japanese wolves, American running-dog
imperialists and reactionary Chinesc ox-demons and
snake-spirits.
These things once had great power and meaning.
But nowadays for young Chinese themselves, who
secm to have little understanding of the recent past,
the Mao iconography is not about hate and exclusion,
or even some ironic use of commercial symbolism.
Instead it constitutes a kind of hip, dreamy, gritty,
buzzing international pop culture. In general, what is
left of the Cultural Revolution for Chinese and
foreigners alike would seem to be a kind of disem-
bodied, bourgeois myth, a kind of ‘de-politicised
speech’, as Roland Barthes said in the 1950s of a
mythology that included Greta Garbo, Einstein,
Charlie Chaplin, wrestling matches and soap-powder
advertisements. There is no shortage of this kind of
thing in China now, and you can hardly go anywhere
without seeing something to do with the strangely
de-mythologised modern film version of

Titanic.

IOWARDS THE BOTTOM of my shoebox there are some
photos from a trip to China in November 1999, taken
outside the Meridian Gate in the Forbidden City. I had
been walking through the Imperial Palace, accom-
panied almost every step of the way by importunate
souvenir sellers, many of whom wanted to sell para-
phernalia relating not to the palace, but to Mao—a
fascinating process of association in itself. I was taken
with onc item, which might richly merit the descrip-
tion ‘high kitsch’, or even ‘high camp’, but still, quite
literally, emitted an intercsting aura—a cigarettc
lighter emblazoned with the face of Mao, radiating
spokes of sunlight from a red background, just as it
used to on the jacket of The Little Red Book (also on
sale, at high prices, in markets). I mentioned this to
colleagues in the arts, who were captivated by the
image and the idea, although I think we were looking
at different things.

I am a sucker for meaning. What they saw was
the immediate irony of a god-like figure reduced to
commercial object; and what I saw, as an integral part
of the irony, was the preservation of the essential idea
of Mao. This was not just the usual souvenir repro-
duction, with image unrelated to medium (like
pictures of the British royal family stamped incon-
gruously on tea towels and other domestic items
unlikely to figure large in their daily lives), but a
reproduction of meaning: Mao still giving us a light,
Mao the red sun in our pockets, if not in our hearts,
and ready to break into a bar or two of The East is
Red at the flick of a thumb—the neatest, coolest and
most ironic thing I've seen since White Elephant
furniture or Great Leap Forward floor polish.

The face of Mao is truly a source of power and
protection, a talisman for taxi-drivers, who hang his
image over their rear-view mirrors, and in the markets
you can buy plasticiscd magazine pictures of the
young Mao among the clouds at Anyuan, or the aging
Mao at the zenith of his power saluting the Red
Guards in Tiananmen in 1966. He is not yet, like the
Great Wall or the giant panda, reproduced indiscrim-
inately, or reduced to a brand name, other than for
the Communist Party itself. His image is still con-
nected with symbol and sign, although there are some
who see his portrait above the Tiananmen of today,
minus the mention of his name, as an indication, not
that he holds an unassailable place among the symbols
of revolutionary history, but that the Party does not
quite know where clse they might safely put him for
the moment.

I carried the thought of the cigarette lighter with
me in Beijing, Tianjin and Hong Kong, where I found
a considerable amount of official image-peddling going
on. The 50th anniversary of the founding of the
People’s Republic of China provided an opportunity
for another ‘verdict’ on the past, by means of a scries
of iconic exhibitions, displays, cvents and publications
rather like the kind of thing that was once used to
teach loyal subjects about the British Empire. The
Cultural Revolution, to the extent that it figures in
this at all (and it is evident that the display is intended
to celebrate the halcyon days of the Party before the
onsct of Mao’s radicalism), is clearly reduced to the
role of an ill-conceived and faction-driven attack on
revisionism, in which the Great Helmsman loses
control of the wheel in his dotage and the mother-
land is plunged into ten years of disaster before Deng
Xiaoping takes over.

