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COMMENT

From the editors

ELCOME TO THIS FIRST ISSUE OF Eureka Street. The
magazine’s birth sees Australia truly at a crossroads,
looking for new roads to explore and new directions.

Our name, Eureka Street, suggests ‘Discovery
Road’. It is also a profoundly Australian name, with
overtones of diggers, a quest for liberty and the sheer
joy of making discoveries in a land whose cultural lodes
arerich. Geographically speaking, our publishing house
adjoins Eureka Street; a few doors away is the Eureka
Hotel, so named by the family of Peter Lalor.

But why launch a new publication at a time of re-
cession and international conflict? We believe that with
the mass media now in fewer hands than they have been
for decades, the range of perspectives offered to Aus-
tralian readers is too few. And the right questions—the
questions behind the questions—are not being pursued
vigorously enough. Eureka Street aims to pinpoint issues
of importance to Australia, in the context of the region
and the wider world. We are enlisting writers who report
accurately, analyse perceptively and who are capable of
making their own contribution to the questions at hand.

What else is distinctive about Fureka Street? The
magazine’s publishing base is fourfold—it is initiated
by the Jesuits (Society of Jesus) together with the Sisters
of Mercy, the Loreto Sisters and the De La Salle Broth-
ers. These religious institutes within the Catholic
Church are represented on the editorial board. The
majority of board members, however, are lay people
possessing a broad range of expertise and experience in
public life. Interstate and overseas correspondents will
help keep our perspectives broad.

Law and peace

NE SMALL BUT CHILLING tableau stands as preface
to the Gulf war: Iraqi foreign minister Tariq Aziz and
US secretary of state James Baker sitting for six hours
not listening to one another. Or rather, each appears to
have waited in vain only to hear the other capitulate—
that and nothing else. Scarcely the art of listening at its
best: less a scenario of human communication than a
pantomime of mutual incomprehension.

Each day leading to the Gulf war uncovered more
differences of worldview—not just differences of polit-
ical agenda—between the major players. Between the
ruthlessness of the Iraqi leaders and the pride of US
leadership lay profound differences of culturc, incom-
patible notions of what constitutes an ideal society, and
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The scope of Eureka Street’s interests is indicated
by the range of articles in our first issue. We look at:

» The problematics of the press in Australia {beyond
the entrepreneurs and overpricing).

» A proposal by the Commonwealth to swap powers
with the states.

e Background to the resurgence of Islam.

e What leads an artist like John Spooner to draw covers
like ours.

e The Aboriginal Art and Spirituality exhibition, which
is scheduled to tour nationally.

» Regional issues in Papua New Guinea and Burma.

e Likely tensions at the forthcoming meeting of Europe’s
Catholic bishops.

e Robert Hughes’ view of 1990s culture examined
through the art scene.

* Reviews of two new books on China after Tien’anmen,
and a critical examination of Australia’s ad hoc theatre
funding.

And much more.

In Eureka Street we aim to demonstrate (in an un-
selfconscious way) Christianity’s continuing vigour —
and the resources of wisdom it makes available to
anyone making important decisions, public or private.
Issues that present as primarily religious or churchly
always turn out to have counterparts elsewhere. In any
case, Christianity and other religions have been, and
continue to be, formative factors in Austr.  a.

Above all, we want Eureka Street to be ‘a good read’
for thoughtful people. We hope you find it so.

too brief a tale

diverse conceptions of God and divine intentions. [See
‘The culture gulf’, p. 13.]

The two nations appeared to lack any point of con-
tact except of the most confrontational kind: conflict-
ing oil interests, left-over grievances and fearsome
weaponry. This, surely, is a tragedy for civilisation as a
whole and for both cultures.

And what will be the aftermath? Peace, or the seeds
of later conflicts?

The world has witnessed again the potency of na-
tions to make war—and their apparent impotence to
work the miracle of peace. Military arts and sciences
appear grotesquely well developed compa with their
pacific counterparts.



No one can pretend that peace-making—or even
peace-keeping—will be easy in what Age correspond-
ent Tony Walker describes as ‘the cruel bazaar of Mid-
dle East politics’. But without a new respect for
international law no peace appears likely to hold. Well-
judged law, agreed resolutions based on justice, and a
recognition of the authority of both, must form the cor-
nerstone of any lasting peace. No balance of forces will
suffice. Peace-keeping strategies built on that premise
have proved bankrupt in the Middle East and elsewhere.

International laws—and their near neighbours,
United Nations resolutions—have had to yield to ex-
pediency (or selective deafness) too often over the past
25 years. The result is a weak sense of international law
and of the international justice it seeks to embody. Each
time a law or resolution came to be ignored (particularly
since there is no powerful body to enforce it but only
the fragile consensus of nations) the likelihood of future
conflicts rose a level and the possibility of settling dis-
putes securely declined.

Recent instances of the law becoming a dead letter
run from the annexation of East Jerusalem in 1968 to
the mining of Nicaraguan ports (declared illegal by the
International Court of Justice }, and on to Soviet armed
incursions from Hungary to the Baltics. Each of these
violations tore another piece from the fabric of inter-
national law, leaving it a little more threadbare to de
with Middle East grievances in 1990-91.

What is being argued is not that conclusions reached
by the International Court or the UN Security Council
will always be correct, or even timely. But they must be
listened to, held in respect and worked towards.

The Gulf crisis is a prime instance of our need to
study more closely than ever before the arts of peace-
negotiation, peace-restoration and peace-maintenance.
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Deciding the balance of right and wrong in a situation,
even if this can be done with clarity, is no more than
the first step in resolving conflict. In the case of Kuwait,
the United Nations decided overwhelmingly that Iraq’s
occupation was illegal. The nations then chose a block-
ade by land and sea to underline their conviction, deny
Iraq the fruits of its aggression and express their hope
that itsleaders would, under duress, come to their senses.

Quite separate in principle is the further issue of
the UN permission to roll back the Kuwait invasion by
military means. Whatever else may be said of it, this
was not a direction by the UN but a permission. It could
be seen as showing a lack of confidence in the power of
non-military means—including international law—to
bring an oppressor to heel. Certainly in the judgment of
Pope John Paul, a leader with cons: rable experience
of international conflict, a ‘military solution’ was no
way to go.

The task now at hand for us all is to study peace
and peace-making.

While Iraq’s belated claim to have invaded Kuwait
as a gesture of support for the Palestinian people was
widely perceived as specious, Saddam’s one positive
achievement may have been to put the Palestinian is-
sue back on the international agenda—inescapably. The
issue of a homeland for the Palestinians, a just cause,
has been addressed often but never successfully during
the past 40 years. Even Israeli prime minister Shamir

conceded, at least briefly, that it isa linchpin
for any lasting peace in the region.

DURING THIS CENTURY, many of the best brains, as
well as massive technological resources, have been co-
opted to serve the arts of war. Peace institutes develop-
ing hard-headed strategies for bringing about justice
peaceably should be encouraged in all practical ways.
They should be called on to show that international
disputes can be resolved, and how. Still, the literature
of peace studies emphasises how much 1is still to be
learnt, and can only be learnt in practice.

The costs of our failing to resolve international
disputes and resorting to military means cannot be ad-
equately measured, since we cannot put a price on hu-
man lives, or hunger among Third Word peoples whose
patrimony is squandered on war machines, or even the
value of the work-hours wasted on war.

To date {we are writing early in the Gulf war), the
machinery of peace—symbolised in the person of the
UN secretary general—appears intimidated and
resourceless. Lacking are sufficient experiences of suc-
cessful peace-making in our new and shifting interna-
tional scene, and a body of international law and
precedent that commands respect.

A major cause of the Gulf war was non-communi-
cation. Urgently needed now is much greater under-
standing, especially across the Islamic-Christian gap.

These days the machines of war more and more
resemble a rampaging tyrannosaurus rex. We shonld
prepare for the era after its extinction.
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IMIARGARET SIMONS

Inside the press gang

Restrictive defamation laws and concentration of media ownership
make it hard for journalists to report without fear or favour. But do
their own attitudes also undermine journalistic standards!?

