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The way to Easter

ASTER, THE RESURRECTION FEAST, shows signs of regaining
its prime place in the Christian calendar. The ‘feast of feasts’
marks off the followers of Jesus, yet in popular Australian
culture Easter has been overshadowed by Christmas. And while
Australia’s culture since European settlement has often been
called ‘Christian’, the lack of a focus on Resurrection queries
that description.

Christian visual art, literature and song gencrally centre
on Jesus as the suffering one—the Christ who turned the other
cheek, dying as an innocent at the hands of people he prized.

In a world riven by innocent suffering, and by the violence
and intransigence of the powerful, Good Friday remains a
powerful symbol of God’s solidarity with the earth and its
people. Whenever we set out in quest of God, or look for pco-
ple who can provide credible images of God, it is not to the
powerful that we look first. Those attracted to Christmas, and
this includes many non-Christians ‘of good w  /, instinctively
know this.

During the Gulf conflict, the faces that revealed the
greatness of humanity with intensity were not thosc of the
military, nor those of the politicians. Among thousands of tel-
evision images, the rawest and most appealing were those of
parents prying their children’s bodies free from bomb shelters,
and of Palestinians viewed through chain-wire fencing, crying
desperate for peace and a home. For anyone whose mind is
etched with images from the Scriptures, Jewish and Christian,
these tragedies cry out with the anguish of God, anguish en-
tangled in our own.

That said, Easter announces that more is to be said and
done than our own last word and deed. That ‘more’ is not our
own but God’s. But first we must remember, and then recount,
the tragedies. Publicly in the press, and priv  'ly in our con-
versations, we must tell the stories of failure (along with the
others).

In Australia,some confident voices declare that the reces-
sion will be over by 1992, but it is doubtful whether our eco-
nomic and political problems admit of any swift and predictable
resolution. No ordinary cyclical upturn can distract attention
from longer-term trends, including the worsening terms of
trade, the decline of manufacturing (see ‘In search of ties that
bind’, p.9)al :ofclarity abc  nation ~ zoals and the role of
government {'Hard times for local heroes’, p.13); and catastro-
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All that glisters

The kind of relationship between government and business
that became known as WA Inc was not a creation of the '80s.
It repeated an old Australian pattern.

N THE EARLY 1980s, a former car salesman emerged
from the scrum of aspiring Perth businessmen as man-
aging director of a public company that we will call Big
Deal. The change from capitalist pupa to small busi-
ness butterfly bought trappings to match: a gold Rolls
Royce with personalised number plates, gold rings, gold
watch, gold bracelet and even gold hair, though the lat-
ter crown of success showed at least some dark roots.

Big Deal boasted that it was in the running for con-
tracts worth millions of dollars from Ronald Reagan’s
Star Wars program. Its main product was said to be an
‘image-based information system’. But visitors to Big
Decal’s headquarters in its brief heyday in 1985 were
unable to examine this wonder technology. Secrecy, of
course; too many technology pirates sniffing around. One
visitor recalled the managing director having the perfect
power handshake, his palm flat downwards, leaving the
other party’s hand clinging underneath, a favourite move
among graduates of American-style classes in self-
assertion.

As things panned out, Big Deal was way off strik-
ing gold for its shareholders. It was one of a string of
Perth-based companies that crashed after its big broth-
er, Laurie Connell’s semi-legendary merchant bank
Rothwells Ltd, went down for the last time in 1988. Big
Deal has since emerged from Rothwells’ shadow with
new ownership and direction. It had plenty of compe-
tition in Perth from 1983 to 1987 in the great tradition
of, ‘Have I Got A Deal For You?’. Another Perth company
had a contraption that looked like a large metal wardrobe
wired for electricity. The idea was that shirts and other
clothing placed inside on coathangers would be ironed
at the touch of a button.

What has all this to do with the backdoor collabor-
ation between the Western Australian government and
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local business that came to be called WA Inc? What is
WA Inc anyway, and does it matter? The name arose, it
appears, from a newspaper headline in late 1987. The
article following was about the $370 million ‘rescue’ of
Rothwells, which had moncey flying out the door after a
run on deposits. The National Australia Bank crystal-
lised matters by refusing to clear Rothwells’ cheques.
The rescue attempt, largely organised by the ubiquitous
Alan Bond, drew support from 17 of Australia’s top
Australian businessmen, as well as the WA Government
headed by the then premier, Brian Burke.

The newspaper headline actually referred to ‘Aus-
tralia Inc’. The businessmen who chipped in included
east-coasters such as Kerry Packer, but as time passed
the main supporters were locals: Bond, Connell and the
WA Government. It is history now that Rothwells col-
lapsed in late 1988, despite increasingly frantic efforts
by Bond and the government to keep it afloat. Charges
were laid against key players such as Bond, Connell and
a host of executives from Rothwells and the companies
it dealt with. The charges have been denied and are still
to be heard. The fall-out blighted the political careers of
Brian Burke, his successor Peter Dowding, and David
Parker, deputy to both. Burke quit as premier while still
a young man and was given a plum diplomatic post as
ambassador to Ircland and the Vatican.

The hand-in-glove nature of Perth business and
politics was hard to detect when money was cheap. Get-
rich schemes like Big Dcal once glowed like glossy
company prospectuses, then stood exposed when cash
became tight. Australia had a credit boom between 1983
and 1985, but the days of easy money had faded by 1987.
Then came the king wave, the October sharemarket
crash. The wave swept up many companies, ~ 1
some only as late as last year. The hardier businesses,



those that actually produced something and were not
hocked to the eyeballs, are still afloat. The smallness of
WA's economy, and its peculiarities, provided a special
window on the machinations of big business and gov-
ernment in the 1980s. (Similar scenes were enacted
across Australia at the time.)

Cycles of money-fever run through Western Aus-
tralian history. Prominent among them were the gold
rushes of the 1890s, Australia’s first commercial oil
strikes, the North-West’s massive iron ore mines, the
Poseidon nickel boom, diamonds at Argyle in 1980s,
gold bouncing back and forth many times. The size of
the state, its resource wealth and a population of only
1.5 million have meant that all of its governments
have lived cheek-by-jowl with business.