The revolutionary modern works, stripped of
their association with Jiang Qing, were there among
the commemorative paraphernalia. In fact, they have
survived in ‘historic’ garb as special commemorative,
remastered collections of audio cassecttes, CDs of
Shanghai radio productions and now video CDs of film
versions. All the major works seem to have been
reproduced in this medium, including some of the
lesser-known ones, and there are even composites,
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Uncommon law

Proposed new laws in Western Australia revive some of
the iniquities of the Star Chamber.

ATE IN 2001, a retired ex-detective and his
unlucky racing-identity matec werc killed by a car
bomb in the ex-detective’s Perth home driveway.

Investigating police were not baffled, but they
could not prove that it was a hit by the outlaw bikic
gang with a grudge against the former top detective,
Don Hancock.

A year carlier, one of the Gypsy Joker bikie gang
had been shot dead by a sniper shortly after being
ejected from Hancock’s Goldfields pub. The killer had
never been identificd. Hancock had refused to give
any statement to police investigators—an odd act from
one who devoted his career to the rclentless pursuit
of villains and their conviction. Persons unknown
dynamited his pub not long afterwards.

Police, claiming that bikies were involved in
organiscd crime and that their ‘code of silence’ had
frustrated police investigations, demanded and were
promised sweeping new investigative powers. It is
rumoured that one of the drafters of the resulting bill
protested about being briefed to recreate the Star
Chamber.

That term, ‘Star Chamber’, has become a byword
for judicial procedures that grossly violate standards
of duc process. The epithet was used of the McCarthy
cra’s House Un-American Activitics Committec
which, among other things, used its subpocena power
to intimidate citizens by demanding that they answer
unconstitutional questions about their political
beliefs and associations, and charging them with
contempt of Congress if they refused to do so. It has
been used more recently to describe President Bush'’s
special military tribunals set up to try foreigners
charged with terrorism, post-September 11.

Given the exhumation of the old, absolute
powers, and the loss of civil liberties at the direction
of world leaders engaged in the ‘war against terror-
ism’, now is a very good time to examine what it was
about the Star Chamber that was repellent. Could the
proposed WA organised-crimec legislation target not
just the ‘enemies of society’, but society itself?

The WA bill would give police new powers, of
which the most remarkable is a formal inquisition.
Sitting or retired judges would be appointed as ‘special
commissioners’ who, at the request of a police officer,
could order somcone rcasonably suspected of

possessing cvidence about ‘organised crime’ to
produce documents—even documents given to a
lawyer by a client, which arc normally covered by legal
professional privilege—and to attend a secret hearing.
The person would be required to answer unspecified
questions, under oath, about unparticularised matters,
in a process closed to the public and, if necessary in
the commissioner’s view, without legal representa-
tion. Any disclosure of receipt of the special com-
missioner’s notice to appear, any refusal to answer
questions [even where the answers would sclf-
incriminate) or produce documents, would be
punishable by imprisonment for contempt. The
burden of proof of innocence would be placed upon
the person charged. The special commissioner’s acts
and procedures would be completely unchallengeable,
would not be accessible under FOI, by the Ombuds-
man or even by the courts in any circumstances
whatever, including the Supreme Court in the exercise
of the Royal Prerogative.

This amazing procedure could be initiated by a
police officer who satisfied the special commissioner
that he reasonably suspected that there might be
evidence relating to the activities of two or more
people involved in substantial planning to comimit
one or more crimes. ‘Crimes’ are defined so broadly
that they could, potentially, include a couple of
teenagers planning to sell home-grown pot to their
friends, or to burn down a haystack or a hedge. Though
the special commissioner would have to be satisfied
that such cvidence might exist and that the use of
such powers would be in the public interest, that
term—the public interest’—is not defined. It would
be left to the commissioner—not to a court—to decide
what was in the public interest. The legal profession,
including the Chicf Justice, opposes many aspects of

this special procedure. The government

presses on.

