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‘The way we are

Jurian DisNEy spoke to Eureka Street about the state
of the economy and Australia’s prospects

OUTH UNEMPLOYMENT IS VERY SEVERE, 4$ 1S uneini-
ployment in all other parts of the age spectrum. It is
long-term unemployment that is the worst problem,
rather than youth unemployment specifically. But there
is no doubt that there are a lot of people at school who
wouldn’t be there if it weren’t for the bad labour mar-
ket, and in that sense they are really unemployed.

The current levels of youth unemployment may
be substantially due to the fact that we are in recession
as much as to some long-term structural changes. [ don’t
feel enormously confident that this is the case, but it is
arguable. The most profound structural change is that
people are going to stay at school longer, even when the
labour market is more benign. Long-term unemploy-
ment will continue to be the major problem. Tt won't
decrease significantly, if at all, for the next five years.

Which has to do with restructuring?

Partly, though in theory that would mean that eventu-
ally the jobs might come back. I don't think all of them
will, hecause we are increasingly moving to an economy
where the emphasis is on capital productivity rather than
labour. [ think there will be a long-term decline in the
amount of paid employment available in the commu-
nity. When that happens ic will affect people in their
middle years more scriously than it will affect young
people.

Because vounger people are more flexible!

Most tend to have more flexibility in a number of ways—
onc is their physical vigour, and, perhaps more impor-
tant, their lack of dependants. T don’t think they will
farc any worsce than the rest of the community, and they
may do better. But this is starting from a very grim sce-
nario—to compare their fate with that of other age groups
is a bit like arguing which end of the Titanic is going
down tirst.

How much of it was unavoidable?

The recession, [think, was very largely avoidable, and [
am not speaking with hindsight. We—ACOSS and 1,
particularly at the Economic Planning Advisory Coun-
cil—said at the time what was going to happen and what
errors were being made. We weren't alone in foreseeing
these problems, We leamed trom other people who were
saying it and who secemed to us to be right.

Where were those peopled There weren't very manv of
them.

No, and that is the problem. Why didn’t more people
cither speak our or get heard? Thev are still not speak-
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ing out or getting heard sufficiently. Some of them are
academics who aren’t very good at expressing them-
sclves in public. But we have also had in the media and
the public service what I've called the intellectual tyr-
anny of the past five years—a ficrce determination by
the powers that be to abuse and ostracise anyone who
questioned their rigid prejudices.

Isolate the clements of that tvranny. Which groups are
vou talking about?

It has run through all the key co-ordinating depart-
ments—Prime Minister and Cabinet, Treasury, and
Finance. It has been an enormous intellectual tyranny,
where to show any sign of questioning orthodoxy was
bound to affect your career adversely. It is still with us.
I agree with Joan Kirner that it is about time some
Commonwecalth ministers stood up to their adviscers. It
is also about time some of them stood up to their col-
leagues, for example, in relation to the scandalous new
superannuation system.

The recession was largely avoidable. We would
incvitably have had a bit of a downturn because the rest
of the world has, but the Government still hasn't ad-
justed its policies sufficiently. Everything they have done
has been too late. One Nation should have been at least
a year carlicr. Labour-market programs are a classic
example—ACOSS was pushing them before the reces-
sion, saying you must create training programs that
include work experience. Some key union leaders, who
in many of these arcas have not been very constructive,
said ‘Don’t want any of these job creation schemes.
They’re hopeless. Just have training.” But for many of
the most disadvantaged people, training is not enough.
You need actually to get into the workplace. Finally,
the Government has followed our advice but done too
little and much too late.

What next, then, particularlv if there is a change of
covernment?

At the moment, despite One Nation, we have still two
parties competing with cach other to run as fast as they
can in the wrong direction. But I think that for vears
this hasn’t been what the Australian public wants. This
has been masked by a sequence of odd election resulrs,
We had the intervention of Biclke-Petersen. We had the
Peacock-Howard fight. Labor hasn’t rcally 'won’ an
clection since their second one, which they only just
won. The next two celections they really didn’t ‘win’;
the Opposition lost. And the next one, if they win it,
they won'’t really have ‘won’. If the Opposition didn’t
have lead in their saddle bags they would romp in. 1



think Labor will probably win—the GST is a major
electoral liability. One of the dangers, frankly, is that a
lot of ‘progressive’ people will say, ‘Fine, the Govern-
ment’s changed direction, or at least it’s not as bad as
the Opposition’, and will ‘close ranks’ rather than de-
mand real change in the Labor Party. A lot of the people
who get concerned about poverty and injustice, espe-
cially if they arc from church groups, often call for the
simplest bandaid stuff, not for structural change in the
underlying causes. And they are very easily won over.

So what is to be done:

[ fear we may have a pretty cathartic period first, whether
it is from a Hewson government or not, during which
things get even worse until the demand tor change be-
comes overwhelming. Just think what the Labor Party,
and people on the left generally, would be saying if there
were a Liberal government now. There would be out-
rage in the streets. They would be breaking down the
doors of Parliament House. That is one of the problems:
the great forees of social justice are largely silenced be-
causce ‘their’ party is in office and the only available
alternative is even worsc.

Is this a breakdown of democratic process! Or just a
hiccup in democratic process of the kind that we have
to live with from time to time!?

I'd say that this reflects the fact that much of the union
movement no longer really represents the most social-
ly disadvantaged. There is government, business, unions
and, around the edge, an cnormous number of other
concerns—the green movement, the women'’s move-
ment, welfare, the Democrats. This potential ‘fourth
force’ has not yet coalesced, but it may make progress
in that direction.

In the unions, the main hope lies with women in
the movement. They tend to work with the more mar-
ginal workers, and, in the past, the union movement
has not adequately represented the marginal part of the
workforee, let alone those who are unemployed or sole
parents or old. But for a variety of rcasons many people
in the Labor Party still believe that the unions arc
principally concerned about the most disadvantaged
people. That is just not correct. Anyone who has a sceure
job is privileged, and if they have a secure house they
are doubly privileged.

During the round of superannuation talks four years
ago, I remember talking to John MeBean, then deputy
president of the ACTU. We got into an argument about
the ACOSS proposals to trim the superannuation tax
concession. I said to him, ‘Our proposals wouldn’t hurt
anyone who is carning less than $70,000.” And he said,
‘Some of my members carn more than $70,000, and 1
am not going to agree to anything that disadvantages
them’

The superannuation debate has shown that some
union leaders have a very simple view of the world:
childhood, work for 45 years, retirement. But what about
uncmployed people, disabled people?! People who are

taken out of paid work by child care, or are pushed out
for illness or retraining? We are facing a situation where
the bottom 10 per cent of the community are getting
further and further away from the rest of the tield while
‘middle Australia’ remains very affluent. The iniquitous
wagc-tax ‘trade off” in ’8Y was an example. No one was
willing to accept a real reduction in living standards.

We are not going to, are we. unless forced.

Not carly cnough and broadly enough. T don’t want to
suggest that this is the only or main thing that has to be
done. A lot of the things that have to be done are, funnily
enough, level-playing-field things. For example, a very
important arca is removal of many tax distortions. It
was tax distortions that enabled the Bonds and Skases
to borrow money overscas at virtually no cost rather
than raise it through share issuces, to blow out our na-
tional debt, and then to spend the money on specula-
tive activity or corporate takeovers. Most of those huge
tax issues still haven't been addressed.