Liberal strongman Sir Charles Court
was such a firm interventionist that
Lang Hancock, the iron-orec mag-
nate, reckoned he was the
greatest socialist of all. Mean-
while, over in Queensland, the
long-time National Party pre-
micr Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen
was famous for caressing
business in the Far North dur-
ing the 1970s and 1980s.

The resurgence of the
ALP around Australiain 1982~
83 saw the clection of John
Cain in Victoria. Cain and
Treasurer Rob Jolly believed
that state-owned bodies such
as their Victorian Economic
Development Corporation
could ‘pick winners’. But the
corporation ended up losing
some $130 million. And the
State Bank of Victoria’s mer-
chant arm, Tricontinental,
went on a $4 billion lending
spree that saw losses of about
$2.7 billion, and the State Bank
sold to the Commonwealth.

Further crashes have cut
our politicians’ faith in the
business community. But it
was not always thus. Remem-
ber a beaming prime minister Hawke
photographed side-by-side with Kerry
Packer and Alan Bond? Or Paul Keating praising
the benefits of financial deregulation?

In WA, Brian Burke won office in March 1983. Burke
was a former journalist who knew how to work the press,
a good talker who could charm when he wished, one
possessed of great political instincts. He was also suspi-
cious and impatient, tending to revert to Tammany-hall-
style tactics when cornered. Like Labor around Australia,
Burke set out to win over business. He courted Perth’s
‘four-on-the floor’ entrepreneurs. He set up the John
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Curtin Foundation, which had ten of WA’s business
high-fliers as vice-patrons, including Alan Bond and
Laurie Connell. Like John Cain, Burke made business
the business of government. He set up the Western
Australian Development Corporation to ‘pick winners’'.
Life rolled along in WA as long as the economy
stayed buoyant. Living was generally pleasant, unless
you happened to be an Aborigine. Burke’s Liberal oppo-
nents were mostly dills, and people should just give new-
fangled ideas like the development corporation a fair
chance. This sunny air of complacency was helped along
by WA's lack of freedom of inforiation laws—which
the present premier, Dr Carmen Lawrence, has prom-
ised to introduce.
Under Burke, and then Peter Dowding,
many things were deemed ‘commerciaily
confidential’ even though it was tax-
payer who was paying. One
state secret was the rumoured
mega-salary paid to John
Horgan, a Perth businessman,
as head of the development
corporation. Taxpayers could
find out how much was paid
to a Supreme Court judge, but
not what was paid to Horgan.
Consider, too, the media,
which were dominated {and
still are) by Perth’s morning
newspaper, The West Aus-
tralian. The paper dominates
public life in ways that would
be inconceivable in Sydney or
Melbourne, but which fit the
pattern in Australia’s small-
er states. The West’ is some-
what old-fashioned in tone,
parochial, slow to sce the
wood for the trees and prone
to be leaned on by local heav-
ies in times of crisis. The
problem was compounded
when Alan Bond bought con-
trol of Bell Group, owners of
the paper. The WA govern-
ment’s insurance office also
owned part of Bell Group.
Burke played on jour-
nalists’ liking for socialising with their
own kind and being flattered, or at least being
treated with civility (a technique not yet mastered by
some Liberal politicians). The doubters were few, and
they found that researching stories could be tough, giv-
en Perth’s narrow channels of information. Projects such
as the Burswood casino (under the direction of another
Perth entrepreneur, Dallas Dempster}) were speedily
completed. Alan Bond was unofficially beatified after
winning the Americas’ Cup (remember Bob Hawke
singing his praises and wearing that jacket?).
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During the good umes, the wild men of Perth busi-
ness attracted attention from interstate because of their
background and lifestyle. Bond was a former signwriter
and Connell the son of a bus driver. Bond struck a com-
memorative gold medal for guests at his daughter’s

wedding, while Connell hired a train for 150
of his closest friends and took them to a
country race meeting. Largesse was shared

peop]e around. It has since emerged that Connell’s
] Paragon Resources NL had donated $250,000
only want of its shareholders’ funds to the Australian
Labor Party in July 1987. Paragon, a gold

money to miner, was then 60 per cent-owned by Con-

be good

nell’s private company, QOakhill. The truth
about donations by business to all sides of

when it is politics will probably never be known, be-
cause WA's laws on disclosing donations to

bad. When political parties are hopelessly inadequate,
like those in the rest of Australia.

it Is gOOd, Then the music stopped and Rothwells
crashed. It was propped up for a year by the

they g0 ‘rescue’, after a frantic passing-the-hat round
Australia and overseas one weekend in 1987.

fOI it. The government provided a $150 million

guarantee, and later shovelled hundreds of
millions into related ventures. But Rothwells
sank anyway. A report to Parliament by the old corpor-
atc watchdog, the National Companies and Securities
Commission, found that a huge number of loans made
by Rothwells were to interests associated with Connell.
Indeed, a condition of the ‘rescue’ was that Connell
himself should contribute $70 million. The commis-
sion later concluded that ‘Connell’s $70 million personal
commitment to the Rothwells rescue, on which
the other parties to the rescue relied, was more than
covered by fresh loans to Connell’s companies
from Rothwells’.

E()BABLY THE LAST CHANCE to save Rothwells was a
desperate deal allowing Connell to buy $350 million
worth of Rothwells’ non-performing loans, most of
which were to Connell himself. Connell and Dempster
were then partners in a petrochemical project at
Kwinana, south of Perth. The government gave them a
mandate, but the project was still largely in the plan-
ning stages when it was bought jointly by the govern-
ment and Bond Corporation for $400 million. Although
Connell and Dempster had been 50/50 partners in the
project, Connell was paid $350 million (which he used
to buy the $350 million in loans from Rothwells) while
Dempster received $50 million.

Alas, the project is still just a great idea. The liquid-
ator of the project’s business vehicle told The Sydney
Morning Herald that he would throw a party if he could
get $40 million for the remains. He said: ‘It is hard to
comprehend that they [the government and Bond| paid
$400 million for a project that was still on the drawing
boards. It is very diffi 7 to ¢ sy T T o
they spent all that money when no one had even put a
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shovel in the ground.” The collapse of the petrochem-
ical project precipitated a massive falling out between
Bond and the WA government. They are now fighting
through the courts for compensation from one another.