OURNALISTS ARE IN MANY WAYS like the police. Neither
side will welcome the comparison, but the many faults
in the way journalism is practised in Australia can in
part be explained by the similarities. Why is it that the
fourth estate in Australia so rarely succeeds in detecting
wrong-doing, and in uncovering the corruption and cro-
nyism that undoubtedly proliferates? More important-
ly, why does the media so rarcly succeed in enriching
public debate?

The question is part of a larger issue. Public life in
Australia is impoverished. For example, a tew years ago
discussion of the cconomy was only one aspect of poli-
tics. It was seen as a means to an end. What that end
should be—what sort of society we want to live in —
was the main topic of political debate. Now that debate
is almost entircly about cconomics, and the media
merely reports it, with little critical analysis.

Last ycar’s debate over private ownership of tele-
communications was not reported as a battle between
principles, but as a battle between personalitics (Beaz-
ley versus Keating). Certain public policies were in
fashion, and that fashion was reflected in the columns
of political commentators. To my knowledge, only one
journalist went against the tide—Kenneth Davidson in
The Age. He was bitterly attacked by Paul Keating,

Until recently, there was virtually no media analy-
sis or public debate on whether Victoria’s State Bank
really needed to be sold. When the debate did occur, it
was because the media had reported the views of an ac-
ademic. It then reported the views of the politicians
concerned, but at no stage did it attempt any independent
scrutiny of the deal, or even treat the issue as one for
legitimate debate. This poverty of public discussion in
the media is both a symptom and a cause of the poverty
of public life in Australia. But it also has to do with the
way journalists do their jobs, and with the culture of
Newsrooms.
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That brings us back to journalists and the police.
Both professions involve regular contact with the un-
pleasant side of life, long hours, hard work under pres-
sure, and sometimes danger. Both groups are cither
feared, despised or fawned upon by much of the public.
Recruits to both professions are usually young, often
ill-educated, and until recently most were male. Nei-
ther journalists nor police receive much grounding in
ethics, or in the subtleties of dealing with the public. In
fact, most journalists are not really trained at all in any-
thing but the crudest mechanics of their task.

Both police and journalists are inducted by a sys-
tem of cadetship. The vast majority of recruits come
straight from school and absorb attitudes to their work
by exposure to the more experienced, and often more
cynical, people working around them. The old methods
become the new, with little opportunity or encourage-
ment for fresh ideas to penetratc. An air of anti-intel-
lectualism pervades both police stations and newsrooms.
Thinking is not encouraged and, in any case, there is
hardly time for it. (That is, unless you are lucky enough
to become a columnist, by which time you may have
lost the knack.} Youth, arrogance, bravado and cynicism
arc common in both newsrooms and police stations. It
is hard to be a good journalist, or a good cop, in this
climate. Cynicisim, of course, is frequently self-fulfilling.

How genuine then, is the media’s appeal to high
ideals, and to the role of a fourth estate? The media
should by rights be among the main inhibitors of insti-
tutionalized misconduct and corruption in our public
life. In fact it is doubtful whether the media do fulfill
this role. Some of the reasons for this, including restric-
tive defamation and contempt laws, are well known and
are at present the subject of heated, but ill-reported, de-
bate. Concentration of media ownership is another
threat. At the time of writing, the Fairfax newspaper
empirc is in receivership and its newspapers are likely



to be sold off to the highest bidder. The television in-
dustry is in a similar state of ill health.

These problems should not be minimised, but nor
should they be used to excuse all the media’s faults.
Institutional culture is a powerful thing, and the culture
of journalism probably has more effect on what does
and does not appear in the media than do legal restric-
tions. The evidence suggests that even if legal restric-
tions were swept away overnight, the malaise would
not necessarily be cured. In 1982, for example, there was
a revolution in the laws affecting the public’s access to
information held by government. Freedom of informa-
tion [FoI| laws came into force in Victoria and the Com-
monwealth, giving journalists and the public a legally
enforceable right to information, and to the power that
goes with it.

In America, Fol is one of the journalist’s most fre-
quently used tools. Yet in Australia, at a time when the
media is constantly, and justly, protesting about legal
restrictions, few journalists bother to learn about or use
Fol. Scrutiny of government is therefore poorer. The ar-
guments journalists raise against using Fol are an illus-
tration of the unquestioning acceptance of old priorities
and methods. It is said to be too slow, too legalistic and
too difficult. Some reporters are affronted by the infer-
ence that their contacts are not good enough to ‘leak’
them everything they need. The tacit obligations

such leaks entail are, of course, exempt from

T examination.
HE MEDIA ARE NOT IMMUNE from that common

attribute of institutions, the tendency to appeal to legit-
imate considerations for self-interested or ignoble
motives. Freedom of the media, which of course is vitally
important, is used as a justification for a wide range of
behaviour and is trotted out every time someone ques-
tions the wis m and taste of, or the motive for, partic-
ular published or broadcast material. ‘Freedom of the
media’ becomes little more than a slogan. Sometimes it
means no more than the freedom to practise bad jour-
nalism while feeling smug.

The other slogan journalists use to justify what they
do is ‘objectivity’. During the Fitzgerald inquiry into
police corruption, Queensland Newspapers justified its
publication of blatant propaganda from police by saying
that it had an obligation to report both sides, and that it
had already published the statements of Mr Tony Fitz-
gerald QC and written ¢  torials in his support. The fact
that some of the stories from ‘police sources’ tumed out
to be patently false did not abash the reporters. It was
their job to report, they said, not to apply value judg-
ments, and certainly not to censor.

There are at least two problems with this. First, it
is a very naive approach. It ignores the simple fact that
any journalist, and any media organisation, constantly
imposes judgments by selecting material for publication.
This is meant to be done on the basis of ‘newsworthi-
ness’, and independently of political or or other sectional
bias. Many academic studies have tried to define ‘news-

worthiness’ as understood by journalists. It involves, of
course, a judgment influenced by traditional methods
of doing things, traditional (and largely unexamined)
priorities, the seniority of the journalist who has written
the story, and a complex network of relationships, in-
cluding those between the journalists and their sources
and journalists and their superiors in the newsroom
hierarchy.

The Canberra press gallery provides the most obvi-
ous examples of the problematic nature of news judg-
ments in Australia. I have already mentioned the debate
on telecommunications, but the identity card contro-
versy is another good example. Although it was the is-
sue that formally triggered the 1987 federal election, the
ID card proposal was barely discussed during the cam-
paign. After the election had been won, a group of
prominent Australians campaigned on the issue, got
significant media attention, and the ID card idea was
dropped in favour of the tax-file number. The number,
it was said, would only be used to crack down on tax
avoidance. But this proposal was changed
by the last federal budget, which an-
nounced that the number would also be
used to combat social security and other
fraud on the public purse. The privacy
commissioner, Mr Kevin O’Connor, has
said on several occasions that the new
plans are in effect the original ID card
proposal back again. He has received
scarcely any media coverage, and there is
certainly no suggestion that the proposals
will be dropped.

If O’Connor is correct, all the media
kerfuffle after the election succeeded in
doing was to delay the introduction of a
scheme. It did not succeed in promoting
public debate on the merits of the scheme,
nor did it act as much of a curb on gov-
ernment use of power and information.
Although the media may have been objective in that it
did not push one side or the other, the ‘newsworthi-
ness’ judgments were a matter of trends, relationships
with politicians, and fashion within the Canberra press
gallery. At no stage were the fundamentals of those re-
lationships questioned. The Courier-Mail in Queens-
land was in many ways no worse, it is just that its faults
became acutely obvious because the established social
order was being overturned. The Courier-Mail, like the
police force, was unable to adjust and simply went on
publishing what people said, with little examination of
why they might be saying it. Canberra has yet to go
through a similar upheaval, so the power relationships
remain unquestioned.

The second problem with the catch-cry ‘objectivi-
ty’ is that the word is used in an impoverished fashion.
For many journalists, it seems to mean little more than
an excuse for not thinking about the issucs reported. So
long as propaganda from both sides is given equal space,
the newspaper can claim to be doing its job. And news-
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The media in
Australia has
helped
contribute to
a climate

in which
corruption
has flourished
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JACK WATERFORD

Trading away welfare

Altering Australia’s constitution is generally a Herculean task.
Yet an exchange of powers between the Commonwealth and
the states may soon occur simply by the leaders’ agreement.

