











can have and how it can transform mundane scconds
of lifc into a pattern of light and tone and shapes to
keep you marvelling for days.

We have paired Clarice Beckett’s paintings of her
Australian city and its streets and beaches and corners,
with an essay, by Peter Stecle, on the poetry of Peter
Porter, one of Australia’s great city explorers. Porter,
who turned 70 carlier this year, returns to Australia
for a time in May to celebrate the launching of his
Collected Poems, 1961-1999.

—Morag Fraser

Peter Porter will read briefly from his poems at a public
fecture in Melbourne on Tuesday 25 May. The lecture,
‘A Letter to the World: Love and Peter Porter’ will be given
by Peter Steele s, at 6.30pm, in the Sunderland Theatre
in the Medical Centre, University of Melbourne. All are
welcome. The lecture is being sponsored jointly by the
University of Melbourne and the Europe-Asia Centre at
the Victorian University of Technology.

An exhibition of Clarice Beckett's work, ‘Clarice
Beckett: Politically Incorrect’, is currently touring
Australia. For details of exhibition locations, see p3.
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Reading the signs

HE BRIEF FLURRY of government activity about
Kosovo refugees has subsided. Tt looks unlikely that
Australia will receive Albanian refugees, at least in
the immediate future.

As with everything that has happened in Kosovo,
it is casy to find fault with the response of
governments, but hard to devise anything better. Past
reluctance to get involved, the reliance on a long
bombing campaign that privileges Allied lives over
Serbian and Albanian ones, the faithlessness cvident
in similar humanitarian interventions in Somalia and
elsewhere, all argue that the final result will be much
human suffering for little gain. But would the
Albanians have suffered less without intervention? If
the Western governments have got it all wrong, it is
hard to imagine oneself doing better.

The response of the Australian Government to
Albanian refugees has been scratchy and disjointed.
One day Mr Ruddock declined to offer shelter to
Albanian refugees on the grounds that it would be
better to support them closer to their homes. The next
day, the Prime Minister was moved by popular outrage
to accept a few thousand refugees for a few months.
Initial reports suggested they would be housed in
remote army installations.

After a few days, it appeared likely that they
would be sheltered reasonably close to centres of
population, with access to their communities and
with some provisions for pastoral care. But then the
United Nations decided that there was no immediate
need to send refugees to Australia.

It would be easy to criticise the Government for
a belated, unco-ordinated and grudging response.
I would rather praise it for readiness to develop new
policy with bipartisan support, and to put it into
practice at short notice. The need for further change—
for example, to offer permanent residence—is less a
mark of incoherence than of flexibility in an
unpredictable situation.

What was disappointing, however, about the
government response was something more subtle and
pervasive—a culture of government with a network
of assumptions about priorities, about who is to be
valued in a society and who is not descrving, about the
proper scope of administration, and about the ways
in which economic rationality fits human valucs.

The initial Australian response to the Serbian
crisis was to support the Allied bombing, to encourage
allics rather than to show solidarity with the
Albanians of Kosovo. There was no attempt to prepare
Australians for the length and difficulty of this
campaign. Nor was there any pledge of humanitarian
support for the refugees who would inevitably flow
from the conflict. While Australian officials may have
been involved in such discussions, there was no
indication that the government leaders belicved the
tragedy salient to Australians.

This silence ensured that the Australian
reluctance to accept Albanian refugees in Australia
scemed merely self-serving. The Prime Minister
strengthened the impression that the human face of
the crisis was neglected, when he emphasised the
temporary and remote nature of the refugees’ stay. It
appeared that the government was apologising for
yielding to the generosity of spirit of its citizens.

Thus, good actions were betrayed by a persistent
meanness of spirit which appears to believe that
narrow self-intcrest is the only legitimate motivation
of individuals and nations.

Narrow symbols, like removing legal access to
asylum seekers and effectively excluding community
groups from the resettlement of refugees, come easily
to this government. When creating broader symbols
that express and encourage national generosity of
spirit, it suffers from spiritual illiteracy.

Andrew Hamilton sj tecaches at the United Faculty of
Theology, Melbourne.
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Third time lucky
tor GST?

HE Prime MiNisTER must be feeling confident that the GST,
third time around, will finally become a reality in Australia.
And in spite of more than three months of public inquiry into
the Coalition Government’s tax reform package which failed
to produce any convincing evidence to verify the claim that
‘everyone is a winner’.

The Senate’s tinal reports reflect the reality that it is divided
over the merits and interpretation of testimony given by inquiry
witnesses. A divided Senate makes the Government’s pitch for
a couple of key votes somewhat easier. The hopes of community
welfare groups—that the third swipe at the GST will resultin a
strike out—are fading as the 16 tax Bills are debated in the
Senate. Itis a place where cautious, pragmatic politics dominate.

So what’s all the fuss about?