Looking at the future, it is best to be realistically
pessimistic about the next five years, That doesn’t mean
we shouldn’t do anything, but if we coneentrate too
much on quick fixes we won't get unemployment below
about 8.5 per cent at best. We must aim for longer term
reforms and initiatives which eventually can achicve
much lower levels of unemployment.

Enormous attention should be paid to South-East
Asia. 1f it weren't for South-East Asia being our region,
and being the most dynamic part of the world, I would
be very pessimistic about Australia’s prospects. But we
need to understand that trade follows culture. 1 think
we need to make a quantum leap in commitment—not
just the incremental one that has been going on for the
past 20 years—to get to understand not just their lan-
guages but their cultures in a very broad sense.

I don't think the Government sufficiently under-
stands the importance of this broad cultural approach.
If [ really wanted to bring Indonesia and Australia closer
together, and expand our trade prospects with them, 1
would devote about 40 per cent of my energies to de-
veloping sporting links and another 40 per cent to mass-
media links.

One of the biggest weaknesses in the dominant
economic ideology of the past 10 years has been the
failure to recognise Australia’s special physical cir-
cumstances. We have tollowed policies which were
developed in countries with, or near, large, industrialised
populations. Our situation is very different. But we arc
‘off the coast’” of South-East Asia, which will be an
cconomic engine room of the future. So the message of
gloom can become a message of hope if we recognise
our special advantages and disadvantages and adont
Australian solutions for Australian problems.

Julian Disney is professor of public law at the Centre
tor International and Public Law in the Australian
National University. He was president of the Australian
Council of Social Service from 1985-89.
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airline industry has been ‘dominated by those people
best able to hold the attention of politicians’. Which
means the story of airline deregulation is as much about
patronage and personal power as it is about the theo-
retically impersonal logic of market forces. There is
nothing wrong with being influential, nor is there any
evidence to suggest impropricty in the conduct of airline
policy, but when politicians and powerful business
people grow close, the public has a legitimate interest
in scrutinising the relationship.

Keating’s surprise announcement was part of the
government’s attempt to recover from an appalling
month, in which Graham Richardson, Minister for
Transport and Communications and a man with im-
mense personal and political power, had been forced to
resign. Morce significantly, it was the clearest sign to
date that the tides of influence have changed. The an-
nouncement was a massive kick in the teeth for Ansctt.
Although Ansett’s general manager, Gracme McMahon,
recently broke Ansett’s shocked silence with brave talk
about the new challenges facing the group, industry
analysts believe the airline will now be relegated to a
niche carrier operating in a market in which all the rules
will be set by the new merged operator. Some speculate
that Ansett might not survive as a domestic carrier at

all. and it will certainly have to seek extra
capital, probably from a foreign airline.

O MUCH FOR LEVEL PLAYING FIELDS. The decision to
merge Qantas and Australian Airlines was cntirely
driven by the need to make them attractive assets for
sale. In spite of the deregulation rhetoric, Ansett has
been left with the playing field tilted very sharply against
them. Access to international routes is to be decided by
a commission that the new Minister for Transport and
Communications, Bob Collins, has said will be entirely
open and accountable. But at the moment, Qantas has
the most profitable routes tied up for five years, and the
government, mindful of the need to get a good sale price,
has indicated that will remain the case.

When the two-airline agreement ended, there were
happy predictions that the Australian market would be
able to support numerous carricrs. That is now consid-
ered ridiculously optimistic. Compass airlines have gone
spectacularly broke, and Southern Cross, which is trying
to revive Compass, has filled only half its $50 million
float, raising doubts about whether its aircraft will get
off the ground. Now international carricers will compete
for domestic traffic. It seems likely that the market will
always be divided up between two carriers, with the
threat of a third constantly in the wings.

Nevertheless, deregulation has been good for con-
sumers. A survey by the Prices Surveillance Authority
has confirmed that although airfares rose after the col-
lapse of Compass, average fares have still fallen by a
total of 22 per cent since the beginning of deregulation.
As a result, more people are flying more often. Running
an airline has become a high cash flow, low profit mar-
gin, business. And, although there is concern about the
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new air traffic control system, so far there is no cvi-
dence that the airlines have reduced their safety stand-
ards.

For the past decade or more, the friendship between
the former Prime Minister, Bob Hawke, and the part-
owner of Ansctt, Peter Abeles, has been one of the
enduring features of Australian politics. The former
Minister for Transport and Communications, Graham
Richardson, was also onc of the circle. Blanche
d’Alpuget’s biography of Hawke, written with his co-
operation, describes Abeles, along with Gold Coast
property developer Eddiec Kornhauser, as one of a number
of “father figures’ who advised, funded and counsclled
the emergent politician. Hawke chose Abeles as his
witness at the meeting in November 1988 at which he
madc a secret pact with Keating to give up the leadership
after the 1990 clection. It was Hawke's breaking of this
promisc that precipitated the series of challenges which
eventually led to Keating being Prime Minister in 1991,

In the meantime, Hawke, Richardson and other
ministers dealt regularly with Abeles during the airline
pilots’ dispute; their discussions included the $100
million compensation paid to the airlines. They also
dealt with him over the end of the two-airline agree-
ment; the award of the coastal surveillance contract to
Ansctt’s affiliate, Skywest; and the company being
permitted to buy East West Airlines in spite of contro-
versy; and over the signing of long-term leases on ter-
minal space before deregulation, which severely
restricted new entrants. Abeles had also been appoint-
ed to the board of the Rescerve Bank in August 1984, and
in 1991 was given the highest honour in the Australia
Day honours list.

When Hawke lost the Prime Ministership, things
began to change. Bob Collins, the boy from the bush,
took over the aviation section of the Transport and
Communications portfolio within weeks of the Com-
pass collapse. Amid the turmoil, and in little more than
a month, he achicved what three other transport minis-
ters—Gareth Evans, Ralph Willis and Kim Beazley—had
failed to do. He ended Australia’s unique separation
between domestic and international airlines, and began
the merging of the Australian and New Zealand mar-
kets.

Abeles and the chairman of Australian Airlines, Ted
Harris, who was also used to having the prime ministe-
rial car, lobbied hard for measures to protect their mar-
kets, but they failed to sway Keating. The changes, the
most radical in the history of the industry, were
announced in the One Nation statement. Now the
Qantas-Australian merger, announced only days after
the disappearance of Richardson from the ministry, is
an even harder kick in the teeth for Ansett.

The rules in the airline industry have changed for
good, but the results might not be what the cconomie
rationalists would have expected.

1 ' Y t oo
lar contributor to Eureka Street.
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HO COINED THE PHRASE ‘the clever country’? The
long-term unemployed will tell you that it doesn’t look
too clever now. With most politicians keen to turn up
the flame-thrower on the alrecady burnt earth of the level
playing field, what are the prospects for companies with
new ideas? Do they have to go overseas to make money?
Are investors interested? And what can government do
as the world cconomy shifts towards the service, tech-
nology, and information industries?