HE COMMONWEALTH is close to agreement with
the states on one of the most significant exchanges of
powers since federation. The deal? Canberra would hand
control of most of its community service programs to
the states in exchange for their industrial relations
powers. First cabs off the rank are likely to be the $480
million Housing and Community Care Programs and
the $130 million Supported Accommodation Assistance
Plan. But eventually Commonwealth spending on
hospitals {about $4.7 billion), nursing homes ($1.9 bil-
lion), primary and secondary education ($2.4 billion),
disability and rchabilitation services ($300 million) and
child care ($250 million) would be placed in the hands
of the states, without direct controls.

On the block is about nine per cent of Common-
wealth budget outlays. The question is not whether the
money will continue to be spent—it will be, either by
the states or through agencies funded by them. But the
Commonwealth is considering getting out of any direct
involvement in such services, and removing many of
the strings it has previously attached to money given to
the states.

To be fair, the Commonwealth is not proposing
simply to abdicate its responsibilities. Agrcement on
policy objectives would be a precondition for handing
over existing Commonwealth functions to the states,
and there would be some supervisory machinery to
ensure that objectives were achieved. Nonetheless, the
move marks a significant retreat by the Commonwealth
from involvement in welfare programs. And the kind
of supervision envisaged, viewed alongside the Com-
monwealth’s lamentable record in supervising money
given to the states, suggests that it really wants to get
out of the game.

The Commonwealth’s idea of supervision involves
upgrading the role of bodies such as the Australian In-
stitute of Health and the Bureau of Statistics. It would
continue to gather information about needs, and, to a
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limited extent, about how they are being addressed. But
detailed information about the efficiency and cffective-
ness of welfare programs may scarcely be available at
all.

Given that the states have a much poorer record
than the Commonwealth in developing imaginative
programs for specially disadvantaged groups, such as
Aborigines, migrants and the disabled, and in sponsoring
programs controlled by client groups, the quality and
extent of these services are at risk. The winners may be
those institutional and church welfare programs that
are often favoured by the states, but which are not re-
nowned for picking up hard cases, for innovative pro-
grams, or for giving welfare clients a say in what is done
for them.

There is also a profound risk of the states moving
in different directions. Standards of service and eligi-
bility for services already differ markedly around the
country, and some states—Queensland, for example—
have a poor record in spending on community services.
The Commonwealth has often had to target programs
in particular states in an effort to get some uniformity
of rights and entitlements. Where there are marked dif-
ferences of apprc 7, it is ust those at )
who suffer.



Economic pressures have hitherto moved towards
making Australia one nation, dismantling the strait-
jacket of separate state and territorial rules that make a
single market impossible. The Commonwealth’s push
for the states to hand over their industrial-relations
powers is a good example. But if Australia ought to be
one nation with one economy, why should it have eight
separate welfare systems? Of course, no one can be
completely happy with the system in place at the mo-
ment. The Commonwealth, and the taxpayer, can have
little confidence that they are getting proper value for
the money given to the states under supposedly strict
conditions. The truth is that the Commonwealth has
had very little control over this money.

Late last year, Parliament heard from the Com-
monwealth Auditor-General that he was unable to ac-
count for nearly half of the $12.6 billion given to the
states in tied grants during 1989-90. There was no cer-
tification from state auditors that the money had been
spent for the purposes for which it had been given—the
absolute minimum in accountability. Commonwealth
departments are supposed to monitor the type of spend-
ing and often require considerable information from the
states about what is going on. Yet the Commonwealth
auditor reported bluntly that many programs even lacked

clear objectives. The result is evident from the

! many national surveys of welfare programs.

NATIONAL INQUIRY by the Human Rights and Equal
Opportunity Commission reported in 1989 that in wel-
fare services for homeless children there was:
¢ A lack of clear demarcation of responsibility among
federal, state and local governments.

e A lack of agreed policy objectives.

e A failure of planning and co-ordination.

¢ A low standard of service provision and monitoring.
¢ Inadequate support to service providers.

e Inadequate training and conditions for workers.

‘There has been no comprehensive national as-
sessment of the needs of homeless children and young
people’, the report stated. ‘There has been no overall
planning of the allocation of either Commonwealth or
state welfare funds appropriated for the establishment,
development and maintenance of welfare services or for
research and planning in relation to those services, and
no investigation of the training needs of those respon-
sible for the delivery of such services. There has been
no nationwide evaluation of programs.’

Much the same could be said of any area of welfare
policy. And this is not a new problem. In 1976, the
Coombs royal commission spoke of the difficulties of
some welfare programs where responsibility for plan-
ning and management was ‘dispersed between federal,
state and local levels of government and innumerable
voluntary groups, and, with the various levels of gov-
ernment, between departments, commissions and oth-
er agencies’.

One of the chief problems for the Commonwealth
is that its difficulties in enforcing agreements with the

states are political, not legal. To snatch money back
from the states, even money granted on strict condi-
tions that have not been honoured, is practically im-
possible. Any refusal to continue funding, even when
there is clear evidence that funding is being misused or
used ineffectively, is also impossible.

The question is whether such problems are best
dealt with by a transfer of responsibility to the states,
with only a residual role for the Commonwealth. The
principle for which the Commonwealth will argue is
that it should sit down with state ministers, collectively
or individually, and agree on objectives for specific wel-
fare programs. Only after agreement was reached would
they discuss who should exercise specific welfare
functions.

Such agreements are certainly not impossible. Al-
ready, for example, the states have agreed with the
Commonwealth that the latter is best left in charge of
employment services for people with disabilities, be-
cause of the Commonwealth’s general responsibility for
employment and the links with social security transfer
payments. On the other hand, the Commonwealth has
already agreed with the states that, prima facie, ac-
commodation services ought to belong to them.

The working papers for the last Premiers’ confer-
ence speak of agreements being drawn up specifying
policy goals, the scope for diversity of approach between
states, which level of government should carry out what
functions, and details of effective accountability mech-
anisms and ways to determine the systems’s effective-
ness and efficiency. In practice, however, the states have
every reason to play it tough. First, they know that the
Commonwealth, particularly the Prime Minister’s De-
partment, is anxious to unload most of the welfare area.
And they know that the Commonwealth’s proposals for
auditing and accountability controls are, to put it
bluntly, pathetic.

It is worthwhile remembering why the Common-
wealth first became involved in such areas. Its massive
direct role in community services—and its finger in the
state pie through tied grants—came about because the
states were manifestly failing to deliver services in just
these areas. In many cases, it was not simply a matter
of a lack of funds but of complete indifference to
maintaining a broad national equity in social services.
Some of this indifference, particularly in more conserv-
ative states such as Queensland and Western Australia
(both, ironically, under Labor governments), persists in
the bureaucracy and in the ministry. It is pronounced
in relation to Aboriginal Affairs, but extends to services
for women, migrants and the disabled. Nice, safe char-
ities will probably be fine if what is proposed eventuates.
but the worst-off citizens may not be so happy.

Jack Waterford is deputy editor of The Canberra Times.
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The culture gult

It has taken a war to alert many to the deep sense of grievance felt
by Muslims. The West has spent three centuries learning to be
impervious to Islamic culture.Now, it is counting the cost.

HE SOVIET (GOVERNMENT, as every-
one knows, is resisting demands for
independence from the Baltic states.
It resists not because the USSR
fails to recognise that these
countries have a legitimate
claim to independence, but
because it is afraid of set-
ting a precedent for its vol-
atile Muslim republics.

There are about 60
million Muslims in the
USSR, 20 per cent of the
population and the fastest
growing group there. In
thirty years—one genera-
tion—Muslims will out-
number the Russians. After a
century of repression, first Czar-
ist and then Communist, the peo-
ples of six of the Soviet Republics are
still actively and proudly Muslim. The
leaders of the Soviet Union wonder whether it is
even possible for these Muslims to live under a non-
Muslim Government. One may add that these peoples
of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan,
Tajikistan and the Kirghiz Republic wonder that too.