The new tax system will introduce a regressive GST on
tood and other essentials of life, income tax cuts favouring high-
income carners, and inadequate compensation mecasures to
vulncrable Australians. These features, along with the unful-
filled promise that tax reform would be comprehensive [busi-
ness tax retorm will not be considered until after July) are
fundamentally unfair for the following reasons.

First, the Government asserts that the introduction of a
GST is the key means by which the present tax system’s
problems of efficiency, complexity and inequity can be solved.
However, as has been true of the previous two GST tries, the
inequitable, non-discriminating nature of this type of tax means
that its ability to address current problems without making
our vulnerable citizens worse off remains highly dubious.

The introduction of a flat-rate, broad-based consumption
tax on essential household expenditure items such as food,
clothing and utilities will fall most heavily on low-income
groups. This tax, by design, fails to account for the various
cxpenditure patterns of similar and different families on
essential goods and services. Compared to the richest 20 per
cent, the poorest 20 per cent will bear at least four times the
burden of a GST on items such as food. Evidence has disproved
many assumptions underpinning the Government’s modelling
and reveals that at least one million low-income households
will be worse off. An increcased number will remain worse off
in subsequent ycars as compensation is dissipated through
inflation.

Second, the reductions in personal income taxes heavily
skewed in favour of high-income earners i< grossly inequitable.
The top 20 per cent of income earners w  accrue over 50 per
cent of the $14 billion worth of tax cuts. Accordingly, a single
person with no dependants earning $75,000 will gain $86 per
week, whercas a single-income couple with two children earning
only $25,000 will gain only $12 per week. FEven after accounting
for increases in Social Security payments Hw-i me families
will still be at a comparative disadvantage: they will gain a
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weekly increase in disposa. : income of just $26. This is before
the regressive impact of the GST is taken into account.

The income tax cuts are to be funded largely from the GST
and a $7.25 billion draw down on the Federal Budget surplus by
the third year. These national savings have been primarily acquired
through the harsh Costello Budgets, which severely cut assistance
to unemployed and disadvantaged citizens. What kind of
mateship prevails when savings taken from the battling poor
are redirected to the relaxed and comfortable high-income
earncrs?

Third, in recognition of the unfair and inflationary impact
of the GST on some sections of the community, it is necessary
to introduce a range of compensation mecasures. Research
suggests that the present compensation package—which relies
on increases to tax-free thresholds, family assistance and income
support payments—will be inadequate. For vulnerable families
who rely on income support payments and for middle-income
families with children, the price effects of a GST will be greater
than the Government’s estimate of 1.9 per cent. Some estimate

the impact on vi ierable groups may be five times
higher than Trea  ry projections.

IHE INADEQUACY OF THE proposcd compensation will be
cxacerbated by the virtual annexing of these measures as
‘add-ons’ to the core oper  ion of the proposcd tax system,
making them vulner le to reductions in periods of economic
crisis. Recent statements from Treasury at the Tax Inquiry,
conceding that compensation arrangements will be inadequate
and eroded over time have debunked the officially sanctioned
myths that ‘the new tax system will be fairer” and that ‘no-one
will be worsce off’.

Because Treasury’s projections on economic growth are
overstated in the tax package, it is also likely the Budget surplus
will be smaller than estimated, so the pressure to rein in public
spending will be consider le. The New Zealand experience
shows that compensatory measures are the  rst to be affected
when spending is reduced as a result of economic downturn.

To continue to justify the introduction of a GST on
essentials on the grounds of efficiency with1  le or no reference
to equity implications effectively ignores a primary goal of a
just taxation system—the distribution of the goods and wealth
generated in a community to its most poor and vulnerable
members.

Just how non-Government Scnators choose to deal with
the above injustices remains to be seen. The Prime Minister
won’t be the only one holding his breath  five minutes to
midnight on 30 June.
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S THE TIDE GOING OUT on privatisation,
outsourcing and some of the other
paraphernalia of the new economics?

Jack Waterford

In NSW, voters decisively rejected a
plan which would have seen privatisation
of the state’s electrical generation system, despite promises from
the Liberal and National Parties that the deal would involve a
substantial cash or shares basis forevery elector. In the ACT, public
opinion, and the power of independents in the Legislative Assembly,
killed off a proposal there for the sale of ACTEW, a combined
electricity, water and sewerage utility. In Victoriaand New Zealand,
of course, one has only to mention the word ‘reform’ in connection
with power supplies to bring to mind blackouts and complete
failures. Victoria’s electricity privatisations appear a considerable
success, but public opinion has been much affected by a season
without a gas supply, not to mention the unpopularity of requiring
the amalgamation of shires and municipalities and the outsourcing
of major local government work. At the federal government level,
opposition to the full privatisation of Telstra is now a matter of
National Party populism as much as a matter of wooing the
uncertain vote of Brian Harradine.

