











Austen’s writing has once again been made
fashionable by adaptations for television and cin-
ema, and by Helen Fielding’s novel, Bridget Jones's
Diary. You can find useful and informative websites
devoted to Austen’s writing and life. Some depict the
homes in which she lived and died, quaint in their
determination to recreate the ‘rcal’ Jane Austen.
Others, morc curious, analyse Austen’s handwrit-
ing and offer dress-up dolls of Elizabeth Bennett,
complete with a fashion ensemble any middle-class
young Englishwoman would have killed for.

Then there are the fan sites, stretching from
Tokyo to Vladivostok, that include the bizarre:

i

The Jane Austen Evening is a mixture of live music,
food, authentic dance, historical discussion, gam-
ing and tea. The cvent will begin at 3:00 pm, with
an afternoon tea. During the tea, the attendees will
be diverted by a series of Regency era parlour enter-
tanments [sic]. Following this will be a two-hour,
intensive dance class. After the danee class, a light
meal will be served and at approximately 8:00 pm,
Axworthy’s Academy of Music will strike up, and the
dancing will begin., Davies Hall is located in Farns-
worth Park, at Lake and Mount Curve, in Altadena.

Next year in Baghdad! —Marcelle Mogg
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Andrew Hamilton

War costs

N AN AUSTRALIAN autumn day, the human
rcality of war intrudes only by stealth. At a
demonstration, the sound of an air raid siren evokes
the terror of those who wait for bombs to fall. In
a riverbank exhibition, photographs of love and
tenderness hint at all that war destroys.

These understated images provide a clearer crite-
rion than the daily commentary, celebration of boys’
toys and the images of smiling troops to measure the
war against Iraq. The air raid siren, with its reminder
of the unequal balance of destructive power available
to the two sides, suggested that the invasion would
end in the occupation of Iraq and the removal from
power of Saddam Hussein.

It also reminds us of the human cost of war,
which not only maims and kills people but also
poisons relationships. The reality of war is neither
clean nor liberating. It is about the destruction of lives
and human goods, sometimes by design, sometimes by
implication, and sometimes by mistake. War inspires
in opposing forces an equal determination to kill and
destroy in the most effective available ways. It also
tears the delicate net of relationships and decent
behaviour that shapes a civil society. The loss of
the past in the looting of the muscum and library of
Baghdad will make this war long memorable.

Once war began, it became certain that many
Iraqis would not experience as liberation the arrival
of the invading army. Why should anyone have
expected otherwise? If the capture of Baghdad is
to be remembered in the Arab world as an event of
liberation and not of colonisation, much that war has
destroyed will need to be repaired.

The photographs of human intimacy, too, measure

the arguments that supported going to war. Each
new bombing of women and children has made more
incredible the humanitarian argument in favour of
war. If we and our children were offered the pcace and
liberation that we have brought to the people of Iraq,
would we cver have accepted the offer as humane?
Of such arguments the Roman historian Tacitus’
mordant comment still seems apposite at the war’s
end: ‘They make a desert and they call it peace.’

We arc now told that the outcome vindicates the
war. It vindicates what no-onc doubted, the power
of superior military force. But it will also be used to
vindicate the use of war for other strategic goals. And
that loss of moral sensitivity diminishes and threatens
us all.

The siren, and the images of family life made
precarious by war, offer a standard for our own
response to what is donc in our name in Iraq. The
choice has been between coarseness and compassion.
Coarse responses are a commonplace of war. Austral-
ian business leaders and government have expressed
concern that they might be excluded from profiting
from the rebuilding of what we have destroyed. And
for all of us who write about war on either side, there is
Ignazione Silone’s warning of half a century ago: ‘Only
by the sacrifice of intellectual honesty is it possible to
identify the cause of truth with that of an army.’

One photograph in the exhibition reminds us
that this war, too, will come to an end. In the photo,
children play exuberantly in a destroyed Beirut
stadium, swinging high on a swing made out of tangled
steel beams. In the midst of destruction, it is through
compassion and not through war that such life is
nurtured. —Andrew Hamilton g
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Photo opportunity

This autumn an cxhibition has been
slowly touring the world. The MILK
exhibition has been staged in Australia,
first on the forecourt of the Sydney Opera
House and then on the riverside walk
of Mclbourne’s Federation Squarc. The
c¢xhibidon  was  attended by enough
marketing and merchandising to make the
average onlooker suspicious. But it was
worth persevering. The exhibition had
real substance, cven if it sounded a little
corny at first.

MILK stands for Moments of Intimacy,
Love and Kindness. The project was the
idea of a New Zealander, Geoff Blackwell,
who was inspired by Edward Stcichen’s
renowned ‘Family of Man’ project of the
1950s. Blackwell gained the support of
a publisher with deep pockets and soon
began an extensive collaboration.

The project was looking for images
that cclebrated humanity, with an empha-
sis on immediacy rather than on technical
achicvement. It sounds simple, but the
result was quite extraordinary. The com-
petition attracted 40,000 photos by 17,000
photographers living in 164 countrics.
Three hundred photos were chosen for the
final project. A good number of them are
of the sick and dying; many of them reveal
pain, ageing and poverty. None of them
obscures hope.

Vale Bros

On 26 March, Father John Brosnan was
reunited with Ronald Ryan somewhere—
be it heaven or nirvana,

John Brosnan was the Catholic chap-
lain to Melbournce’s notorious Pentridge
Prison for over 30 ycars, and he was with
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Ronald Ryan when Ryan was hanged on 3
February 1967 at 5pm—the last person to
be hanged in Australia.

Brosnan had an extraordinary capac-
ity to ‘walk alongside’ his fellow man
or woman—no matter how flawed they
might be. Brosnan also understood that
many of those individuals in prison had
little choice in the matter.

But Brosnan was morc than a strong
and compassionate force in the lives
of prisoners. He was a brilliant and
unrelenting advocate for prison reform.
Brosnan knew that prison rarcely improvesa
person’s lot in life and in most cases strips
the humanity from him or her.

Perhaps the most fitting tribute to
Brosnan’s work would be for Australia
to opposc the death penalty in Indonesia,
should those accused of the Bali hombings
be convicted.

John Brosnan, Dbetter than anyone,
that humans run the
justice system, it is potentially tlawed.
He knew that human life is precious, and
that revenge scrves no uscful purpose in
civilising a society.

knew because

Revenge of the nerds

For those who still think scientists are
colourless, white-coated cloned
from alicn life forms, this year’s winners
of the National Science and Technology
Medal from the Clunics Ross Foundation
provide excellent contrary evidence.

The seven recipients of the award come
from all over Australia. They include an
Iranian immigrant enginecr, a profoundly
deaf rescarcher who is the proud owner
of a bionic car, a scientific entrepreneur
who mortgaged his housce to buy his
company back from a multinational, a
woman raised in a singlc-parent fam-
ily, and an academic who listens to the
Universe. They scem like just the sort of
people who would struggle to gain support
from the Howard Government.

Their projects are cqually eclectic
but all very practical. For example, Ron
Grey’s scientific instruments can identify

nerds

the clemental composition of a sample to
parts per trillion in scconds. He exports
to 85 countrics, but says a lack of gov-
crnment understanding as to the uses of
his cquipm t has meant he can't export
to countries like Iran—bhccause of s
posed ‘defence’ applications. He says the
ban may eventually force him and his
company offshore.

Together man

‘Nothing human is alien from me.” The
Roman playwright Terence’s slick catch-
cry is personificd by the 104th Archbishop
of Canterbury, Dr Rowan Williams.

Rowan Williams is a participant in
lifc, not an observer beyond contradice-
tion. Fellow of the British Academy,
Doctor of Divinity and youthful prelate,
he s also an endearing and engaging
human heing.

Rowan Williams longs to
the contribution that people of faith,
especially Christian faith, can make to our
socicty. He argues that C
stand sccularism; their tradition tests
all claims to ultimate perspective and
sanctions and fosters independent thought.
But they also know the pull of allegiance
to God ab 3 all clse. They must be
at the forefront of finding a better way
beyond sectarian dominance and rootless
democracy. By drawing together groups of
differing views and belicfs, including their
own, Christian communitics can continuc
to aid the regencration of politics and
public discourse.

At his enthroncment on 27 February,
Rowan Williams opened his heart. ‘The
one great purpose of the Church’s exist-
ence is to share [the] bread of life; to hold
open in its words and actions a p
where we can be with Jesus and [learn]
to be channels for his free, unanxious,
utterly demanding, grown-up love. The
church exists to pass on the promisc of
Jesus—"You can live in the presence of
God without fear; you can receive from
his fullness and set others free from fear

o

and guilt”.

renew
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on bulk billing without reducing consulta-
tion times or working cxtraordinary hours.
Care is compromised and errors become
more likely.

Kay Patterson does not believe that
increasing the Medicare rebate will fix the
problem. The government plans to make
co-payments directly to doctors and to per-
mit health insurers to insurc ‘gap’ costs.
Incentives are promised to encourage doc-
tors to bulk bill low-income earners, though
there is talk of restricting this to outer-sub-
urban and regional areas. The government
promises that no matter where you live you
will have access to a doctor you can afford.
But it all sounds suspiciously like another
step towards a ‘user-pays’ system.