Forty years ago, I spent my sophomore year of col-
lege at the American University in the then-beautiful
city of Beirut. Since then Lebanon has become a syno-
nym for all we fear and dread most in the modern world:
unlimited urban violence, complete social collapse, the
war of all against all. But Lebanon then was a different
place. I made friends with young people from Syria,
Palestine, Iraq, Cyprus, Jordan and Iran. They were

Muslims, or Eastern Christians who lived
easily and tolerantly among them.
Many of them are still my
friends. I came to realise that
Americans had simply no
idea of what motivated
these people, why they
felt reproachful towards
the United States, and
what their past had been
at the crossroads of three
continents.
I became con-
vinced that because of
the ignorance of the
United States it was im-
perative to for me to study
these people, to make it my
life’s goal to to try to under-
stand them and interpret them
impartially. It seemed clear to me
that the United States would want in-
terpreters for this vital area, very soon. Iwould
dedicate myself to studying languages and literatures,
religion, art, history, hopes and fears, because only a
tiny handful of Americans knew anything about them,
and these few would not suffice for the job in hand.
What1 learned after spending the next eight years
doing these things was that America did not want to
know. It was very convenient to ignore these people
and to see all our interests in that area in terms of world
power conflicts. The United States did not want to look
at the Middle Eastern peoples themselves or do the hard
work necessary to understand their languages and cul-
tures. America was fat and intellectually complacent.
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For a long time, the United States didn’t even want to
teach in its universities what was motivating Muslims,
because ‘it might be controversial’. My career for years
became to teach Muslims outside the
United States—seven years in Canada
and twelve years in Egypt—about their

Imitation history, art and culture. They needed to
know and they were interested.
Of the Today the world is beginning to
understand a few basic facts. Muslims
West number nearly one billion, they sit astride
strategic areas, they control most of the
seemed reserves of vital resources. Islam is the
fastest-growing religion in the United
OH]Y the States, and Muslims are the fastest
growing group in the USSR. Muslims
road to have produced one of the world’s greatest
. civilisations, and their religion, culture
destruction

and art are worthy of our deep respect. If
we do not want their friendship, we
should at least be aware that they make
formidable enemies.

One of the astonishing political, cultural and reli-
gious facts of our time is that Islam has revived and is a
cultural force again in the last quarter of the 20th cen-
tury. Islam is a religion, but it is also a polity—that is, a
community that requires government—and a civilisa-
tion: three things, all of which have a history, and all of
which need to be understood. The 250 years’ sleep of
the Islamic world may suggest a Rip van Winkle figure.
It would be equally apt to talk about the 200 years’ sleep
of the United States, in its cozy isolation, buffered by
great oceans from the world our ancestors in Europe,
Asia and Africa knew.

The 17th century, when the US was colonised, cer-
tainly knew something about Islam. In 1658, Muslims
had invaded Hungary from Turkish-controlled Tran-
sylvania. In 1669 they conquered Crete. In 1672, they
invaded Poland. By 1678, Muslims had defeated the
Russian Empire and conquered part of the Ukraine. Is-
lam was continuing to spread deep into Asia and Africa.
In the 17th century, the Black Sea was still, as it had
been for centuries, a Muslim lake. And in 1683 a Mus-
lim army once again marched to the gates of Vienna
and laid siege to the capital of the Hapsburg Empire.
Western civilisation once again trembled at what Mus-
lims might do.

Europe had grown up deeply awarc of Muslim civ-
ilisation, from the time before Charlemagne when ar-
mies of Muslims led by Arabs had conquered Spain.
Their descendants remained in Spain for 780 years. Is-
lam was the great challenger. Europeans were always
having to compete with Muslims, and for nearly a mil-
lennium the Muslims managed to give a good account
of themselves, and often to win. In terms of sea power,
productivity and organisation, trade and gracious living,
science and intellectual accomplishiments, Islam usually
exercised an easy superiority over the West. Only at the
very end of the 17th century did the Europeans begin to
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demonstrate a growing technological and organisation-
al edge over the Muslims. The Muslims were aware
that some things had happened, to their disadvantage,
but 980 years had given them an ingrained habit of su-
periority. They were confident that they would regain
their old advantages, up until 1798. That was the fateful
year, because in July, Napoleon Bonaparte invaded Egypt
and conquered it. For the first time the Western world
displayed its will and its ability to invade, conquer and
exploit old Muslim lands, their resources and their
populations. The French were driven out by the Turks
in alliance with the British, but by 1882 the British had
invaded Egypt again, to do what Napoleon could not do.

In the meantime, one old Muslim country after
another had been coming under European control and
by the end of World War I the process seemed nearly
complete. Every Muslim country except Turkey and
what is now Saudi Arabia was under the direct or in-
direct control of a European country—often Britain or
France—but sometimes Russia, or even the Netherlands.

After World War [, Britain accepted a mandate over
Palestine from the League of Nations to prepare the
inhabitants for self-government, and then, in accordance
with the Balfour Declaration, continued to allow Jewish
migration from Europe. Britain never resolved the ten-
sion created by the conflict between the terms of the
declaration and promises it had made to the indigenous
Arab population.

During this period the Muslims became convinced
that the secret of success must be to imitate the West,
to introduce secular law, parliamentary systems,
Western dress, architecture and institutions. After
World War II this imitation was varied occasionally, with
imitation of Eastern European socialist states.

That era came to an end in the 1967 War, in which
Israel, backed morally by the West and materially by
the United States, quickly and decisively defeated its
Arab neighbours. Jerusalem, a holy city for Muslims as
well as Jews and Christians, was lost, along with the
West Bank, the Gaza Strip and the Golan Heights. The
Sinai Peninsula—one seventh of Egypt’s landmass—

was occupied until the Camp David
accords of 1978.

I HE WEST GENERALLY EXULTED at these victories and
often jeered at the losers, something that all Muslims
felt keenly. For them, something was terribly wrong,
something that called for a critical reordering of nation-
al and individual life. Imitation of the West now seemed
only the road to destruction; perhaps inspiration must
be sought in their own distinctive heritage.

That year, 1967, was when disillusionment with
imitating the West or Marxism began. It picked up speed,
particularly in the 1970s. One of the events that gave
the Muslim world a sense of new hope was the Yom
Kippur War of 1973, in which Egypt demonstrated the
ability of a Muslim nation to wage a modemn war. It
didn’t win, because the United States gave massive aid
to the Israelis, and Israel had one of the best armies in



the world in any case. But the war at least demonstrat-
ed that Muslims could fight a war with modern weapons.
It was something that the world, and not least the Mus-
lim world, needed to learn. Along with this went the
success of the 1970s oil embargo, when Arab states
managed to deny a critical part of their oil resources to
the industrialised world, After the war, they managed
to hold out for better prices for their product. This too
suggested new power, new hope.

The second major event was the overthrow of the
Shah of Iran, a man widely regarded by the Iranian people
as a cruel tyrant. The Shah was backed by the Ameri-
can President, backed by the CIA, backed by the US
military establishment. Against the Shah and his well-
armed military and police, civilians demonstrated
chanting the ancient war-cry of the Muslims, ‘Allahu
Akbar!” {God is Great|. In the end the Shah was forced
to abdicate, and a revolutionary government came into
power. Regardless of whether we like what happened
to that revolutionary government afterwards, whether
we approved of Khomeini or not, the fact remains that
here was a historic Muslim people that had grasped its
ancient Muslim identity. So we have a period of 175 to
180 years, from 1798 to 1973 or 1978, a period in which
Islam was in eclipse and the only way to succeed seemed
to be to borrow from the West. We now have a new
situation: Islam today is vibrant and revitalised. This
must have political consequences.