And, at the bureaucratic level, anumber of outsourcing projects
have gone awry. The Department of Immigration and Ethnic
Affairs recently had a week-long failure of the computer which
contains all of its databases. The Department of Health and Family
Services has been having similar problems. In each case, apart from
the inconvenience created, it has not been clear that government is
in a strong position to get recompense from the private service
provider. In one case, I have been told, the problem for government
is that the contract actually set out exactly what was required to do
the job—terminals of this type, mainframes of that type, programs
of thisilk and so on. Whatever has gone wrong has not been because
of deviation from the contract. In another case, the agency was
more specific in describing where it wanted to go rather than what
brand of car should take it, but seems no better off.

Just as deliciously, the Department of Finance and
Administration has a major problem with some money which has
gone missing. The formal sum being described is about $8 million,
but it has already been said in court that up to $100 million might
be involved. This department—the apostle of the new style of
management change—had outsourced the management of its day-
to-day cash. There are now criminal charges, common law cases,
and a host of injunctions flying around—all inhibiting frank
descriptions of the disaster. What is clear is that there was a major
stuff-up in government controls and, apparently, from the very
body which lectures everyone else about it.

Add to this the fact that Government has plainly lost some of
the sharp market-oriented zeal of 1996-97, partly as a result of the
One Nation backlash, and is now frankly doing a bit of pump-
priming and manipulation of particular markets. Add the fact that
the Asia crisis and—if to a lesser extent—the focus in international
diplomacy away from trade and back to war, has put many of the
shifts towards liberalisation of world markets into hibernation.
The downturn in world commodity prices, and the sluggishness of
theJapanese economy, haveinany event taken some of the impetus
away from claims that mere economic soundness creates the
buoyancy needed to bobble in the international sea.

In the meantime, politicians who have always tended to dismiss

Of no utility

mere ‘social issues’ as distractions which arc not part of the ‘'main
game’ of getting the settings right have seemed increasingly focused
on fripperies. They have been busy on the wording of the preamble
to the constitution, the censorship of Lolita, hour-by-hour changes
to the refugee policy according to the people meters on the John
Laws show, or the alignment of federal policies on drugs with the
convictions of the Prime Minister—convictions with which few
even of his ministers agree.

So is it all on the way out?

Not necessarily, even if the players are now becoming more
sophisticated. The distractions, for example, have allowed the
main economic ministers to work on the budget without any real
publicity, or assault from the lobbyists, most of whose activity, in
any event, has been on the Goods and Services Tax fine print.

Outsourcing continues apace in government operations—a
whole new tranche of outsourced functions, including the
management of virtually all of the Commonwealth’s remaining
real estate, even the New Parliament House, will be announced in
the Budget this month. Government is still looking hard at new
models of delivery of government goods and scrvices. A lot of
work is going into fundamental changes to the social security
system. The roles of various triggers along the stages of life (birth,
going to school, marriage, divorce, illness, employment,
unemployment, retirement, death of a partner and so on} are being
analysed in the hope that services can be better timed and targeted.
If it works, the system could prove considerably more efficient not
onlyinactually delivering services(or ‘outcomes’ as the proponents
would no doubt say) but also in the number of staff involved in, and
the cost of, delivering the services. It will, incidentally, underscore

the new role of social security as safety net rather than
universal system.

IHE CcOMBINATION OF devolution of government managerial power
and the centralisation of policy power (in bodies such as the
Cabinet Expenditure Review Committee and the Department of
Finance) increases apace. So does the marginalisation of the public
service as a policy adviser, with more and more power now resting
in the ministerial office, without any of the checks, balances,
transparency or accountability of older structures of government.
The recent big salary increases to senior public servants—which
give them the capacity to earn bonuses of up to $40,000 a year (on
the Prime Minister’s recommendation) for success in helping the
Government meet its objectives—have also introduced a new
pressure on public servants to look to their own and the Govern-
ment’s interests, before looking to the public interest. Perhaps not
entirely by coincidence, the Government hasrecently reintroduced
its Bill—rejected last year by the Senate—to change the Public
Service Act.

In more ordinary times, something like the preamble debate
might be playing a quietly important role—as citizens and their
representatives, by arguing backwards and forwards about different
formulations of words, and about God, and Aborigines, and migrants,
and mateship, sought to find some unifyingideas of citizenship and
national purposes. In the background, however, the underlying
ethosisless about citizenship than about consumers, stakeholders,
inputs, outputs and the corporate style. [ |

Jack Waterford is editor of the Canberra Times.
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to realise that if I had bought it, he could
have used the procceds to commission a
new one. But that was three libraries and
three towns later. T videotaped Naruram
and Shupiyara singing part of the Pabuji
liturgy and paid them for their efforts.