A new twist on WA Inc surfaced during the trial
last year of Robert Smith, a private investigator found
guilty of phone-tapping in Perth while Burke was WA
premier. Wilson Tuckey, the voluble iberal MP, has
claimed in Federal Parliament that Burke is the ‘BB’
mentioned in Smith’s work diaries, and has called for
Burke to be sacked from his diplomatic post. During his
trial, Smith denied that Burke was the ‘BB’ mentioned
in the diaries, but they do refer to visits to the Premier’s
office, to meeting Burke’s brother Terry {also a Labor
MP at the time) and to the Premier’s former driver.

What has sparked most conjecture is a file and oth-
er material marked ‘GOVT’, which was seized by feder-
al police when they raided Smith’s officc more than two
years ago. The federal police pressed on with the matter
within their jurisdiction, namely the phone tapping, and
then handed the file over to the WA police. One matter
lcaked from the file concerns a Liberal politician alleg-
edly telling Terry Burke how a local councillor was
bribed to vote for a controversial seaside hotel, Obser-
vation City, which was built by Bond Corp. The WA
Opposition asked the statc ombudsman, Eric Freeman,
to investigate what the local police had been doing for
two vears. Freeman did so, and recommended that a
royal commission be held into WA Inc.

Dr Lawrence took a short while to consider the
recommendation, then called a wide-ranging royal
commission to consider government-business dealings
going back a decade. Previously she had resisted calls
for a commission, but the recommendation from the
ombudsman’s report opened the floodgates of public
opinion. The inquiry into WA Inc was to begin in March.
Brian Burke has said he will give evidence, and the
commission has appealed for help from the public.
Nobody knows where the trail will lead, but where did
it start? Probably in greed for money a | power, and in
some problems that bedevilled all of Australia in the
1980s: limited public access to government decisions,
dissembling politicians, grasping businessmen, soppy
journalists, a concentrated media and a public too com-
placent until the very end.

Indeed the public was right in there during the dec-
ade of greed, albeit on a smaller scale than the big players.
Investors in Rothwells and in the Farrow building soci-
cties were there because they received one or two per-
centage points’ interest above that offered by the major
banks. These people have since cried out for govern-
ment protection in their hour of need. Were they going
to share the extra interest on their money? To paraphrase
John Kenneth Galbraith, people only want money to he
good when it is bad. When it is good, they go for it.

Mark Skulley was a finance journalist in Perth during
T go s "7 e Hoo vy €S
tor The Sydney Morning Herald.
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In search of ties that bind

Australia’s manufacturing industry is often portrayed as
facing a simple choice between ‘free trade’ and ‘protection’.
But seeing things that way is part of the problem.

USTRALIA’S POOR RECORD in manufacturing stems
from a failure to increase exports: we have the world’s
only industrial economy in which the ratio of exports
to production has not increased during the past 30 years.
In fact, the proportion of merchandise exports to total
output is a third lower than it is in comparable econo-
mies [see the Hughes report on Australia’s export per-
formance, 1990.

Our failures are illuminated by the economic suc-
cesses of Germany and Japan, which rest on a subtle
balance between competition and cooperation among
firms. Such tension is the escence of a dynamic econo-
my. Fundamentally, Austr a lacks a culture that fos-
ters collaborative arrangements in industry. We do not
have common values at would encourage greater col-
lective responsibility by employers, towards each other
and towards their emiployees. It is not a matter of lifting
individual moral standards, or of a return to ‘business
ethics’; ese things would have little effect by them-
selves. A broader strategy is necded, one that encourag-
es closer cooperation within anc  2tween enterprises.

The debate is not about whether governments
should intervene, but about how and when to disman-
tle tariffs and other forms of protection, and about what,
if anything, should replace them. Some want to give
market forces wider scope, and urge governments to
minimise intervention. They describe their strategy as
‘creating a level playing field’ and ridicule the alterna-
tive—helping industry to develop particular products—
as ‘picking winners’. Supporters of the alternative,

however, reply that no manufacturing economy oper-
ates on the ‘level playing field’ model. Australian in-
dustry, they say, would be disadvantaged if government
support was removed unilaterally.

The car industry typifies the problems in Austral-
ian manufacturing. Although 350,000 cars are built here
each year, few are exported. Indeed, more were export-
ed 15 years ago. Since then, Japanese car producers have
rendered Australian-made cars much less competitive.

pan exports 48 per cent of the cars it builds, and the
figures are even more impressive for France (55 per cent),
Germany (57 per cent) and Canada (82 per cent). Aus-
tralia exports only two per cent of its car production.
Tariffs mean that an average car costs $4000 more here
than it would without tariffs. And each job in the in-
dustry receives from the consumer an cquivalent subsi-
dy of $25,000.

A focus on short-term profitability is common in
Australia (and in many other Western countries), lead-
ing to under-investment in goods and practices vital to
an industrial economy. Governments can coax, or even
coerce. by passing new laws. But their cffect will be
limite anless business adopts the spirit of the regula-
tory frammework. Government protection merely cn-
courages a defensive inward orientation among
managers, and undermines opportunities for cooperation
between firms.

In Australia, a sense of collective responsibility and
cooperation among firms is essential if manufacturing
is to ‘get its act together’. Government, unions and
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geared to annual performance encourage management
to focus on short-term profits. Hostile takeovers and
leveraged buy-outs contribute to this focus.

The MIT study is critical of a preoccupation with
reducing costs at the expense of longer-term strategies.
German and Japanesc markets operate within an insti-
tutional framework that supports manufacturing in-
dustry. In Australia, government policy, share markets
and the banks send out confused signals, creating un-
certainty about whether manufacturing is worth sup-
port. Investors looking for a quick, low-risk return are
reluctant to put moncey into manufacturing.