Prior to the 1996 election, John Howard
promised to maintain Medicare ‘in its
entirety’. Yet the 30 per cent rebate for
those joining a health fund, and the onc per
cent Medicarc surcharge for high-income
earncers who don’t, suggest that this was
not one of Howard’s ‘core promises’. The
current co-payment proposal will cut
through the red tape. Yet if private health
funds cover ‘gap’ insurance, doctors will
then be free to charge increasingly higher
amounts for co-payments—all of which
means that there is greater pressure to take
out private health insurance.

The government scems intent on drag-
ging us into a wholly uscr-pays system.
Many Australians arc familiar with horror
storics from the US health care system.
But, one might argue, such a system has its
good points. Theoretically, a user-pays sys-
tem encourages greater independence among
patients—compliance with medications and
preventive strategies, for example—resulting
in fewer recurrent presentations to the doc-
tor. One country emergency department in
Victoria charges a $10 ‘door fec’ on Saturday
night to dissuade those who don't really need
to be there. There are times on a busy shift
when [ have wished we could do the same.

Dr Gwen Gray, lecturer in health
policy at the Australian National Uni-
versity, urges caution. She points to the
Rand Health Insurance Experiment, which
looked at the impact of such systems in the
US. The study found simply that the well-
off uscd more services and the low-income
carners used less. Preventive services were
particularly affected. And higher mortality
rates and incidences of disease were found
among the ‘sick-poor’.

The Howard government promises
to look after the poor with incentives for

summa
theologiae

Small consolations

IKE SIMPSON’S DONKEY, small consolations can sometimes be seen
through the smoke of war. In the midst of the divisions in Iraq and the region,
there have been reconciliations in the even more ancient divisions of churches.
The Roman Catholic Church has approved a small but notable form of
hospitality between the divided churches of the East.

The dominant religion in Iraq is Islam. But among its population are also
Christians with a history that stretches behind the rise of Islam.

In the early years of Christianity, Persia was the great kingdom that Rome
could never master. Although Christians found their way therc very carly, the
church in Persia grew significantly in the 5th century. Christians from Antioch
tled there after being vilified as heretical in a bitter dispute about the nature of
Jesus Christ. The history of the Assyrian church is rich and little known in the
West: monuments along the trading routes testify to the Christian communi-
ties stretching into the heart of China.

In the 16th century, a section of this church was reconciled with the
Roman church, and became known as the Chaldaean church. Both it and the
Assyrian Church had their own places of worship and ministers, and ncither
church’s members received the sacraments from the other group.

The recent dispersal around the world of more than half a million
Christians of both churches has disrupted this separate existence. In the places
where they settle, they are 1cky to find a community of either church, let
alonc¢ churches from both communities. The only way in which many can
worship in their own way is by sharing in the liturgy of the other church.

After Vatican II, this step was accepted as normal for Western Catholics
and Eastern Christians caught in similar circumstances. But hospitality
between the Chaldaean and Assyrian churches raised questions of boundaries
for the Roman Catholic church. It had to revisit convictions that had scemed
unshakeable.

The difficulty lay in the Eucharistic prayer of Addai and Mari, used
from the beginning by th¢ Assyrian church. This prayer does not include the
narrative of what Jesus did at the Last Supper. As a result, it omits Jesus’
words, ‘This is my Body and This is my Blood’. According to Western theology,
grounded in onc of the medieval Councils, it is through these words that Christ
becomes present in the Eucharist. So, on the face of it, the Assyrian Eucharist
was fatally flawed at its heart.

But hospitality stretches boundaries. On the grounds of the antiquity of the
prayer and of the Assyrian church, the Roman church encouraged the isolated
Chaldeans to share the sacraments with Assyrian Christians when appropriate.

This scems a small concession. But it is large in its implications. The
readiness to see heresy in diffcrence of outlook and practice created the
divisions between the Assyrian and other churches. Hospitality led to a
better appreciation of the blessings of difference. The principle has broader
relevance.

Andrew Hamilton s) teaches at the United Faculty of Theology, Melbourne.
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Andarew vincent

Wir ners or losers?

C

\_ \re N THER northern no-tly zone
where they have prospered quictly for
over a decade, the Iraqi Kurds are now
playing for very high stakes indeed. To
optimists among them, at the very least
the war seems to offer an opportunity
for enhanced autonomy within a federal
Iraqi state. Maybe, if they arc particu-
larly lucky, they will be able to gain an
independent mini-state of their own. Some
of the drecamers, thinkers and activists
among the Kurds feel that they may cven
hit the jackpot and finally sce a state of
Kurdistan—a state which would unite all
30 million of the region’s Kurds ur r a
single flag and within safe and sccurc
borders. The Kurds are the world’s largest
national grouping who still lack a coun-
try of their own, and now the dream of
independence appears to be in reach.

But the war presents the Iragi Kurds
with threats as well as opportunities, and if
history is anything to go by, the optimists
should temper their hopes with a strong
dosc of reality. By almost any estimation,
the Kurds are among the greatest victims of
the 20th century’s grisly history.

Led by powerful but scheming friends,
they were first offered a state by the 1920
Treaty of Sevres, signed in the after-
math of the First World War, when the
Ottoman Empire was broken up. This
was in accordance with US President
Wilson’s widely publicised promises of
independence for subject peoples. But
this offer was later withdrawn, and the
1923 Treaty of Lausanne saw the Kurds
dispersed between Turkey and Iran, and
the new states of Iraq and Syria. Localised
revolts were crushed and national a  ira-
tions were thwarted—especially in L'ur-
key, where for generations the Kurds were
forbidden to use their own language, and
were even described as ‘mountain Turks’.

In the carly 1970s the Kurds of nor  ern
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Iraq rose up in revolt against the Ba’athist
government of Baghdad. They were armed
and supported in this revolt by the Shah
in neighbouring Iran, and by cxtension
the ¢ ah’s superpower patron the United
States, and were holding their own against
Baghdad. But in 1975 the Shah decided
to make peace with Iraq in return for a
border readjustment involving navigation
rights on the Shatt al-Arab watcrway. The
Algiers Agreement was signed by a much
younger Saddam Hussein who had not yet
assumed the Presidency. With the signing
of the Algicrs Agreement, the Kurds were
deserted by their erstwhile backers and
left, once again, to their fate at the hands
of the Iraqis.

In 1988, in the aftermath of Saddam
Hussein’s eight-year war with Iran, Iraqi
Kurds who had supported Iran were
ruthlessly suppressed by Baghdad. The
best known example of this was the
gassing of about 5000 Kurdish men,
women and children in the town of Hala-
bja. At the time, Saddam’s use of weapons
of mass destruction against the Kurds
received little condemnation in the West.
He was our valuable ally in the struggle
against the spread of Islamic militancy
from Iran. But much has been made of the
horrors of Halabja in morc recent days,
and we have been constantly reminded by
the likes of Bush and Blair of Saddam’s use
of weapons of mass destruction ‘against
his own pcople’.

At about the same time, the Kurds
of Turkey were in the middle of a long
campaign against the government in
Ankara—under the rather eccentric lead-
ership of Abdullah Ocalan, or ‘Apo’, and
his Marxist/Leninist PKK. Eastern Turkey
became all but ungovernable. A mini civil
war ground on year after year, affecting
all around it. The Turkish military often
entered northern Iraq in ‘hot pursuit’ of

Iraq’s Kurds continue to face an uncertain future

PKK forces who sought haven with their
fellow Kurds. Turkey’s human rights
abuses in pursuit of this war became noto-
rious and delayed Turkish entry into the
European Union. An uneasy calm was
restored when Turkish agents, aided by
Istael and probably the US, captured Ocal
in Kenya and spirited him back to Turkey,
where he remains imprisoned
in an island fortress.

IHE FIRST President Bush, after his

victory in the 1991 Gulf War, called on the
Iraqi people to rise up and overthrow their
dictator. The Kurdish people of northern
Iraq duly rose, along with the Shi’ites of
the south, but for a variety of reasons
Washington failed to  llow through and
support the revolt. As he had done so often
in the past, Saddam Husscin retaliated
with the ferocity that has become his hall-
mark. The humanitarian catastrophe in
both northern and southern Iraq became
so great that the US and Britain imposed
unilateral no-fly These have
remained in force until today and have
cnabled the Kurds to develop their semi-
autonomous region beyond the reach of
Baghdad, financed by a share of Iraq's
oil-for-food money and the proceeds of
lucrative smuggling. Yect once outside
threats were removed the Kurds began
fighting among themselves.

In the light of this sorry chronicle of
betrayal and sell-out, it would be a brave
Kurd who would once again trust the
promises of outside players. Washington,
Ankara, Baghdad and Teheran all see the
Kurds as expendable pawns. Turkey in
particular will not tolerate lraqi Kurdish
moves toward independence, fearing that
they would galvanise the separatist ambi-
tions of Turkey’s own Kurds. And Turkey,
despite the current tensions with the US,
is a NATO member and a valued ally

Z011Es.