Muslims have much to be proud of, much to regret
and many questions to answer. Among the most im-
portant of these, for them and us, are:

e How can the ancient law of Islam best function in the
modern world?

e What form of government is best suited to the Mus-
lim polity today?

e Can Muslims participate legally and meaningfully in
a state where they are in the minority? This is a burn-
ing question for the Muslims of Britain, France, the
USSR, India, the hilippines, and China, where they are
ten per cent of the population.

e Finally, the world is waiting to see what sort of citi-
zenship non-Muslims can look forward to in states
where Muslims are the majority. Will they only be tol-
erated as second-class citizens? How will Muslims op-
erate in the pluralistic world of the 20th century, where
everyone is in some sort of minority?

The time has come for the feast of Abraham, father
of Muslims, Jews and Christians. It is time to sit down
at one table.

— from America magazine

John Alden Wiliams is professor of humanities in the
College of Wiliam and Mary, Williamsburg,, Virginia.
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LJAMIEN SIMONIS

Counting the divisions

The collapse of the old order in Eastern Europe has prompted the Pope
to call a synod of all European bishops for later this year. But it may
not be quite the triumphal progress he is expecting.

How MANY DIVISIONS has the Pope?’, Stalin once

sneered. Last year, while the political and social order
Stalin had imposed on Eastern Europe was disintegrat-
ing, a Polish pontiff felt able to declare: ‘It is God who
has triumphed in the East’. At the end of his visit to
Czechoslovakia on April 21-22, Pope John Paul II an-
nounced that he would convoke a special Synod of
Bishops of Europe, from the Urals to the Atlantic, to be
held before the end of 1991, the first year of ‘the Decade
of Evangelisation’. With communism defeated, he said
at Velehrad, the time had come to map out the path toa
united and Christian Europe. Velehrad is the burial place
of St Methodius, who, with his brother with St Cyril,
evangelised the Balkans in the ninth century. Early in
his reign, the Pope had declared these two co-patrons of
Europe, together with St Benedict.]

During his first tour of a Warsaw Pact country
outside Poland, the Pope emphasised the need to
‘strengthen mutual solidarity and effective co-operation’
in Europe. He will be looking for just that solidarity at
the special synod, which will probably take place in
November. A sign of the symbolic importance being
attached to the event, and to the upheavals in Central
and Eastern Europe that are its inspiration, are the in-
creasingly strong rumours that a central European cap-
ital, probably Vienna or Prague, will be chosen ahead of
Rome to host the Synod.

Wherever it is held, this will be the first meeting of
its kind in the Church’s modern history, and certainly
since the permanent Synod of Bishops was established
by Pope Paul VI in 1965 to continue the spirit of the
Second Vatican Council. Ordinary general synods are
held every three years, extraordinary synods at short
notice on matters of urgency, and special synods on
matters of urgency in a particular region. Next year’s
meeting falls in to the last category and will follow a
similar conference on Africa. The synod has no deliber-
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ative function, though decisions can be taken with pa-
pal consent. The convocation, and indeed cancellation
or postponement of the synod, is decided by the Pope
alone.

John Paul hopes to hammer out, in practical and
policy terms, his vision of a united Europe. A three-day
preparatory meeting of the presidents of Europe’s
twenty-five episcopal conferences was held last June,
organised by the secretary-general of the Synod Council
in Rome, Archbishop Jan Schotte. At this gathering,
the Pope asked, ‘What are the special gifts which
churches on the other side of the iron curtain can bring
to the West, and vice-versa?’.

It is clear from much the Pope has said that he en-
visages the most special of these gifts transferring from
an East whose mettle has been sorely tried (if not al-
ways proved) to a West he sees as prey to consumerism
and materialism. In his view, the Western churches,
wealkened by a secularisation arising from their eco-
nomic well-being, could be strengthened by contact with
the lean and disciplined churches (particularly in

Poland) that have often had to battle violent

suppression to survive.
F()R THE PorE, the second great theme of the meeting
will be the way this ‘exchange of gifts’ should be applied
to the Church’s mission in Europe ‘for the evangelisa-
tion of the continent on the eve of the third millenium’.
In the words of Peter Hebblethwaite, a veteran Vatican
watcher, the Pope has a ‘sacred map of Europe that he
superimposes on that of modern Europe, and on which
he sees Lourdes, Czestochowa ... He has consistently
refuted the logic of Yalta and the inevitability of a divided
Europe. It appears that, to reunite what he has called
‘the two lungs’ of Christian Europe, and to restore a me-
dieval vision of Europe as Christendc  the Pope 15
to further strengthen the conservative arm ot the
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URING 1990, THE MILITARY GOVERN-
MENT of Burma carried on a virtual war
against the country’s citizens. Especially sig-
nificant were the Buddhist monks’ anti-gov-
ernment protests around Mandalay last
September. Their protest took symbolic form.
Individual monks prostrated themselves be-
fore the soldiers. Meanwhile abbots of many
monasteries excluded the military from
temples and religious ceremonies. Some in-
structed their monks to turn over their beg-
ging bowls when soldiers offered food.

This protest was significant for the place
of Buddhism in Burmese society as well as
for the country’s political future. (One notes
parallels between the way Buddhism relates
to the state in Burma and the way liberation
theology operates in Latin America—where
the relationship between church and state is
often complex.}

The government’s response to the
monks’ action was characteristic. Abbots had
to sign declarations that they would exclude
no one from their ritual, and protests were
officially declared to be political rather than
religious. Hence monks who protested were
‘not really’ monks, and were therefore liable
to capital punishment for subversion. In the
short term these measures quelled dissent. In
the longer term the challenge to the govern-
ment’s legitimacy remains.

Unrest and repression have existed in
Burma since 1987. Ne Win's government, in
power since 1962, centralised power and in
the process impoverished a richly endowed
country. Economic mismanagement culmi-
nated in an arbitrary decision to declare value-
less all high-denomination banknotes.

When student protests became general, Ne Win
resigned, to be replaced by leaders notable only for their
loyalty to him. Demonstrations and other demands for
democracy increased. Finally, in 1988, in a bloody revo-
lution that preserved the power of the rulers, the army
under Saw Maung replaced the civil administration.
Government is now exercised by the State Law and
Order Restoration Council [SLORC], composed of peo-
ple who owe their positions to Ne Win.

In May 1990, SLORC held general elections, but
under conditions that made it impossible for opposi-
tion parties to campaign effectively. Nevertheless, the
opposition National League for Democracy shocked
SLORC by winning a massive majority. But their

: L, TN i
elected representatives never took office. The handover
of power was delayed indefinitely until a new constitu-
tion could be drafted. Members of the previous opposi-
tion were gaoled and intimidated. Finally, they were
offered a choice between imprisonment and renounc-
ing their own right to govern, until they accepted
SLORC'’s ‘right’ to rule while a new constitution was
drawn up.

Opponents of the regime were imprisoned, tortured,
executed or sent as porters for the army. Many fled to
Thailand, where they are subject to periodic arrest and
repatriation to an uncertain fate. Despite such repres-
sion, Burmese critics continue to attack SLORC's legit-
imacy—and to these protests the monks in Mandalay
have lent powerful moral support.
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Westminster at Waigani

Observers who carp at Papua New Guinea’s fragile democracy
ignore the history of parliamentary government elsewhere
as well as the social realities in PNG.

Whatever's good for me, sir,
I never will oppose,
And when my ayes are sold out,
Well. then I'll sell my noes.
The Merry Ploughboy
(18th Century English song)

I HE UNIVERSITY OF PAPuA NEW GuINEA closed down

on 27 July last year, as national academic staff and stu-
dent leaders directed a protest rally against political
corruption. Parliament had risen the day before at its
noble and picturesque structure in Waigani (Port Mo-
resby), just in time to avoid corporate responsibility.
Prudent business houses boarded up. There was back-
ing from youth groups and squatter settlements and
raskols were there to aggravate and profit from violence.
The trade unions did not strike but sent moral support.

It had not been a good year for the police (or army],
and violence seemed likely. The security forces had been
withdrawn from the North Solomons leaving the Bou-
gainville Revolutionary Army (BRA) in charge. And, at
a wassail on the night of 20 March (two days later) their
humiliated and inebriated commander, the commis-
sioner of police, had (allegedly) ordered the arrest of
government leaders—in a happening dubbed by Rowan
Callick ‘the Bar-B-Coup’. The commissioner was not
obeyed and was placed on a treason charge.