The free-trade argument was first articulated almost
two centuries ago, with the promise of improving every-
one’s economic welfare. Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand’
of the market is still widely proposed as the most cffic-
ient way of allocating scarce resources. Certainly bene-
fits have derived from international trade. Between 1945
and 1970 the world experienced the most dramatic and
broadly sharcd economic growth in its history. Even
allowing for inflation, real income tripled and world
trade quadrupled.

But this success was not the result of free-market
policies. It was generated by the new international eco-
nomic order created after World War II by the Bretton
Woods agreement, which fixed exchange sates to minim-
isc currency fluctuations. The system included the Inter-
national Monetary Fund to ensure liquidity, and the
World Bank to direct development fimance to arcas of
need. Finally, the General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade helped to maintain a clear set of rules to encour-
age the growth of an open trading system.

At present, economic nationalism is still a brake
on the free movement of goods between countries. The
barrier to Australian agricultural exports caused by
subsidised production in the European Community is
one example, but Japan maintains subtle barriers in the
form of regulations and closely-knit business networks
that restrict foreign entry to its domestic markets. An
economist writing in the Australian Financial Review
has referred to the ‘iron law’ of comparative advantage.
This ‘law’ advised trading partners (originally England
and Portugal in the 19th century) to exchange those
commodities in which one is rich and the other needy.
Any social scientist who regards a generalisation about
human behaviour as an iron law is peddling idcology.
The ‘law’ fails to notice that overcoming inherent dis-
advantages is the essence of human activity—as Japan
showed in overcoming a poor natural-resource base and
developing a multifaceted manufacturing industry.

Free-trade strategy also fails by producing little in-
centive for significant political forces to participate. This
applies particularly to the labour movement, which is
left with little or no role beyond protecting its mem-
bers from the worst excesses of cost-cutting, The un-
ions have a proven capacity to resist change, but any
attempt to reduce their role thus excludes a large part of
society from an active and positive involvement in
change. Unions can play a key role in convincing their
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members that change is necded. In Australia there has
been union support and involvement in restructuring,
notably in the steel, car-making and heavy engineering
industries, and in textiles, clothing and footwear. And
the unions have been at the forefront of award restruc-
turing. Traditionally, unions have supported high pro-
tection in an effort to save jobs and to see that their
members share in any windfall gains from higher com-
modity prices. Their strategy for the future strategy must
include a vision for each industry in which they
have members, even if substantial job losses
are involved.

ECONOMIC NATIONALISM remains an important motiv-
ation when sacrifice is neceded: when savings must be
made through wage restraint and when budget surpluses
have to be cut. But the inward-looking ¢cconomic na-
tionalism of the past needs to be turned outward. Most
people, for example, accept that they have to pay taxes
beyond levels at which they will benefit personally. They
pay because they know that their taxes are spent on
measures that will ultimately benefit all who share in
the national economy. Such economic nationalism
could muster support for a restoration of moral perspec-
tives in the market place and for the change to more
productive industrics. It should command wide political
support and ensure that the sacrifice involved does not
fall on the already disadvantaged minority of low-wage
carners.

In the long term, a collective response by employ-
ers, unions and government is the most cffective means
of helping industry to improve its performance. The
common good, whether in the national economy or the
world economy, can only be advanced through common
action by the main organised interests in society.

Richard Curtain is an associate professor in the National
Key Centre in Industrial Relations, Monash University.
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‘1don’t think mismanagement goes to the heart of
the issue. Even with the best possible management, in
the aftermath of the stock market crash and with rising
interest rates and general collapse, there would have been
substantial losses. So the fundamental problem with
governments providing venture capital would still have
arisen—that failure is not politically acceptable or sus-
tainable.’

The problem of attempting too much too quickly
has bedevilled Labor governments from Whitlam’s on-
wards. Sheehan says: ‘In what I like to call our adversarial
society, it is always casy to overestimate what can be
done and to underestimate the difficultics. That is true
not just of Labor governments but of all people who in
one way or another want to change things.’

In spite of a career spent questioning orthodoxies,
the fundamentals of Sheehan’s personal views have not
changed. His intellectually varied and adventurous life
has been about building on the ‘incredibly rich work-
ing-class Irish Catholic tradition’, rather than departing
from it. An intellectual cosmopolitan, twenty-five years
ago he was better known for analyses of Aquinas and
spcculations on the nature of reality than for crunching
numbers. ‘T have always been interested in intellectual
matters and policy matters, and always had a tendency
to look at a problem as a whole without caring much
which category it fell into—philosophical, educational,
whatever.” He is torn about the Federal Government’s
present emphasis on vocationalism in universities.
Though as an economist he is intensely aware of the

need for a skilled worlforce, he still believes
the best education is a general one.
P

TER SHEEHAN was BORN and brought up in the Mel-
bourne suburb of Windsor, then a working-class district.
His father, a conunercial traveller, died when he was
five; he was raised by his schoolteacher mother with
the help of a large extended family. After an education
from the Christian Brothers at St Kilda, Peter became
the first of the family to go to university.

He says: ‘It was new and exciting, but I didn’t have
any very clear sense of what I wanted to do there.’ In
fact he completed a science degree with a large mathe-
matics component, and became involved in the New-
man Society and the Athenian Society. The Newman
Society, then a major feature of campus life, was where
the best and brightest Catholic students met, talked and
tormulated a scnse of faith within the university envi-
ronment. There Shechan met “an extraordinarily clever
and exciting bunch of people’, including poct and teacher
Vincent Buckley. Influenced by the two societies, and
with a growing interest in the nature of science, his at-
tention turned to philosophy. He did a masters degree
in that discipline, meanwhile supporting himself by tu-
toring in maths. In 1965 Sheehan went to Oxford, and
in long walks and talks in the old town, conceived the
idca of marrying his philosophical training with an in-
terest in political and social affairs. He began to study
cconomics.

On his return, he took a philosophy post at the
Australian National University, but found increasingly
that his debating fellows were economists. Articles he
wrote attracted the interest of Professor Ronald Hend-
erson, who in the early 1970s recruited him to the
Melbourne University’s Institute for Applied Econom-
ic and Social Research. Sheehan says: ‘Under Henderson
it was the most exciting policy-related place in the
country, involved in all the important reforms: Med-
ibank, the securities commission, the prices and incomes
accord. It changed direction about the time Henderson
left, and I left about then too.’

