











The spirit within

Thank you, Gillian Bouras, for a wonder-
ful picce (“The comforting word’, Furcka
Street, March 2005}). T was brought up
Greek Orthodox, and have found solace in
diffcrent churches throughout the world.
In my travels, I found that there are great
cathedrals from whom all spirit has been
driven, only to be found in the most unu-
sual and humble structures. Perhaps, in
the end, that spirit is housed within us,
and the comfort we receive at times of
great crisis comes from our faith.
Helen Noakes
Received by email

Washed back again

Thank you. Your picce (‘Out of our
depth’, Eureka Strect, March 2005)
cuts through the political and personal
ways we have of satisfying ourselves
of the merits of our actions towards
thosce affected by the tsunami, and so
‘freeing’ oursclves to move on to other
life concerns and intcrests.

Would that it were so for Acchians.

You certainly cut through my own
sense of merit: | spent January involved in
the organisation and presentation of a few
‘tsunami benefit’ events in my central
Victorian neighbourhood. T recall feeling
personally shocked by the attitude of a
friend who, in a mid-January discussion
about a forthcoming tsunami benefit,
even declared: ‘I just feel all tsunamied
out, and I just wonder where the money’s
going anyway. Outraged [ replied quietly:
'Yes, around the Indian Ocean rim they’re
all feeling tsunamied out too!’

Involved as I was, I could lay claim to
a rightcous merit there.

Just the other day, however, the
proverbial boot laced onto the other foot—
mine this time. (Not that I had realised it
until T read your article.) We were asked
to make up a table for a Karaoke Night, to
be hosted by a local amateur theatre club.
At a cost of 85 for every song sung. Those
procecds, together with the door sales and
other fundraisers, will go to one of the
major aid organisations. And my initial,
uninhibited reaction, was: ‘Haven't we
done enough? How dcep do they think
our pockets are? There’ll be nothing left
soon to pay our own bills!’

Between January and March something
scems to have been washed away in my
own heart. Whatever it was, thank you for
washing it back again. It's amazing how
cven those of us who consider ourselves
aware and responsive still need to be
brought back to reality at times.

Better a hole in the pocket than a hole
in the heart!

Frank Donovan
Woodend, VIC

Political pressure

At page 22 of the essay by Fr Frank
Brennan s1 concerning recent judicial
decisions in Australia and the United
Kingdom concerning mandatory deten-
tion (Eureka Street, March 2005), Fr
Brennan corrcetly states that the UK
House of Lords ‘declared that the law
which permitted long-term detention of
suspected international terrorists was
incompatible with the Europcan Con-
vention’. Earlier in the article, however,
it is said that the Housce of Lords were
‘striking down’ that law.

It is worth noting that the UK Human
Rights Act does not give the House of
Lords power to ‘strike down’ any law it
considers to be incompatible with the
European Convention on Human Rights.
A declaration of incompatibility made
by a court under the UK Act has no legal
cffect on the validity of the legislation in
question. Rather, the effect of the decla-
ration is intended to be ‘political’ in
the sense that it will place considerable
pressure on the executive government
and Parliament to bring the legislation
into line with the rights set out in the
convention. In the casc examined by
Fr Brennan, the result to date has been
that the legislation remains in force, the
detainees remain in detention at Belmarsh
Prison and the government has proposed
an alternative regime of ‘control orders’
to restrict terrorist suspects’ movements,
ranging from tagging to housc arrest,
which have been widely criticised by civil
libertarians in the UK.

I do not doubt that Fr Brennan
correctly understands the operation of
the UK Human Rights Act and my point
should not be taken as any criticism of
his scholarly and thought-provoking
article. Rather, I wish to highlight the
rather questionable practical outcome of

the House of Lords’ decision, an outcome
brought about by the limitation T have
described above on the courts’ powers
under the UK Act. The courts’ limited
powers mean their declarations have no
legal cffect and may in fact be disregarded
by the government. This does nothing for
the ‘successful’ litigant and potentially
some harm to the standing of the judici-
ary in the community. Australia’s courts
arc indeed isolated from their counter-
parts in other common law countries by
not having a comprchensive human rights
framework against which to assess the
validity of parliamentary legislation and
exccutive action. But in any debate con-
cerning potential human rights instru-
ments in Australia, such as will soon
occur in Victoria and, dare T suggest it,
perhaps one day at federal level, the proper
structure of any such instrument and the
powers given to the courts are questions
that are as important as desirability and
content of a bill of rights.
Alistair Pound
North Mclbourne, VIC

Judicial isolation

Alistair Pound is perfectly right. That’s
why [ madc the more subtle remark after
saying in the more publicly comprehensi-
ble way that the Lords had struck down
the legislation.

Alistair and I would agree that the
High Court is now isolated in giving uni-
versal unreviewable detention the tick
while other courts including the House of
Lords are able to say that it is inconsistent
with the bill of rights regime to which the
country subscribes.

Frank Brennan sj
Boston, USA
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ING FHSTORY

. . place when I
exited my hotel room the first morning to
find an SS officer adjusting his uniform in
the hallway. At breakfast, my coffce was
generously poured by a Roman centurion
in tull body armour.

I had travelled to Corby, Northampton-
shire, keen to see 2000 years of British his-
tory in a weckend. Every year in August,
English Heritage presents its centrepiece,
the Festival of History. The two-day event
tours the country’s crumbling stately
homes, and allows 3000 historical rc-
enactors the chance to fight each other in
aristocratic surroundings.

On the battlefield at Kirby Hall, the
fun began when the Early and Late Roman
societies joined forces to form a century.
My centurion friend ordered them into
tortoise formation. They then unexpectedly
charged the crowd. Other Romans appeared
on horseback to slice open cabbages on
poles, while artillery units demonstrated
the ballista and siege catapult. The latter
fired lead projectiles 200 yards into a formal
garden, where they bounced around the
potted plants like squash balls. Somchow,
nothing was broken.

I walked past Saxons and Vikings
limbering up for the Battle of Maldon.
‘Good morning,” they said to each other,
‘ready to die then?’” A Viking obscrved, ‘1
think we might win this one’ Saxon lord
Brihtnoth was arranging his aftermath:
‘Nobody dics before this guy stabs me
in the back.” None had a problem taking
orders from a cockney pub owner dressed
as a Saxon lord. But then, war is a scrious
matter. During the skirmish, a Viking
invader picked up a fully armoured Saxon
and threw him in a river. T was told that a
recent Battle of Gettysburg re-creation in
the US recorded more than 500 injured.

The largest set piece was the Battle of
Franklin. The blast of a thousand infan-
try firing at once was debilitating. When
the Confederates got rolling cannon fire
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going it was time to cry. Over all this was
an cxcitable commentator. As the battle
swung, he couldn’t help editorialising,
revealing strong Union sympathics.

I followed the disciplined Federal
troops back to their encampment, a canvas
city on a hill. They sang as they marched,
then dispersed to clean rifles and do drill.
The Rebels were not far away, about 20
yards in fact. Quite a fcw were women.
Those who weren't often had frazzled grey
beards and sunburn. They whistled Dixie.
I hoped that when they spoke it might be
‘drawl’. But no; most seemed to hail from
the Home Counties.

But a Festival of History must offer
more than violence and folk whistling. In
a medieval village, intriguing stews were
madc while black bread was pulled from an
carth oven. It all smelt great and from the
recipes it scemed everything was healthy
too. There was I6th-century dancing to
melodies played on forgotten instruments.
I bought a booklet titled Pies (1580-1620)
and another on 17th Century Liquor Laws.
The devotion to accuracy and detail won
mec over. One soldier from a Jacobite brigade
gave a crowd of women a comprchensive
presentation on his codpiece.

Re-enactment societies are not just
pools of cheap film c¢xtras. They are
a tremendous source and prescrve of
knowledge. And an aspect of Britishness—
like model airplane flying and bus
spotting—that makes this country so
fascinating to outsiders.

—Martin Elliott

FUIRKEY ANDY THIE FU

IURKEY’S ENTRY INTO the Europcan

Union (EU) has been a topic long discussed
among international observers. Owing to
a decision made following talks in Decem-
ber, this stands as a real possibility. Yet
formal negotiations for Turkey’s accession
will not begin until October and could
take up to ten years. There exist consider-
able hurdles to clear before the process is
completed. Nevertheless, the decision is—
as Chancellor Schroeder remarked—one of
‘immense implications’.

Turkey’s accession enjoys the backing
of the larger member states. Germany,
Spain, Italy and Francc all support Tur-
key’s entry. Supporters of accession argue

that embracing Turkey would show the EU
to be inclusive and tolerant of other reli-
gions, dispelling the charge thatitis a‘club
of Christians’. On strategic grounds they
argue that Turkey is essential to Europe.
Turkey is seen as a bridge between Europe
and the Middle East. By bringing Turkey
into the fold the EU can help the country
become a successful Muslim democracy,
strengthen an ally in the fight against ter-
rorism and prove—as Prime Minister Blair
put it—'there is no fundamental clash of
civilisations’.

It is no surprise that the US is
sympathetic to such arguments. President
Bush even went as far as commenting, at
a NATO summit in Istanbul, that Turkey
‘ought to be given a date by the EU for [its|
cventual acceptance’.

Opponents  of  accession—including
Austria, Denmark and Cyprus—arguc that
Turkey is too big, too different and too poor.
They worry that in admitting Turkey the
EU is overstretching and will detract from
the more important task of consolidation.
(Former French President Valery Giscard
d’Estaing remarked in 2002 that accession
would spell ‘the end of the European
Union’). Rather than admission, this group
suggest a ‘privileged partnership’ as a more
viable alternative. This would allow closer
economic and security links without the
pitfalls inherent in accession.