Early this century, Argentina had the world’s high-
est standard of living, from beef exports. Hyperinflation
and chaos arrived after only a few decades of compla-

cency. Australia may have a stronger tradition of par-

liamentary democracy but its position in the world is
frighteningly similar. Stuck in the southern hemisphere,
both countries are isolated from the world’s main mar-
kets in North America and Europe. Both depend on the
export of primary products, with little valuc added. Both
are hostage to the boom-bust cycles of foreign capital
markets, and both have sheltered behind tariff barriers.
Argentina is making a halting recovery. Can Australia?

Thinkers in Australia play a kind of kick-to-kick
game with ideas, before punting them overseas. This
country lacks the kind of sponsorship that brings home
premicr dividends—the CSIRO’s gene shears project is
the best-known example.

Roger Allen is chairman and chief e¢xecutive of
Computer Power, Australia’s biggest software, systems
development and training company. Its story illustrates
many of the problems facing ‘clever’ companies. Stock-
brokers say of Computer Power that it is a good company
with a lousy balance sheet—it has just written off $89.7
million of its database intangible assets. But Allen re-
sponds: ‘In the US market you have to amortize intan-
gibles. Here, companices like Westpac are writing down
their assets to current market value. How do you con-

CamppeLL THoMPSON plots a future for Australian high-tech industry.

vince investors of the value of an idea? Look at the
money paid for Hollywood software companies.
Accounting does not treat their type of assets well ci-
ther.’

Double-entry bookkeeping and accounting can be
traced back to the mercantile Venetians, who control-
led maritime commodity trading. Australian investors
still think of value in the same tenms: tonnes of coal,
bales of wool, city real estate. As the failure of the last
building boom shows, these tangibles can be cqually
speculative. Says Allen: ‘One problem is that we haven't
had a fantastic success story like Microsoft or Lotus.
The closest would be Orbital, and investors have backed
that’.

As Michacl West wrote in the Australian Finan-
cial Review of 2 June 1992: ‘In the boom-time 1980s ...
the market {flung money at anyone with an invention.
A slew of fledgling blue-sky companies sprang up, many
spawned on Perth’s sccond board, and share prices roll-
er-coasted, often with market abuses by company pro-
moters and speculators. Some had dubious technology,
others poor management, and a few were just plain rorts.
But after the crash in October 1987, turnovers were sliced
by two-thirds and a gencration of pretenders

were transported to that great high-tech
I graveyard in the sky.’

N THE PRESENT RECESSION, few investors are willing to
put moncy into companies with less than a billion dol-
lars of market capital. Institutions consider short-term
profits before long-term possibilities. Research into the
viability of patents is expensive, and there are not enough
scientists in our finance industry with analytical abili-
ty. Allen sees it like this: “If you develop ideas here you
have to go to the world market to make them pay. In
the US you can make money locally before worrying
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‘Australia could be

the contract

software centre in
the Asia-Pacific—

we are the most

sophisticated users

of software in the

region. Whereas

Singapore and

Taiwan have put
lots of money into

training, you can't

buy 20 years of

experience.’

—Computer Power chief

Roger Allen
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about going overseas so it’s easier to get success storics.
The analogy is with filims and books. It’s harder to
crack the US market from outside than from within.
The more successful you are, the more you gravitate to
the major market. The best you can do is have your
roots here. Some people move offshore and never come
back. In our case, we're leaving the research and
development here and putting the

marketing overseas.’
A N exaMrLE 1S Computer Power’s AIDA,

or Artificially Intelligent Document Analys-
er. The company leads the world in this kind
of software, which analyses and summarises
text by concentrating on the author’s language
and style rather than the document’s contents.
But the Australian market is too small for
Computer Power to make enough moncey
from AIDA.

The director of the Australian Artificial
Intelligence Unit, Mike Georgeff, points out
that Australia ranks third among OECD
countrics in the number of world-class scien-
tific publications per capita, but third from
the bottom in terms of moncey spent on re-
search and development. The artificial intel-
ligence unit is a project of the Co-operative
Research Centre, a joint venture of Compu-
ter Power, the Stanford Research Institute and
the Victorian government. The unit has been
given $100 million from government funds,
and after four years is now gaining profitable
research and development contracts.

Georgeff argues that the transfer of tech-
nology to industry should be market-driven
and that the Anglo-Saxon tradition of keeping
research separate from industry is ineffective.
He also argues that specialist organisations
like his own are better suited to meet indus-
try requirements than public bodies like uni-
versities and the CSIRO.

The vice-chancellor of Melbourne Uni-
versity, Professor David Penington, maintains that uni-
versitics are the right place for contract research. He
argues that the academic culture is moving in the right
direction and points to the research of Professor Gra-
ham Clark into the bionic ear, which has been devel-
oped by Cochlear, a subsidiary of Pacific Dunlop.

Melbourne University and RMIT have set up
CITRI—the Collaborative Information and Technology
Research Institute—to provide what the insititute’s chief
executive, Professor Peter Poole, calls ‘an interface’ with
industry. It is responsible for such projects as Titan, a
text retrieval system that is being sold under licence by
Knowledge Enginecring.

Behind all the acronyms, and euphemistic titles
such as Co-operative Research Centre, there is ajealous
pursuit of government funding. All involved agree that
government intervention is necessary at the macro lev-
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el, but argue that bureaucrats should not determine
where the money is spent, as happened with the VEDC.

Roger Allen extrapolates from Computer Power to
Australia’s position: ‘The raw talent here is very good.
We have a group in Perth doing research and develop-
ment for IBM. The customer is in the Hudson valley,
New York State. You can’t physically get further away.
Yet they sit on terminals hooked into a worldwide net-
work and can talk to these guys like they're in the next
room.

‘“When the talent from New York comes to Perth,
they all want to stay. They don’t need to work in a big
city. They want a clean environment, a place to raise
their kids, good education, good health systems and
leisure facilitics. We can attract the best people. The
brain drain is due to the funding and facilities available
overscas.

‘Australia could be the contract software centre in
the Asia-Pacific—we are the most sophisticated users
of software in the region. Whereas Singapore and Taiwan
have put lots of money into training, you can’t buy 20
years of experience.

‘For instance, Eriksons moved some R&D here be-
causc Telecom was the first customer in the world to
want it. IBM used to think: “Australia, do those guys
know what a computer looks like?” Now they know
we can produce quality work on time.’

Allen argues that Australian companies cannot
compete in Europe. But IBM spends $7 billion a year on
research and development, and if 30 per cent is for the

Asian market attracting it to Australia would
bring enormous benefits.

IHE LANGUAGE OF WORLD SOFTWARE is English, which
gives Australia a headstart over Japan and the other fast-
developing Asian nations. Research laboratories are
cheaper in India and China, but the best researchers don’t
want to live there. The federal government could help
Australian firms compete with entities like Singapore’s
National Computer Board.

Allen argues that Australia has no added competi-
tive advantage in assembling components that have to
be imported in order to build products that are then
exported to make money. IBM has an efficient plant in
Wangaratta, but it also has the worldwide purchasing
and distribution network to make it viable.

Another Australian high-technology company that
manufactures overseas to be nearer its major market is
Telectronics, a Pacific Dunlop subsidiary that makes
heart pacemakers in Miami. Its world-leading cardiac
technology was developed in Australia, and Australian
shareholders benefit from its exploitation overseas.
German and Japanese companies, with higher labour
costs than Australia, also manufacture overseas.