Eleanor Collins

Learning love from Jane Aus e

The Regency spinster’s novels have never been more popt ar

‘Sunday 15 October

9st (better), alcohol units 5 (but
special occasion), cigarettes 16, calories
2456, minutes spent thinking about Mr.
Darcy 245.
8.55 p.m. Just nipped out for fags prior
to getting changed ready for BBC Pride
and Prejudice. ... Love the nation being
so addicted. The basis of my own addic-
tion, I know, is my simple human need for
Darcy to get off with Elizabeth.’

—Helen Fielding, Bridget Jones’s Diary

XPLAINING TO NEW acquaintances
that [ am writing a thesis on Jane Austen
almost invariably brings forth confessions
of Austen affection. Rare is the social
gathering at which no-one is prepared to
launch forth on the particular merits of
Persuasion or to gush about Colin Firth’s
Darcy. Austen is widely loved, but her
novels are inevitably loved differently
at different moments in time, by each
successive wave of readers. My own late-
marrying, thirty-something generation
is identified with a particular pattern or
pathology of appreciation made pla by
Helen Fielding’s 1996 rewriting of Pride
and Prejudice, Bridget Jones’s Diary. It
would seem that we revel in screen adap-
tations of Austen novels, and [often only
subscquently) the novels themselves,
because we are seduced by the promise of
the love story genre: the guarantee that ‘per-
fect matches’ can, and will, be made. Like
Bridget, we are gladdened by the certainty
that all will end in the ambivalent ilm
of ‘Smug Married’ rather than the (e ally
ambivalent) world of the ‘Singleton’.

Early 20th-century critics like Mary
Lascelles read Austen novels for their
‘artistry’, for eir finely structured sen-
tences. In the mid-century, ER. Leavis and
Lionel Trilling elucidated the complex
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moral balances weighed by each work.
But when blockbuster crowds head for
cinema multiplexes throughout the West-
ern world, looking forward to the next
Austen rom-com period drama, we can be
sure they are not drawn by the prospect of
elegant sentences or clegant ethics. What
holds us at an Austen adaptation is the
tension generated when Gwyneth Paltrow
shifts her attention from Ewan McGregor
to Jeremy Northam, or the satisfaction
of seeing Emma Thompson finally
united with Hugh Grant. The element of
Austen’s novels that the adaptations grasp
is plot, and the aspect or interpretation of
the plots they rcinforce—indeed that they
advertise—is the love story.

The love story, or ‘romance’, or
‘romantic comedy’, is not a genre of litera-
ture or film that garners great intellectual
respect. Other populist and predictable
forms of narrative fare far better: the west-
ern, the thriller, and the detective novel
all generate pages of earnest cultural anal-
ysis. These comparisons suggest it is not
the aesthetic weaknesses of the love story
that prevent us from taking it seriously.
Rather, serious analysis of the genre can
fecl uncomfortable because its particular
attributes and assoctations—femininity,
sentimentality, ‘coupliness’—are cultur-
ally constructed as outside, even averse
to, the realm of analysis and the intellect.
(Gun violence, manipulated fear, and
contrived mystery somehow manage to
be more compatible with the world of the
mind. Such are the arcane operations of
culture.) Yet the love story is a genre with
incredible longevity, reach and power.
Rather than criticise the inevitability
of its conclusions, or its customarily
saccharine, anodyne content, it is worth
pondering upon, and indeed revelling in,
its magnetism. Austen’s plots provide a
soci vy sanctioned opportunity for such
indulgent inquiry.

A love story tells of two characters
becoming a couple. Attraction between
the pair is gradually intensified during
the narrative, despite being thwarted by
misunderstandings, family disapproval,
past misdeeds, or the interference of
third party. At the story’s conclusion
barriers are overcome, all miscommunica-
tion is unravelled, and the desired union
is achieved. The plot I s pivot around
scenes of dialoguc. Love stories show us
two different discourscs—two ways of see-
ing and two ways of speaking—merging or
coming to agreement.

Austen is jaw-droppingly superb in
her handling of love story plots: she is
past mistress of this art. Her timing is
exact; her development of obstacles to
union is always crec le; her delincation
of feelings is precise, never squelchy. Her
characters have exquisit - distinct voices
and rhetorics that are maintained even as
they shift from discord to harmony. If we
distinguish love story plots from those in
novels of sentiment and novels of seduc-
tion {and I believe we should, because the
reader-response demanded is so different),
then Austen’s books are among the first
love story novels, ‘romance novels’, in
English. While Shakespeare’s comedies
are the archetypal love stories in English
drama, Austen writes essential love
story novels. Her six complete works [p
haps Mansfield Park less so, but especially
Pride and Prejudice) are templates for
innumerable later a 1018, scriptwriters,
and hacks.

For a love story to work, the reader
must be cajoled or schooled into acce
ing its fundamental premise: that couples
and the process of coupling are matters
of primary import. Further, the reader
must be seduced into desiring the fulfil-
ment of a love story’s reigning promise:
that ‘a good match’ will be made be
the narrative concludes. Our yearning for


















most acute critic of Stalinism in the West,
without drawing him to Trotsk m.
(Trotsky had a better mind, he said, but
would have been as bad as Stalin.}

Orwell’s politics were without a pro-
gram or theory or ideology—apart from
the decencies of the common man. On
the ft? Yes, but a socialism without
doctrines. He might have liked the old
Australian phrase, ‘socialism is just being
mates’. Attempts to make a theory of
socialism from his writings are a waste
of time. The latest attempt, by the New
Yorker's in-house literary historian,
Louis Menand, makes a hash of Orwell’s
‘socialism’ by stringing together bits and
picces of his occasional writings as if he
had written political programs. Silly. The
man was a moralist, not an ideologue,
whose point of departure was the com-
mon decency of common people. Which is
why he was often a celebrant of ordinary,
trivial things: cups of tca, fishing, roses,
off-colour postcards, vegetable gardens,
roll-your-own fags. He didn’t like saints
because they were a cut above the rest of
us, or so he thought.

For all that, this Old Etonian was
well looked after by the old-boy network,
which found him work and kept him

going between episodes as a down-and-
out. In dosshouses he tried to cover up his
toff’s accent but it kept creeping out and
winning him favours. To get to Spain, he
pawned the family silver. In Homage to
Catalonia, his Old Etonian’s culture still
intrudes. Half a dozen times, searching for
a word to describe something that irritates
him—the water, or sandbags—he fixes on
‘beastly’. ‘Beastly’—it’s a word you expect
to hear from Billy Bunter or Alexander
Downer, not a socialist. Well, no-one
escapes his or her background entirely.
Orwell made the effort more than most.
However, there was one part of his
heritage he did not struggle to correct—
anti-popery, the residual religion of many
Englishmen. From an early age, George
Orwell disliked Catholics and their
church, a dislike confirmed by Spain. In
Nineteen Eighty-Four, the evil O’Brien
is s0 named as a hit against Catholics.
In Spain, everyone he met thought the
church ‘was part of the capitalist racket’.
He said he never saw anyone there make
the sign of the cross, and that perhaps
anarchism was their make-do religion.
Most of the churches he saw were
closed or wrecked. Gaudi’s Sagrada Famiglia
cathedral in Barcelona appalled him: ‘one

Michele M. Gierck

of the most hideous buildings in the world
... the anarchists showed bad taste in not
blowing it + . {Orwell is an uncertain
guide to architecture: he called Christopher
Wren’s Greenwich Observatory ‘the ugliest
building in the world’.)

Althougt  rwell had church weddings
and a church funeral and burial, he wasn’t
interested in religion. He once told a friend
that ‘he liked the Church of England bet-
ter than Our Lord’. It wasn’t the theology
of Anglicani i that att1  :ed him, rather
the dotty vicars, choirboys, harvest festivals
and prayerbc  prose—that over centuries
had made the C of E an enduring part of the
folk culture of English village life. The anti-
popery, too.

V.C. Pritchett’s description of him—
‘the wintry conscience of a generation’—
is the subtitle of Jeffrey Meyer’s recent
biography, one of the best of the dozen
so far written. In this centennial year,
it is a reminder of the challenging side
of this uncomfortable moralist who still
has much to teach a world of collateral
damage, terrorists and liberation.

Edmund Campion’s Lines of My Life:
Journal of a Year (Penguin) is published
this month.

Remembering we'l

Michael Lapsley and the Institute for Healing of Memories

~ 28 APRIL 1990, a letter bomb
mailed to Michacl Lapsley’s Harare home
destroyed both of his hands and one of his
eyes. Years of anti-apartheid involvement
and active African National Congress
[ANC) support had come at a price.

Like so many other anti-apartheid
activists, New Zealand-born Anglican
priest Father Michael Lapsley ssm, based
mostly in South Africa, was on a hit list.
That letter bomb was designed to kill. The
price paid in burnt skin and missing body
parts was high, but during the hospitalisa-
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tion and healing process, Lapsley had to
dcal as much with the premeditated and
systematic nature of the violence as the
physical wounds. The bomb had been
packaged between religious magazines.

When we meet, Lapsley puts out his
arms, with their prosthetic hands, and hugs
me. He asks me to sit on his left—his vision
is better on that side. T position my back
support (the consequence of a prolonged
injury) in the chair and within minutes we
are joking about disability, as only those so
often boxed in this category can do.