This issue has interesting implications.
In many ways, the future dircction of the
EU hinges on Turkey’s admission. Is it
to become an inclusive and increasingly
larger union? Alternatively, the EU may
decide that the risks apparent are too great,
that it should concentrate on integrating
existing member states, strengthening EU
institutions and addressing the consider-
able democratic deficit that already exists.
What seems certain is that the offer of a
‘privileged partnership’ would be rejected.
[Prime Minister Erdogan has said he will
reject anything short of full membership).
Having had its 1987 application rejected,
while watching former communist-bloc
nations ‘jump the queue’, another rejec-
tion would be demeaning to Turkey, as
President Chirac has indicated. That raises
some important questions. To what extent
has Turkey’s membership been overlooked
due to its Islamic heritage? Will Turkey
be overlooked again for this reason? For
all its talk of inclusiveness, does the EU
have a fundamental bias towards different
cultures? And to what extent is Europe’s




Christian heritage important for cohe-
siveness? How these questions regarding
Turkey’s membership unfold will be indic-
ative of the EU’s future direction. What is
certain is that the ensuing period will be
significant, with substantial implications
for all involved. Watch this space.
—Aaron Martin

MDY AT THIE MUSEE M

MAHOL;ANY wAs ONE of the most

versatile horses to race in Australia since
Malua, a century before. In the 1990s he
won the Victoria and AJC derbies, was
nutted short head by Octagonal in a Cox
Plate, and then sent back to sprinting,
winning successive Lightning  Stakes.
A high rollers’ playground at Crown
Casino is known as the Mahogany
Room (Kerry Packer had a share in the
horse). More modest punters can now get
aboard a mechanical Mahogany as they
enter Champions, the Australian Racing
Muscum and Hall of Fame.

Originally the Victorian Racing
Muscum, it was cstablished at the
Caulfield Racccourse in 1981. Recently
it moved to Federation Square. For $8
visitors get an outstanding audio tour of
the eclectic exhibits. The grey background
highlights the brilliant racing silks and,
as well, the hats and costumes of long-
forgotten Fashions on the Field. Turn any
corner and there will be video footage—of
Harry White guiding us through Sobar’s
stellar year of 1972, which included
his controversial loss to Dayana in the
Victoria Derby; of the crowds milling into
Flemington on Cup Day in 1930 to scc
Phar Lap let down at the furlong and win
by three with his cars pricked and Jim Pike
up in the irons.

The remains of this horse are else-
where, but Carbine’s skeleton is on show
and behind it a hologram of the horse gal-
loping with a thumping red hcart. Nearby
jockey George Moore shares a panel with
trainer Tommy Smith. The former opings:
‘If there had been no racing, both Tom and
I would have been out on the roads digging
holes.” Across the way is a shelf with 11
small trophies—won by Bart Cummings
as the trainer of 11 winners of the Mecl-
bourne Cup. There are old horse paint-
ings, the mounted hooves of Wakeful and

Continued on page 8

After the parace

HERE IS AN ART to the big event. Anyone who's planned a wedding knows it,
and that should be enough to give hives to anyone thinking back and imagining
what it took to get George Bush’s inauguration off the ground. The US president
was sworn in for a second term with great ceremony—AS$53 million worth of it.
There were nince balls on the one night, some military pomp, the odd arrest and
a parade. And there was Bush’s speech too just in case anyone’s wondering ‘what
happens next?’ Because really, how do you follow up a parade?

At Easter the Church remembers a kind of parade—the deliberately ironic
‘triumphal entry into Jerusalem’. Something considerably daggicr than what
the Bush administration pulled together, but a standout celebration in its con-
text. A borrowed colt’s not the kind of thing we’ve come to expect in parades,
but you've got to love the spontancity of the crowd with branches or coats and
all that joyous yelling.

So all that attention on the big cvents, but has this to do with the life that
comes afterwards? The word ‘inauguration’ itself comes from the tradition of re-
leasing birds |or augurs), in the hope of discerning an omen from their tlight path.
Well, as far as I'm aware there were no birds released at the inauguration, but it
is still tempting to read the future of George Bush’s influential leadership in the
unfolding of the celebrations.

There are no birds in the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem ei-
ther, but the whole thing gives a pretty good insight into the turn chings end up
taking. When he could conceivably still be on a high from his enthusiastic recep-
tion, Jesus weeps for the people—that they do not recognise ‘the things that make
for peace’. And the joyous shouts turn to ‘crucify him’ with alarming speed.

So Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem, and the Church’s Palm Sunday remembrance
of it, is inextricably linked to Easter. Partly because, of course, a parade does actu-
ally go somewhcere. For Jesus, it leads straight into the Temple, where he overturns
the moneychangers’ tables and upsets an established scam. It leads into days of
going into a community’s heartland and offering a prophetic vision. And the vi-
sion ¢xcites the crowds, but moves the powerful to plot against him. Whilce Jesus
grieved about peace, Bush focused enthusiastically on freedom. The Age reported
that his inauguration speech made usc of the word ‘freedom’ 27 times and ‘liberty’
15 times. Peace and freedom—not so dissimilar. But the tricky thing is recognis-
ing the things that make for peace and freedom. It’s the kind of thing a parade
might offer an insight into, but it only becomes real afterwards.

And it becomes hauntingly real for Jesus after the celcbrations wind up and
he’s in Jerusalem. Those who plot against him are worried about the trouble he’s
stirring up. Maybe they're just worried that someone will get hurt. Maybe they
think their way will be the best for the most. But their use of secrecy reveals their
error. It turns out you cannot trick someone into the ways of peace, or of freedom
for that matter. They work against the crowd, quietly, secretly, until they've con-
vinced the crowd to call out ‘crucify him’ with them.

It was a big night out, Bush’s inauguration—glitz and glamour and stagger-
ing expensc. And maybe we could read something into it. But the real question is.
what really happens after George’s big parade?

Kylie Crabbe studies at the United Faculty of Theology as a candidate for ministry
in the Uniting Church.
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Business contacts

RCHIMEDES HAS OFTEN BEEN critical of the media for its ‘snapshot’ report-
ing of science. Stories arc usually brief and irregular and often once-only. Rarcly
is a picce of usetul research tracked over time. Taking a dose of his own medicine,
Archimedes takes up a tale he began in June 1999.

The story so tar. In the carly 1990s Dr Peter Steinberg, a marine ecologist from
the University of New South Wales, discovered a small red scaweed in Botany Bay
that keeps its fronds free of bacteria. It does so by manufacturing and sccreting
a compound, a typc of furanone, which jams chemical communication between
bacteria and prevents them from organising to form films on surfaces. These
biofilms arc a significant source of contamination, so the furanone acts as a usecful
antibiotic, and one to which it is difficult to build up resistance.

In marinc environments, bacterial films pave the way for the attachment of
larger ‘fouling’ organisms such as barnacles and algac. So, disrupting formation of
the films can prevent biofouling, which increases drag on ship hulls by more than
40 per cent and is also a major problem in the aquaculture industry. Steinberg and
a microbiologist colleague, Professor Staffan Kjellehberg, established a Centre for
Marine Bio-Fouling and Bio-Innovation, to explorce the potential of furanoncs.

About a ycar ago Biosignal Ltd listed on the Australian Stock Exchange. But its
first product, planned for releasc in 2007, will have nothing to do with biofouling. It
will be a contact lens with a furanone coating. And the reason is possibly the same
as that which has led to Steinberg’s appointment as the new company’s director of
rescarch, not its managing dircctor: good business sense.

Contact lenses represent a much bigger market (more than $5 billion a year
worldwidc) than marine anti-fouling (about $1 billion). And the furanone-coated
lens is an casier product to develop. About one contact lens wearer in five contracts
a bacterial infection known as acute red-cye, and about one in 100 of these goes on
to full-blown microbial keratitis, which can result in vision loss. Testing suggests
that furanone coatings arc cffective in preventing this. Because the coating is not
actually taken into the body, the necessary safety testing is not as extensive as for
a drug, and can be undertaken quite quickly. Also, Australian R&D in contact lens
technology is alrcady well respected by the industry.

The Biosignal story is a good illustration of the value of business people
involved in the commercialisation of rescarch. Lack of commercial sense is the
reason why so many companies founded by scientists cither fail or arc taken over
before becoming profitable.

Elias Zerhouni, director of the huge US research funding agency the National
Institutes of Health (NTH] rccently banned NIH researchers from acting as
consultants  drug, medical and biotech companies, and asked them to limit
their sharcholdings in these firms.  :is concerned about a growing crisis in public
confidencc in the objectivity of research.

If we continue to cncourage our scientists to become involved in the
commercialisation of their findings—through lack of funding—then to whom shall
we turn when we need objective advice on which technologics to adopt, and what
foods and drugs are cheap, cffective and safe?

Contlicts of interest and the consequent erosion of public trust in science are
serious problems in the US. Let’s ensure, by adequate funding of public science and
rigorous attention to business cthics, that Australia does not tread a similar path

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer.
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Malua, and advertisements featuring ¢
Capstan Cavalcade of Famous Winners.
No doubt the fag of choice for many
trainers and jockeys g gonc.

Listen to poctry about the horse in
Australia, and to famous race calls. Jim
Carroll’s 1934 Melbourne Cup is polite
and leisurely—until Peter Pan dashes
away. Ken Howard bemuscdly calls Vain's
triumph in the 1969 Golden Slipper when
he showed the Sydney hope to be any-
thing but a Special Girl. Then there is
the incomparable Bert Bryant, calling
the two-horse race in 1970 between Rain
Lover and Big Philou. In a tight finish,
Bert plumped, rightly, for Big Philou:
‘1f you got it wrong in a two-horse race,
you'd have to give it up forever.

Sadly the colour and prejudice that
Bert brought to racc-calling—he  was
often ‘talking through his kick’—have
been suppressed. He would have risen an
octave when the finc filly Alinghi was run
down by Fastnet Rock in the Lightming
Stakes, with Cape of Good Hope—placed
in Group One in four countries—third.
The winncr is set to go travelling too, to
Ascot, in the hoofprints of Choisir.