Intellectual property and technology are the key
assets. If Australia can foster development in specific
market niches, the flow-on effects would be substan-
tial—there are not  ugh softv s of the
highest skill levels in Asia, but Austraian inaustry could



























Black and Tans. I grew up believing unwillingly but fervently in God as revealed in M . Clark’
grainy lantern slides of Pilgrini’s Progress and at Sunday school twice and church once anning args
on Sundays. (My parents were Methodist and Church of Ireland and lapsed soon after

marrying, sealing the children’s fate as hostages to the afterlife.) 1 believed more warmly tricoloured hlStOIy

and more hoﬂpcfully in British justice, 1 llnyc to say, which compared with Of Australia

God seemed noble and more on the side of the accused and the threatened,

especially since the Gestapo was never out of my nightmares. counterposes the

-v V E TOOK IT FOR GRANTED we were Irish. I did not know then that nationality could be Protestant, Catholic
so political. “The Micks have stolen St Patrick’s Day’ was my mother’s only political
complaint about Australia, and indecd she and my tather wore shamrock religiously and En]z’ghtenment
cvery year we lived in England and made sure the children did too. Green, tediously, was
the only colour and my mother would play When Irish Eves are Smiling and The U[IditiOHS, and I had
Wearing of the Green whencver there was a piano and a party. For all chat, 1 think my
father was sometimes embarrassed by the Irish need for attention and the stage-Irish ﬂ]WCIYS thought
role every Irishman scemed unable to refuse. )
In Northern Ireland some people feel both Irish and British while for others, to put Australian
it mildly, it’s onc or the other. As schoolboys we felt very superior to the English and the . .
most timid and protected of us thought we were street toughs by comparison, treating repu blicanism—
them with the pretended tolerance a Belfast Artful O'Dodger would have shown Lictle .,
Lord Fauntleroy. As a schoolboy in England T was mocked for my accent, quickly leaming Australia’s fUH
not to say ‘och” and ‘wee’ and ‘mammy’. My father bridled and left the shop when a .
salesgirl screwed up her face when he asked for chips ‘in a poke’. Being Irish meant being sym bolic
straightforward, plain, not trying to be what you weren't. .
My parents went on trips to Dublin {they’d honeymooned at the Gresham in 1938, 1ndependence—wou]d

not incidentally bringing back to rationed Belfast those postwar rarities like chocolate
and silk underwear we imagined the Free State abounded in. They solemnly told us that
Dubliners spoke the most beautiful and the most correet English in the world, and they
spoke of Dublin and the South almost as if they could agree that this was where Ireland
scemed most itself. They were never treated as anything but Irish themselves. A bit
later I saw them laughing and crying through John Ford’s The Quict Man, which fora long
time was their favourite tilm, Maureen O'Hara looking a bit like my mother and my
father said they had the same temper. My father didn’t get much beyond reading and
writing, but he ran to school with Victor McLaglen, who was in The Informer.

The Roman Catholic Church was another matter. It was the big catch in the enjoy-
ment of the other Ireland. Still, their attitude was more complicated than might be
expected, because, like a lot of Ulster Protestants, they had great respect for ‘the nuns’
and a convent education. I don’t know how this could have been, but amid all the sus-
picion and separation Methodist and Presbyterian and Church of Ireland girls, and some
little boys, would be enrolled with ‘lovely’ Sister Brigid, who was ‘just like ourselves’,
and ‘that really saintly one, the mother superior’, who was something we’d never be.
Above all, it was the kindliness of the nuns that my mother admired, their Irish faces
well-scrubbed and red, or pale and visionary, promising to help with daughters it would
be nice to raise both good and graceful.

There were good priests too, usually because they’d unbend and have a bit of fun
where ‘the minister’, in his stiff greys, would stand apart and disapprove. A priest could
be ‘typically Irish’—a term of happy approval—and a bit of a cod, and there were plenty
of stories of a priest who’d helped out a Protestant, sick perhaps and with no one to get
a doctor, or a priest who'd talk to you and never so much as mention the Pope, or one
with a sad face who never asked for a thing himself and lived to help the poor. The jokes
we heard the adults tell had vicars in them riding by with their noses in the air and their
bossy wives beside them, while the priests were discovered in betting shops or under
beds and in pubs after hours, the jokes Dave Allen has lived off for 30 years. These
priests may have represented a hidden side of themselves that my parents and uncles
and aunts, as Irishmen and Irishwomen, were delighted to believe in or to be reminded
was still there. In every Elder Sibling there is perhaps a Younger, Prodigal one whom
even the sternest with themselves want to keep alive.

But the ‘RC’ as a type was anything but funny, and if anything not quite human at
all. George Borrow's Lavengro gives the picture of a monstrous organisation using

come from the third.
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kippers, Maltesers, the Tube, Muffin the Mule, and the Pantomime—all these and a
multitude of similar ties began to make me English [ supposc.

Later it was The Goon Show, The Lavender Hill Mob, Tony Hancock, Leslie Howard
as the Scarlet Pimpernel, Dickens, Hardy, Trollope and Anthony Powell, Kathleen Ferrier
and Hugh Gaitskell (and Nye Bevan, perverscly), and Macbeth—rewritten and put on in
the garage with a Lady Macbeth called Dorothy, me doing all the other parts—Lord
Keynes, Yes Minister, Minder, Monty Python, Francis Bacon, Soho pubs, Le Carre, taxis
and the Groucho club. Cockney language embarrassingly easily excites imitation and
Ian Botham, whom Australians once used to claim as theirs, has pleased a man who as a
boy suffered from Bradman ¢t @! in that hot summer of ‘48. My Uncle Jack, working
round England as a foreman on a road gang, would turn up every few months ‘for one of
Winnic’s fries’, and to give us half-a-crown. He'd fought with the British army in Italy,
but mocked me for English manners and threatened me with all sorts of pain if I ever
forgot [ was Irish.

But how decp did any of it go? In that postwar period the British were struggling
between pride and dismay, pride because of what they’d gone through and achieved
against Hitler, dismay becausc of their reduced place in the world (hence the bedraggled
little Festival on the South Bank and three-wheeler cars) and at the real suffering that
was dragging on far too long—partly inspired, I now understand, by a US Congress
convinced that Attlee, who'd defeated Churchill, was the leader of a communist gov-
crnment. I wasted all my nationalistic energies in hating the loud and swaggering
American servicemen of the postwar occupation. I did not forget to be Irish during these
years, and I didn't in fact become English. I was British.

In the late 40s it was the children’s turn to go over the war and try to digest it, and
I was at the age when a social identity begins to form. ‘British’ meant savouring the
experience of being once of the noblest of all peoples who, with a little American help,
had faced down the terror of Hitler, whose bombs had invaded our dreams night after
night. And of course, like my Uncle Jack, I could be this sort of British without being any
the less Irish. The troubles were their quietest at this time. The Irish in England were
less north and south than a wee girl from Dublin or a real boyo from Belfast or a grand
man from Galway, from where our whiskey-smelling London doctor came. A long way

ahead were soccer hooliganism and Bobby Sands (both linked in my mind

M with Thatcherism), the Paras, and The Guildford Seven.