The occasion for the rally was the tabling of letters
by opposition leader Paias Wingti on 18 July. According
to these, prime minister Namaliu appeared to be pay-
ing more than 400,000 kina under ‘blackmail and threats’
to four former Pangu Pati ministers who had recently
stood down—not too willingly, it appeared—to give four
comrades a turn at ministerial patronage. The universi-
ty expected better of one who had been among its first
alumni, as well as its first postgraduate (in Canada) and
its first national lecturer (in history). He was considered
aman of integrity. In fact respect for Namaliu may have

been an element in the restraint of UPNG leaders {com-
plemented by police). All the same, a follow-up head-
line claimed that morning that a further 2.5 million kina
had been dispersed to 73 MPs. This was a bare two-thirds
majority of the 109 member House—and the exact frac-
tion needed to get through crucial constitutional reforms
that might eliminate some of the corruption. But that
was probably a coincidence.

Namaliu denied that there

had been ‘threats’, said that the
importunities of the MPs were
related to their established
‘slush fund’, and referred the
question to the ombudsman.
The latter had acted strongly
both in the past and recently,
but appeared to be having
problems dealing with the rec-
ommendations of Mr Justice
Barnett’s forestry inquiry and in
particular with legal actions ta
be taken against deputy prime
minister (formerly Brigadier-
General) Ted Diro.

Namaliu projected the ab-
olition of the slush fund and his
prime ministerial discretionary
fund. The rally was mollified,
though not satisfied. Attempts
by provocateurs failed to gen-
erate serious violence. Howev-
er, the rally would reconvene
said its leaders, on 7 Novembe:

{during the examination period
to see what had been done.

Back in academe, one or two foreign pundits asked:
without a slush fund, how will anyone sustain a simple
majority, let alone one of two-thirds, to achieve reform?
PNG is a surprising country; all sorts of putatively vol-
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atile people show unusual restraint, even magnanimi-
ty, at times. But a self-denying ordinance by MPs! In
any case, why should they? Is the problem simply one
of venality or is it both cultural and systematic?

Come 7 November, there were exams and no rally.
But there was intense lobbying for the fifth attempt in
little more than two years at a no-confidence vote against
Namaliu. (Constitutionally, such votes may be held
every six months until a year before an election.)
Namaliu was assumed to have the numbers but then
came the surprise: the budget’s three readings were
steamrolled through without discussion before 4.10 rm
and parliament was adjourned until 16 July this year.

The Opposition had barely taken up fielding posi-
tions. It cried ‘unconstitutional’, but some experts said
it wasn’t. {In any case, in April 1988 Wingti-Chan had
aborted a session in two and a half hours, in a gesture
worthy of Bjelke-Petersen.) And 16 Tuly would be just
less than a year before the 1992 clections. If this move
wads constitutional, Namaliu would complete his in-
nings. But would he have enough time to force a change
in the rules? To what purpose?

The answer to the second question is: to try to
encourage a4 genuine party system without which
Westminster cannot guarantec that any prime mmin-
ister can carry his bat, or put anything but spasmodic
runs on the board, as MPs continually change sides.

A British Tradition

Sir RoBert WALPOLE, generally presented as Britain’s
first prime minister, has been described by Dorothy
Marshall as ‘efficient and ruthless’ in his use of pa-
tronage, which he conferred only on ‘friends, rela-
tions and those who serve him’—and he
‘accumulated a considerable fortune’ [Eighteenth
Century England, p. 156]. A popular rhyme de-
scribed Walpole in these terms:

Bob of Lynn during forty years,

Directed, perplex’d and
mismanaged Affairs;

A Whig out of Place [i.e. office],
and a Tory when in:

And a very good Trimmer
was Bob of Lynn.

The ‘great commoner’, Pitt the Elder, repre-
sented Old Sarum, the rottenest of boroughs, pur-
chased through his progenitor, ‘Diamond’ Pitt,
despoiler of nabobs. The most elogquent and virtue-
conscious of ‘Whigs’, Edmund Burke, had to palaver
his patron, the Marquis of Rockingham, for prefer-
ment. Edward Gibbon MP was ‘a silent member
and leisured pensioner of the benevolent Board of
Trade’ [P. Quennell, Four Portraits, p. 118], thanks
to Lord North PM, in between volumes of Decline
and Fall.
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Students of British history will recall that the
Westminster system was a result of gradual change, and
that today’s mutant emerged from that old whore, the
18th century bicameral parliament. Moralising histori-
ans in the past deplored her version of ‘slush funds’ in
terms like ‘bribery and corruption’, and thought that
terms like Whig and Tory signified ‘parties’. However,
a head-counting sophisticate, Sir Lewis Namier, re-
minded us more than sixty years ago that the competi-
tion was really between ‘ins’ and ‘outs’. He created a
less opprobrious outlook on ‘patronage’—and the Pel-
hams. Without it the Westminster system could hardly
have evolved for Britain, Australia or Papua New Guinea.
Would Westminster and the constitutional monarchy
have gone down with those disreputables George IV and
William IV in favour of Washington? Washminster?
Westington? Wellington, even?

[ am not, I hope, saying that corruption should be
allowed to thrive. But I chink its function should be ad-
dressed before passing judgment on the moral character
of parliamentarians and their fitness to run an inde-
pendent state. One would imagine from some Austral-
ian commentators that the problems of governance in
PNG derive from imputed racial characteristics or from

the indigenous population’s allegedly re-

cent ‘descent from the trees’.

I HE CHIEF OMBUDSMAN IS INVESTIGATING Up to 90 of the
109 MPs for abuse of slush funds and the Community
Education Fee Subsidy scheme. Because of these funds,
MPs are secn personally distributing money to schools
in their electorates. Shortfalls in supervision and ac-
countability create overriding temptations—especially
when highly paid expatriates can enjoy a lifestyle un-
sustainable on an MP’s salary, and when an MP’s fami-
ly has not passed on inheritable modern sector wealth.

In 1978, onc issue that might have differentiated
the commodities offered by Government and Opposition
concerned the lcadership code. The more radical
members of Pangu, supported by the so-called ‘Gang of
Four’ (Namaliu, Siaguru, Morauta and Lepani), all key
public servants, induced Somare to propose restrictions
on the financial activitics of ministers, senior public
servants and heads of statutory corporations. This move
was spurred on by the Bougainville regional MP, Fr John
Momis, and his co-‘constitution father’, John Kaputin.
Ministers were to be obliged to withdraw from busi-
ness, their family assets were to be placed in a ‘blind
trust’, and they were not to acquire further assets while
holding national office. The leader of the opposition also
came to be included. Political parties that had generat-
cd ‘business arms’ to sustain themselves were to be
legislated out of commerce, and some more equitable
basis for support was foreshadowed.

Sir Julius Chan, a wealthy entrepreneur, objected
that people of ability would be deterred from entering
politics, while Sir lambakey Okuk said that these
measures would cut across the Highlanders’ ‘big man’
tradition of leadership through personal wealth. Somare
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straints. It has mastered the art of criticising without
hurting. ‘Although the major sections of a newspaper’s
front pages may expound government policy, towards
the bottom of each page one notices feature articles
outlining injustices to be addressed or hinting at signs
of unrest. A wise ruler—and any informed reader—
knows exactly how to read these pages’.

And within the family, how does Indonesian-style
decision-making function? By way of response Francis
tells a story. His own younger brother was clearly un-
happy during his first two years of university study, in
trouble for street-fighting and generally unable to settle
down. His father could not understand such distress
and co-opted an uncle to speak with the boy. After all,
as a good father he had invited the boy to prepare for
marriage and had promised financial support for any
career he might choose.

The boy was honest with his uncle in a manner
virtually impossible for a father and son at odds. It
emerged that the boy wanted to be a priest. At first his
father was dismayed—one in the family was enough.
But two years of severe distress indicated clearly that
harmony was not being achieved. (There were even fears
about the boy’s mental balance.] So the uncle was au-
thorised to approve a change of career plans. Then, and
only then, could father and son to speak face to face.