Michael Lapsley is director of the Insti-
tute for Healing of Memorics in Sou
Africa. He is in Australia at the invitation
of Bishop Freier from the Northern Ter
tory. Lapsley explains he has been asked to
use his ‘Healing of Memories’ approach in
meeting the spiritual pain of stolen gene
tion members. He offere  two workshops
in Alice Springs: the first to a group of
Aboriginal women, the second to a mix of
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people.

¢ 2 ways Alice ngs was the
most challenging assignment I've ever









but they make something much more like a work of
art when displayed and photographed at the British
Muscum. The poem is called simply ‘Hoard’.

At the bright clip of hack-silver, the bushel
of draggled wire and burred ingot:

at glinting weights that show on burnished faces
now the storm-god’s frigid hammer,

now the southerners’ crux: at the whole slurry
of pincered buckle, punched band,

chain slecking its riddled way to a circle—
at this, bidding for mcaning, we pause.

Gong, for sure, the jarl’s tallying fingers—
amber and pelt, beeswax and slave

hung in the pan against armlet and gleaming penny:
no reck comes up from the small change,

the slugs of bullion in from Kiev or Bukhara,
the brooches long clear of their blooding.

The dust that falls with brightness from that air
might be caking itself on the moon.

‘A sitting raven starves’, they said, and lifted,
craft by craft a black wing,
riding the water as if through so much air:
who now comc out of the darkness, heard
in a massy press of word on minted word,
their gold a river-fire, their blade
the saddle of the whet-stone, and the heart
known if at all by the look of a shore.

For all the varicty of their styles and conventions,
paintings showcase their medium, as do photographs
and sculptures. Famously, or infamously, theoreti-
cians of the visible may overstate this, with the
subject of a given work supposedly dwindling away
ignominiously: but such excesses are no excuse for
the viewer’s failing to notice how astonishingly,
for cxample, pigment can come up in the world on
the small tract of a canvas. By the same token, a
poen is among other things always showcasing the
language which is both its body and its soul. This
may happen in austere fashion, as if parsimony were
the determining factor—as with, by now, millions of
barcly-breathing poems which seem ready to blanch
away to the whiteness of the pages on which they
occur: but great pocts too have gone the purgative
way, and will no doubt do so again, intent as it were
on making silence audible. Scill, much memorable
poetry instcad gocs in boots and all, determined to
insist on language as the offspring of abundance, and
1ts witness.

This last course is the one adopted, for good
or ill, by ‘Hoard’. One of the first things that any
student of the history of the English language is
likely to remember is that the language has been
called a ‘word-hoard’. This archaic expression
is more potent and touching than it may at first
secm. The very young hoard expressions as a way of

making their way in what would otherwise be a
largely impenetrable intellectual and social forest:
and the elderly, or those ‘stricken’ as we might as
well call them, are often humiliated and infuriated
by the way the words slip through their fingers. In
between, cverything between villainy and sanctity,
between flourishing and perishing, takes much of
its sense from the way in which it is characterised
verbally: the word-hoard is a life-hoard.

So when to my delight I saw a picture of the
Cucrdale hoard, I found a match of sorts between this
precious stuff—the silver buried because prized—and
language as a hoard of meaning. At one point in the
poem, ‘no reek comes up from the small change, /
the slugs of bullion’, I was thinking of the traditional
saying that moncy does not stink, that its having
been part of this or that transaction makes no differ-
ence to the stuff itself: but of course I did not regard
that as the end of the story. It is not for nothing that
we talk about ‘blood money’, and not for nothing that
Judas wanted to rid himsclf of the silver: and ‘cthical
investment’ would have no meaning if treasure had
no historical trace to it. Similarly, for the thousands
of years that people have been writing cither satirical
attacks or love-lyrics, onc aura of association or

another has been invoked: language carries
I its scars as well as its splendours.

T MIGHT BE supposed that, whereas language is
clearly a mutable thing, where a syllable or a tone
can make a great difference, something like items of
silver from the first Christian millennium would be
straightforward cnough. But it is not always so. There
exist ancient moulds that could be used by smiths
to producc on rcquest cither an image of Thor's
hammer or a version of the Christian cross. This
was probably good business, but it may also be the
equivalent of what happens in {more or less contem-
poraneous) Anglo-Saxon pocetry, where, in defiance of
theological coherence, the word for providence and
the word for fate both find lodging. It is not only in
what we say that we give ourselves away: the fingers
have their own cquivocations.

Several northern languages are or have been rich
in what arc called ‘kennings’—cxpressions used as
code for a scemingly simpler entity, as a boat might
be called a ‘wave traveller’. These can appear mere
quaintnesses, but they scem to me usually to be
picces of insight—the kenning as cunning. ‘Hoard’
concludes on the assumption that this is so, and
welcomes the fact that the Vikings did ‘mint’
language so that they called gold a river-fire, and the
sword-blade “the saddle of the whet-stone’. As I sce
it, these famous travellers and explorers were also
making their way mentally, pressing in as they
pressed on. In a small way, the fact that cach of the
thrce stanzas here has a somewhat different agenda
from cach of the others is an attempt to keep faith
with that spirit of investigation and mutation.
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Inland Flynn

Pioneer? Racist! Or ro

LYNN OF THE Inland is remembered
as a missionary who called Aborigines
‘damned, dirty niggers’ and refused to have
them treated by his hospitals and Flying
Doctor Service. The ‘niggers’ remark is
compelling, powerful and repugnant,
but is it true? What were John Flynn’s
own views on race?! To ask this question
implies a broader inquiry into what it
means to be ‘racist’ and how we might
own, or disown, our racially charged past.
Flynn was born in the 1880s and died in
1951. His lifespan encompassed the shift
from brutal colonialism to paternal assim-
ilation. It is difficult to ‘place’ him in the
context of his time, and to understand
what it means to judge his attitudes from
the perspective of our own time.

In 1972 Charles Duguid published
Doctor and the Aborigines, a memoir of
his years of Aboriginal missionary work.
He recalled a conversation from the 1930s
in which Flynn asked Duguid why he was
‘wasting his time on those damned, dirty
niggers’. A year later Sir Mark Oliphant
(who wrote a foreword to Duguid’s book)
said in a speech that he had been shocked
to realise that Flynn ‘refused absolutely
to have anything to do with Aborigines
and thought they should be allowed to die
out as rapidly as possible’. Despite frantic
efforts by Flynn’s suc-
cessors within the
church to retrieve
his reputation, this has
stood as a thorough—and
eminently quotable—condem-
nation of Flynn’s racism, reproduced
in both popular and scholarly writing on
the history of the Inland.

When Dr Duguid first attacked Flynn
in the early 1930s, he was aiming at a
very large target. In 1932, Ion Idriess had

[ree 1l o

Brigid Hains

ict of his time?

published his runaway bestseller Flynn
of the Inland. Flynn married around this
time, and a friend wrote of his fame: ‘no
engagement other than that of royalty could
have caused such a stir’. Flynn referred
ironically to the Idriess story as ‘my mythic
self’. He was a hero to a Depression-weary
nation. In his philanthropic work for the
outback he performed a great service for
the metropolis: he crystallised an image of
Australia as a pioneering nation, whose
frontier vitality was undiminished.

In 1912 Flynn had travelled through
the Northern Territory, producing a
report for the Presbyterian Church on the
welfare needs of white settlers, and even-
tually setting up the Australian Inland
Mission [AIM) as an organisation devoted
to those needs. Aboriginal missions were
separately administered and, remark-
ably, were administered by the ‘Foreign
Missions :anch of the Church. However,
in 1914  nn’s friend J.R.B. Love wrote
from the outback urging him to reconsider
this split:

The questions of white and black are
wholly bound up in each other. We
cannot deal with one apart from the other.
It is perfectly futile to talk of morality in
this country where there is absolutely no
restraint on immorality ... While there is

a gin in the land, she will be at the
disposal of every man who

wants her ...

Flynn remained ada-
mant that his mission
could not tackle the racial

problems of the frontier—that was work
for others. He had little taste for racial and
sexual melodrama; certainly much less
than most missionaries. Yet in his lifelong

dedication to the cause of the Inland’s
white settlers he was inevitably impli-
cated in questions of race—how could
he have thought that the fates of white
and black in the outback could be neatly
demarcated?

Whether he consciously acknowledged
it or not, Flynn’s reading of the desert as
the ‘wide open spaces’ and his passionate
defence of the interests of white settlers
in the Inland were part of the implicit
racism of the romantic frontier. And
Flynn’s mission to make the Inland safe
for white women and their children was
the product of his racial beliefs in the
eugenic importance of the white bush-
men—whom he called ‘our Al human
stock’. The implication is that ‘half-caste’
children were a waste of such potential,
and that sexual liaisons with Aboriginal
women were a poor substitute for the
‘nation-building’ of white families.