Next week  the races went  to
Caulfield. If the Lightning had been the
best recent edition of the race, so was
the Orr Stakes. Before it, there were
two more Blue Diamond preludes. In
the colts’ event Perfectly Ready ran up
to his name, but the big run was from
the giant colt The Rhine. Watch for him
in the Sires Produce. Langness led up in
the fillies’ Prelude but weakened badly,
while co-favourite Queen of the Hill was
never sighted. Doubting was a good win-
ner (and at 8/1, thanks}. In the Orr, Regal
Roller led and compounded: the class and
the track bias against horses drawn ncar
the rails undid him. Bur the fine horsc
Elvstroem added this race to a Derby and
Caulfield Cup, winning from last year’s
surprise Cox Plate victor, Savabeel. The
latter should have won, but—as Bert
Bryant would have said—it ‘covered more
ground than the carly explorers’.

—Peter Pierce

This month’s contributors: Aaron Martin
is living in Vancouver; Martin Elliott is a
freelance writer living in Melbourne; P x
Pierce is Professor of Australian Litcrature
at James Cook University, Cairns.



Altered states

HE SUCCESS OF LABOR at state-government level is often
remarked upon, and as something more than voters playing it
safe by having governments of different stamp at different levels
of politics. It is worth contemplating the converse proposition—
the dismal failures of conservative coalitions at state level while
John Howard’s star has incrcased, and his own revolutionary
shifts in the federal compact.

John Howard has ever been a centralist, even in the Fraser
years. He is a political realist, and has at times—in government
as an ¢xcuse or in opposition as a tactic—accepted the old nature
of the compact and its notions of reservation of powers to the
states. But he increasingly sees the old division as a significant
brake on Australia’s capacity to develop as a market economy.

Teasing him while in political exile about 15 years ago—at
a time when it seemed unlikely that he would return to any sort
of political leadership—I commented that Deo volenie T would
probably still be on the game when he died. What would he want
me to say in the obituary, I asked. His answer was immediatcely
that he was a centralist and had never adopted any reverence
towards the divide.

I must confess a little astonishment, given his background.
He first became closely involved in politics during the 1960s,
in the NSW machine, and was an obscrver, if not a participant,
in the developing antagonisms by that branch (and Victorian
branches) against John Gorton, particularly over Gorton’s
centralist tendencies. There were a host of reasons, including
Gorton himself, why Gorton fell. The primary reason was the
antipathy of the NSW Premicr, Robin Askin, and Victoria’s
Premiecr, Henry Bolte, over federal-state finances and increas-
ing commonwealth reach into areas that the states regarded
as their own. Gorton’s successor, Billy MacMahon, for whom
Howard brietly worked, paid appropriate obeisance to the federal
compact. After all, the raging centralism of the Whitlam govern-
ment in almost all arcas was one of the wickednesses to which
Liberals would point. It scemed to become accepted wisdom that
Labor was centralist, and given its druthers would abolish the
states as well as the Senate, while the conservatives saw in the
federal division of powers an essential check on the unbridled
ambitions of socialists.

There is one respect in which John Howard has helped the
states as Prime Minister, even if he is now making it clear that
this also gives him power he might not hesitate to use. Howard
gave the states goods-and-scrvices tax revenue, in theory to
spend as they liked. That suited him in sclling the idea of
broader-based consumption taxes, and helped the states out of
a hole as old state excises were found to be unconstitutional. Tt
also allowed him to demolish an increasingly complicated pano-
ply of financial assistance grants given under Section 96 of the
Constitution for particular purposes (‘FAGs with tags’, as some
called them) and to make the states more fiscally accountable.

What is now clear, however, is that Howard actually means

to take this accountability further. It is not simply a matter
of insisting that states honour their promises of progressively
removing or reducing taxes, and of using his residual powers over
continuing FAGs with tags to make it happen. He is demanding
that states spend other moncy—for example, the so-called
competition payments—in the way he wants, particularly over
water reform. He wants more evidence of outputs and results,
not mere accountants’ acquittals, of commonwealth grants to
the states in areas such as cducation, housing and Aboriginal
affairs. He is making more of the extra grant process in areas
such as health and education, conditional on premiers agreeing
to adopt commonwealth agendas in teacher education, civics,
flag-waving and national standards. In statc arcas such as roads,
the Commonwealth now spends significant money without
more than casual reference to the states. Quite apart from
the pork-barrelling and logrolling {and corrupting) aspects of
discretionary commonwealth political treasure chests, is the way

in which many of the schemes impinge on

traditional state responsibilitics.

MANWHILE QUESTIONS  of complete commonwealth
takeover of industrial relations, public hospitals, universitics, and
perhaps the funding of non-government schools, are raised, with
significant commonwealth task forces investigating just what
would be involved were the Commonwealth to force its way in
and freeze the states out. John Howard may encourage talk of
such takecovers without necessarily meaning to, but it scrves
a key political purpose of reminding voters just how badly the
states are running such arcas, and of responding to state attempts
to blame the Commonwealth for all imperfections. It also reflects
a view that these are arcas of national importance, with less
justification for cight scparate, slightly different, regimes. If one
puts together the rhetoric, rationales and threats of ministers in
various arcas of these targets, it is clear that Howard is prepared
to use all of the constitutional powers at his disposal—including
the external affairs power—to force the changes he wants.

The cynic might note that impatience with federalism
extends to the federal structure of his party, which has often
embarrassed him. Howard sheds few tears for the defeat of his
internal party encmies in states such as Western Australia or
even, sometimes, in NSW. The realist in him knows that an cra
of state Labor governments is probably moving towards an end. If
fairly lacklustre conservative state governments take their place,
it will be in political environments quite different from those in
which warlords such as Askin or Bolte ruled. The states will be
more akin to provinces in Canada, creatures of the federal will.
Though, no doubt, another part of Howard the cynic believes that
power accumulates where power is. So long as he’s in Canberra
that’s where it will be. If he’s not, well, who cares?

Jack Waterford is editor-in-chief of The Canberra Times.
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UNDITS WHO WERE LEFT GASPING by the announcements of
Colin {Cry mc a river’) Barnett, leader of the West Australian
parliamentary opposition until the recent clection, would have
been less surprised if they’d read the June 2004 (and, sadly, last) is-
suc of the Okotsk Institute Journal of Research into Inexplicable
Public Behaviours. On pages 721-954 of the OITRIPB, Dr Ilyitch
Blok and Professor Natasha Takl describe their uncovering of an
obscure, essentially benign, but inconvenient condition they call
“The de Lesseps Incongruence’, or dLL

Blok and Takl suggest that dLI occurs almost exclusively
in malcs, although they cite former British Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher and somceonce they call Paulinovka Hanchik
as examples of possible feminine outbreaks. Symptoms can be
activated by intense anticipatory excitement {such as is associ-
ated in malce vernacular with ‘being on a promise’—to translate
loosely from thie Russian), or by general stress, or, sometimes,
as a result of cerebral surges induced by simple mathematical
tasks such as addition and subtraction.

Following onc or all of these symptroms, the lincaments of
the condition become recognisable by the sufferer’s desire to
engender and carry out massive schemes that require large-scale
reorganisation of natural features or forces or socio-political rela-
tionships. So entrenched does this obsession become that it can-
not apparently be mitigated by even the most logical demonstra-
tionsofits impracticality. Henee Thatcher’s Falklands War; hence
Paulinovka Hanchik’s One Nation Party—if that's the babushka
they have in mind. And hence Colin Barnett’s Grand Canal in
the west and his dysfunctional finances. Each scheme involves
the hubristic aspiration to alter the course of events or nature

or historical legacy with a minimum understanding
of the forces and ramifications involved.

HE CAREER OF Vicomte Ferdinand Marie de Lesseps (1805-
V4] s, of course, the example on which the Russian rescarchers
have based their nomenclature. Though well launched as a suc-
cessful diplomat, de Lesseps—Ilike is 2Ist-century antipodean
counterpart—became obsessed with great big canals. Out from
the diplomatic bag would come his portable silver shovel at the
first sight of an isthmus, and he’'d be carving his  way acrossth
it before you could say ‘Jack Robinsthon’. This worked fine in
Egypt but, with the egotism characteristic of the condition to
which he would give his name, de Lesseps attacked the Isthmus
of Panama and brought upon himself an intensity of social,
political and financial opprobrium that would only be equalled
150 years later in the strange case of hapless fellow sufferer
Colin Barnett.

In accidentally drawing attention to the ground-breaking
work of Dr Blok and Professor Takl, Barnett has brought this bi-
zarre aftliction into focus, making it possible to recognise other
outbreaks and other sufferers. The onscet of dLI, for example,
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provides an explanation for the otherwise puzzling decision of
Prince Charles to visit Australia. True, he had many good rea-
sons for wanting a brief escape from his mother, his father, an
assortment of untrustworthy courtiers, the Church of which
he is the putative head, and his younger son’s odd sense of
humour—to put the best possible spin on what looked like a
simple case of another, much better known condition: being as
thick as two planks.

But, much as they would no doubt like to, your royals don’t
normally up and go on ostensibly official swannings just to be
shot of the English weather and the awful rellies. Even they
need a veneer of ju  fication to light out for the colonies and hit
a bunch of unsuspecting Commonwealth subjects with a travel
and accommodation bill for a million bucks.

Yet as late as when he subsided gratetv  y into his first-
class seat and Heathrow disappeared into the overcast and
sleet, Charles could not have said in detail why he was going.
It was left to some nameless spokesman for the Australian
Prime Minister’s Office—a person clearly in the grip of ad-
vanced dLI—to come up with a breathtaking answer, as re-
ported on page 21 of “The Inquirer” section of The Weekend
Australian for 5-6 March. ‘There wasn't a specific event for
him to come to,” this spokesman admitted, but ‘The plancts
just aligned at this time ... {my emphasis]. Not for this anon-
ymous bloke a random isthmus or a casual few hundred kilo-
metres of canal. He's meddling with the cosmos, he’s muck-
ing round among the stars. This man is thinking big, he's
thinking dLI big. Thus aided and above all given rationale
by this dLI-aftlicted genius, Charles was able to inspecet ‘key’
industries (a key @ tory in western Victorial, ‘organic’ enter-
prises {an organ tuner in New South Wales) and a ‘school’ (of
salmon in Bass Strait), cxuding throughout an air of purposc
and planning that he would have lacked without the inter-
vention of tF galaxy-dominating spokesman.