Whether such culturally conditioned ways con-
tinue long in Indonesia is open to doubt. In church
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circles, superiors once sent officials to engage in circui-
tous conversations with individuals about to be affect-
ed by their decisions (and tried to see that decisions
became effective while they themselves were away).
That way, face was saved and conflict avoided. But such
customs are changing.

Young Indonesians in general are becoming more
individualistic in their choices. ‘They certainly have
more money than we did, but also more responsibility’,
Francis notes. ‘When I was young I had one pair of shoes,
two pairs of trousers and three shirts—and rode a bicy-
cle. Now young people go to the movies, wear trendy
fashions and ride motor-bikes. Their expectations are
certainly high. They are much influenced by the socie-
ty around them. Probably the power of the family has
lessened.’

Living within two cultures, sometimes feeling
suspended between the two, Francis Wahono values the
wisdom each offers. He is also sensitive to their pitfalls.
Putting one’s feelings first can end in devaluing logic or
the direct articulation of one’s reasons. Diplomatically,
he underlines the clarity of Western reasoning.

But what if a friend were to challenge a decision
of his, one made according to ‘feeling’? He pauses, then
frowns slightly. ‘In that case I would check my decision
and perhaps seek more information. Then I might feel
better about it—and go ahead with my original de~i-
sion.’

The Counsellor

- Helene works as a counsellor in private practice

ELENE is a great listener. That, she explains, is
the essence of her job. ‘I believe people should be re-
sponsibly autonomous in their thinking and decision-
making. And counselling can be a big help in that
process.’

‘Helene’ (her real name is withheld for profession-
al reasons) sees her role as that of a facilitator rather
than an actor in others’ decision-making dramas. Out-
comes concern her less than do the processes and routes
by which people reach major decisions.

Do some people in fact come seeking confirmation
of choices that they have already made? Helene agrees
this is the case with some, but even these come seeking
a supportive relationship within whict  :ycanbecc
strong enough to act on their decision.

EUREKA STREET ¢ MarcH 1991

and for a welfare agency.

‘And sometimes people are simply defensive or use
defence mechanisms. Frequently they intellectualise.
So at the beginning of our time together I try to discover
where this individual is as a whole person, rather than
what ideas (or even vision) come readily to mind. Iwant
to know what is going on underneath.’

Thus far, Helene’s approach sounds familiar. One
expects a psychologist to go probing below surfaces. But
her next move is less predictable. ‘I always want to
know, and want the person concerned to consider: who
knows about the proposed decision? Who is it going to
affect? Are there children involved? Are there parents?
Are there friends? Is it work-related? What is going to

decision?’


















Salman Rushdie
said he couldn’t
imagine a world
without story.

I feel that very
strongly ...
Those who do
not understand
story will never
understand

Aboriginal art.

36

omit paintings that had already been shown frequently.
That wasn’t a severe restriction because there is just so
much work available, mostly dating from the 1970s, and
we had access to the best collections throughout the
country, including the Holmes a
Court collection of recent urban
works.

Our first journey into the out-
back was full of adventure, incredi-
ble 49-degree heat, and quite a lot of
disillusion. You see, part of the
process involved visiting remote
Aboriginal communities to see
whether we could discover any art
that gave evidence that people were
re-thinking Christianity in their own
symbolic system. And what Chris-
tian art we did find was often as bad
as I'd expected.

But at Balgo, in the Central
Desert, we came across some huge
wall-hangings and panels rolled up
in the church the people there use
for liturgies. I knew we were at the
edge of something. But the heat was
terrible and Anthony and I and even
Frank {who looks like God, walking
around in his hat) thought we’d had
enough. It wouldn't have taken much to persuade us to
omit Turkey Creek from our itinerary.

I rang Sister Clare Ahern at Turkey Creek, admit-
ting to some hesitation. Her reaction was unambiguous:
‘I think you should have come here first’. So we caught
the little mail plane to Turkey Creek and arrived at the
Merilingki Centre.

There, on the walls, was what we had been looking
for. Startling! It was just like being bombed right out of
your mind—absolutely knockout works from the people
of the Warmun Community. But particularly astonish-
ing were those of Hector Sundaloo, George Mung and
Paddy Williams. These three had been Christians from
way back, and now, in their late fifties or early sixties,
which is quite old for Aboriginal people, they are the
unmistakable community leaders. Hector is regarded
as a ngapuny man, a man of God.

There were many paintings we might have taken
from Turkey Creek, all of them done not as an artist
would paint in a studio but as part of liturgy, done for
use.

George Mung had carved a statue out of a piece of
tree, a work of extraordinary beauty. Here it was, sitting
on top of a hot-water system. About a metre high, it is
an Aboriginal woman, a Madonna, pregnant with a man-
child who stands in a shield just below her heart, his
feet extended and his hands tipping the edges of the
shield. It’s almost like the image you get in the Leonardo
drawing, but also like a Russian icon (which George
Mung could never have seen). The woman’s body is
painted with the paint reserved to young Aboriginal
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women before they have children. Accompanying her
is a carved wooden bird, because Aboriginal people in
this area believed in the holy spirit long before Christi-
anity came. They believe that each person is accompa-
nied through life by a holy spirit, male for male an female
for female.

This work of George’s would take its place, I be-
lieve, beside the great sculptures in the history of art. It
is as moving as the carvings at Chartres, as great as the
Germaine Richier crucifix in the church at Assy or the
great Lipschitz sculpture at Iona. It is incredibly mov-
ing.

This image alone raises major questions, as did
the whole Turkey Creck experience. The art would be
worth millions of dollars to a collector. It is not well-
known as yet. I wondered, what if we take a sculpture
like George's and show it to the world? What happens
to the community? We spoke of this together with the
people, backwards and forwards. Our argument was that
this work of theirs no longer belonged just in that little
group. The world is entitled to its grecatess. Not that
the people expressed it like that themselves. George
Mung said simply (of his sculpture), “You take it. You
take it. I'll do another one.” Never was it so clear how
different was his sense of time, value and cgo from that
of European Australians.

So that is how the exhibition got started. I think it
will be one of the most important exhibitions of Abo-
riginal art ever. It will break stereotypes. A lot of people
think Aboriginal art is about dots and circles on canvas.
In that they are really just thinking of the Central Desert
and what has happened with Central Desert art. In fact,
Aboriginal art differs in cach part of the country and has
its own local tradition.

What you have are people with a highly developed
sense of vision, and because their languages have not
been written down until now, their eyesight and sense
of story—their visual and oral traditions—are enor-
mously well developed. That will change, of course;
the young people’s eyesight will not be as finely

tuned as the elders’, nor their psyche as capti-

vated by story.
I w0 OfF THE Turkey CREEK paintings exemplify that

outer and inner vision. When I asked Hector, the paint-
er, about one, he explained in a softish voice (he’s a big
tall man): ‘This is the young Joseph and the young Mary
before they came together’. Since, in the tradition of
that area, they would not be able to speak to each other,
each is seen to have a holy spirit, and so their spirits can
commune. It is a marvellous image.

On my return to Turkey Creck to collect the
paintings, the people invited me to an adult baptism.
Though a priest spoke the words, it was in fact Hector,
regarded by the community as their own ngapuny man,
together with the elders and the community itself, who
performed the ceremony. We discovered something
from that: the second criterion Anthony and I had set
ourselves—a sense of immediate spirituality—meant












new two volume catalogue raison-
né of John Brack has been long in
the pipeline and is the last gasp of a
whole species. Scholarly mono-
graphs of this kind are no longer
commercially viable: the cost of
production, the midget market, the
protracted sales period, are handi-
caps no publisher will take on.

The only hope for remotely se-
rious books on the visual arts is
subsidies. These will come—and are
already coming—from the obvious
if hardly disinterested sources, the
artists themselves or their galleries.
The organic tendency towards
blandness and self-puffery, and to-
wards promotion of what the mar-
ket has already found to be the most
commercial kind of product, is ob-
vious. Whether the connoisseurs
and critics have abandoned any as-
piration towards evaluative judg-
ment, whether they have been
increasingly marginalised by domi-
nant postmodernists in the art
academies, or whether the art trade
is just running freer than ever, the
result is the same. Art is no longer
a matter of moral sensibility.