The frontier myth was not merely
indifferent to Aboriginal presence. The
frontier landscape was considered deeply
primitive—'country that is raw and
strange’, Flynn wrote. White imagina-
tion feared the primitive power of that
landscape on its settlers. One of Flynn's
correspondents expressed a concern that
white children of the Inland were ‘revert-
ing to the blacks’. Flynn himself worried
aloud about the frontiersman alienated
from civilised society, who was ‘liv-
ing like a blackfellow’ and becoming
embittered in the process. Aboriginality
was a convenient stereotype of wildness,
isolation, primitivism—but an ironic one,
since it was isolated white settlers who
were stranded in the landscape, not its
Indigenous inhabitants, for whom there
was no unsettling wilderness, but a lived
and living landscape home.
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Peter rierce & Catnerine rierce

North a fatwa?

Has Michel Houellebecq earned the criticism that has come his way?

N 3 SEPTEMBER 2001, Moroccan
newspaper Libération menacingly declared
of the French writer Michel Houellebecq,
‘This Man Hates You'. Who is h¢?

Houellebeeq's carcer follows a classic
trajectory. Up from the provinces, he
sought fame in the capital. It is a carcer
intlected by the morcs of the 1960s, whose
damage to the West is his prime subject.
Houellebecq was born on 26 February
1958 on the island of Réunion, off the
east coast of Africa. His father, whom he
described in the poem ‘Non Reconcilié!
(from his first collection of verse Rester
Vivant, 1991) as ‘un con solitaire et bar-
bare’ {a solitary and barbarous old bastard],
was a mountain guide. The loathed father
of Michcl in Platform is a mountaineer.
Houellebecq’s parents abandoned him
to his much-loved paternal grandmother
when he was six. This is the fate of Bruno
in  Atomised. Houellebecq’s mother,
to whom he has never since spoken,
followed the hippy trail in the 1960s, as
did the mother of the half-brothers Bruno
and Michel of Atomised.

Each of his threc novels—titled, in
English, Whatever {1994), Atomised (1998)
and Platform {1999)—draws with plain-
tive energy on his lifc. Houellebecq took
a degree in agricultural engineering,
married, had a son, was unemploycd,
divorced, was admitted to a psychiatric
clinic for depression (like a male character
in cach of the books). His literary carcer
began, improbably, with a book on the
occultist and novelist H.P. Lovecraft. By
the carly 1990s he was a prize-winning
poct. Whatever became an underground
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hit, and was later filmed. Atomised was
a European-wide best seller and led to his
being ejected from the editorial board of
the left-wing journal Perpendiculaires as
reactionary and misogynist.

That is the kind of prescriptive
judgment that his fiction reprehends.
Houcllebecqg has written a witty poetic
manifesto, ‘Dernier Rempart Contre le
Libéralisme’ {last stand against liberalism),
from his second volume of verse, Le Sens
du Combat (1996). Indeed, in verse he
is most often at play, even as the grim-
mest themes of his fiction are rehearsed.
The books of poetry—the third was
Renaissance (1999)—parallel the progres-
sion of the argument of the novels. Far
from being a reactionary, Houellebecq
more closely rescmbles the paradoxical
figure of a romantic nihilist in the manner
of Henry Miller. He sang his poems to
the music of Bernard Burgalat on the CD
Présence humaine; he features doomed,
poignant love storics in Atomised and
Platform and seems to endorse the view
that ‘the future is female’ (a curter version
of Louis Aragon’s prediction ‘la femme est
l'avenir de 'homme’). No French author
has been so audacious, avid for publicity
or won more prizes since Jean-Paul Sartre.
No novelist since Salman Rushdie has so
recklessly courted the ire of Islamists.

In Whatever, published ninc yecars
ago, there is a casual reference to a bomb
planted in a Paris café by ‘Arab terrorists’
that kills two people. At a crucial moment
in Atomised, when scientist Michel
Djerzinski has just d to a colle
Desplechin, his plans for a biologically

created, posthuman future, the latter
remarks—in passing—about false expec-
tations of what the future may be. He
judges this way: ‘I know that Islam—by
far the most stupid, false and obscure of
all religions—seems to be gaining ground;
but it’s a transitory phenomenon: in the

long term Islam is doomed ju
as surcly as Christianity’.

ER THOSE WHO paid attention,
here were the sceds for the public and
legal controversy that would embroil
Houcllebecq. The climax of Platforn is an
attack by Islamic militants on a Western-
run sex resort hotel in Thailand. The book
was published in English not long before
the Bali bombings of 12 October 2002.

Not for such prescience, but for the
ofthand remarks of an Egyptian charact
in the novel, and for comments in his own
voice in the journal Lire in September
2001—'the stupidest religion of all is
Islam’—Houellebecq was charged with
inciting religious hatred. He was acquit-
ted in late October 2002 after the state
prosccutor ¢ ised the judges that it is
legal in France to criticise a religion but
not its followers. The notoricty that he
had long s¢  ht by such provocations,
complemented by a well-advertised
retreat to the western verge of Europe (to
Ireland, like Michel in Atomised), have
obscurcd Houellebecq’s achievements. So
too his felicitous depictions of scx, joyless
and joyful, have masked the sobriety and
conservatism of his imagining of the way
we will live soon.  obably  atisar it
to content him.



His novels are three panels of a
triptych. Together with his poetry, they
constitute Houellebecq’s analysis of the
‘suicide’, the ‘decline’ of the West, and of
France in particular, as well as his intima-
tions of a posthuman future. Whatever
was published in France under the less
laconic title Extension du domaine de la
Iutte {"extension of the struggle’). It opens
with a sardonic epigraph from Romans:
‘let us therefore cast off the works of
darkness, and let us put on the armour
of light’. Cut from there to a party where
the narrator is disgusted by two women
he has met who seem to represent ‘the
last dismaying dregs of the collapse of
feminism’. He vomits discreetly and goes
home. A middle-class Frenchman, he is an
‘analyst-programmer in a computer soft-
ware company’ who writes animal stories,
anti-fables for his own amusement. To the
degree that anything cngages him, he is a
theorist of fiction: ‘the pages that follow
constitute a novel; I mean, a succession of
anccdotes in which T am the hero’.

Houellebecq is joking—now as later—
about how traditional forms of the novel
are being rudely dismantled. Soon the
hero of Whatever will declare that ‘“We're a
long way from Wuthering Heights ... The
novel form is not conceived for depict-
ing indifference or nothingness; a tlatter,
more terse and dreary discourse would
need to be invented’. But for the moment,
Whatever: it gestures at a new narrative
form-to-be. In Atomised, Houcllebecy
confronts more expansively the forms
that might be adopted for an account of an
impending apocalypse. He decides not to
choose between, but abrasively to mingle,
them. The novel is a fablc; its moral that
cloned, immortal creatures will supersede
humankind. It is also a saga, harking back
to conventional narratives that are inter-
ested in the lincages of families. But this is
done with a desperate nostalgia, because,
in the future that the novel imagines,
these roots will cease to matter. Atomised
is not a satire. For example, the depiction
of the sex and alternative lifestyle club
Lieu du Changement (‘place of change’)
is deadpan. Essentially Atomised is an
anatomy of Western society, laying open
its deceptions, degradations and despairs.

In Platform, the fossilised elements of
19th-century European realist novels are
lovingly and ostentatiously preserved [its
epigraph is from Balzac). We learn where
the main characters have come from, and

the way they live now. Yet Houellebecq
disdainfully breaks narrative rules. He
shifts at whim from Michel’s perspective
to those of the other characters. At the
same time his melancholy solicitude for
all his principal characters controls the
unravelling of his tale.

In the simpler, shorter Whatever, the
narrator is a disconsolate and unillusioned
analyst of himself: ‘I have had many
women, but for limited periods. Lacking
looks as well as personal charm, subject
to frequent bouts of depression, I don't in
the least correspond to what women are
usually looking for in a man’.

The novel ends with the main character’s
breakdown, as do two of its successors.
The modern world cannot be survived by
the male protagonists of Houellebecq’s
fiction, let alone by their lovers and asso-
ciates. Emotionally disabled, the narrator
of Whatever does not understand ‘how
people manage to go on living’. He finds
himself in a clinic among others 'not in
the least deranged; they were simply lack-
ing in love’. These might sound like the
poignantly plain last words of Whatever,
but are not: Houellebecq’s coda tests
the possibilities of a healing, Romantic
epiphany in the Forest of Mazan, over the
hill from the source of the Ardeche river.
Instead of solace, the narrator finds ‘the
heart of the abyss’. The ‘sublime fusion’
will not take place. Abandoning his
character to a desolate but unresented fate,

Houcllebecq has bleakly opened
the way for his next novel.

LES PARTICULES ELEMENTAIRES (ele-
mentary particles) more exactly indicates
the pscudo- or semi-scientific underpinning
of the novel than the translator’s (Frank
Wynne's) preferred title, Atomised. Yet
Wynne has fun with his choice. Bruno,
one of the half-brothers whose parallel
lives are at the blighted heart of the book
‘found he loathed what the sociologists
and commentators called “the atom-
ised society” ’. That which Houellebecq
depicts is not so much fin-de-siécle—as
was too casily suggested by some crit-
ics—but engrossed with the end of human
history. The book’s dedication {ironic or
not?) and its last words, are ‘to mankind’.