Rather in thc anner of the woman who, having become
pregnant, begins noticing what an amazing number of pregnant
women there are suddenly appearing around her, onee alerted to
the dLI phenomenon, you can spot it immediately—and it’s cve-
rywhere. Eve  as I write, the federal Treasurer, Peter Costello,
has come down with a clear and severe case. ‘Either spend or
give me back the billions you've reaped from ¢ GST windf )/
he is telling the states, ‘or I'll ..

The state prer ers: ‘Or you'll what?’

Costello: ‘Or I'll dig a huge canal that cuts through cvery
state.)

And there is, as yet, no knov  cure.
Brian Matthews is a writer who also holds professorial positions
at Victoria University, Melbou  : and F lers University,
South Australia. He lives in the Clare Valley, South Austral



Football Fiction

A boy living alone keeps things.

A programme with columns of footballers,
names ages heights weights goals games.

Later, he will remember statistics of sportsmen
who must be old, much heavier, or dead.

He invents a team, Stars, in a league,

gives it written life, coupling a first name

with a surname from that programme.

Owen Abrahams might play against

Denis Zeunert in the week-to-week world.

Owen Zeunert has Owen’s height, Denis’s weight,
and Denis Abrahams vice versa.

Players with the same surname are brothers.

He writes out the team line by line,

selected by a complicated system

that avoids odd heights with weights.

Big players arc in ruck or key positions,
but sometimes a shorter Star finds
himself playing an unusual role,

always a chance in week-to-week games.
These surprises animate his new world.
Newsprint is the source of his system,
best players goalkickers injuries scores,

decided by each letter of each word.

Underlining, he works through to the end
of an article. Long words meanm  +
attacks, grandiloquent goals. Sw:  flies.

His system is so fair he and the crowd enjoy

close games, some drawn, the smell of crushed grass.

Those newspapers become dark with biro.
His intricate nctwork consists of multiple

minor systems, patterns of possibility.

Memorising this system tests him, but,
frowning in isolation, he sccs the order

of his minor systems without recording them.
His Stars begin to take on personalities.

Like the lives of characters in stories

the scasons of his tcam can be played

over a condenscd period of time.

He plays game after game on holidays.

He has discovered a way of fitting

in much more life than he is living.
Stars fade put on weight age retire
although he remains young and thin.
Biros do not last long as systems
interlock with precision. Some games
are like medieval battles fought

on gluey grounds in pounding rain.

Others showcase skills under clear skics
on hard turf when many goals are scored
as his iro moves stcadily across

and down sports reports, his exercise
books { ing with fini  printed details.
He loves to play in dull cloudlight, a chill
in the air, as he resists glancing ahead,

for he w ts the future kept a surprise.

—Ian C. Smith

APRIL 2005 TUREKA STREET









I

FURFRA STREE]

DLEVCIT ATTUr LHie>

S-=lective e /idence

Was the decision to deny the Bakhtiyaris refugee status based on a the fac ;?

HE SAGA OF THE BAKHTIYARI FAMILY has
highlighted many misconceptions about the way
Australia’s refugee intake and screening system
works. These misconceptions are played upon by
politicians of both stripes, and are not put to rest by
journalists. A story by Russcll Skelton in The Age
of 26 December 2004 {reprinted in the Independent
Weekly in Adcelaide) seriously questioned the fami-
ly’s claim to be Afghans.

I had some limited dealings {as a court advo-
cate) with the claims for refugee status by the
fa cr, Ali Ba  tiyari, as well as the claim by the
children to be released from detention, and question
the vehemence of the political statements and the
soundness of Russcell Skelton’s insinuations against
the family’s interest.

The tather, Ali, and mother, Rogia (and the then
five children), arrived in Australia independently of
one another, resulting in twin streams of inquiry and
appeal into their case. Ali arrived in October 1999
and, on the basis of his written claim, was granted a
Temporary Protection Visa in August 2000. However,
Roqia arrived in January 2001, unawarc of Ali’s pres-
ence in the country, and applied for refugee status.

In February 2001, Rogia was interviewed by a
delegate of the Minister for Immigration. In carly
May the Government obtained a linguistic analysis
which asserted that Rogia’s accent retlected that of
Quctta, in Pakistan, while she used Iranian words
and had some Iranian pronunciations. I did not act
for Roqia, and 1ve no knowledge of the linguistic
analysis other than that provided by the Refugee
Review  Tribunal following the delegate’s deci-
sion, but Iran and Pakistan arc on opposite sides of
Afghanistan. 1t scems not implausible that Rogia’s
language retlected the impact on the central coun-
try of the neighbours on cither side, rather than that
Rogia must have come from Quetta.

In May 2001 the Minister’s delegate refused Rogia
and the children a refugee visa on the grounds that
while it was not clear which country they were from,
it was not Afghanistan. Rogia, through her lawyers,
appealed to the Refugee Review Tribunal. The tribu-
nal is sct up under the Migration Act as the last line of
appeal for finding the facts about a refugee claim.

Politicians (most often Philip Ruddock, but
more lately Amanda Vanstone) like to talk glibly
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about how refugee claimants have access to a long
line of appeal procedures, but they do not expl. 1
that in such court appeals, the facts of the claim are
not canvassced. The process is more properly referred
to as review, to distinguish it from an appeal on the
merits of the case. All the Federal Court, the Full
Federal Court (usually sitting as  ree judges) and
ultimately the High Court can do, is cxamine the
process by which the tribunal came to its decision.
This results in increasingly refined and, in turn, arid
discussion of what is permissi’ -+ behaviour in the
course of executive-branch decision-making (the tri-
bunal is part of the exccutive, not the judiciary). The
courts may not, on any account, examine the merits
of the facts of the case. In the rare instances in which
they find the process faulty, the matter is remitted
to the tribunal to hear again: it is not for the courts
to make merit decisions where the function of fact-
finding is vested by statute in the exccutive.

In short, if the tribunal gives the appearance of
having listened to the applicant fairly, and appcars
to have raken all matters relevant into account,
and avo: d irrelevant considerations, then how it

weighs  the cvidence is  entirely  its
I business: no court may second-guess it.

N Jury 2001 rHE tribunal rejected Rogia’s appeal,
and as Skelton observed, commented on her lack of
credibility. T have recently obtained a copy of the
tribunal reasons, and was struck by how culturally
straight-jacketed the member cons  uting the tribu-
nal appcared to be. If Rogia’s c¢lai:  have any basis
in fact, «  had arrived in Australia straight from an
existence lived in the style of Europeans in about
1340. On her account she lived in a village in provin-
cial Afghanistan, surr  nded by other sub-villages,
anc  new nothing of the outside worl  The tribunal
was not having a bar of it.

I merely note that members of the Retugee
Review Tribunal should be wary of their own cul-
tural conceptions about how the rest of the world
works. On the other hand, Skelton claims that other
women - Rogia’s cthnic group, Hazara, interviey
by him in her village of Charkh, laughed at her lack
of knowledge. And that in turn raiscs the matter of
the inability of some applicants, particularly those
from non-Western backgrounds, to trust ministerial
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might care to retlect on the behaviour of one of their

officials who, whilc interviewing a person scck-

ing humanitarian help, armed with information
as to a missing spousc, withholds it. No
doubt on orders from the department.

N ArriL 2002 the department gave notice to Ali
of its intention to remove his retugee visa, on the
basis that he had lied as to his nation of origin. Ali
made representations to the department through his
lawyers, and in December 2002 the Minister’s del-
cgate cancelled the visa. Al appealed to the Refugee
Review Tribunal. The tribunal dealt with five major
arcas of evidence concerning Ali's refugee claim: a
facial-mapping analysis; Pakistani government citi-
zenship documents; a linguistic analysis; eyewit-
ness recognition of All; and newspaper articles.

The department put on evidence from a facial-
mapping specialist that AL was one and the same
as the person in a Pakistani government registration
form photograph, the photograph then 27 years old.
Al's then lawyers, a Sydney-based firm, responded
with a report from a scientist in the Held who cat-
cgorically denied that facial-recognition techniques
such as uscd by the department worked, and that
such analysis was forensically uscless. The tribu-
nal brushed aside Ali’s scientist and accepted the
department’s version,

The documentation fight went off in part on a
letter trom a widower brothor-in-law of Ali’s, Tei-
moor Ali, ‘resident of Charkh Bagar’, who asked
the District Governor of Sharistan to write to the
Australian authoritics to say that Ali and his family
were from Afghanistan. On 6 September 2002 the
Governor of Sharistan wrote to the Australian gov-
crnment, stating that Ali and his family (they were
all enumerated in the letter) atl came from Sharis-
tan district. Of this letter the tribunal said: “ ... the
letter does not sct out the basis on which the
District Governor makes this statement ... Did he
write it of his own knowledge or relying on what
others told him? The tribunal discounted this letter
in favour of the Pakistani government registration
documents, onc dated to 1973 and the other to 1982,
which showed an Ali Bakhtiyari as the son (and
brother) of a family.

The evidence before the tribunal included mate-
rial from the Pakistani government as to the efficacy
of its citizenship registration scheme. Bakhtiyari is
not an uncommon name. The best evidence that Ali
was a citizen of Pakistan would have come from a
scarch of the Pakistan citizenship register for the
year 1998, just before he set off for Australia, to sce
it he turned up as the husband of Rogia and father
of then five children. is scarch scems never to
have been undertaken, and the Australian govern-
ment’s claim to have evidence from the Pakistan
government as to the nationality of the family, cvi-
dence never publicly disclosed, would appear to rest
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on the documents now more than 20 and 30 years
old respectively, which themselves were internally
inconsistent. The tribunal happily plumped for the
aged registration forms. And why not? They ¢
tained the name Ali Bakhtivari, and who cares how
many Pakistanis might have that name?