Hughes will not accept that.
One of the finest filletings of the
book is done on Baudrillard and all
his works. But one could see Hugh-
es’ face steaming up while Baudril-
lard was yet a long way off: the
Gallic linguistic caste is not to his
taste. It must give Hughes extreme
pain to have to quote Baudrillard’s
prose:

" “Tt is no longer a question of
the false representation or reality
{ideology) but of concealing the fact
that the real is no longer real, and
thus of saving the reality principle.
The Disneyland imaginary [sic] is
neither true nor false; it is a deter-
rence machine set up in order to re-
juvenate in reverse the fiction of the
real”.’

This linguistic abuse is the ut-
ter antithesis of Hughes's sense-
riddled language. Earlier Hughes
cuts loose on a book by Julian
Schnabel, probably the greatest lu-
minary in his demonology of current
artistic frauds. ‘Schnabel’s style of
discourse has points of resemblance
with his painting: a stew of mixed
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metaphors and rhetorical hiccups.’
When he comes to Baudrillard’s
prose, Hughes is no more reticent:

‘As “France’s leading philoso-
pher of postmodernism” [Baudril-
lard] has the badge of a distinctive
jargon. Jargon, native or imported,
is always with us; and in America,
both academe and the art world
prefer the French kind, a thick pro-
phylactic against understanding....
To write direct prose, lucid and open
to comprehension, using common
language, is to lose face. You do not
make your mark unless you add
something to the lake of jargon, to
whose marshy verge the bleating
flocksof poststructuralists go each
night to drink.” Used in such a way,

‘Language does not

clarify; it intimidates.’
CONVINCING AS [ FIND this
passage, I doubt whether it will build
bridges. The analysis is disturbing,
but the parable of the sheep is not
going to bring home anyone with
postmodernist sympathies. Yet the
issue is vital. In Meanjin late in 1990
the Australian cultural commenta-
tor Meaghan Morris took to task re-
viewers and intellectuals who ‘keep
doddering on about “obscure lan-
guage” {meaning “obscure” to them)
in complete confidence that what-
ever they themselves find ordinary
and straightforward must naturally
be so for the rest of the reading pop-
ulation.” Behind this Morris sees an
amount of xenophobia and lazy in-
attention to thirty years of intellec-
tual effort. Further, she claims that
all print media are nowadays equal-
ly esoteric; there are languages for
all purposes, journals to suit all the
languages, and the only rational
response is to take up multilingual-
ism.

Now it seems to me there is a
logic to this but it is also specious.
Certainly all disciplines have their
jargon and any would-be entrant has
to take on board the rules, but the
disciplines must first suggest they're
interesting or necessary, and the
jargon must be the only appropriate
language for the set of activities.
Whereas in too many cases a good
slash of Occam’s razor is what will

really open the disciplines up. I find
it a giveaway that Morris, an invig-
orating critic, entitled her last book
The Pirate’s Fiancée. Only when
this imaginative, tangible phrase
was out could she add her subtitle
Feminism, Reading, Postmodern-
ism. Nothing in the intellect un-
less it’s first in the senses, as
Aquinas noted.

But with Morris this is a ploy.
For Hughes it is a reflexive bent. He
is himself the proof that a lingua
franca can be applied to the discus-
sion of art, that it can be insightful,
if oppositional, can contribute to
international debate and can be ac-
cessible to the untold readers of
Time. In the words he claims he
read with a torch under the dormi-
tory bedclothes, his way is ‘to ex-
press, to press out again, from the
gross earth or what it brings forth,
from sound and shape and colour
which are the prison gates of our
soul, an image of the beauty we have
come to understand—that is art.’
(Though of course, Hughes would
repeat Stephen Dedalus’ ‘slight
blush’ as he gave the speech.)

If I were this man’s manager [
would get him to retire from his
1200-word essays for Time (never
less than good though these are) and
just have him write the longer piec-
es and books. Hughes has never
worked within art schools or fine-
art academies, yet his massive au-
dience is assured, and the burden of
his passion is that art-scene post-
modernism is so much more than
just a brouhaha about jargon or style.
He is needed to address, in his prac-
tical way, the theoretical issues, and
to force an increasingly monopolis-
tic art scene to take notice. That
Hughes cast of style, without being
laconic or understated or dry, is
uniquely Australian. An intellec-
tual to his braces, he’s not going to
suffer the pretentious, the evasive
and the obscure to marginalise and
corrupt an enterprise he salutes.

Gerard Windsor’'s most recent book
was Family Lore. He is working on
a collection of literary and cultural
essays.












T v s e e

DKUCLE VVILLIAMDS

On the magic carpet slide

N A HOT OCTOBER NIGHT last
year, [ went to see the marathon
three-part adaptation of The Thou-
sand and One Nights by a young
Melboume company, Whistling in
the Theatre. The situation in the
Middle East was critical. Television
was showing those clips of Saddam
Hussein patting the heads of little
‘guests’ while half a million troops
ga ered in the desert. It was diffi-
cult to resist the growing swell of
anti-Arab feeling. More difficult,
because most of us hear an Arab
point of view, if we hear it at all,
only when there is a major crisis. In
our Western literary inheritance, as
Edward Said shows in Orientalism,
the Arab is the Other. For those of
us privileged to see the theatrical
version of The Thousand and One
Nights, this could no longer be so.
Rarely, if ever, have I so strongly felt
the civilising power of the theatre.

It was a day and night of up-
roarious running gags, of a delicate
poetic sensuality, of wild fantasy
and strange, elusive overtones and
undertones. It was, when it chose
to be, an austere production, too.
One tale told of a wondrously
beautiful and learned slave whose
master is forced by poverty to sell
her to the Caliph. For ten minutes
or more of stage time, she displayed
her learning, while, thanks to care-
ful placing and preparation, we
drank in the details of Islamic faith
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in older times—times much closer,
of course, for the devout in the
Middle East. There were many
tales, folded and nested inside one
another, spiralling around one an-
other, tales for pleasure, for instruc-
tion, for consolation, tales of the
djinn in the underworld and every-
day tales of the streets. What we
met, in the words of Mia Gerhardy,
an authority on the cycle, was ‘a
polite, leisurely, uncluttered civili-
sation with an enviably true sense
of values’.

This is a production that ought
to be seen in every state. The local
press agreed that, some technical
callowness and a few residual edit-
ing problems aside, it was consist-
ently excellent theatre. Its director,
Robert Draffin, believes the pro-
duction has plenty of room for
growth. With a small cast and
minimal sets, it would be easy to
tour. It won't. There can be no
thought of it. In fact, after the cuts
made to the company’s subsidies for
this year, there is some doubt that
Whistling in the Theatre [WIT] will
even survive 1991. How can a
company responsible for such an
achicvement have had its funds re-
duced?

WIT is not the only company
around Australia to suffer from ca-
pricious funding. Other Victorian
examples i t. N bour
Writers’ Theatre, which managed to

do eight productions of new Aust-
ralian plays in 1989 for seed-money,
now removed, of $15,000. Anthill,
one of the country’s leading experi-
mental groups, well-known for its
renovations of the classics, had its
grant removed in 1989. True, it was
(in my view) artistically played-out.
But after offering exactly similar fare
for another season (on project grants)
the company’s grant has been re-
stored.

Let’s consider some of the ba-
sics of the subsidy game. The lead-
ing players are the theatre
companies, the Performing Arts
Board of the Australia Council and
various state arts ministries. Subsi-
dy can be on a recurrent basis or
given for particular proposals
(‘project grants’). Even recurrent
grants are subject to annual review,
and can be removed at short notice.
And that, in its first year on

recurrent funding,
happened to WIT.

A DISTURBING ASPECT of the case

is what it reveals about the moni-
toring system used by the Australia
Council. The decision to cut WIT's
funds was based on an adverse re-
sponse to another of their produc-
tions earlier in the year. The
Thousand and One Nights, which
occupied the company’s best ener-
s 0 o
too late in the scason to be taken
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