Atomised begins with a musing on
‘metaphysical mutations’, or paradigm
shifts. After the rise of Christianity as the
first of these, and then as the second its
vanquishing by modern science, we have

reached the third and most radical muta-
tion, ‘which opened up a new world order’.
(There is an extended debate between the
half-brothers concerning Aldous Huxley’s
Brave New World (1932), and Huxley is an
acquaintance of one of the novel’s fanati-
cal libertines.) From a perspective in the
near future, a generation away, the author
([seemingly Houellebecq, intervening in
his own person) reassures us that ‘We live
today under anew world order’. The novel,
however, is more occupied with the death
of the old order. The advent of ‘a new spe-
cies which was asexual and immortal’,
‘this new intelligent specics made by man
“in his own likeness” ’ that began on 27
March 2029, is the matter-of-fact detail
of the book’s last pages. The dire human
comedy here and forever superseded is
Houellebecq's obsession.

Thus he traverses a landscape of
brutal boarding schools (where Bruno
suffers especially), Californian communes,
peep shows, sex clubs, thrill killings. It is
not altogether a morally or emotionally
arid series of experiences. The author
reflectively, if mournfully, intervenes and
at onc point notes that ‘Tenderness is a
deeper instinct than seduction, which is
why it is so hard to give up hope’.

Houellebecq’s love and admiration for
women is the unabashed core of his work.
Michel’s grief at his grandmother’s death
reduces him to a howling ball at the foot
of his bed. These were the author’s words
a page carlier: ‘"Human beings who have
no sense of having made any sacrifice;
who cannot imagine any way of lifc than
giving their lives for others—out of love
and devotion ... such human beings are
invariably women'.

At the same time Houellebeey is
always mindful of a self-imposed duty
to social documentation, to a calendar of
radical social changes, particularly the
moral wasteland created by mature
capitalism. He cites the cult of the body
beautiful and divorce by mutual consent.
Conscientious chronicler of his age, he
exhibits his credentials in order to write a
jeremiad, prophesying its cnd.

Two unexpected love stories develop,
one for each brother, each ending in the
shocking death by suicide of the women.
Houellebecq’s men may be surprised that
mutual love happens for them, but will
not resist, much as they suspect the mor-
dant outcomes of such attachments. The
brothers’ ends are desolate. Bruno declines
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hooks 2

Mike Ticher

Culturel divide, family tie

The Speckled People, Hugo Hamilton. Fourth Estate, 2003. 1sBN 0 00 7148706 2, rrr $29.95

HAVE TO DECLARE an interest in this
book. My father was brought up in 1930s
Dublin, the eldest son of driven and
emotionally distant German parents. His
name—slightly altered from the original
by my grandfather to sound less obviously
German—reflected an uncertain status.
My father never wanted to be German,
but was certainly not Irish either.

His problems with identity, however,
were nothing compared to those endured
by Hugo Hamilton 25 years later—if the
story of his childhood in The Speckled
People is to be believed. (There is no rea-
son not to believe it, but you just never
know with autobiography these days.}

Hamilton’s father is portrayed as a
fanatical nationalist and propagator of
the Irish language; his mother Irmgard is
German, with an impeccable anti-Nazi
background. She arrived in Ireland after
the war, fleeing a personal horror as well
as a national catastrophe.

Hugo grows up in the south Dublin
district of Dun Laoghaire. His child-
hood is dominated by the extraordinary
lengths to which his father Jack {or Scan
as he insists) goes to enforce his idea of
Irishness on his children, and the violence
he uses to that end. Hugo’s brother Franz
has his nose broken for speaking English;
the father burns the poppies given to the
children by a neighbour on Armistice
Day; if an English song comes on the radio
it is instantly switched off. ‘In our house
it’s dangerous to sing a song or say what'’s
inside your head. You have to be careful or
clse my father will get up and switch you
off like the radio.’

Hamilton’s father changes his surname
too. In his job and his personal life he refuses
to deal with anyone who cannot or will not
use the Irish version of Hamilton, the mor-
phologically challenging O’hUrmoltaigh.
The town of Mullingar remains without
electricity for weeks because he sends
back all their letters addressed to ‘John
Hamilton’ at the Electricity Supply Board
where he works. As part of his personal
and uncompromising language war, he

bombards the Dublin Corporation with
letters insisting they change the names of
the streets into Irish (in this, at least, he
was successful).

But while English is not tolerated in
the O’hUrmoltaigh household, German is
welcomed. The father is a fluent speaker
and enthusiast for German culture, as
is his brother—the all-but-silent Jesuit
priest, Onkel Ted. So Hugo and his steadily
increasing band of siblings are doubly ostra-
cised outside the home, where few others
speak Gaclic and where, to the Dublin

kids of the 1960s, ‘German’ is
synonymous with ‘Nazi’.

IHIS 1s A long way from the fruitful

blending of cultures we have become used
to celebrating in Australia. Rather, it is
the forcible and unhappy joining of two
traditions with the specific and perverse
aim of demeaning a third: the English
language and cverything associated with
England or Britain.

Not that Hamilton dcspises either
the Irish or German sides of his upbring-
ing (although inevitably he yearns for
the forbidden fruits of English). There is
the wonder of the family’s German-style
Christmases and magical holidays to
the Connemara Gaeltacht. More impor-
tantly, his mother’s quiet heroism acts as
a counterpoint both to the conflation of
Germany with the Nazis, and to the father’s
devastating furies. In a world divided
between what she calls ‘the fist people and
the word pcople’, she makes sure the latter
tendency takes root in her children, despite
the psychological chaos around her.

The facts of Hamilton’s upbringing
are fascinating and appalling. They’re also
frequently funny, though the comic scenes
are almost invariably laced with tragedy or
fear. He tells the story in remarkably bold
prose, whose apparent simplicity masks an
intricate structure. Telling the story from
the point of view of the child risks self-
indulgence, but this is the opposite: spare
and even brutal sentences convincingly
replicate a child’s thought processes.

Ghastly histories dominate his parents’
lives. ‘My father talks about people dying
on coffin ships going to America and my
mother talks about people dying on trains
going to Poland’. These are only a grim
backdrop to their personal nightmarcs,
which become clearer to the reader in the
same way they do to a child—gradually, in
a jumbled and often terrifying manner.

As with any childhood, we are left
with a mass of unresolved contradictions
and hanging threads. Most concern the
tragic figure of the father, whose secrets
gradually leak out of the papers and mem-
orabilia of his wardrobe. He suppresses the
treacherous memory of his own father,
who not only could not speak Irish, but
served in the British Navy. Hamilton’s
two grandfathers fought on opposite
sides in the First World War, as did mine.
Nor can he reconcile the uncomfortable
positions that an infatuation with Germany
in the 1930s invited, namely a lingering
anti-Semitism.

It is an extraordinary achievement for
Hamilton to portray this often monstrous
man honestly, yet with empathy and even
tenderness. His mad business ventures
{such as importing hand-carved wooden
crosses from Oberammergau) fail patheti-
cally. As he grows older even he recognises
that his devotion to restoring the Irish
language is doomed. ‘My father had lost
the language war, and everyone knew it.

Onkel Ted, who tries to soften the
edges between his brother and Irmgard,
gives him a book to translate from the
German on ‘training children without
sticks’. The father is trying to curb his
manically controlling nature. But it is
all far too late, even before an awful and
symbolic death strikes him down.

The Speckled People is an important
book for Ireland, as well as a remarkable
personal testimony and a vivid snapshot
of 1950s and ’'60s Dublin. Irish national-
ism, so relentlessly romanticised, has
always had its vicious, narrow-minded
and racist strains, and these are exhibited
with no restraint by the father (he is an
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admirer of the Portuguese dictator S, zar
and thinks Cardinal Stepinac should have
been made a saint).

The family was rescued from his
bloody-minded fanaticism by a toler-
ant and courageous German. That could
almost be a metaphor for the current

debate on Irish identity, as it struggles
with the first major influx of immigra-
tion in the country’s modern history. As
in Germany’s dark past, there has been
too much easy acceptance in Ireland that
national identity is a natural and unchang-
ing product of blood and soil.

Booka

lerry Lane

‘Maybe your country is only a place
you make © in your mind,” Hamilton
comes to reansc. He had to learn that the
hard way, and maybe Irclan  will too.

Mike Ticher is a Sydner  ised writer and
editor of no fixed nation  ty.

Hacking the parties

A VA4

= .OU’LL NEVER START an argument
in the pub by saying that politicians arc
space-wasting, self-serving, unprincipled
scallywags. They generally rate lower on
professional respect surveys than insurance
salespeople and door-to-door evangelists.

By and large our cynicism goes unchal-
lenged, but occasionally we get a shock.
Ted Mack, Phil Cleary, Bob Brown, Brian
Harradine or Peter Andren come along.

Peter Andren is the former television
journalist turned member of the House of
Representatives for Calare in the federal
parliament. Calare is a 25,000 square kilo-
metre New S¢ h Wales electorate t  ing
in Bathurst, Orange, Lithgow and Cowra.
It has traditionally been held by the party
in government, so after several ALP years
Calare was ready to fall to the coalition in
1996.