The department then undertook an analysis of
Ali's speech, performed by a Swedish firm, Eqvator
a little over a page, Eqvator gave no indication of the
identity, credentials or skills of the person performing
the analysis, nor any methodology, but, as had been
the case with Rogia, referred to aspects of language
retlecting both Pakistani and Iranian usage. Eqva-
tor came to the firm conclusion that Ali’s ‘Hazaragi
dialect is Pakistani. His mother tongue is Dari’, and

that it ‘may with considerable certainty be
said to originate from Pakistan, Quetta’,

L1's SYDNEY-BASED soLICHTORs tendered not
ong, but two linguistic analyscs of Ali’s specch, both
pertormed by specialists who gave their names and
credentials as experes, and explained their me -
odology. Mr Yosufi, an Australian government-
recognised  translator into English from Persian,
Dari, Hazaragi and Pashto, concluded that Ali was ‘a
Hazara from Uruzgan in Afghanistan’. Mr Moham-
mad, a spcaker of Dari and tcacher of Persian, holder
of a master of arts degree in theorctical linguistics
from Ohio University and a doctoral student in the
department of linguistics, University of Arizona,
concluded that Ali’s speech was ‘the same as the
speech of other Hazaras living in Afghanistan’.

The tribunal pronounced that Mr Yosufi had not
established his credentials to perform linguistic anal-
ysis (note that Eqvator had provided no credentials
whatsocver), and that as regards Mr Mohammad, it
‘prefers the linguistic analysis provided by Egvator,
having regard to greater rigour given by that agency’s
standards, requirements and operating procedures’.
This conclusion represents an extraordinary leap of
taith that has no part in a fact-finding cxercisc.

The lawyers then submitted sratements from
two men who claimed, independen - of one another,
to have met Ali in Afghanistan years carlicr, and
then run into him fortuitously in Sydney. The story
of one witness was published in the Svdney Morn-
ing Herald. The tribunal is not a court, and does not
have to operate on the strict rules of evidence, but
the tribunal member was not going to accept these
statements unless the two witnesses appeared before
the tribunal. As they had not appeared, they could
not be tested by the tribunal, which was not prepared
to accept their assertions.

Finally, the tribunal relied on various Austral-
lan newspaper articles written in the course of 2002,
particularly by journalists who claimed to have been
to the vi ge of Charkh (Skelton being the vanguard
of this ¢ 1p) and who found no sign of the Bak -
yaris ever having been there. The tribunal scemed









net overseas, and they
atly moved back to
wherc they were liv-
family.
her-in-law awoke one
to the regular con-
ons that indicated
e imminent arrival
of her second child,
later to become
my wife. She was
taken to St Eliza-
beth’s Hospital,
run by Dutch
nuns.

‘1 was put
in a very pleas-
ant room with a

Dutch woman,” she
calls. ‘Therc was a
ndah on onc side of
m, and on the other
were windows and a
1t and looking across

another room for the
wards her new daugh-
ry and my mother-in-
iginal room to rest.

tle bed, looking out
ind it began to rain,’

ht and very fine, mak-
room. It was the first
months, which was

‘I dozed and slept a bit, and then woke up and looked out
across that great park. Therc were trees on the other side, but
I could see no houses or other buildings or signs of life until I
saw thesc great grey forms moving up and down and around. I
couldn’t figurc out what they were. I watched intently for quite
a long time, and then I realised that what I was looking at were
trunks, and that in fact therc were a whole lot of elephants out
there in that park.

‘The nurses hadn’t given me any medication, and they
hadn’t warned me to look out for elephants, but I wasn’t the
lcast bit afraid. The elephants weren’t approaching, they
weren’t coming in, they certainly weren’t charging. They were
just moving clegantly and slowly around the park in the rain. It
was like they were dancing—very rhythmic, very slow.

Td only been in Medan a couple of months and didn't
know anything about an elephant park, but 1 thought it
wasn’t utterly inconceivable. This must have gone on for

an hour or so until the rain stopped and the elecphants

I just disappeared.’

T's A LOVELY AND ENDEARING image: elephants dancing in the

rain, the first rain for months, on the day my wife was born.

Not long after the night that we sang Noah's Ark and it
rained, we moved from Canberra to Melbourne. We haven’t sung
the song here in public yet, but we’ve sung it in the lounge room,
and not long ago Melbourne had its wettest day on record.

Coincidence? Perhaps. But when the next federal clection
rolls around I think we’ll be dusting off Noah’s Ark and taking
it out on the hustings, which—more likely than not—will be
dry and dusty and in nced of rain.

And while we're singing I'll be saying a silent prayer,
asking Hughic to send her down—not just cats and dogs, but
clephants too.

Robert Hefner is assistant cditor of Eureka Street. Illustration
by Lucille Hughes.
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which c¢nshrined racial discrimination,
sanctioned torture and murder, and co-
opted the law, judiciary and the police
force to keep it in power.

Individuals, like Nelson Mandela, and,
extraordinarily, his white friend and one-
time foe, EW. de Klerk, were brave enough
to speak honestly and to require honesty
about their country and its history. No
once could have expected such a dramatic
and fundamental turnabout. From high

HE NATURE OF TRUTH and honesty
and their roles in daily life is a topic of
awesome breadth and depth. And the
consideration of truth and honesty, spe-
cifically in the conduct of our national
affairs, is a fascinating exercise in which
naivety and reality contend.

In an attempt to eat the clephant one
mouthful at a timc—and given my own

mited experiences—I've chosen to con-
sider truth and honesty in the arena of
public life, specifically, the conduct of our
national affairs. I make my remarks from
the perspective of one who, for good or ill,
supervised all the communications that
emanated from the political party that
held the balance of power in the Austral-
ian parliament from 1998 until 2001.

The topic of truth and honcesty is of
tremendous importance but, T regr  to
obscrve, of seemingly little consequence
to an increasing number of Australians,
certainly if the results of the 2004 federal
clection are anything to go hy.

I shall arguc that truth and honesty
in public life requirc a great deal of those
who live public lives, those who report on
them and those of us who sit back read-
ing, watching and listening. Certainly,
honesty in public life is as much the
responsibility of the public as it is the
responsibility of our clected leaders.

Further I shall argue that if we, as
members of the clectorate at large, are to
expect truth and honesty in the conduct
of our national affairs, we have a respon-
sibility to face up to the truth, whatever it
is, with courage and maturity.

In preparing my remarks I consulted
the dictionary, and the various defini-
tions of ‘truth’ were instructive. There
was the predictable stuff about truth
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politics to private individual lives in South
Africa, truth again bccamce a byword.
Honesty became possible.

No one pretends that South Africa
has solved its problems, but then no one
expected that it might be brave enough to
take the chance, or to offer the legacy of
honesty to South Africa’s children. We all
have children, of our blood or in our care,
and children offer us a similar chance of
renewal. We can teach them to be brave

‘conforming to reality or actuality’; as
‘a fact that has been verified’; as ‘being
a true statement’. However, | suspect, to
the cternal gratitude of politicians, spin
doctors and journalists cverywhere,
truth is also cxemplified in several repu-
table dictionaries as ‘having the quality
of nearness to or close correspondence
with reality or actuality’. Cutting to the
chase, according to thesc reputable dic-
tionaries, truth is not absolutc and ‘near
cnough is good enough’.

Nor, reflection, does truth
appear to be objective. What is truce for
once might well not be true for another in
that one person’s truth, as derived from
a sct of facts and/or events, might well,
and quite reasonably, differ from anoth-
¢r’s. This scenario, I'm sure, is familiar
to those of us who are marriced and is of
immense consolation to our political
lcaders and their minders.

I've also heard historians argue that
there are ‘many truths’. This is a fasci-
nating notion and onc which, I hope, is
not subscribed to by medical rescarch-
crs and the aviation industry. But in all
of this, onc thing is true: there’s nothing

as unpalatable to the general
public as the truth.

upon

N THE ABC’s Four Corners, a senior
and well-qualified Australian, Mr Robert
Barton, admitted to being involved in,
and had raiscd concerns to his superiors
about, the intcrrogation of prisoners in
Iraq. True, this was well before the Abu
Ghraib atrocitics came to light. However,
despite ministerial statements to the con-
trary, we now have rcason to believe the
Australian government, at departinent
level at least, was awarc of Australian

cnough to take the chance, to risk honesty
in their daily lives, and we can provide the
cxample by doing so oursclves. We can
demand honesty and truth of oursclves
first, and then of our leaders, our politi-
cians, imams, bishops, rabbis, teachers and
journalists. That is my Lenten resolution,
and onc I'd commend to cveryone.

Morag Fraser is the former cditor of Eurcka
Street.

involvement in the interrogation of pris-
oncers—in lraq certainly, if not at Abu
Ghraib specifically.

More importantly, we lecarned that
the samec person was among a number
of United Nations weapons inspectors
convinced that Irag did not have weap-
ons of mass destruction or a WMD pro-
gram. Further, he repeatedly told this to
Australian authoritics. When his advice
was ignored or overridden, he felt com-
pelled to resign—as did inspectors from
other countrics.

If Mr Barton’s claims in this regard arc
true, there is even more compelling cvi-
dence to suggest that Australia joined the
Coalition of the Willing in Iraq on what it
knew to be a false premisc.

However, if truth and honesty in pub-
lic life were to prevail, I invite you to
consider that a press conference on the
matter given by John Howard at Parlia-
ment Housce might have gone something
like this:

Ladies and gentlemen, here’s the story.
President Bush wants to invade Traq for a
whole host of reasons, none of which make
alot of sense to us. But he wa 5 Australia
to go along for the ride. He'd like everyone
to believe that Irag has WMD and a WMD
program but the truth is there’s not a lot in

it—if anything.

So our dilemma was this: do we go into
Iraq with the US just because we're mates
and we might need a matce in the future?
Or do we decline politely? One upside of
going in is that we'll be helping to knock
over Saddam Hussein—and one thing,
1t 7, all stral: ’
Saddam is a scrious piece of work.

agree on s



Anyway, we are the clected government
for the time being and we arc charged with
making decisions, some of which are not
easy. The reality is we had to make a call
here and we did. Today, as Prime Minister
of Australia, I am here to announcc that
Australia will join the Coalition of the
Willing. Are there any questions?