IHE Star CHamBER was an English court developed
in the late 15th century, and held in a room at
Westminster Palace with stars painted on the ceiling.
It was designed for the king to entertain applications
for redress from ordinary citizens, personally. It was
quite separate from the developing common-law
system of courts and justices, and originally focused
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organisation in the country and maintaining
open dialogue and cordial relations with
sccular political actors from all walks of
life. Indeed, he no doubt saw it as essential
to the nationalist project. It is not surpris-
ing then that the young Abdurrahman was
encouraged to debate ideas and issues and
to read widely in his father's extensive
library. As a teenager, he was not only well-
versed in classical Islamic texts, but also
grappled with the post-war writing of Arab
thinkers who canbe scen as the intellectual
forchcars of contemporary cxtremist
movements. He read Aristotle, Plato, Marx
and Lenin and devoured both great European
novels and contemporary pulp fiction in
binges of late-night reading. Abdurrahman
was also an inveterate cinema-gocr, an
enthusiast of the traditional Javanese
shadow-puppet theatre, wayang kulit, and
a passionate football fan (even acting as a
special commentatoronnational television
in later life).

As a young man, Abdurrahman Wahid
would often make personal pilgrimages to
the tombs of Islamic scholars to spend a
whole night praying beside their graves.
This practice of ziarah is usually conducted
in the hope of gaining particular insight or
guidance. It is a popular and accepted
practice in traditional Islam, which is
strongly influenced by Sufism (Islamic
mysticism), but would be frowned upon by
modemist Muslims. Indonesia’s modernists
arc grouped in Muhammadiyah, and their
most prominent representative is Amien
Rais, the speaker of Indonesia’s supreme
parliament, and a man instrumental both
in Abdurrahman Wahid’s risc to power and
in his downfall. The distinction between
the modernists and the traditionalists is
central to an understanding of Gus Dur
{and indeced of Indonesial. Generally, it can
be said that modcernist Islam is a largely
urban phenomenon in Indonesia, while the
traditionalists have theirbase inrural areas.

The followers of modernism tend to be
educated, while the traditionalists arc often
peasant farmers. Islamic modernism
emerged in the second half of the 19th
century as an attempt to make traditional

Islam more open to Western rationality.
There was a view that Muslim societies had
been casily conquered by European powers
because they had closed themselves off to
Western thought in science and technology.
It endorsed a more modern approach to
education, and so Muhammadiyah, like
Nahdlatul Ulama, is closcly associated in
Indonesia with the development of educa-
tional institutions. Today, however, the
key distinction between the modernists
and the traditionalists is that the former
take a more literal approach to the key
religious texts, the Qur'an and the Sunnah.
For traditionalists, ‘unless something is
expressly proscribed in the Qur’an and the
Sunnah then it is permissible’ as long as it
does not contradict the key principles and
valucs laid down in those texts. For intel-
lectuals from a modernist background,
however, ‘if something is not referred to in
the Qur’an or the Sunnah, then it should be
regarded with caution’ (p67). Hence the
modernists would be critical of practices
such as ziarah, which suggest an ability to
communicate with the dead and the exist-
ence of spiritual entities beyond God alone.
Traditionalists, on the other hand, remain
more open to pre-Islamic belief systems

and more tolcrant of a variety of

forms of religious expression.