By then, Sheehan was regularly advising the ACTU
and the Victorian ALP, then in Opposition. In 1981, he
wrote a report for the Public Bodies Review Committee,
and when Labor came to power in the following year, it
harnessed the Shechan vision to a reformist machine.

In spite of eight years at the heart of the bureau-
cracy, Sheehan has remained in essence an academic.
In spite of the hurt and disappointment at being thrust
out of the heart of power, he speaks with enthusiasm of
his excitement at finding out what his academic col-
leagues have been doing ‘while I was away’.He now di-
vides his time between Melbourne University
and other activities such as the Strategic Re-
search Foundation. The foundation is explor-
ing projects in which government can work
with business to exploit Australia’s research
strengths. Its successes include setting up
projects in biomolecular research and com-
puting.

The foundation sounds similar to a devel-
opment corporation-type venture, but Shechan
insists that they are quite different. ‘T am not
necessarily pursuing any particular ideas I held
in the past; but yes, [am still engaged in trying
to help Victoria address the deep-seated prob-
lems. I think we share these in different ways
with many other democratic countries. The
fundamental problem is to find ways in a
democratic society to address the important
long-term issues, and to do so on a sustained basis, while
learning from the problems and the failures.

‘The pressures in the system, which are extraordi-
nary, are all on the short-term: today’s problems, today’s
crisis.’ The me 2 are partly to blame for this, according
to Sheehan, because of their focus on the immediate
and tendency to swing with political fashions. This is
all part of ‘an incredibly destructive process. We have all
been so caught up in that process—polling the week
before an clection campaign to find out what the issucs
are so that we can address them—and doing that each
weel of the campaign. All parties do this, so the whole
process is devoted to what we can achieve next week.’
Are these problems incvitable? Shechan smiles. ‘Tdon’t
sce anything bad as inevitable. I am not bent, not bitter.
just older and wiser.’

Margaret Simons is a freclance journalist.
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The big
productivity
gains in the
1980s were
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public sector,
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is now debt-free

RANYS, CA.25]. \L

HERE WAS A TIME when choosing one’s path in
life meant deciding between diligence, and the
amassing of riches and public esteem on the one
hand, and spendthrift indulgence and the amassing
of debts and public contempt on the other. {All right,
I cannot say exactly when this time was, but quibb-
ling about dates has no part in the writing of Quix-
otic history.) The odds were not stacked against the
second option as much as they might seem to have
been. If you chose to be a wastrel, there was the
compensation of being the subject of much poetry
and folk song, whether celebratory or cautionary. Not
much of a compensation, perhaps. After all, who eats
poetry? But at least the wastrel was offered a kind of
immortality denied to those whose highest ambi-
tion in life was to be comfortable.

Further, if the wastrel had the wit for it he could
ensure this immortality by writing a ballad or two
himself. (I regret the gender-specific language, but in
those days literary vagabondage seems to have been
chiefly a male occupation.} Thus we have the distin-
guished example of my Quixotic cousin, the vaga-
bond poet Frangois Villon. And there emerged a
whole genre of wastrel writing, the picaresque. No
one coined a term for writing that extolled the lives
of prosperous merchants and bankers, for there
wasn't much to speak of. There still isn't, except for
television series about Texan oil millionaires, who
usually have to be depicted as closet wastrels to ap-
pear interesting anyway. Who ever heard of a poem
or novel described as ‘mercatoresque’?

But consider how devious and decadent mod-
ems have upset the balance that once existed be-
tween wastrel fame and comfortable obscurity. In
the Quixotic past, the comfortable were recognised
by their solvency: they paid their way, keeping
smugly out of debt. Wastrels, by contrast, were
constantly evading creditors. Today, to be comfort-
able one needs to be in1 debt, or in a kind of debt. This
is the age of the credit rating, when it is difficult
even to establish one’s identity except by proferring
a plastic card that proclaims willingness to live in
debt.

By a baffling inversion of values, such willing-
ness has become a proof of respectability. To offer
cash in exchange for goods or services is to invite an
upraised eyebrow, for only someone who wishes to
vanish without trace—traditionally the prerogative
of thev rel—would use cash. An honest person,
it is assumed, will have all transactions recorded,
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and checked against a distinctly un-Quixotic meas-
ure known as a credit limit. The upright walk proudly
in the shadow of the credit limit, spending without
exceeding it but forever bound to their credit pro-
vider,

I write out of pique, of course. Not because I
have been refused finance for some Quixotic project,
such as a crusade against the Moors. It is not even
that a supercilious headwaiter has rejected my cred-
it card—none could, for I don’t have one. No, the
event that raised my ire was more commonplace than
either of these, yet its very banality emphasised the
threat facing wastrels everywhere. I have been re-
fused the right to hire a videocassette.

Yes, a video. For just as my spiritual progenitor,
the great Don himself, spent his leisure reading
escapist romances, so I too am sometimes in need of
afiction to blunt reality. And in search of the same I
had joined a great throng of moderns in the local video
store.

I had not come unprepared. There were multi-
ple proofs of identity: certificates of birth, vaccina-
tion, baptism, first communion, confirmation and
graduation, There was a passport, a student card.and
a union card. There was a letter from Benazir Bhut-
to, rejecting my offer of marriage. And to certify that
I, too, understood the importance of living in debt,
there were importunate letters from my landlord,
Telecom and the Tax Office. Finally, in deference to
the rule of the credit limit, there was a bank state-
ment indicating that I could satisfy all these demands
and still scrape up enough cash to hire a video.

This mound of paperwork will no doubt impress
future biographers, but it had no effect on the churl
in charge of the video store. He pushed them aside
and demanded a piece of plastic instead. I even had
to rescue the manuscript bearing the Blessed Bena-
zir's signature from his unhallowed floor. An attempt
toreason and cajole proved useless. In vain did I point
out that he was denying me, a fully-documented
human being, the right to borrow a chivalric romance
or two, while happily handing over lurid exposés of
juvenile chain-saw massacres to persons bearing o1
a piece of plastic.