ANNING CLARK'S TRICOLOURED HISTORY OF AUSTRALIA counterposces the Protestant,
Catholic and Enlightenment traditions, and I had always thought Australian republi-
canism—Australia’s full symbolic independence—would come from the third. Australia
was my cscape not only from the responsibility of Northern Ireland but also from the
sheer impossibility of it. I could hardly return to fight at lan Paisley’s side but by the
same token it would take a more heroic person than I am to make myself over and pour
scorn on the traditions, however flawed, of my uncles and my sort of Irish. I have been
glad, like my father, just to be ‘out of it’.

Mannix and the DLP were incomprehensible, though clearly important, the Loyal
Orange Lodge never more than an anachronism glimpsed from the tram. Gradually,
though, I developed a more positive hope in which Australia would become itself with
Whitlamite panache and without any tribalism or harking back to the past. This was
how I liked to present Australia to American academics and intellectuals in the early
'70s and again during those fatetul months in late 1975. I told them our easygoingness
was the vital clue to the way we were and the way we would change.

I never thought that the symbolic completion of Australia’s independence would
come, not from the Enlightenment side, but from the tribal one, that it would be in-
spired by old enmities belonging to another place, or that it would be driven by the long-
held wish to get even and, most surprising of all, by an Irish-Catholic Australian cringe
as marked as the Protestant-Liberal Party one it deplored. This is from The Australian in
May, reporting our distinguished writer Thomas Keneally in New York, in which a
great deal depends on the little word ‘partly’: ‘He also managed to put in a plug for an
Australian republic, which will come about, he predicted, partly because the case for
Ireland’s independence from Britain is being strengthened by money from the European
Community.’

VorLume 2 NUMBER 7

In Keating’s
republican idea there
are only two players,
the Protestant British
and the Irish Catholic,
and his method of
attacking the issue is
the schoolyard taunt
he learned in those
days of appalling

sectarian bitterness.
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One man'’s rag is
another’s flag, and vice
versa. But it must be
farce when the coalition,
in a most un-Australian
way, proliferates flags till
their side of Parliament
looks like a French post
office or the immigration
hall in Hawaii. Clearly,
more worrying than the
look of the flag is the
newly obtrusive

and provocative fact

of the flag.
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There is barely one of my 70 political science students who credits Mr Keating with
much sincerity on the republican issue (or in anything else, for that matter) but they like
his Question Time vaudeville, and when the television news shows Tory twits of no
account in their own Parliament scolding our Prime Minister for his manners, there is
no doubt whom they barrack for. The debating point about the flag is also obvious, What
was one flag is all of a sudden two, ours and a foreign one in the corner. Thus a patriotic
gestalt falls to ideological analysis and political opportunity.

Even if we put a rein on our cynicism about his motives—though he is a man who
openly boasts in the Parliament about his backtlips—there is still a question about the
kind of republic Keating has in mind. I have been moved and excited by che pleasure
Americans take in the diversity cheir republic is host to. For all ies great faules, che
American republic has sometimes been as generous as it hopes to be. Tam not sure about
Keating’s republic. Certainly it has started narrowly—provincial, even parochial, rather
than generous. ‘Oh, God! Surely we're not going through all chat again!” was the response
of Catholic friends who'd been through ic all betore at home and at school.

Most of Keating’s mileage is from lampooning straw Englishmen and, though he is
said to be too smart to need to read books, from rewriting history. In Keating's republi-
can idea there are only two players, the Protestant British and the Irish Catholic, and his
method of attacking the issue is the schoolyard taunt he learned in those days of appalling
scctarian bitterness. And I cannot tollow what being a republic will mean for us if our
Prime Minister must first apologise to countrics not notably more democratic or generous
than Australia for our part-British (and part-Irish} past. Just what are the ideals and the
new ideas our new republic is sctting sail with—are they more than Up Yours and

You Should Sce Us Now, with French clocks and Ttalian suits supposed to
make the mother country jealous?

NATIVE-BORN, but not Aboriginal, Australian told mc in the middle of the Keating
furorc that he wanted the flag changed because it made him feel colonised. Trespect this
greatly, and it led me to think that the native-born Australian should probably have
more votes on the matter than an immigrant like myself, even one of nearly 40 years
standing, whosc loyaltics arc overlapping in the way I've deseribed. On the other hand,
some recent migrants would vote for removing all signs of the British past as soon as
possible. The problem could be as simple as this, that I was too well colonised in Northern
Ireland to be of any usce in this debate.

It is tempting to give my qualifications as an Australian and to explain the sort of
republican Tam. I'do not like the passion chat scems at onee petty and contrived, and the
unnecessary polarisation, all the more so because ours can't be more chan a storm in a
teacup compared to Yugoslavia, the Lebanon or Ireland ieself. ‘“Well are you a republican
or not?’—Dbut can’t I march in the body of the column, OK, not in the vanguard (what
sort of conversion from my past would that require, and would vou trust it?] but not
dragging my feet in the rear, either?! It Tam content when tomorrow Australia is a republic
with a President whose powers are no more than those of our present Governor-General
(so we preserve the present parliamentary systemt, and if tomorrow che flag is the Southern
Cross on a bluc background (but not styliscd into the Eurcka flag) or ochre-ish like the
Aboriginal onc, isn’t that ecnough?

The assumption that Australia was moving steadily and calmly towards its future,
not stirring old passions and avoiding the muddy malevolencies my father brought his
family away from, may have been naive. Nevertheless, Paul Keating—who has never
been as interested as a Whitlam or an Evans in our regular constitutional conferences—
strikes me as a man too shallow to be playing fast and loose with history. On the mateer
of Australian identity he is like a boy playing wich matches.

Admittedly, politicians are the people we choose to do our dirty work and we have
no right to claim we thought matters could be handled more delicately; a dosc of us-and-
them works wonders for a jaded party facing an clection and perhaps may even invigorate
adepressed country. But [ was hoping not to be made to choose between the two Irelands
betore [ could choose Australia. Australia in fact made the other Ircland aceessible to
me. Maybe it is usual for migrants to discover that escaping their past is harder than
they hoped. Tt that’s so, the quicker Australia becomes itself, uncluteered by the old
Irclands or any other forcign tribal disputes, the better.

ATt 1992












Studley House.
Nolan Av. KEW.
4th. October 1949,

Hon. E.G. Theodore

Dear Ted.

Last week Pat Cody returned from a short visit to West
Aust. after spending a little time at the Great Boulder
Mines in company with the Managing Director (Mr.
Coulson). Unfortunately Haddon Smith, who was to be
also one of the party, was compelled to return from
Adelaide, owing to illness.

['understand from Pat that. as a result of the recent
currency depreciation. the prospects at Great Boulder are
now much more favourable than previously when, with
the ever increasing costs having reached a point where it
was difficult to continue operations at a profit. the
outlook for the future was uncertain.

Whilst at Kalgoorlie, an estimated budget for the
calendar year 1950 was discussed with the management
and, according to this forecast, it is expected that a
working surplus of £383,000 should be achieved for the
year, after allowing for further inevitable cost increases.
From this amount would have to come the usual mine
capital expenditure and, according to Pat, there should
be something like 2/- per share available for distribution
to sharcholders.

It is also proposed that. for the remaining portion of
this year, as well as for the first three periods of next
year. when, owing to labor shortage, lower tonnage can
be expected, slightly higher grade ore will be treated.
This is ¢ zred desirable in order to take advantage of
the present gold price before any attempt is likely by the
Government to filch the profits by way of taxation or
possibly the re-imposition of the gold bonus payment.