.~ ~ rrh His sroaD worldview and eclectie
passions, Gus Dur is the lcading repre-
sentative of a liberal and tolerant Islam in
Indonesia. When he was installed as presi-
dentof the Republic, there were great hopes
that he couldinstil his guiding principlesin
the political life of the nation, building a
system of government that was account-
able, transparent and just. Why then did he
fail so spectacularly? Or did he? Wimar
Witoclar, in No Regrets: Reflections of u
Presidential Spokesman, argues that Gus
Dur’s achicvements have been overlooked,
and his mistakes magnified. The Indone-
sian mecdia was never so free as under his
leadership. No other Indonesian president
was ever so accessible or so tolerant of
critics. Abdurrahman Wahid pushed ahcad
with special tribunals to prosccutc

human-rights abusc in East Timor, forced
suspected war criminal General Wiranto
from his job as military commander and
engaged separatistforces in Aceh and Papua
in dialoguc. He appointed a crusading and
incorruptible lawyer, Baharuddin Lopa, to
pursue Suharto-cra cronies as attorney-
general. Sino-Indonesians were once again
free to hold public festivities to celebrate
the lunar new year. For Wimar Witoclar, it
was Indonesia’s Prague Spring, ‘almost two
years of very heady-clean air, fresh air
followed by return to a stuffy and malodor-
ous reality” {p160).

The problem is that for every tick against
Gus Dur’s presidency there is also a cross.
His openness and willingness to speak to the
media sowed confusion rather than clarity.
Gus Dur’s penchant for jokes and ambiguity
had served him well asa critic of the dictator
Suharto, butaspresident it made him appear
carcless, inconsistent and vague. Despite
his undoubted support for minority rights
he was incapable of stopping religious and
cthnic bloodshed in Maluku or Kalimantan.
His efforts to promote dialogue with seces-
sionist forces brought little tangible progress
towards a lasting scttlement. He failed to
sccure the prosceution of big fish from the
Suharto cra and in fact delayed investiga-
tions into key cronies like textile tycoon
Marimutu Sinivasan and logging boss
Prajogo Pangestu. As Barton notes, the
president justified this decision by arguing
that they were so central to the economy
that their prosecution would stymie eco-
nomic recovery—Dhut the public impression
was that ccrtain business figurcs had the
sympathetic ear of the president.

Of course, not all of this was Gus Dur’s
fault. His pursuit of cronies and human-
rights abuscrs faltered when attorney-
general Baharuddin Lopa died of a heart
attack. Influential military commanders
actively resisted his gentler approach in
Papua and Acch, and stuck to their cstab-
lished dirty war tactics (for example, by
providing support to the extremist Laskar
Jihad militia which helped to foment
violence in Maluku). While many observers
say ‘everything went wrong becausc of Gus
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Dur’, Wimar Witocelar counters that they
went wrong ‘despite Gus Dur’ (pl61).

No Regrets is a lively and entertaining
account of Wimar Witoelar’s ten months as
Gus Dur’s presidential spokesman. It is a
rapidly produced book, rich in anccdote and
humour. Itidentifics the forces that gathered
to oust Gus Dur as corrupt politicians,
generals and police officers who were threat-
ened by his reform agenda. Much given to
metaphor, Wimar describes Gus Dur as ‘a
spearhead without a spear’. He had the top
job in the country, but lacked any real
power. He could not rely on the moribund
burcaucracy or the corrupt judiciary. His
political base in East Java, heartland of
Nahdlatul Ulama, was too small to be an
engine of national change. The coalition
that brought Gus Dur to office was an
opportunistic alliance primarily motivated
by the desire to keep Megawati out. Most of
its members soon turned against him.

At times Wimar’s tone becomes defen-
sive, particularly when he writes about the
media. He expresses surprise that the media
preferred the dirty sniff of political scandal
to worthy announcements about bil  -ral
business deals struck during a presidential
visit to Thailand, and he is obviously disap-
pointed that Jakarta's liberal intellectuals,
like poet and editor Goenawan Mohamad,
failed to rally round the president in his
hour of need.