How would the Australian pub-
lic have reacted to the truth, as baldly
stated as that? What would it have meant
for Australia’s capacity to participate
productively in international affairs?
Is such a scenario hopelessly naive or
refreshingly idcalistic?

I don’t have the answers. However, the
main point is this: if we, for whom deci-
sions are made by our clected representa-
tives, expect to be told the truth, we have
to be able to deal with it. We have to be
prepared to shoulder the responsibility and
accept the consequences of knowing the
truth. And we have to resist the temptation
to shoot the messenger. Too many hon-
est politicians are hounded or voted out of
office—though it does not follow that being
hounded out of office presupposes honesty.

Just before Mr Beazley was re-elected
to the leadership of the ALP, 1 wrote an
article for the Independent Weekly which
comprised the sort of speech I wanted to
hear from whomsoever was going to lecad
the ALP. With regard to the issue of truth
and honesty in public life, I wrote this:

I undertake to tell the Australian people
the truth, however unpalatable. If you
don’t like it, vote me out at the next
clection if you want. As far as my fit-
ness for office is concerned, this is a
decision for you, the Australian pco-
ple, not my opponents or the nation’s
journalists. Like all political figures on
both sides of the divide, T freely admit
my past is not blemish-free. However, if
you want a saint with a pristine past to
be your leader, look clsewhere. This is
not about the past. It’s about the future.

I am also reminded of the response of
Col Jessep ({Jack Nicholson) to Lt Kaffee
(Tom Cruise) in the film A Few Good Men,
when Lt Kaffee asks for the truth. ‘You
can’t handle the truth,” says Col Jessep.

Truth and honesty in public life can
only be sustained if we can handle the
truth; if we have the courage and matu-
rity to accept, value and nurture truth-
telling in our clected leaders.

The reality is, however, that our politi-
cal leaders have little incentive to speak
the truth and cvery incentive to dissem-
ble and spin. Our national affairs are,
more often than not, conducted according
to the ‘near cnough is good enough’ defi-
nition of truth. Trade in half-truths and
obfuscation—and the ill will that incvita-
bly follows—might sell papers and adver-
tising but it will not improve the health of
indigenous Australians, it will not solve
our aged-carc crisis and it will not restore
the Murray-Darling Basin.

In 2001, I attended a private forum con-
vened by a major Australian company to
which the three major players (as they were
then) on the political field sent a senior
elected representative. The forum was con-
ducted under the Chatham House Rule:

When  a part
is  held Chatham
Rule, participants are free to use the

meeting, or thereof,

under the House
information  rcceived,  but  ncither
the identity nor the affiliation  of
the speaker(s), nor that of any other
participant, may bc revealed; nor may it
bc mentioned that the information was
received at a meeting of the Institute.

[ was struck by the vigorous but cour-
teous dcbate and I was also struck by
the extent to which the three ‘antago-
nists’ agreed. T remember thinking how
much better it would be for us all if
our national affairs could be conducted
like this. Back in Parliament Housc a
few days later, two of the three were
back in the ring, slugging it out with
all the desperation of Jimmy Sharman’s
boxcrs. My question was then—and
is now—why could they not bring
the honesty and maturity displayed

under the Chatham House Rule
back to Parliament House?

IT’S ALSO IMPORTANT TO reflect on the
media’s role in truth, honesty and the con-
duct of all our affairs, national, state and
local. With a number of notablc exceptions,
the role is not an entirely glorious one.
Rather than an ongoing, intelligent
and unbiased discourse, too often politi-
cal journalism is about getting a ‘story’
or running an agenda. Ensuring a front-
page story or securing the lead spot in the
news bulletin will, fairly often, involve a
little manipulation of the facts, somc
selective reporting, a judicious choice of
words and the application of sanctimony

on a grand scale. While this doesn’t ha
pen all the time, it does happen wi
monotonous regularity. Interesting tc
that when teachers (usually reviled

‘leftics’, whatever that might mean the
days) attempt to cquip their studer
with the skills and knowlcdge necessa
to recognise manipulation by the med
there are howls of conservative outrage

During Lent, Christians retlect
the life of a bloke who trod the Earth
a humble carpenter and who surround
himself with other average blokes, fis
ermen and the like. I'm pretty sure th
among the Apostles there were no stoc
brokers, government ministers, mercha
bankers or real-estate developers.

Regardless of one’s position as
whether Christ is the Son of God, 1
lifec was an exercise in truth, honesty a
the courage that gocs with them. In t
course of his lifc he told his mother
get off his back, as he had more imp
tant things to do. I invite young m
cverywhere to consider the sort of con
age that takes. He told people he was t
Son of God when he knew that, in sayi
50, people would cither think him insa
or accuse him of blasphemy. In the ¢
tain knowledge of an incredibly paint
and drawn-out dcath, Christ told Ponti
Pilate and the Pharisees the truth wh
it would have been easier to lie. His oy
community nailed him to a cross and 1
him to die of asphyxiation on a hillsi
in the sun, surrounded by crimina
Hardly an incentive to tell the truth.

But 2000 years later, more than 33 |
cent of the people in the world ¢laim to
Christians and at lcast half that numl
again have heard of Christ and know
broad terms what he stood for. Ent
civilisations, including their literatu
and their arts, are constructed on t
principles he espoused.

Whether one is a believer or not, |
message here is clear for our political le.
ers: truth equals market penetration,
loyal customer base and brand longevity

John Schumann was the lead singer ¢
a songwritcr for the Australian band R
gum. He has acted as chief of staff for tl
leader of the Australian Democrats, Se:
tor Meg Lees. In the 1998 federal clection
took Foreign Minister Alexander Dow:
to postals in the hitherto safe Liberal s
of Mayo. He lives in Adelaide and runs
own strategic communications compan
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Paiadise gairec

OHN MoroNy DEsCRIBES his childhood and
cducation in Luther's Pine. The book closes in 1950
with his ordination in Rome as a priest. He was
then 23. Luther’s Pine was a tree under which the
Australian students at Propaganda College used
to gather. Propaganda was established in Rome for
students from mission countries. The pine tree was
later cut down.

As you would cxpect from a historian of
Molony’s distinction, his autobiography is written
chastely, clegantly, sclf-critically and charitably.
He describes a young man of exceptional decency
and courage, whose journey towards sclf-knowledge
takes him from the Mallce to the cosmopolitan, if
sheltered, world of Rome.

He has a gift for vivid description. Through simply
told stories, people significant in his story live in the
imagination. They range from his parents to his cousin
Bill, who is a Footscray boy, to the cold but just Jesuit
Henry Johnston, his passionate and encouraging men-
tors Charlic Mayne and Felice Cenci, and his malevo-
lent lecturer, the future Cardinal Pietro Parente.

Molony had to overcome many obstacles to
achieve what he had always wanted, and on the way
he discovered his intellectual gifts. But his book
breathes a deep and pervasive sadness. Luminous
stories of people living with great vitality are
followed by a note that the light later failed or was
extinguished. The book also becomes more edgy
as it draws to its conclusion. Not that the writing
cver loses its grace and control, but its melancholy
becomes exquisite. In one memorable paragraph he
describes his re-reading of the letters that he had
written to his mother:

The boy, the young man full of ideals and dreams who
wrote them, has long gone and the realms he lived in
have become another world. The shape of the boy and
his world remain, but in some measure only as list-
less ivy hanging on the outline of a building that once
had its own beauty. With few exceptions, the people
whom the boy knew and loved in the distant past are
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and lost

now dead. The writer, his youth and his manhood
spent, has yet to find his own peace. ™ world of the

carly 21st century is young,. It also strives for peace.

The tone of Luther’s Pine is clegiac. Alchough
its theme is a young man’s arrival at a longed-tor
destination—Paradise gained—the writer now expe-
riences this journcy as Paradise Lost. That young
man, most of his friecnds and his world have all
passed away. What is truc of the whole journey is also
truc of its mileposts: Molony had to leave the Mal-
lee becausc in hard years the farm could no longer
support the family. For his father, Mclbourne meant
exile from ancestors, land and clan. [t was an cxile

bravely borne. The son  experienced
exclusion more diffusely.

.‘.OL()NY’S EDUCATION WAS EPISODIC. At the
one school where he tlourished, he left after being
brutally assaulted by a tcacher. The following year he
had to rcturn in humiliation. The seminary authori-
ties made  is a condition of his acceptance. When he
began to teel at home in this new world, his Bishop
sent him prematurely to Rome.

But the story hints that the major exile lics
beyond the horizon of this volume. Molony refers
often to his resignation from priestly ministry as a
source of pain. He also hints, however, that the path
to pricsthood, that included initiation into a cleric:
culture, also contained exilic aspects. His readers
will hope that Molony will return more explicitly to
these themes later.

. Hlony has a keen sense of the relationship
between |t and preser He comments incisively
on a modern adage:

I could ncver accept that ‘The past is a forcign
country. They do things differently there’. The
people of my past did what their present told them
to do and those things will ever remain as they
were. The present is the other country in which we
do things differently.
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Birth of a na‘ion

T SEEMS AMERICA’s founding fathers
have never been more popular. Ameri-
cans have often been filled with patri-
otic nostalgia about the birth of the
republic and the figures that toiled to
make it so, but there is a renewed inter-
est, fuelled by new research and fresh
interpretations.

In recent ycars, new biographies of
George Washington, John Adams, Ben-
jamin Franklin and Alexander Ham-
ilton have featured in the national
bestseller lists. Stories of the founders,
the revolution and the creation of the
constitution are a staple of the Pulitzer
Prizes. There have been many new exhi-
bitions, documentaries and
movics about these men and the other
principal founders, Thomas Jefferson
and James Madison.