The great Don, of course, would have challenged
the miscreant to settle the matter on the field of
honour. But there is no honour in plastic cards or
credit limits, 1shall continue to seek it elsewhere. Bl

Ray Cassin is production editor of Eureka Street












Often

asylum-

seekers

prove that they
have ‘a fear of
persecution’.

Yet the onus is

Refugee workers have indeed been helped by re-
searchers who came to study aspects of camp life. The
best are those with several disciplines, who are also at-
tuned to the people’s feelings and to the political reali-
ties.

Mental health studies are essential, since the
number who have suffered trauma is high. Studies have
helped our workers understand more clearly why a camp
is a destructive place for everyone concerned.Yet while
camps do exist, we will seek to be
present and to serve the people. We
know, too, that those who wait are
resourceful and can be creative.

In South-East Asia JRS empha-
sises education, offering four kinds of
activity: on-site teaching, distance
learning, scholarships and non-formal
education. The UN concentrates on
primary teaching. This includes
teacher-training, as well as managec-
ment training that helps the people
to run their own affairs.

The distance-learning program
involves 75 retired teachers in anoth-
er country, each having four or five

cannot

on them students in a camp with whom they
correspond frequently, helping them
to do so complete set curricula. Scholarships

20

are possible if the people are ‘citizens’

of a government recognised by Thai-

land: they can be sent abroad for spe-
cial courses, say in rural community development. They
return and offer significant leadership within the camp.
‘Non-formal education’ includes weaving, silk produc-
tion and sculpture.

Scene Four: Who is, and who is not, a refugee?

The scene shifts to a frontier immigration office of a
Western country, where the process in progress is ‘sta-
tus determination’ or ‘screening procedure’. Sanctuary
underlines the extreme difficulty of setting up fair ways
of deciding who are ‘genuine’ refugees.

No one claims that the 1951 convention definition
is adequate. Presently, seeking a change of definition is
not tactically advisable. But those concerned must con-
tinue to demonstrate that the Convention is inadequate
and itself creates injustices.

Determining refugee status remains the prerogative
of sovereign states. Often asylum-seekers cannot prove
that they have ‘a fear of persecution’. Yet the onus is on
them to do so. Meanwhile, there continue to be many
life-threatening causes of statelessness, for example, civil
conflict, foreign aggression, discriminatoryagrarian
policy, ecological factors,home territory ragvaged by land
mines, and sheer poverty. Legal mechanisms must be
found, both international and national, to protect up-
rooted people.

Generally, only refugees in the strict sense are con-
sidered for resettlement. Others wait in limbo, granted
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only temporary asylum. Many Sri Lankan Tamils live
suspended in this way. And legal instruments are lack-
ing to protect such people as the East Timorese in Indo-
nesia, and the internally displaced in El Salvador.

Heated discussion continues for and against the
mandatory repatriation of screened-out boat people from
Hong Kong and other first asylum countries, and about
the morality of using this process to deter others. Such
discussions are not generally supported by enough reli-
able data or by rational argument.

Scene Five: New life, culture shock

Moving to a Western country, the film focuses on reset-
tlement, a process fraught with risks—discrimination,
culture shock, racism, exploitation. Only five per cent
of refugees have an opportunity for resettlement; in
general, adequate research is being done on their needs.
However, some governments support research in their
own country, but not internationally.

Scene Six: Sponsorship and sanctuary

An urgent question facing churches in North America
and elscwhere is whether to offer protection to undocu-
mented persons. Both Jews and Christians have long
traditions of providing sanctuary for those who reach
the door of church or synagogue. Sizeable communities
are being led in conscience to offer refuge that requires
breaking a law they consider unjust.

Non-government organisations [NGOs| do not see
the whole picture, but we are seeing more and more of
it. Governments and international organisations are now
excluded from many of the fields they used to ‘co-ordi-
nate’. International organisations cannot work at the
Thai-Burma border, nor can they enter Tigray or Erit-
rea. Private agencies carry the burden. In other coun-
tries, too, NGOs do the bulk of the work. They are more
flexible, more lightly structured and less costly than
government-sponsored agencies.

But they do need support. Sometimes they lack
experience, infrastructure and sound judgement. For
these reasons especially, partnerships between research
and teaching inStitutes on the onc hand, and voluntary
agencies on the other, are potentially most valuable.

Studies of refugee phenomena reve. 1 shift of atti-
tude during the last ten years. A decade ) we spoke of
crises, the assumption being that these were short-term.
We thought that massive injections of cash, spontane-
ous and dramatic interventions and emergency assist-
ance would ‘fix’ the situation. Now we know the reality.
And we need much better information than we presently
possess about ways to relieve the distress of masses of
people.

The creation of refugees is no longer acceptable. In
fact, it never was.

Mark Raper §J is director of the Jesuit Refugee Service,
avoluntary or  isation serving refugeesand = >l d
persons in thirty countries.
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Crossing Over
school to beyond

A long-serving university medical officer used to claim there is more
growing up to be done between 17 and 21 than between birth ¢ d 17.
Kate Lindsey and Adrian Lyons explore the passage from school to
beyond in interviews with a tertiary student, a parent, a teacher,

a school counsellor and an American writer on education.
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on life directions. In our school we try to make sure that
social awareness activities get a high profile, so that
public praise goes to those as well as sport.’

‘What’s amazing now’, continues lan, ‘is the high
rate of involvement in school retreats. We get the Year
11s to give retreats to Year 7s and 8s. That way they're
getting an early experience of service and ministry in a
religious context. And after community awareness pro-
grams they come back and say, “That was fantastic!”. I
think there’s a real place for something like a tempo-
rary religious vocation: a year or two's experience of
community and service in the years after school.’

A few years back, leaving school often meant
abandoning regular church attendance {assuming that
hadn’t happened before). But for Michelle church turned
out to be a strength in time of transition. ‘Moving from
the country to the city, it was the same God we took
with us. And it’s a bit of a comfort to have that, the
church and the sameness. When you leave school, reli-
gion is up to you. This year I found people more willing
to talk about religion becausc it’s part of life now, not
just a subject at school.’