However, No Regrets fails adequately to
explain Abdurrahman Wahid’s many spec-
tacular lapses in judgment. For example, in
justitying Gus Dur’s refusal to submit to
questioning by a parliamentary committee,
Wimar takes the moral high ground, arguing
that this would have been ‘an irresponsible
act of the president who is charged with
upholding the constitution and the integrity
of his office’ (p107). But if he was so con-
cerned about protecting the honour of the
presidency, why did Gus Dur agree to a
sceret meeting with Tommy Suharto? This
meeting took place after the formerdictator’s
favourite son had bheen convicted of a real-
estate scam (although before he had become
a fugitive from justicel. Gus Dur maintains
that he resisted Tommy’s entreatics to cuta
deal for clemency, and insisted that he must
dohis time in jail, but nomeeting could have
been more likely to compromisc his office. It
tarnished Gus Dur’s personal reputation and
gave the impression of a presidency that was
open to offers from the highest bidder.
Similarly, why did Abdurrahman Wahid
repeatedly make rude public comments
about his ‘friend’ vice-president Megawati
Sukarnoputri, whose support he needed
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above all others to stay in office and push
through reforms?

Barton is more open in acknowledging
Abdurrahman Wahid’s contribution to his
own downfall. He points, for ecxample, to
the president’s refusal to accept his blind-
ness, and his constant scarch for a cure,
which encouraged him to make some
otherwise unnecessary overseas trips. He
admits that Gus Dur’s management style
was ‘at best erratic and unconventional and
at worst seriously wanting’ {p373) and that
he often failed to explain what he was
doing. In some ways, he argucs that Gus
Dur was prisoncr to his formative political
experiences as democratic activist during
the New Order:

As he had leamed to do under Socharto,
Abdurrahman, now president himself,
dodged and weaved; his behaviourand state-
ments were driven more by the ad hoc
demands of tactical manocuvring for short-
term survival than by strategic planning
for the long term. (p292)

Barton identifies a dozen problems that
plagued Abdurrahman Wahid’s presi-

deney: inflated expectations; formidable
opponents; weak civil society; a politi-
cally charged press; a lack of political
capital; a divided reform movement;
oppos onfrom conservative Islamicists;
the lack of a democratic constitution; a
belligerent state apparatus; a dysfunc-
tional lcegal system; an antagonistic
military; and corrupt statc organs in
partnership with organised crime.

Any president would face enormous
difficulty surmounting such hurdles and
Mcgawati Sukarnoputri may offer
Indoncesia a more stable administration
simply by choosing not to tackle the
jumps thatarc too high. She may stumble
less often, but she will not be propelled
by the same idealism, or strive for the
same reformist goals. Abdurrahman
Wahid, mcanwhile, will go down in
history as a remarkable man and a flawed
leader.

Peter Mares is a journalist with Radio Aus-
tralia and Radio National. He is currently a
visitingrescarcherat Swinburne University’s
Institute for Social Rescarch.
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eading the pattern

=OW ASTONISHING to be writing a
book on modern Afghanistan and its necigh-
bours before September 11. What would
you feel when the World Trade Center towers
went down and you knew that your book,
almost complete, would be changed forever?

Christopher Kremmer has written a
series of essays based on his time in bazaars,
souks and tcahouses, his fricndships with
carpet-sellers and his reportage on the
cultural and political life of Afghanistan
and its regional ncighbours.

Eachessay iscleverly woven into the whole
and yet is a discrete thing in itself, showing
the life of the people, the writer's friends,
warlords, soldicrs, the role of the Taliban, the
mujahcdin, the United Nations, America, and
cvery Tom, Dick and Harry who has a vested
interest in bleeding Afghanistan and the
surrounding countries dry.

MAY 2002

The short history of cach country is
particularly interesting, helptul and hard to
find elsewhere. Whenever the Western
world shinces a torch on a Third World
country it means trouble afoot and so it has
been for cach of the places described
Pakistan, Kashmir, Iraq, Iran, Uzbekistan,
and so on. Central to the book is the way
Musl: s arc humanised. The consequence
is that ourignorance and fcar can’t be main-
tained. Christopher Kremmer says his aim
was ‘to write something enduring about the
genius and tragedy of the Muslim situation
today ... It's a literary portrait of Islamic
societies in crisis.’