The nature of the scholarship has
swung from sentimental and undiluted
praisc, to condemnation, charges of
hypocrisy and ridicule. But the finer his-
torians have sought a balance: respect-
ing their achicvements while not being
uncritical about their shortcomings. The
scarch to truly understand them, in all
their complexitics and contradictions, is
what drives the interest.

Among the recent books examining
the founders and their legacy is the dis-
tinguished writer and political activist
Gore Vidal’s Inventing a Nation. Vidal
recalls a ‘bright morning’ conversation
with President John F. Kennedy that pro-
vided the motive for his book. Kennedy
asked how a ‘... backwoods country like
this, with only thrce million people,
could have produccd three great gen-
iuscs of the 18th century—Franklin, Jef-
ferson and Hamilton?” Vidal answered,
tflippantly, ‘“Timc. They had more of it
... They read. Wrotce letters. Apparently,

lectures,

thought, something no longer done—in
public life.” Now, some 40 years  cr,
Vidal provides a more detailed reply to
Kennedy’s question.
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Vidal approaches the birth of the
republic principally through three figures:
Washington, Adams and Jefferson. In his
examination of the founding, he describes
Washington’s ‘passive cminence’,  the
truly ‘great collaborators’” Hamilton ar
Madison, and the ‘godfathers’ Adams ar
Jefferson. From here Vidal travels back and
forth visiting the revolutionary wars e

continental congresses and e
carly years of the republic.

IDAL DESCRIBES THE competing ideas
and valuces in the creation of a nati  al
government, the relationships between
the protagonists, and the infighting  at
characterised Washington’s two  presi-
dential terms. He reminds us that none
of it was incvitable or easy; it was a long
struggle that required not only wisdom
but compromise.

This is not a misty-cyed portrayal of
the greatest of great men. Vidal does not
ignore their collective arrogance or the
political skulduggery that character-
ised the new nation’s carly years, nor
does he forgive them their hypocrisies,
tlaws or contradictions. He scems to
enjoy reminding us that Washington
did not win many battles, that Ham-
ilton favoured the ‘rich and wellborn’
over ‘the mass of the people’, that Madi-
son was a pawn in Jefferson’s political
games, that Franklin cnjoyed too many
joyous affairs’, that Adams saw virtue
in monarchy, and that Jefferson, in addi-
tion to his immorality, was in awe of the
French Revolution,

Most critically, despite the clarion
call cchoing from the Decclaration of
Independence that ‘all men are created
equal’, four of the first five presidents
were slave-owners. Indeed, the founders
chose to compromisc on slavery, leav-
ing it for future generations to resolve. It
would take a civil war to do so.

Vidal makes the story dramatic, yet
realistic, and ultimately compelling. He is

motivated not ‘by dramatic contradictions
in character’, but rather ‘in thosc
consistencies wherein lic greatness’.

Those  wanting  a scholarly
approach might consult the eminent
American historians o Ellis, Ron
Chernow, David McC zh, Gordon
Wood, Richard Brookhiser or Andrew
Burstein. Vidal’s tract invokes the image
of an informative dinner conversation,
with Vidal holding court at onc end and
perhaps his friend, NSW Premier Bob
Carr {(who has written a foreword) at the
other, agreeing about the greatness of
these men, yet drawing different conclu-
sions about their legacy.

Unfortunately, Vidal’'s pet subjects,
ranging from the imperial presidency,
public corruption and the power of cor-
porations, to the reach of the American
empire and the warin raq, all weave their
way into the narrative. In so doing, Vidal
enlists the founders to support his argu-
ments. There is Franklin railing against
the inevitability of ‘despotic government’
and ‘corrupted’ people, and Jefterson’s call
for new revolutions every generation to
keep ‘the tree of liberty’ refreshed.

This book is layered with Vidal's
lament that America, once great and
full of promise, has wi
transformed into a corporate, repressive,
oligarchical state. At its core the book is a
polemic, written by a disgruntled and dis-
illusioned American, hoping that Amer-
ica may yet fulfil its founding ambitions.

Though unconvincing in that,
is more than an anti-imperialist rant.
Rather, it is a wise attempt to answ
Kennedy’s question v ich has intrigued
scholars and students tor centuries, and
will do so for many years to come.

more

ered and been

Troy Bramston is co-cditor of The Hawke
Government: A critical  retrospective
{Pluto Press, 2003}, work:  wa Labor scna-
tor, and holds a master's degree in politics
and international relations from UNSW.
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" he politics of aid

ANIEL OakmAN TOLD Radio
National recently that he thought the
assumptions bchind the Colombo Plan
may sound fanciful today. Thesc included
the idea that aid would stimulate
cconomic development and that such
growth would in turn promote stability
and moderate political conflict. Also that
exposure to the Western capitalist system
and values would act as a deterrent to
communist intluence.

I'm not so sure things have changed.
We still expect miracles from tiny com-
mitments of aid. That those miracles don’t
occur fuels the arguments from skeptics
about waste and corruption and the inef-
feetiveness of aid, yet the money keeps
tlowing, particularly in times of threat:
communism then, terrorism now.

Government-sponsored aid then and
now is about politics. It is never purcly
humanitarian = but  must  accord  with
broader foreign-policy objectives and with
the so-called national interest. Yet the tax-
payer’s dollar can do good: not always by
achiceving the outcomes desired of a partic-
ular project; indeed more often by building
trust and understanding in donor and recip-
ient countries. Certainly, Oakman shows
that it was the cffeet on individuals that
reaped the largest returns on Australia’s
investment in the Colombo Plan.

Facing Asia is a mcticulous study
of the Colombo Plan, the first compre-
hensive aid package for Asia. The plan
involved convening a regional consulta-
tive conumittee, made up of donors and
recipients, to discuss the overall direction
of the plan, while programs of assistance
were decided upon and delivered bilater-
ally. This uniquc form created an institu-
tion that has lasted 50 years and is scen
by its Asian members as their own, rather
than somcething imposed by the West.

Australia had an important role in
the  lan’s conception mainly, as Oakiman
portrays it, bccause of Percy Spender,
the then Foreign Minister, who pushed
hard for the scheme in a manner that got
results. But his heavy-handed approach
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also alicnated people and saw what was
first termed the Spender  Resolution
evolve into the Colombo Plan, adopted in
London in October 1950.

Spender’s successaor, Lord Cascey, lat— ed
onto the plan’s propaganda value. He
insisted that projects be clearly identified as
Australian and scrve to build Asian good-
will. Badging its aid was again a priority for
the government in the late 1990s. This was
insisted upon even in face of the fact that
some projects will turn out to be white

clephants, given the risky nature
of the development game.

AKMAN SPENDS considerable time
discussing the cffectivencss of aid. He
describes a few white elephants but more
importantly shows how Australian diplo-
mats were reluctant and ill-cquipped to
monitor and cvaluate the aid programs.
Even in the 1950s, the Scerctary of the
Department of External Affairs, Arthur
Tange, wanted only to retain policy con-
trol of the aid program and to ‘offlo:
the administration’. Oakman also points
out how the lack of coher-
ence between aid and trade
policies has undermined aid’s
impact on cconomic growth.
Today, the debate contin-
ucs about which agencics
should dctermine aid policy
and how best to administer
the program. Similarly, the
issue of policy coherence
remains high on the agenda  CoiEs
of the OECD’s Development
Assistance Committee.

The  Vietnam War  was
the clearest manifestation of
the flaws in the theory that the Colombo
Plan would avert the communist threat, its
prime function in the Cold War period. Tt
also highlighted the minor role aid plays
in forcign policy. When the crun came,
military responscs were seized upon.
Chapter Six is an interesting discus-
sion about the cffect of the presence
of Asian students in Australia. I was

FACING ASIA

GIFT_FROM THE
us 1A PEOPLE

surpriscd to learn that only a fifth of these
were Colombo Plan students, with the rest
paying their own way. As Qalanan points
out, that is a measurc of the effectiveness
of the publicity campaign that permeated
Australia’s management of the plan.

While the number of scholars was
small—by 1966 some 12,000 had been
in Australia—Oakman concludes that
‘they marke  a watershed in Australia's
cultural development and their appear-
ance on university campusces and in pri-
vate homes across the country provided
a sustained challenge to the Australian
insularity’ embodiced, of course, in the
Whitc Australia Policy.

The other contributing factor to the
demisce of restrictive immigration policics
was the effect of Asia on visiting Colombo
Plan technical experts. They encountered
‘intelligent, courteous, English-speaking
counterparts with plenty of ideas and
welcoming hearts’—as well, at times, as
criticism of Australia’s racist policies and
of the tokenistic size of its aid program
{albeit in the 1960s about three times the
proportion of GDP than it
was in 2004).

Whilc the arrangement ot
the chapters in Facing Asid is
somewhat higgledy-piggledy,
overall this is an casily rcad
history of an important fca-
turc of Australia’s engage-
ment with Asia. It brings to
life the processes surround-

AN ing foreign and aid policy by

quoting many of the players

within government who, in

the days before the Freedom

of Information Act, were less
reluctant to put their views on paper. For
those writing the history of the next 50
years of Australian aid, the archives may
not he so revealing.

Francesca Be ie is a former diplomat who
also worked in the Australian Agency for
International Development (AusAID) in
the 1990s.






A world of brutal grace

Oldboy, dir. Chan-wook Park. Drunk in a
police waiting room, Dae-su Oh (Min-sik
Chot) sings, falls over, is handcuffed to a
hench, ties his shirt tails like a girlic pop
star and slurs his way through a varicty of
drunken wisdoms. Pathetic and hilarious.
When finally a friend picks him up, he
stumbles out into the rain, and disappears
into a sca of umbrellas—for 15 years.

Park  opens  Oldboy  beautifully,
introducing his characters in picces—
snatches of tlashbacks and tlashforwards,
drunkenness  disguising  reality  and
violenee blurring niceties. Park drops you,
with a brutal grace, into a world that is part
adult fairy tale, part children’s nightmare.

Dac-su Oh wakes in a small room.
There is a TV, a bed, a picture of a window
and a locked door, under which tood is
pushed. The TV is his only company, his
window on the world. Tt tells him who's
tops in the celebrity-TV-chet world, what
pop songs arc riding the charts and that
he’s murdered his wife—all with high-key,
popular TV enthusiasm, working as both
comforter and torturer.