Ian, from his vantage point as teacher, also notices
the change of climate, but describes it differently: ‘Tfind
young adults less preoccupied than before with belong-
ing to the hicrarchical church on a regular basis. They're
not so guided by habit. But when there’s a special occa-
sion, say the death of one of their class mates, their un-
derlying faith comes to the fore. There’s nothing shallow
about their involvement in the Eucharist at times like
that.” Sarah is critical of her church’s inattention, for

the most part, to the post-school age-group: ‘I don’t be-
lieve they completely abandon their religion. God (in
the church’s sense) may be shelved for a time. But for
the most part the Catholic Church doesn’t seem to ca-
ter for young people. Other churches, such as the Bap-
tiste are more attractive.’

«uich raises a concern for Ian: ‘Our students are
so vulnerable to fundamentalists. I think we need to be
more ‘up front’ about our religion and our approach to
life. Perhaps under pressure from fundamentalism, our
kids are now asking for more information about Chris-
tianity as Catholics understand it.’

Ian notices that Year 12s find it hard to make a
connection between the gospels and the church. ‘In the
tilm Jesus of Montreal what appealed to them were the
values, the drama of acceptance and rejection, and the
critique of the church establishment.” Their images of
God contain contradictions. ‘They say they don’t be-
lieve, and yet they find a sense of God in naturc—in
trees, sunsets and the stars. But in talk about God they
resist human representations. What appeals about God
is that, ultimately, I'm not alone. There’s One much
greater than me who loves me.’

The passage from school to the afterlife is bound to
be dramatic—in social, emotional, intellectual, practi-
cal and spiritual terms. Asked for a word of general ad-
vice, Jan Wilson says, ‘Prepare! As with any transition,
the more work you put in, the less traumatic it will be.
Anticipate new situations, visualise yourself in them—
and do it all positively.’
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Paul the pragmatist

Brendan Byrne SJ, Inheriting the Earth: The Pauline basis of a spirituality for
our time, St Paul Publications, 1990. ISBN 0 949080 85 3. RRP $8.95.
| Tony Kelly CSSR, A New Imagining: Towards an Australian Spirituality,

Collins Dove, 1990. ISBN 0 85924 828 3. RRDP $14.95.

E FILTER EVERYTHING we learn
through our own mental and emo-
tional grid. All that we read from the
past is judged by that set of presump-
tions, and try as we might, we read
our own biases and preoccupations
back into past writings. Anachro-
nism is built into our knowing and
reinforced by our education. This is
particularly so with doctrine, and that
large, amorphous lump of knowledge,
affectivity and prejudice that we call
‘spirituality’.

Twentieth-century archaeology
and literary investigation has un-
covered for us both the worlds in
which the ancient writers lived and
the presumptions they brought to
their writing, all of which leads into
one of the most exciting aspects of
learning this century—our unlearning
of old presumptions and discovering
of the ways in which texts really
make sense.

Scripture scholars have been in
the front line of this kind of educa-
tion. Brendan Byrne, for one, has that
talent, and here invites his readers to
make sense of Genesis 1-3, and some
of Paul’s concepts. Reading this lat-
est book you sense his own fantastic
journey—towards getting inside the
mind of another. The reader feels
that Byrne’s quest is successful be-
cause the new interpretations he of-
fers make sense. The first three
chapters, for instance, help to throw

EUREKA STREET o Arrn 1991

new light on Paul’s key terms such as
‘image’, ‘righteousness’, ‘justifica-
tion’, ‘sin’ and ‘faith’.

His treatment of God’s loving
faithfulness, and of faith as the be-
liever’s response, is wonderful— an
excellent corrective to the bargain-
ing with God that was so characteris-
tic of catechesis in the past.

In the chapteron ‘the plight of the
world’, Byrne allows that his own
reflections go well beyond Paul’s
thought. Yet Paul would be pleased,
I am certain, that his writings have
stimulated such a lively response—
as indeed would any serious writer.
Still, questions remain at each point
about whether we are following on
from Paul, or reading back our own
present preoccupations into the text.

The laterchapters—on ‘Christian
obedience’, ‘Christian freedom’, Hope
forthe world’, and ‘Life in the body’'—
read like a spiritual treatise. Their
ingredients include central Pauline
concepts such as Jesus’ obedience,
and the Spirit and life ‘in Christ’.
Byrne assumes that we know what
Paul meant by these terms. All have
acquired heavy connotations from
the spiritualities of the past few cen-
turies.

‘Spirituality’ can be a term with
motherhood and apple pie over-
tones—one you dare not criticise.
But the word itseli  ses diffict s
for a faith that is solidly incarnat-

ional. Morcover, there are many
spiritualities. The sort my own gen-
eration was nurtured on was often
discouraging in the ‘try harder’
sense, and vague, irresponsibly sub-
missive and individ istic in the
‘find God within’ sense. For a left-
lober like myself, such spirituality
can be a ‘dreadful doom’ {to quote
Chesterton). Ilike to think of Paul as
pragmatic above all else, and end up
wondering whether he was really so
introspective. If I am right, the
Pauline sense of those ‘spiritual’
terms needs teasing
Brendan Byrne has many devo-
tees whose faith he has fostered
through his teachine and writings.
They will not 2 disappoint-
ed with this new offering.

I HE BEST THING about Tony Kelly's

new book is that is has been written.
It is a significant contribution to re-
flection on how the specifically Aus-
tralian story reveals the truth about
God, human beings d their rela-
tionship. Kelly’s background for this
task is extraordinarily rich. He is
able to call on an extensive range of
poets and authors who have reflected
on Australian life. That said, it is his
own contribution that is the worth of

the book.
Kellv is a sgkilled storv-teller in
his o’ _ Hisdl

ing Our Past’, is my favourite.





