If you like carpets (and who doesn’t?)
this book Iets youin on the trader’s scerets—
the way carpets are judged by the true
experts. For instance, silk is not all that
wonderful, one trader friend tells the author.






retains its scars longer than most parts of
the body’.

Soon the curtains parted and Rasoul bustled
in, smilingandapologising for the subterfuge.

"We have co be slightly careful,” he said,
peeling off his jacket and shades. "Who
knows how long we will have tostay? Twas
washing some clothes the other day .. and
[ heard some shooting from outside. Would
you believe that sound made me home-
sick? Our mother and sisters are in Mazar.
Some Pashruns are still keeping Hazaras
safe, but the security is really only good for
Pashtuns living there. There was much
killing in the carly days. The governor has
changed since then; its quicter, but you
never know.’

Kremmer is then introduced to Rasoul’s
half brother, Yaqub, who had been fighting
the Taliban.

After alunch ... we discussed the possibil-

ity of the brothers tinding asylum in a third
country. But the timing could hardly have
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been worse. There were so many refugees,
and so few countries willing to take them.
Desperate Afghans and Iraqis were risking
their lives and life’s savings on hazardous
sea journeys organised by ‘people smug-
vlers’. The black joke among the belea-
guered statf of the UN High Commissioner
for Refugees was that in order to prove a
wcll-founded fear of persecution, an Afghan
needed to be dead already.

If anyonc is in any doubt about many of
these people’s need to be given asylum, The
Carpet Wars is likely to convinee them,
although recent experience suggests that
certain sct hearts will not be convinced.
There are many recasons to buy this book—
not least of them the very beautiful cover
designed by Katie Mitchell and the carpet
designs all through the text.

This is a book about many wars and vert
it is also a book of subtlety.

Kate Llewellyn is a poct. Her most recent
book is Sofala and Other Poems.
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Verse aid
converse

'/

HAos I8 T ideal of every pattern’,
it is said, though the 41 patterns in this
latest collection by Peter Porter aspire
dutifully to whatever order the poct desires.
Purportedly ‘a late work’, there is here
nothing late about the delivery, nor any
overstaying the welcome, whether in the
precision found in, say, his catalogue of
misfit classics:

The Troiliad, just as silly and twice as long,

with lists of heroes, ships and towns,

interfering gods on shortest fuses

and magic implements and animals,

its love-life platitudinous

and cpithets attached like luggage labels.
—'Ex Libris Scnator Pococurante’
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Or in the brevity of a lyric like “The Puppy
of Heaven':

Some sort of judgment comes toeveryone—

Mind overtaken by its metaphor

May watch dismayed as in the evening sun

The Baskerville-shaped shadows cross
the floor.

(The publisher does not state if the book is
set in Baskerville. 1t looks like Times
Roman.)

Even to be warned of ‘alate work” makes

us pause. We expecet a drife toward timor

mortis, meditations on decay, or reveries
about being the oldest person at the party.
But contradiction is one of Porter’s favour-
ite ploys: life is all we have to fear, creation
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is breaking out all over, uncomtortably so,
and the poet himsclf scems the liveliest if
not the youngest person still standing. Even
the clegy that names this collection plays
delightedly with the mysterious disappear-
ance the cat Maximus: ‘Should stars
know ax is missing, would they gucess /
How little he must miss them where heis??
The half-rhyme of “guess” with ‘is” names
the territory we have entered.

If thereisan clegiac strain, itisamourn-
fulness we have heard often in Porter, the
still-not-knowing although we know so
much. He asks ‘1s this love—, This incon-
clusiveness which orbits us, / A spacious
Swiftian teleology / OfF backs being turned,
and clsewheres to be at?’, having just
asserted ‘Love is the inward journey of the
soul.” YA Lido for Lunaticks’) He has some
fearsome things to say about fame, in pocims
like ‘Tasso’s Oak’, still taking a reality
check as he ululates ‘Rejoice that of therr
number, one was recognised.” The philo-
sophic urge is native to this poct, to the
degree that he can turn a proposition into
an intense cmotion or wreak Romantic
havoconacliché. Small wondera favourite
poct is Robert Browning.