Since my recent discussion with you on immortality,
[ have been very worried in case your convictions on the
niatter should prove to be erroncous.

If your view is correct, it does not matter but, on the
other hand, if it is not so. what a great risk you run and
what a great prize 1o lose. I would dearly love to be
associated with you in the here-after enjoying eternal
happiness and in my morning and evening prayers |
carnestly pray that the Almighty may change your views
as I believe He so suddenly changed mine.

[ was pleased to learn from you that you were
baptized a Catholic. that your mother was a devout one
and your sister a Nun. What a great joy to them and
yourself to be united with you in heaven.

Indeed one is fortunate in being fortified with the
rights of the Holy Catholic Church, established by Christ
on earth for the redemption of mankind. Even in this
troublesome world. it is something to look forward to
and is most comforting and consoling.

I trust you will not conclude that I have got a bee in
my bonnet and that I have suddenly become a religious
crank.

Sincerely yours

T NarTinng

‘A vaudeville
of devils’

New light on John Wren.

Eureka Street publishes two of John Wren’s
previously unpublished letters, to E.G.'Red Ted’
Theodore, and to James Scullin. The Iletters were
provided by John Wren's grandson, Christopher
Wren, and the commentary is by James GRIFFIN'.

‘... in such a situation I really need a friend like you’
—'Bert Evatt’ to ‘Dear ].W." on 4 October 1946,
when he was looking for support for
the deputy prime ministership.

ET THERE IS ONLY ONE REFERENCE to John Wren in Kylie Tennant's
authorised biography of H.V. Evatt (1970} and that is apropos Arch-
bishop Mannix. Following Niall Brennan's stricture in his biography
of Mannix {1964}, Tennant deplores the archbishop’s ‘friendship
with a gencrous member of his church, the wealthy John Wren,
who had a finger in the underworld and more than a finger in Labor
politics’ (p26).

Nothing clse, although Jack Lang thought Wren was responsi-
ble tor getting Evatt onto the High Court in 1930" and Arthur Cal-
well says he first met Evatt in Wren's company . Indeed, although
Wren's son had convinced me when I was writing Wren's entry for
the Australian Dictionary of Biography, Vol 12, that there was some
triendship between Evatt and Wren, Ideferred to sceptical colleagues
and incredulous Evatt fans by saying only that ‘Justice Evatt was
prepared to be seen at the foothall with him [Wren]'. And, to bal-
ancce this, T also noted that ‘(Sir) Robert Menzies appeared for him
in litigation.’

My implicd point, supported by other august names, was that
tor a man with such an cvil reputation, Wren kept extraordinarily
respectable company, and that alone might suggest that the odium
surrounding him, conferred firstly by wowser and ‘loyal’ Protestant
lobbics and, above all, by Frank Hardy’s Power Without Glory, was
largely undescrved and that it arose generally from ¢lass and sec-
tarian prejudice. Of course, if you believe with Hardy that everything
was rotten in the politics of Australia, then the association of no-
tables with Wren just proves your point. What clsce could be ex-
pected, you will say, of Mannix, Curtin, Menzies, Murdoch, Scullin,
Theodore, Evatt, Calwell, McTicrnan, Dyctt, Prendergast, Hogan,
Packer, to name a few, and a heap of (supposedly) cadging, super-
stitious and hungry nuns to whom Wren was an indulgent godfather.

The late John Robertson’s 1974 hiography of good James Scul-
lin (MHR 1910-49; PM 1929-32) provides an amusing example of
the - 7 © v T ireputable scholars can approach Wren.
Scullin, he says, ‘was somewhat puritanical in character. It is hard
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Clark could only get within six yecars of Wren's actual
date of birth although, for example, in 1958 the Aus-
tralian Encvclopaedia, Volume 9, got it right. Appar-
ently he did not even know about Hugh Buggy’s The Real
John Wren (1977) or Niall Brennan'’s John Wren, gam-
bler: his life and times (1971), both of which try to
exculpate Wren from Hardy’s slanders. Repeating the
vilitication of Wren in the Lone Hand (1907) and Power
Without Glory, Clark asserts that Wren ‘fixed all the
starters to allow Murmur [his own horse] to win the
1904 Caulfield Cup’ although Maurice Cavanough'’s The
Caulfield Cup (1976) could have disabused him, if
common sensc could not, of this absurdity. All this from
the Manning Clark who believed that Phar Lap
won two Mclboume Cups |History of Aus-
tralia Vol. V1, p404).

LARK DOES RECORD that Wren in 1912 was ‘the most
generous donor’ to a testimonial for the recently de-
ccased Rev. Samuel Tudkins, the demagogic wowser who
denounced Wren for years for promoting ‘a Vesuvius of
carnality and greed’. However, although Clark says the
testimonial cclebrated Judkins' ‘crusade for homely
virtues’ {p359), he attributes to Wren neither a regard
for Victorian domestic morality nor cven a sense of
humour.

The letter to Scullin falls into two parts, the second
protesting against double taxation of his Fiji gold mining
income, the first claiming the right to personal consid-
cration if equitability cannot prevail. Several points are
notable: Wren is a familiar of Scullin’s; he has direct
access to Prime Minister Curtin; he is not getting his
own way (nor is his cobber Theodore), which is unusual
for a so-called Tammany boss. This plea should be about
the same 1ssuc which provoked the only reference to
Wren in L.F. Crisp’s Ben Chifleyv: a biography (19601
Curtin told Crisp that Wren rang him to protest over a
taxation bill (no date given). Reconstructed, the con-
versation goes as follows:

J.W.: “This bill hits Mr Theodore and myselt
very severely, and T want you to do something
about it.’
J.C.: “It’s a taxation measurce about which 1
know little but I'll speak to the Treasurer
about it’
JW..'Well, you’'ll have to do something about
it as [ propose to talk to Mr Theodore.’

Wren rang again the next night:

J.C.: Thave spoken to Mr Chifley... He said to

inform you that the Bill is going on and to let

Mr Theodore know that the Senate rejected a

similar provision introduced by him in the

days ot the Scullin government” (p138).

And there is nothing implausible about Wren's sclf-
advertisement in the same letter. Wren was a hero to
many trades unionists and Collingwood people. He was
a contributor to strike funds. Only towards the end of
his lite did his adherence to the ALD sour. The party
was changing and he foretold its ruin as the Movement
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appeared to him to inject destructive sectarianism into
its policy process and pre-selections.

The letter to Theodore is more markedly in two
parts, the first self-cxplanatory. The sccond adumbrates
what appears to be a ‘born-again’ stance but accompanied
by an awareness that his old mate may tind his recon-
version to Catholicism incongruous. Wren did not
practise Catholicism for most of his life and argued the
toss about the true faith with cleries (though hardly with
Mannix] at his dinner table but he seems always to have
taken out eschatological insurance in the form of daily
prayers”. Theodore had had some Catholic education;
and was buried in Catholic ground. John F. Wren main-
tained his father did coax Theodore back to the fold
before he died (as well as his right hand man, Frank
Lawrence]. Fr William Hackett SJ, an intimate of the
houschold, at least after the war, found no serious fault
with Wren, although he rather comically lamented that
out of the £2 million that Wren said, casually not
boasttully, he had given to church foundations, not one
penny went to Hackett’s Central Catholic Library®. Wren
was not bookish.