But Peter Andren came along to spoil
the party. Not content to do what every
other sensible citizen does—sit back and
moan about the cupidity of our elected
representatives—he reckoned the time
had come to break the stranglehold of
the parties on the system. He stood as an
independent and, with less than 30 per
cent of the primary vote, he won.

Peter Andren is an unusual politician.
His electorate is not populated with inner
city, left-leaning greenies. So what is he
doing supporting gun control, oppos-
ing mandatory sentencing, supporting
Aboriginal land rights and damning the
government’s border protection legisla-
tion? And then, would you believe, going
on to increase his vote so that by the time
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of the Tampa election he carried the seat
with an absolute majority of first prefer-
ence votes and now has, at 70 per cent
two-party preferred, once of the safest seats
in the parliament.

Andren’s success is an indictment of
the moral turpitude of the Labor party that
believed it could not win the 2001 elec-
tion if it appeared soft on asylum seckers.
The Coalition has no moral credits to lose
on this issue and so it threw its dirtiest
tricks against Andren, putting out flyers
during the campaign claiming that, ‘A
vote for Andren is a vote for illegals’. And
his National Party opponent said: ‘We've
got a situation where Australia is going to
war but Peter Andren wants to let them in
to shoot us.’

Who is this strange man who won't
accept campaign donations larger than
$200; who docsn’t do preference deals;
who rails against the perks and privileges
that politicians routinely vote themselves,
including an obscene superannuation
scheme; who says he represents no-one
but his constituents, but is not afraid to
be out of step with them if his conscience
dictates? The Andren Report is Peter
Andren’s personal and political memoir,
and it gives one or two clues about 1e
man.

There is no overblown rhetoric in The
Andren Report. It's all very matter of fact,
including the advice that he got from
another fine politician, Ted Mack. Mack
told him to get a distinctive vehicle and
paint his name on the side in big letters.

Andren’s account of polling day 201 is

The Andren Report: an independent way in Australian politics, Peter Andren.
Scribe Publications, 2003. 1seN 0 908011 92 X, rrr $30

profoundly moving. He begins the day in
Cowra, the One Nation end of the ¢lector-
ate, thinking that his stand on Tampa and
border protection has probably brought his
short parliamentary carcer to an cnd. By
nightfall, and with counting barely under
way, he has already won with a thump-
ing majority. The electorate doesn't just
respond to nudges in the hip pocket and
appeals to prejudice, as we thought.

Calare has enjoyed the tull bencfits
of globalisation, cconomic rationalism
and competition policy. Factories have
closed and jobs have been exported to
Asia. The banks have left town and the
telephone system is unravelling. Orchard-
ists have been squeezed out of business by
the Coles/Safeway buying duopoly. There
might not be much that an independent
MHR can do for them, but the voters
know that whatever he does will be a
damned sight more than they can expect
from a party hack.

Andren now faces the same moral
dilemma as :d Mack: how docs he get
out of this system without taking the
spoils—the superannuation payout that
will give him an indexed pension for the
rest of his life? Mack solved the prob-
lem by retiring from parliament twice,
once state and once federal, before being
eligible for the pension. Andren doesn’t
care for that solution.

Terry Lane presents The National Interest
on Radio National, Sunday at 12 noon,
M ayatdpm,andisa t for
Sunday Age.
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Paul Tankard

Being about th'nking

- 101 Experiments in the Philosophy of Everyday Life, Roger-Pol Droit, trans. Stephen Romer.

J. WONDER HOW MANY people, intrigued
by this book, have actually carried out any
of the experiments. It misses the point
to sce them as ‘thought experiments’,
as if they are interesting just to think
about. They are real experiments and
only achieve anything if one actually does
them. But they are experiments about
thought, in that they attempt to alter or
modify the ways we think.

Most of the ways in which we think
are unexamined and automatic. Roger-Pol
Droit has written a scries of short essays,
suggesting excrcises that might change our
view of reality. [t’s amusing, imaginative,
wryly sceptical. Droit has no cosmology;
rather he concentrates on the minutiac of
daily life. It reminds me of another book of
essays by a Frenchman, Philippe Delerm’s
The Small Pleasures of Life.

But that book was about ordinary
things, like having a glass of beer. This
book recommends rather odd activities.
Only profoundly unimaginative rcaders will
not have done a number of these experi-
ments already. For example, cxperiment
no. 2, to ‘empty a word of its meaning’'—I
can remember repeating, with my sister,
the word door, and being surprised at
how arbitrary it started to sound, and how
quickly. It’s the surprise that illustrates
how accustomed we are to not examining
everyday things, such as words.

Or take experiment no. 5: to look up at
the night sky and imagine that you're look-
ing down on the stars. Haven’t most of us
done that, or something like it? I lie in my
backyard and look up at the sky through
the branches of trees, and without much
effort find myseclf looking not up but out,
awarc of gravity holding me in place as if I
were clinging to a light on the ceiling, look-
ing down into an enormous room.

It’s possible, perhaps instructive, to
see the world differently; this is the point
of many of the experiments. But it is
also possible to see the world wrongly. A
former teaching collecague of mine claimed
that one of his Year 10 students knew the
world was round, but thought that we

Faber, 2002. 1s8N 0571 21201 8, rrr $26

lived on the inside. A harmless misappre-
hension? Or something only a step away
from loony conspiracy theories?

Why are the words ‘the philosophy
of’ in the book’s title? ‘Experiments in
Everyday Life’ would do as well. Droit is
identified on the jacket as a philosopher,
but I doubt whether this material is what
he teaches and writes professionally.
Philosophy has always covered a multi-
tude of discourses. Years ago I heard a TV
interviewer describe Shirley MacLaine as
‘an actress and a philosopher’. I was study-
ing Berkcley and Hume at the time and
found that a bit rich. Philosophy is now
a highly-specialised academic activity, but
the earlicst philosophers taught the love
of wisdom by asking strange questions and
making people think unexpected things.
Droit belongs to this tradition, but even

taking a very liberal view, Shirley
MacLaine probably does not.

..I-SUT I woNDER how these experiments
differ from some of the amuscments of
university undergraduates (at lecast, Arts
students)? When I lived in the big house
on Dandenong Road, Armadale and we
dragged the couch and the stereo into the
front garden; when we executed a rancid
limburger cheese on the tram track; when
we spent all morning at home barking
instead of talking—was this what we were
doing? Conducting experiments in the
philosophy of everyday life?

One difference is that most of Droit’s
cxperiments are solitary. For many of
them it is vital that no-one elsc be within
hearing to embarrass the experimenter.
If you're pretending to be an animal (no.
34) or saying a word over and over [no. 2),
e¢mbarrassment is likely to get in the way.
But in no. 26 {watch a woman at her win-
dow), no. 28 {look at pcople from a moving
car), no. 67 (watch somcone sleeping), or
no. 72 (smile at a stranger), other people
are treated as objects, as if they are unreal
or irrelevant. Doubting the existence of
everything except the self is a venerable
starting point for French philosophical

reflection. But thesc experiments do not
move us far beyond solipsism.

Take no. 78 (tell a stranger she is
beautiful); how very Gallic. Again, who
hasn’t though of doing this? Whether it’s
an experiment, or a chat-up line a few
steps removed, doesn’t matter. Droit tries
to persuade us to conduct this experiment
by promising, ‘You will never see her
again’. No. 11 invites us to dial phone
numbers at random. Droit says the pur-
pose, when we connect, is ‘experiencing
the density of the human world’. But if we
become disoriented, he advises, ‘just hang
up’. In other words, it’s better if you don’t
actually make meaningful connections
with other people. Ditch the experiment
if the world bites back.

I used to know a guy who did things
like no. 61 (rant for 10 minutes), and no.
27 (invent lives for yourself) and even
no. 25 {play the fool for 30-40 ycars|. He
thought he was making a point, tcaching
people salutary lessons. We stopped being
friends when he started conducting other
experiments—not in this book—such as
‘make false denunciations of your friends
at their workplaces’.

But these are experiments, not a way
of life, and that was my friend’s mistake.
Droit’s little book is, he says at the start,
an entertainment. Perhaps I'm taking it too
seriously, when its lesson secems to be that
it’s a mistake to take anything scriously.
To the postmodern mind, the world is no
longer framed by meaningful narratives or
belief systems. The best we can do is to
interrogate and disrupt the trivia and con-
ventions that make up most of our lives,
and sce what we might discover. Droit is
not sure that there is anything much to be
discovered, except that ‘the world is liable
to ... an absence of certainty’. We might
achieve the reassurance that we exist, as
in no. 9 (hurt yoursclf brictly).

Paul Tankard is part of the Australian
academic diaspora, lecturing in English at
the University of Otago, Dunedin, New
Zcaland.
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Jjosnua Puls

The way of R1ne

The Sant’Egidio community challenges ideologues on all sides of politics

LAUDIO Maria Bettr does not
want to belong to anybody, he says. Not to
the Left, not to the Right. It shows.

Betti was in Australia in F  ruary, as
the United States and Australia began to
marsh  forces in the Gulf. Iraq’s deputy
prime minister, Tariq Aziz, had been in
Rome to see the Pope. 1¢ Pope’s envoys
had carried pleas for peace to the East and
to the West: Etchegaray to Baghdad and
Laghi to Washington.