Commentingon his carcerin'Strectside
Poppics’, is Porter bragging or lamenting?

After fifty years of writing poctry
[ Tust still for what is natural.

My vernacular was always bookish;
somchow Tmissed the right Americans,

I couldn’t meld the High and Low—
even my jokes aspired to footnotes—

but [ am open to Wordsworthian signs.

He knows more than he's letting on. It
is plain from this poctry that Porter has
spent a lifetime studying ‘naturalness’;
the language 1s confident, chiding,
reflective, wry, inviting, even if most of it
is lost on a shepherd. One wonders who
the ‘right Amecericans’ could be and
whether in fact he ever had any inclina-
tion to dally along their pathways. He
may borrow from the library, but the same
Porter can observe critically, ‘Poor Fellow,
he’s vomited the Dictionary.” Some would
cven say Porter has ‘melded’ cultural
diversities quite skiltully over a lifetime
of co- ontrated literalness. Tt is precisely
his transatlantic humour and manner that
18 so attractive.

A orepressing question is, did he miss
the ‘right Australians’, whocever they are?
Australianness vexes Porter. Its brash
experimentation and distinctive parlance









And the terrible raped land itsclf, under
Makhmalbaf’s harsh, brilliantly lit
cinematography, is almost a character in
the story. You come out asking yourself
how anyonc or anything could cver live
here again, smashed, barren and inconti-
nently mined as it is; and this was all before
the Americans bombed it all over again.
Kandaharis worth sceing for many reasons,
not the least to understand why someonc
brave and still believing in hope would risk
cverything to get away from the place.

—Juliette Hughes

Bitter-sweet

The Son’s Room, dir. Nanni Moretti.
Nanni Moretti is one of Italy’s best-loved
filmmakers. Like Woody Allen, he writes,
directs and stars in his own pictures, but
unlike the overly prolific New Yorker,
Moretti only makes a film when he has
somecthing to say.

Usually Moretti has something satirical
to say about the state of Italian socicty (he
is onc of Berlusconi’s sharpest critics), but
for this film he has chosen to explore a
personal story: the grief that comes with
the death of a child.

When the teenage Andreas (Giusceppe
Sanfelice] dies suddenly in an accident, his
bourgeois family cracks up. In the lead-up
to this cvent, Moretti studiously avoids
developing any sensc of impending doom.
The death, which occurs offscreen, just
happens; it could have been any member of
this close-knit family.

Unable to cope with other people’s
problems, the father, Giovanni (Moretti),
abandons his work as a psychoanalyst. The
boy’s mother, Paola {Laura Morante), begins
to drift away from what was a loving
marriage. Andreas’ sister, Irene (Jasmine
Trinca), is suspended from her basketball
team after provoking an on-court brawl.

Moretti handles such details with
cconomy and restraint, and just as it
becomes unbearable he introduces some-
thing from Andreas’ past that nudges these
damaged peoplealittle closer towards being
healed. He shows us the three of them on a
beach walking towards the sca that claimed
their loved one, and though still separate—
both physically and emotionally—they are
linked now by a skerrick of hope.

By the time he or she is old enough to
vote, the average teenager will sec amillion
cinematic deaths, but from Tom and Jerry
to next week’s blockbuster they’re all
depressingly the same: they are deaths

without consequences. The Son’s Room is

a beautiful, truthful film about family and

mortality—take your kids to sce it.
—Brett Evans

Star vehicle

The Monster’s Ball, dir. Marc Forster. The
late Ivan Hutchinson once leant across to
mc at a preview and commented that Halle
Berry had ‘great screen presence’—the film
was The Flintstones! Somc years later, Berry
has won the Academy Award for Best
Actress for her role as Leticia in Monster's
Ball. T have seen all the performances that
earncd nomination for Best Actress and
Berry’s performance makes Spacek, Kidman
and co. look like hacks.