So much for the conclusion of Power Without
Glory where bitter, haunted old John West ‘dozed rest-
lessly and fitfully” and “stirred in the bed and cried out
in his sleep’. As for Manning Clark’s ‘vaudeville of devils’
—music-hall history. In fact, the ‘devils’ lurk in Clark’s
inherited and millenarian prejudices; the ‘vaudeville! in
passing them off as rescarch.

James Griffin is cmeritus professor of history, Univer-
sity of Papua New Guinea. His contributions to the
Australian Dictionary of Biography include the entrics
on John Wren {vol.12) and Danicl Mannix (vol.10)
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Swift in exile

ONATHAN SWIFT MISTRUSTED the the-
atre, so it is unlikely that his fiery
shade was present at the Melbourne
Theatre Company’s recent ‘adapta-
tion’ of Gulliver’s Travels. Thisis just
as well for all concerned. Swift was
himself a master of travesty, but he
liked to do it deliberately, and for
sufficient purposes. Had he seen what
has been dong, in this version, to his
masterpicee, the ‘fierce anger’ which,
in his epitaph, he hoped to leave this
side of the grave would have plumed
up again in cternity.

Andrew Bovell is reported as say-
ing of his adaptation, ‘there was a real
moment with ‘Gulliver’ when the
story became my own. Suddenly I
didn’t care what Swift thought: I was
telling the story.” Ah, yes. That ex-
plains, no doubt, why, where Swift
has Gulliver decline trampling on a
crucitix, this version makes him get
on with it; why, at the end of the
performance, instead of Gulliver's
becoming the most vivid image in
English literature of despairing pride,
he is converted into a cut-price Faust
in rags, full of adorable romantic
yearning; and cven why, in the place
of Swift’s stark and elegant prose, we
have for the most part a cobbling of
melodramatic verbal tlourish with
prosy chat.

Essentially, it was a night out fora
deaf person with a short memory.
There was plenty of spectacle, some of
it dexrerous, some of it engagingly
vivid, and some of it merely hobblede-
hoy. Usually 1 like circuses, and I
wondered why this one depressed me.
Then it dawned on me that I was in
fact reenacting the perpetual debate
about Gulliver's Travels: are we, or
aren’t we, to take it seriously?

An carly reader of the book said
that it was tull of improbable lics, and
that he didn’t believe aword of it. This
booby is a kind of patron of all those
made uncasy by the work but unrcady
to address its challenge. In the nine-
teenth century, Thackeray told his
readers how to handle the matter: ‘As
for the humour and conduct of this
tamous fable, [ suppose there is no
person who reads but must admire; as
for the moral, 1 think it horrible,
shameful, unmanly, blasphemous; and
giant and great as this Deanis, I say we
should hoot him. Some of this audi-
ence mayn’t have read the last part of
Gulliver, and to such I would recall
the advice of the venerable M- unch
to persons about to marry, and say,
“Don’t”.” Yet the same Thackeray
concludes, ‘An immense genius ... So
great a man he scems to me, that
thinking of him is like

thinking of an empire fall-

ing
I1 tAs BEEN salb that Swift kindled a
volcano to light a child to bed. It has
also been said that Gulliver's Travels
is‘by its own premises the only exten-
sive work ot English literature written
by a horse.” The blandishments of
charm wait at our clbow when we
read, or think we read, this unique
work. Swift as Puck, Swift as Dave
Allen, mounts in the imagination: we
are, as with a stage magician, seduced
by theskill. But Swift, whose brilliance
as an entertainer is beyond challenge,
was also one of the most serious peo-
ple who have ever lived. Whenever he
opened the theatre of themind, he was
going into battle.

Sometimes his targets were fig-
ures now entirely torgotten, but b



essential enemicsrevive like the heads
of the Hydra. Leonardo da Vinci called
war pazzia bestialissima—'bestial
madness’—and Swift would have
found this literally exact. He thought
that we always tend to degencrate
into beasts, and that war institution-
alised this. Recently I read the sen-
tence, ‘There is a drill ground in Nu-
remburg extensive enough to accoms-
modate two million men’. The dia-
bolical figure for whose adoration all
this was contrived did not make the
drill ground himself. Human beings—
you’s, I's—planned and planed

this locale for the orchestration

of madness. The sick-hearted,
lucid-cyed, spirit of Swift was
there while it all went on, and
while the dream of blood washed
away all wits and conscience.

I also read, of a Latin Ameri-
can city, ‘A million pcople share
space with the dead in this cem-
etery’. From my window, [ have a
prospect of a c¢emetery which
holds three-quarters of a million
dead; a sign within it forbids loi-
tering. The million loiterers, the
half-alive, half-dead, in that oth-
er place, are evidently my mortal
kin, and as cvidently yours.

Swift, who was in many re-
spects an alien in Ireland, was
also the premier denouncer of the
policies and practices which re-
duced most of the Irish to shuf-
flers in the queue for the grave-
yard. He schooled himself in what
Paul Edwards calls ‘Christian
Hate’. He hated injustice. He
hated with all his heart the sight
of the raw-fleshed men and
women who are its outcome. He
could walk like a cat through
prose, but he walked like a lion
through moral depravity.

He was almost 60 when he wrote
Gulliver’s Travels, and it had not been
an easy ride. The policies about which
he had advised the Prime Minister of
England had come to nothing, hisown
ambitions had gone the same way,
personal loves had been frustrated. It
would be understandable if, gifted as
he was with a stylistic power which
has never found a competitor in Eng-
lish, he had resorted to pure denunci-
ation. In fact he wrote the book which
licenses the finely-carried-off puppet-
ry of the MTC’s production, a book of

Shakespearean finesse and gossamecr-
spinning, a book which also shows the
cloven hoof of the devil. Swift was
that rarest of intellectual performers,
the one who invests everything in
trenchancy while remainingsceptical

about reductivity. He molli-

fics thescars which he makes.
Sucn FIGURES ARE ALWAYS timely,
which is what we mean by the secular
metaphor, ‘immortal’. There is today

a temporal chauvinisim which denies
the possibility of this, and which gives

When, recently, Adam Michnik
was in town, there were the usual
non-developments. The television
cameras were elsewhere, goggling
at whatever our Lilliputian
surrogates for political life had to
say, do, cut, eat, wield, or wear.
My own favourite Australian bird
is the Spangled Drongo, but I do

not see why its human equivalents

should be offered as engrossing
our national attention.

the ribbon of the Legion of Honour to
cvery lemmingof the imagination just
before it goes over the cliff. T expect
that the fashion, like the lemmings,
will soon go away. Swift, a much-
condescended-to  conservative,
thought that the deathly bad and the
mortal good both had recurrent vital-
ity. Orwell, who, in the best formula-
tion of Swift ever offered, called him a
‘Tory Anarchist’, was magnetised by
things in Swift which he found horri-
ble, and wrote Animal Farm partly as
a result. Andrei Sinyavsky, with Yuli
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Daniel the carrier of Pasternak’s cof-
fin, and endurer of Soviet imprison-
ment for no worse crime than for what
gives most western journalists their
living, mused on and celebrated Gul-
liver's Travels. These hurt and reso-
lute selves found the vexed, medita-
tive Swift, onaninconsiderableisland
in the past, an inescapable presence. It
is possible that they were wrong, but
it is not likely.