An exegesis of the program is
revealing. It reproduces the format,
size and gloss of an Australian Opera
program. For $6 you get a list of the
company, a double page spread of
‘thoughts of William Shakespeare’, a
forgettable (not to put too fine a point
on it} poem, ‘Shakespeare’ by Martin
Sorescu, ‘a note’ from John Bell, an-
other from Adam Salzer of the Eliza-
bethan Theatre Trust, six short quotes
from Hamlet (Freud, Camus, Ger-
maine Greer, etc.) a sentence or two
from six Australians who have played
Hamlet between 1963 and 1988, a
synopsis, a cast list, and illustrated
biographies of the company. For your
money you also get a piece ofbarbed-
wire entanglement on the cover, a
photoof tanks advancingdown astreet
(presumably Tian’anmen Square), an-
other of some riot police runningriot,
and some ads for an airline, gin, hand-
bags, hotels and Saabs. What youdon’t
getis any mention of The Merchant of
Venice, the company’s itinerary or
even its short-term plans.

You pay another $6 for a program
for The Merchant, and you get a virtu-
ally identical package. Sonnet 87 and
notes from the director, Carol
Woodrow, replace specifically Hamlet
material, but otherwise you might
feel your $6 was less than gainfully
employed. (Disconcertingly, the Syd-
ney performances are being staged in
the Showground’s Hall of Industries,
the home of the sample bag, that noto-
rious package of nothing very much.}

The sense from the program is that
the company is aiming at something
close to the Shakespearean illiterate.
Opera-goers who might be tempted by
the corporate backing, the unusual
venue? (Yet an Australian Opera pro-
gram can be far more substantial—see
the current long discussion of the his-
tory, status, worth, etc., of La Clem-
enza di Tito.) John Bell’s ‘note’ is dis-
appointingly thin, banal even: ‘We
believe the plays are among the great-
est plays ever written’. And Carol
Woodrow does not raise the standard
noticeably: ‘The Merchant of Venice
relatesto today’ssociety’. [wouldlike
to believe  at a youth or blue-collar
audience is being sought—the star-
studded circus tent makes this plausi-
ble—but seat prices of $32.90 and
$40.90 (with rubber cushions) rather
blow that hope out of the water.

The same lack of secure identity

and direction is evident elsewhere.
Except for himself and his wife, Anna
Volska, Bell has eschewed (or possibly
didn’t attract) big name actors for the
company. On the contrary he has cast
a virtually unknown 23 year-old as
Hamlet and given employment to four
very recent graduates of NIDA and
other drama schools. All supportive
selection is praiseworthy, but the
glaring reality is that the standard of
acting is embarrassingly uneven. A
national touring company can’t afford
that. Hamlet is the worse affected.
Critical consensus is that The Mer-
chant of Venice is a great success, and
so a general relief to the critical com-
munity who desperately wanted to
avoid saying that this company had
scored two duds out of two. Bell and
Susan Lyons (Shylock and Portia)both
give commanding performan-ces,
subtly varied, sensitively spoken,
brimful of motivation and personal-
ity. Whereas of John Polson’s Hamlet,
not only the rest, but what comes
before the rest, should be silence.

A newspaper feature on the whole
enterprise told what might ambiva-
lently be a winning tale or a horror
story of how Bell asked Polson if he’d
seen or read Hamlet. No, he hadn’t.
Well then, he knew the story? No, he
didn’t. Bell sent him home to read it.
He bounced back a few days later
announcing ‘Hamletisme'. If so, John
Polson has a dreary monochromatic
personality with a tendency to swal-
low his words and scamper about like
a pepped-up Estragon. The cult of

naiveté and the tabula

rasa should have limits.

I HERE SEEMS NO CENTRE to this
Hamlet, no unified, coherent direc-
tion. Gertrude, a lookalike for Rod
Stewart (admittedly on one of his
balmier days) has two sharply dis-
tinct, all-consuming phases—the las-
civious and the depressed. How could
anyone ever have called her ‘my most
seeming virtuous queen’? Patrick
Dickson (consistently one of the real
assets of the company) plays Polonius
with a Scottish {or is it a Geordie?)
accent. This is funny, but where does
it fit into any overall interpretation?
The First Player is done with a Polish
accent, but this would appear tobe the
actor’s natural speaking voice. What
is the point of one Pole and one dod-
derer from North Britain among a res-
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idue of more or less refined Austral-
ians?

The identity problem recurs. As
everybody knows, circus seating is in
raised tiers. This apparently was the
aim of the Bell Company, but money
shortages forced them into rows of
plastic chairs on the level. The stage
is a black, raised, apronless platform,
with a painted circular centrepiece.
The whole is reminiscent of a trampo-
line, and when the audience’s eyes are
at actors’ ankle level, and the Nimrod
Shakespearean tradition (essentially
an accelerated, athletic one) of rapid,
often run-on entrances and exits is in
full cry, a performance that lacks an
interpretative centre or strong leads is
going to look like a complicated aero-
bics routine.

The Bell Company is minimal-
ist—the set is functional, props and
costumes scant. The fun-and-games
image has had its smile contracted
severely by heat, crude seating ar-
rangements, guy ropes andstanchions
getting the best view and, above all,
the price of tickets. A heavy responsi-
bility is cast on to the quality of the
acting, the coherence of the produc-
tion and Shakespeare’s words. This
Hamlet staggers under that weight.
This Merchant bears up magnificent-
ly. Yet, oddly, extra performances of
Hamlet have now been scheduled for
Sydney (school’s back, set text?),
whereas the initial season of The
Merchant is already advertising ‘good
seats available at the door'—always
an ominous sign. The contrary omen
is the good will.

Australia’s British cultural herit-
age is hardly the flavour of the decade.
The bias is towards the indigenous,
the multicultural and the regional.
Will Shakespeare escape this discrim-
ination? So far he seems to have been
excepted. (Why exactly?) But the day
must come when he’s no longer de
rigueur as a set text at either school or
university. He’ll be on his own. Ora
philosophically secure, consistently
good Bell company could be his ticket
to continued life in Australia.

*The Bell Shakespeare Company
opens its Brisbane season on 4 April.

Gerard Windsor is a Sydney writer.
His books include The Harlots Enter
First, Memories of the Assassination
Attempt and That Fierce Virgin.
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