With a tall, imposing figure and a deep
sm cr’s voice, Claudio Betti's presence,
energy and good humour belies the grav-
ity of his mission. Since 1998 Betti has
been the Director for Special Opcerations
for Rome’s Sant'Egidio Community and is
personal assistant to the founder and pres-
ident, Professor Andrea Riccardi. Betti’s
CV rcads as a chronicle of global peace-
keeping for the last 20 years: Lebanon,
Mozambique, Iraq, Algeria, Guatemala,
Burundi, Kosovo and Serbia.

Riccardi began the Community of
Sant’Egidio in Rome in 1968, in the renew-
ing spirit of the Sccond Vatican Council,
and Betti joined shortly afterwards. At
that time, brokering international peace
deals was probably the farthest thing
from Riccardi’s vision or Betti’s plans.
Riccardi and his small group of high
school students began with visits to the
slums on the outskirts of Rome. The next
step was an afternoon school for children.
They founded a community which now,
35 years later, has 40,000 members in
more than 60 countries. The Church of
Sant'Egidio in Rome’s Trastevere district
is still the administrative and spiritual
home of the movement.

Why has Sant’Egidio thriven when
so many other pcace movements have
failed? It is the poor, Betti says, that have
saved them ‘“from becoming one of those
ideological entities, which sooner or later
lose their reason for existing’. One quickly
discerns  in Betti a  typically Italian
suspicion of ideologucs.
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When Betti joined the community,
the first thing he was asked to do was to
help a child with his homework. Twenty
years later he was brokering peace in
Mozambique: ‘in a very Roman way—hy
tlattering, by shouting.” The people of
Sant’Egidio persuaded the Mozambique
government to engage in talks with
rebels. They then persuaded the rebels
to talk to the government. Betti and his
colleagues intended simply to bring the
factions to the table. Someone ¢lse would
take over the mediation. No-once did,
and Sant’Egidio was ‘stuck with a proc-
ess’. After 27 months of negotiations, the
partics cstablished a peace that is still
holding after ten years.

Betti’s answer to Saddam Husscin is
a pragmatic onc. Bring soldiers to the
region, and then invite the Iraqis to the
table. ‘Say—wc are rcady to fight, but
we don't like war’ According to Betti,
Saddam Husscin had to be given a reason-
able way to lcave. He was corncered, with
no way out. ‘You know that wherever you
g0 you're going to be hit. But in a situa-
tion of dialogue, everything is possible.” Is
brinkmanship always the answer? ‘Not in
general, but in this case especially.” Troops
had to be deployed, he believes, otherwise
the American people would not be satis-
fied. ‘Rhetoric has a life ot its own,” he
says, referring to a ‘mentality of revenge’.
‘They have to prove to the world that
they’re the strongest. T think the strong
man is the one who sits at the table.

I'm not against the military as

such, as long as they don’t shoot.”
BETTI HAS LITTLE confidence in the
United Nations, who ar¢ ‘prisoners
of their own structures, of their own
ideologics’. The UN structure, he believes,
is ‘an immense juggernaut that feeds
itself’. Opposed to the power of veto in
the Sccurity Council, he puints out that it
leaves no possibility of sanctions against
the powertul. “The UN can only sanction

the poor and the weak.” According to Betti,
‘sanctions are never an answer’, serv-
ing only to strengthen the government in
power. ‘They are totally uscless. They only
touch the poor. Very cruel” Betti repeats
sceveral times that war is the mother of all
poverty. He adds that poverty is also the
mother of a lot of wars.

When the Pope received the Sant’Egidio
Community leaders to mark their 35
anniversary, he exhorted them not to ‘be
hindered by acts of terrorism or by the
threats that are gathering on the horizon.
We must not be resigned as if war were
incvitable’. Short of a miracle, war was
indeed inevitable. Betti’s only hope now
was that, cven though it might be too late
for Iraq, ‘we may be able to lay the founda-
tion for a different v erstanding of war
in the tuture’.

Betti looks to a day when war will be
abolished as a means to solve international
contlict. For those who would dismiss this
as fanciful, he invokes the Italian activ-
ist priest Luigi Sturzo. Sturzo reminded
his detractors that it was once said that
slavery would never be abolished. Betti,
like Sturzo, believes passionately that
peace and justice are possible. But he is
not encouraged by the signs. ‘During the
Cold War, everybody was talking about
nucicar disarmament. Today, nobody talks
about it any more. It almost assumes tl
it might happen. So 'm rcally scarced.’

John Paul II has spoken and written a
lot about peace and justice, most recently
in relation to I[raq. But those who preach
the message of justice do not always cite
Rome as their inspiration, cven as their
ally. The Sant’Egidio Community, how-
cver, places itself squarely in the heart of
the Church. This is part of its paradox: a
spirit of renewal deeply immersed in the
tradition.

Joshua Puls practises as a lawyer and
psychologist, . | is Chaplain of Ncy n
College, Melbournc.









to be having a rather good time. John
Malkovich does a thorough job of the
villain, Pascal Sauvage, billionaire pri-
vate-prison proprietor with an execrable
French accent and designs on the British
throne. Sauvage’s fiendish masterplan to
make Britain into (gasp!] a convict colony
for the rest of the world carries irony that
will not go unnoticed here of all places.
Natalie Imbruglia is quite good as Lorna
Campbell, a nubile karate-kicking Bond
heroine. But the focus is ever on Atkinson:
even as the camera lingers on Imbruglia’s
lovely face, we're hypnotised by the
rubber-faced vulnerabilities of her acting
partner, scene-stealer extraordinaire. And
that, strangely, is sufficient. You can have
an amusing and harmless evening because
you can indulge in a bit of Francophobia,
the only PC prejudice. You can laugh at
British royalty and pomp—in fact this film
has barrels full of political fish to shoot.
Atkinson’s magnetic bumbling keeps you
in your seat through this most feather-
light of plots. And some of the send-ups
are really funny, in a Naked Gun, Fast
Forward sort of way. To describe them
would deprive you of the small surprises
and wincing embarrassments that are so
essential to daft comedy, so I won't. If
your chosen films are all dark, serious and
complexly intelligent, don’t waste your
money. But if you want a painless laugh or
two, take the kids. —TJuliette Hughes

Amnesia man

The Man Without A Past, dir. Aki
Kaurismaki. There are few film-makers
who can handle small stories with the
grace of Aki Kaurismaki. His ability to
find meaning in the merest breath of life
is his great and rarely matched talent. The
Man Without a Past is a fable about strange,
unanchored people, negotiating the rickety
but promising world around them.

An unnamed man (Markku Peltola,
above right with Kati Outinen) sits on a
train heading for Helsinki—he smokes,
he sits, he smokes. Like the smoke gently
blowing around the carriage we drift into
Kaurismaki’s tale, without words, without
overbearing direction. Nothing is laid out
for inspection: rather, we are nudged into
the story.

Once in Helsinki, the unnamed man
is badly beaten and left lying in a park.

The muggers rifle through his bag. They
find a welding mask. Leaving the man for
dead, they put the mask over his face and
lay his suitcase across his chest. Like a
man fallen from space, the hero lies dying.
But miraculously, the unnamed man rises
from death and finds himself, historyless,
among a community of fringe dwellers,
living in shipping containers rented to
them by a gruff night watchman.

Amnesia is not a new device in the
annals of cinema history. But Kaurismaki’s
idiosyncratic style squeezes something
richer and more exacting out of the idea
than has been seen in a long time. It is
not just a metaphor for a new beginning—
rather it enables his characters to trace
the simplicity of their deepest, unspoken
desires. The unnamed man does not
stumble upon euphoric revelation, rather
he discovers a sublime melancholy. At one
point he says simply, ‘T've had misfortune’,
and we believe him.

This film is not neat; it moves around
unexpectedly and with a mad disregard
for any kind of Hollywood slick. But if
an unnamed man falling in love with
a withdrawn Salvation Army Officer—
played with deadpan perfection by Kati
Outinen—can be communicated by his
holding her hand on a sofa in a ship-
ping container, I say throw slick out the
window. —Siobhan Jackson

Fureka Street has 10 in-season

yuble passes to give away to
The Magdalene Sisters, a new
British film directed by Peter
Mullan.

The Magdalene Sisters has been
described as a semi-fictionalised account of
what life was like for many young women
sent to the Magdalene Laundries in Ireland.
The Magdalene Laundries were run by an
order of Catholic nuns, and took in ‘fallen
women’ who were thought to have brought
shame upon themselves and their families.

The film follows the compelling story
of four women who live in a Magdalene
laundry in Dublin, and is a powerful drama
about their survival and victory against an
oppressive, outdated system that treated
women with little dignity.

The film has been acclaimed interna-
tionally, and won the Best Film Prize at the
Venice Film Festival in 2002.

To enter the draw for a double pass to
The Magdalene Sisters please forward an
envelope with your name and address on
the back to: Eureka Street May 2003 Film
Offer, PO Box 553, Richmond VIC 3121.
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