When, recently, Adam Michnik
was in town, there were the usual
non-developments. The television
cameras were elsewhere, goggling
at whatever our Lilliputian surro-
gates for political life had to say,
do, cut, eat, wicld, or wear. My
own favourite Australian bird is
the Spangled Drongo, but I do not
sce why its human cquivalents
should be offered as engrossing
our national attention. Times
without number, we have come
to the conclusion that the cutting
down of tall poppies is/is not a
good idea, but we are still dwarf-
ish when we attempt to consider
what may help us to redefine our
permanent reality. We often carry
on our affairs as if the MTC werce
right. Heideggerused to talk about
‘chatter’ in the articulation of
significant human developments.
Politics is about the licensing of
talk even if it is chatter; literaturc
is about the distillation of talk
until it is no longer chatter.

Michnik, Poland’s better-
tempered Swift, has spent an
adult’slifetime in the same line of
business as his Irish/English pred-
ecessor. Were he to write a
‘Michnik’s Travels’, it would be a
fierce, but not a coarse-grained,
thing. The evidence for this is
abundant. For instance, writing

an essay called ‘Maggots
/ and Angels’ {1979), he says:

- v E SHOULD NOTE, then, that re-
ality is viewed in one way by the
active oppositionist, in another by the
intellectual who is giving an account
of it, and still differently by the moral-
ist whois judging the “visible world”.
Each of these points of view has its
light and dark side. The opposition-
ist’s view, for example, is inevitably
tainted by one-sidedness; this helps
him to reshape the world but prevents
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Monstrous races from
the edges of the Earth
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him from perceiving its many differ-
entdimensions. Moralism cnables the
individual to notice the ethical traps
that lie in wait for anyone who takes
on an active responsibility, but it also
favors an exaggerated cult of “clean
hands”.

‘The spectator’s view more casily
encompasses an understanding of the
complexity of the human condition
but clouds the search for solutions to
such questions as “What should be

done?” and “What is good
and what is evil?”’

EADING Tiiis, some would sup-
pose it to be yet another intellectual
tandango, a way of indulging the spirit
of enquiry while averting the spirit of
judgment. They would have mistak-
en their man. Michnik, living in a
Poland scarified by uniformed crimi-
nals, ends his essay by referring to ‘the
secret policemen with their creased
faces and stone eyes. A few years
later, writing from prison to General
Czeslaw Kiszczak, Minister of Inter-
nal Affairs, and his ultimate gaoler,
and protesting about a specitic abuse
of power overaman supposedly impo-
tent, he writes:

"You are incapable of thinking of
usinadifferent way because, doing so,
you would inevitably—if only for a
split second—Dbe forced to fathom the
truth about yourselves. The truth that
youare vindictive, dishonorable swine;
the truth that even if there ever was a
spark of decency in your hearts, you
have long buried this feeling in the
brutal and dirty power struggle which
you wage among yourselves. This is
why, scoundrels that you are, you
want to drag us down to your own
level.’

One does not write in these differ-
ent veins if one’s wits are in coarse-
grained shape. Nordoesone conclude
awhiplashing letter like Michnik’s to
Kiszezak’s in this fashion, unless the
tears of irony are stinging one’s eyes:

‘As for myself, I hope that when
your life is in danger, I will be able to
appear in time to help you as I did in
Otwock when I helped save the lives
of those few of your subordinates, that
I will be able to place myself once
again on the side of the victims and
not that of the victimisers. Even, if,
afterward, you should once more
wonder at my incorrigible stupidity
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and decide to lock me back in prison
all over again.’

The fact is that Swift belongs with
Orwell and Michnik—always did,
alwayswill. Hebelongs with them, or
they with him, in virtue not only of
the passion and precision of his judg-
ments, but of the mind-capped, heart-
tested, cast of the prose. Neither of the
writers in English went to gaol, though
Swift risked his neck; both of them,
though, knew the intimate bonding
between spinal writing and life’s sev-
cring. All three knew what it was to
generate suppositions while intensi-
tying allegiances.

These days, in sunny Australia,
which is more the land of my dreams
than any I expect to find, we are shad-
owed by conjectures about appropri-
ate ways for the conduct of our future.
We are irritated on the rare occasions
which provoke us to think about our
very being.

Somebody said once that the
tunction of an ideologue was to say,
T've got an answer—who's got a
question?’ Australia, by that criteri-
on, often looks like Ideoland, with an
ensemble of headgears vying for au-
thority. The heads under most of those
hats dislike, very much, the notion
that our reality, our being, is still up
for envisagement and for accomplish-
ment.

Still, it is. We are not amenable,
entirely, to moral engravement, to
metaphysical articulation, to liberal
orilliberal castings. The human being
is on a course of self-enquiry, self-
concession, and self-transformation
which may take millions of years,
compared with which our various
present demeanours will be as inci-
dental as they are enthusiastic.

Onthe otherhand, of course, some
gypsy of an asteroid may abolish our
activities before we can knock them
into articulable shape. Either way, Or-
well’s, Michnik’s, or Swift’s model-
lings of the human will retain their
pertinence. Humanity is guess-work:

but it is very far from being

a game.
Io RETURN TO the beginning: do I

wish us to be without the stage? Heav-
ens, no: we have nothing else. What-
ever the cocksureness of so many de-
finers, allegedly secular or allegedly
sacred, we are all the ovisers of

the human, better or worse at allow-
ing for wind and weather when we
take our shots at it. Even the Christ
who was blown away by conquista-
dors, collaborators, and boncesmash-
ers did not ambition offering the last
word on anything Whether in the
human or in the divine milieu, and
even though there are a few things for
whichsome would, appropriately, die,
the interrogation of the human goces
on. We are exploring an agenda which
in part we have been given, and in part
we contrive. Daily, we stage the ex-
periment. The critics of our follies, so

far, may becomie the encour-

P agers of our endeavouts.
[RHAPS SOMETHING was going on,

beyond vomitous lunacy, at Nurem-
burg: perhaps something at the squat-
ters’ graveyard. If our imaginations
are still tunctioning, and are not en-
tirely cajoled by the hireling media
which have it as their business to
debauch us, we may envisage the pos-
sibility of offering to our children a
plausible agenda of the human.

A Swift walking among us today
wouldfindit, at the very best, an open
question. Stalin and the Stalinoids
disposed of more human beings than
Hitlerand the Hitlerians ever got their
hands on. Any apologies? Not on your
sweetlife. Twenty yearsago there was
a weapon on offer for every person
alive. Any change? Guess.

There is not now, any more than
there was in the past, a point in panic.
Swift, the maestro of verbal and
therefore of intellectual poise, would
have been the first to acknowledge
that. Butif there hastobe aformulafor
his staged art, it should be, ‘the The-
atre of Distress’.

It has no condescension about i,
no dangling of sensibility on display.
[tishurtturnedart, and thus confirmed
as hurt. Out of every sensitive ren-
deringof Gulliver’s Travels there flows
the question, ‘Do you have to behave
like this?’ Underline ‘you’ and ‘this’,
and a new pungency is offered. These
are not matters to be handled with a
flourish of puppets.

The mind’s thrash, the heart’s
spring, are at issue instead.

Peter Steele SJ is reader in English at
the University of Melbc
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