Monster’s Ballis potentially an awkward
movie that could have been an unsuitable
vehicle for her talents. The plot is depend-
entona coincidence at which even Thomas
Hardy might have baulked and it involves a
personal redemption that should strain
credulity. Yet the film succeeds to awesome
cffect.

Hank {Billy Bob Thornton) and his boy,
Sonny (Heath Ledger), are correctional
officers in a penitentiary in Georgia, where
clectrocution is still the penalty for murder
in the first degree.

Leticia’s husband, Musgrove (Scan
Combs), has been on death row for years,
but now the appeal process has run out and
he is to be clectrocuted. Under the super-
vision of Hank, the scheduled execution is
carcfully planned and gocs ahead without
hitch. Leticia has long since ceased to care
about her husband, but shortly after his
death, both she and Hank arc independ-
ently overtaken by personal tragedies, one
of which brings them together.

Thanks to inspired performances by
Thornton and Berry, somehow that shaky
plot works. A major factor in its success is
the willingness of director Marc Forster to
allow them to remain flawed characters, a
rarc concession in the simplistic world of
Amecrican filmmaking.

Oddly, although racism pervades the
movie, it receives little recognition in the
ultimate relationship between Hank and
Leticia. They are presented simply as two
emotionally woundedindividuals for whom
the need for mutual support is everything.

There is little room for anyone clse.
Normally, the supporting performance of
Peter Boyle as Hank’s contemptible father
and Heath Ledger’s sensitive portrayal of
hislovingson, would have warranted special
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praisc. As it is, the impact of the characters

created by Thornton and Berry dominates

your ¢motions as you leave the cinema.
—Gordon Lewis

Tic shtick

Panic Room, dir. David Fincher. Something
about Jodie Foster bothers me. I think it’s a
combination of her mouth and neck—they
work like a water diviner’s sticks, twitch-
ing in unison when they want your atten-
tion. Is it greedy to want more for my $12
than what most people can do after a night
sleeping on a lumpy pillow? Fortunately for
Panic Room, Foster’s particular tic style of
acting actually suited the role of recently
divorced mother, Meg Altman, well cnough.

But lots of things about this filin did not
work. One of Panic Room’'s biggest problems
was the eponymous room. The ‘panic room’
isanimpenetrable room, filled with security
camcras and speaker systems and other
handy items in casc¢ of a ‘home invasion’
(that mecans a break-in for those of us who
don’t think a burglar necessarily consti-
tutes an army). Once inside you can’t be
got. All of you who think this makes for a
hole in the plot of a cat-and-mousc-style
thriller give yourselves a pat on the back.
Of course, Fincher tries to create tension by
throwingin the odd twist, but his efforts all
feel like desperate attempts to make the
situation even vaguely worrying.

Besides the room itself, the film is
lumbered with three villains (Jared Leto,
Dwight Yoakam and Forest Whitaker} who
are written with such little depth you
couldn’t dip cven your little finger in them.
They arc given some funny lines, and for a
moment you think the film might change
for the better, but there’s no commitment
to the comedy and it just ebbs away.

Panic Room was shot by two cinema-
tographers (Darius Khondji was replaced by
Conrad Hall, becausc of artistic differences
with Fincher) who have real skill, but
ultimately are too clever by half. For those
familiar with Fincher’s previous films Seven
and Fight Club, the camera’s almost inces-
sant cxploration of tiny and scemingly
inaccessible spaces will be nothing new.
[ enjoyed its unnerving qualitics in his
carlier filis, but in Panic Room it just
added a layer of alienation that made you
care less, literally. When the camera secem-
ingly travels through the handle of the
coffecpot (courtesy of clever computer
imaging} youjust think ‘none of it's real, no
need to panic’. —Siobhan Jackson
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