For every vyear he is held captive
he tattoos the back of his hand with a
linc. A mark of remembrance. A map of
vengeance. Until finally on the eve of the
15th stroke he finds himsclf in a suit on
a roof with a mobile phone and a heart as
black as anything Edgar Allan Poc could
have imagined.

Despite the bleak premise of Park’s
sccond film in his vengeance trilogy (the
first being Sympathy for Mr Vengeance)
it is wonderfully funny and has a twisted
scnse of play. Park moves deftly from
gut-wrenching, physical confrontatic  to
playful love-making in a single intake of
breath. As often as not you'll find you  clf
laughing in the midst of the most visceral
nastiness. And it works.

Reminiscent  of Takeshi Kitano in
his 1997 masterpicce, Hana-Bi, Park
has the same finesse when it comes
to combining art and violence. Not to
mention that they share a laconic pacing
that messes perfectly with the audience’s

44 LURERA STRELT APRIL 2005

expectations—casually tossing you little
crumbs of information, and then, bang,
into the jaws of the lion.

Oldboy plays nimbly with time—
moving through great swathes of it with
uncxpected edits and a wily structure. The
cinematography (Jcong-hun Jeong) retlects
perfectly the film’s surrcal, noirish edge,
mixing extremes of contrast with an almost
comic-book palette. Oldboy doesn’t baulk
at the strange and unncerving. It has huge
ants sitting cross-legged in train carriages,
ungainly teeth extraction and foodstuffs so
lively as to be stomach-turning.

Why person  for 15
years without cxplanation? Well, Park
gives you cxplanations aplenty. Greek
just the right

imprison a

tragedy? Loads of it, wi
smattering of farce.
—Siobhan Jacks:

Tru 1 universally
acknowledged

Bride and Prejudice, dir. Gurinder

Chadha.

Dcarest sister,

It is a Truth universally acknowledged
among  film-makers that my
must be in want of a script-treatment.
Accordingly there has been a large number
of kinematic renditions of my  Plots,
ranging from the commendable to the
execrable. These extremes are rare, ar

novels

the greater part of the efforts have tended
towards worthiness without brilliance.
Some had the unfortunate quality of
inspiring mirth without any intention of
so doing: I must confess that the spectacle
presented by Miss Paltrow as Emma (ever
my Fav'rite heroine) caused me to laugh
unkindly. Driving Hatless in the sunlight,
in a Yellow Dress whose décolleté would
excite comment at an cvening dinner
party, she was as
clad, elegant Emma as it was possible to
imagine. Others have been worse: they
have attempted to add clements to my
plots that would never have found their
way into my imagination, let alonc a
work to which I would put my name. The
Dreadful Mansficld Park adaptation that
so vilely slandered Sir Thomas as a slaver
who behav’d immorally with the wretched
prisoners is a ar that a Lady possess’d of
any clegance of mind could Never forgive.

unlike my white-

Bearing all this in mind I feel that the
recent attempts of Miss Chadha to render
my novel intelligible to the denizens of the
Vast Subcontinent are quite commend-
able. The costumes and music are colo
ful and amusing. The actress selected to
play Elizabeth {Aishwarya Rail is a lively
Young Person of considerable looks and
accomplishments; T understand she has
won prizes for her beauty.

Yrs, etc.

Beloved Jane,

Little did we expect that your delighttnl
histoires would rcach a world so mu
wider than our select fam
viding gainful occupation for so many!
Am I betraying a sclfish partiality for the
Dear Original, in detecting a thinness, a
sense of quoting the quote, in Bride and
For besides abundant enter-

circle, pro-

Prejudice?
tainment, is there not also a depth of phi-
losophy in your wonderful words that build
a little world of such crvstalline clarity in
the mind of the reader? Yet one might try,
but try in vain, to induce a member of the
Stronger Scx under thirty to read them. |
have even heard a Young Freind describe
yr books as ‘chunky chicklit’! Jane, retlect
on the compliment to your ocuvre, that it
may outlive literacy:.

One has to admit that transporting
the Benncets to India as the Bakshis was
prettily apropos. The Bakshi sisters, it
would scem, have lives quite similar to
our own; living at home until marriage,
subject to their parents, maintaining their

. accomplishments. Bu
to banish cvery painful thought, and think
only of Bright Raiment, endless Musical
Interludes and Choc-Tops.

Yr affectionate sister,
Cassandra
—Lucille Hughes and Juliette Hugh

will endeavour

A bleak prognos ;

The Hlustrated Family Doctor, dir. Kriv
Stenders. There is a tendency among
Australian critics to pull their punches
they discuss Australian  films.
With the industry in tatters and licele
hope on the horizon, our practitioners
nced encouragement, not tough love.
What is too often omitted from the
cquation is the Australian audicnce—
how are we to feel when The | ed
Familv Doctor is, for all its excruciating

when






Debates ad disco irses

‘T-Lo alert! Give me that bloody remote!’

‘Don’t be a telly Hitler, Mum’

‘Am not. Can’t blame me for having taste.’

“Tu sei molto cattiva, e molto antipatica. E molto bassa.’

TER IS ENJOYING LEARNING Italian for a trip to Italy. He can
call his mother wicked, grumpy and short in two languages now. [
return the epithets in a more operatic accent, but forgetting to put
the male ending on the words, he gets to gloat. Most of our alter-
cations arc¢ about his calm assumption that the remote is his do-
main. I supposc he keeps me from fossilising by putting on MTV
with Jackass and Dirty Sanchez, as well as the kind of music they
play on that channcl. Young blokes also scem to love cartoons, so
in our house we also get a lot of Simpsons, South Park and Fam-
ilv Man. 1like some of these and loathe others, especially Family
Man. Where is the bridge over the generational taste-abyss? [am,
despite slanderous aspersions from my offspring, a reasonably
broadminded and curious person for my advanced age, so I find
mysclf enjoying MTV when Gwen Stefani or Queens of the Stone
Agc come along. But Tdraw the line at 50 Cent and J-Lo and indeed
any video clip that has herds of subscrvient ho’s waggling their
reproductive facilities at arrogant, drug-fuclled males. This puts a
lot of hip-hop and R& B outside my pale, because as Kath and Kim
would say, they get up my goat.

But there are things we can all watch together without
tighting. In March on the ABC there was that gorgeously grot-
ty program The Bodvsnatchers. Maggots being popped out of
scalps and necks; tapeworm dramas; cautionary tales for the
vouny fcllers about the reason why you should never pee in the
Amazon. It was all pity and terror with a lot of fear and loath-
ing and EEEK! thrown in. Now that was good telly, there should
be more of it: the whole tamily watched, spellbound, with only
the weak-stomached protesting. One of my dearest friends, an
89-year-old retired missionary, and veteran of numerous bouts
ot malaria, loved it. It reminded him of his salad days in the
tropics, helping people overcome these things. (Good missionar-
ics were always just as concerned for their Hlocks” bodily healeh
as for their spirvitual wellbeing.) Bodvsnatchers was the perfect
cross-generational program: something to disgust and delighe,
all without oftending. A rarc ong, that.

There are things 1'd rather not watch with the son, and it’s
heartily reciprocated: stuft about sex mainly. We've never been
prudes in our family, but neither are we the sort of people who
wander round the house in the nuddy, chatting casually about
their latest sexual encounter. If that makes me a repressed prod-
uct of my upbringing, then good. Whoopee. There are things that
a la  does not wish to share with his mum, nor she with him,
unless they’re in a French maovie or a play by Acschylus.
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So 1 was glad when he was out with mates when SBS
showed that documentary about the author of The Storv of O.
It was depressing viewing, because it seemed to be saying that
truc croticism was about sclf-abasement, and about submitting
to bullying of the crudest, most schoolyard type. {School by
lying is something that should warn us about people who like
to ritualise cruelty and make little games of it.) The horrible
degradations that were the products of Dominique Aury’s im-
agination were intended to give her lover pleasure. These tor-
tures involved stuff thar was outlawed in the Geneva Conven-
tion, so what makes it OK to define it as love? What on carth
cver happened to female emancipation? The very thought of
a beloved enjoying raping, humi
end the relationship for anyone who wasn’t nuts, surcly. Real

lovers fall in love and arc ravished by the sheer
sweetness of touching cach other.

ting and whipping would

HE WHOLE IDEA THAT A woman's ultimate raprure is to be
controlled, enslaved and degraded is so damned old-fashioned,
so bloody c¢riminal. {Perhaps it’s because T was born in a town
in England that spawned the Moors murderers that T don’t find
the whole SM caboodle funny or even vulgar, just evil. That pair
romanticiscd De Sade and read his books.) So how is it that the
generally accepted definition of erotica these days always scems
to involve the dreary leather-costume party of SM? Or is it that
the really edgy stuff that people find hard to write about, to de-
pict artistically, is tenderness and joy? Real sexual love, between
enrapturced cquals, is perhaps as difficult to render convineingly
as religious experience. The ritual crudities of fundamentalism
and of sadomasochism arce similar in the relation they bear o
the real experiences of God or of sex. The horrors of Abu Ghraib
and Guantinamo Bay involved sexual degradation and the intlic-
tion of pain and fear, and were the product of the fundamentalist
Christian Bush administration in horrible intercourse with the
tundamentalist Islamic al Qaceda.

Strange, really. The most suppressed discourses in the world
right now arc the gentle message of Vatican 11, the language of
liberation, conservation and peace, and the celehration of loving,
equal, mutual sexual attraction.

In the meantime in our house, we’ll continuce to tolerate cach
other’s programs up to the point of nausca or cmbarrassment.
We'll be able to watch the animal documentaries, Media Watceh,
and Roy and H. G's new Memphis Trousers THalf Hour. We'll
watch the news, some food programs and from time to time we'll
even turn the damn thing off and learn more Italian insults.

Cido.

Juliette Hughes is a freclance writer.
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