I asked them if their children go to
school. Naruram replics, ‘School is for rich
people and I am a poor man.” Seeing her
major sourcce of income about to depart,
Shupiyara hit me with the facts of her life,
no money, four children, no house back in
a village. She is quite right but I depart
nevertheless.

Then next day I went back to take some
still photographs. Shupiyara got mc a tape
of part one of the full Bhopa performance,
which I was happy to buy. When later
someone tells meIshould have only paid 30
rupees for it (A$1.50), 1 ask how much a
blank tape is. He says 20 rupecs. I point out
that 10 for the artist {45 cents) is hardly fair.

To my question as to why they are so
despised I received these answers: they are
like beggars and prey on tourists {although
they do neither), they are not proper
musicians because proper musicians (native
to Jaisalmer) play the tabla and the
harmonium and understand music; and {the
main and operative reason) they are itinerant
and do not come from Jaisalmer, which is a
city in the descrt built entirely and
exquisitely of golden sandstonce and as
parochial as Cornwall.

After consulting scholars and various
texts, I get my hands on a book by John
Smith which transcribes and explains the
entire Pabuji story. He writes that the text
is fixed, although transmitted orally, and
relatively free of ornament—the Bhopa can,
however, decide which sections of the epic
to perform and which to lcave, depending
on time, audience and circumstance, and
his own knowledge. Where the artist—priest
is free to make his own decisions is first in
the music, as there are a variety of forms for
different set picces, and seccondin the dance.

John Smith, and O.P. Joshi, an carlier
writer on scroll performances, agree that it
is in the amazingly virtuoso performance,
playing and orchestrating the music as he
gocs, singing and narrating, pointing to the
relevant parts of the painted scroll, and
dancing, that the art of the Bhopa resides.
His wife, who also sings, dances, and holds
a lamp to display the painting, sharcs this
virtuosity.

Now I am in a position to return to my
questions about the lowered social position
of the Bhopa. Dr Jyotindra Jain, author of
Picture Showmen: Insights into the

God in pc itics

ELITICAL THEOLOGY IN THE CHURCHES of the developed world needs renewal. Our recent and
impoverished discussion of whether God has a place in the preamble makes this all too
clear. Onec recent book (Studies in Christian Ethics, 11/2, 1998) devotes an entire issue to
it) underscores the point. It is Oliver O’Donovan’s Desire of the Nations {Cambridge
University Press, 1996)—a spring tide of political theology.

But what of liberation theologies of the developing world? Acknowledging that they arc
more adequate political theologies than most, O’'Donovan nevertheless finds them
inarticulate before the political questions of the developed world. The problem is that, in
struggling against government, ‘the Southern school has lacked a concept of authority’
(pl6). Yet, while all must struggle against poverty, the political questions for the North are
ones of government: ‘can democracy avoid corruption by mass communications? ... Can
civil rights be safeguarded without surrendering democratic control to arbitrarily appointed
courts? ... Can ethnic, cultural and linguistic communities assert their identities without
oppressing individual freedoms?’ (pl8). What is more, because the concept of authority
underpins the priority of theology over politics, without a positive account of authority we
are always at risk, in the political realm, of hearing ‘nothing from ... {God] but the echo of
our own practical energies’ (pl4)}.

Central to O’'Donovan’s analysis is arich account of the Kingdom of God. Having traced
the revelation of God’s kingship through the Old Testament, he turns to develop an
account of Jesus as the representative of the Kingdom of God who both embodies the rule
of God and mediates its presence. As the embodying representative of this Kingdom, four
‘moments’ of Jesus’ life—Advent, Passion, Restoration and Exaltation—tell its story. The
final sequence beginning with the passion is decisive for the future of politics, constituting
the final judgment upon the secular politics that secks to derive its authority from human
will and the restoration of the kingly rule of God. Although the rule of God is restored, the
fulfilment of the Kingdom lies beyond time in the eschaton. It is this temporal gap, which,
as O’'Donovan observes, has always been the core of the complexities of political theology,
that shapes the political nature of the Church and its relations with government.

The community that lives and witnesses to the rule of God is the Church. This makes
the Church the political society—not one that simply fulfils a particular function but onc¢
whose members live a distinct life answerable to no another authority. This makes the
catholicity of the Church central for O’'Donovan—only what orders and reveals the
presence of the Church is not the order of ministry but the order of the sacraments.

When this reconciling community of radical equality whose relationships are ordered
without coercion relates to government, the contrast to the ‘secular’ government of this
passing age is not the ‘sacred’ or the ‘spiritual’ but the ‘eternal’ (p211). For O’'Donovan, the
relationship of the Church to government is mission—a relationship which has led some
to the mistaken conclusion that he is advocating a new form of a tradition, which he
understands and explains with unique clarity, namely, Christendom. There are three
movements to this mission. The first is to press government to create the space for this new
political society to grow. The sccond is to encourage government to exercise its function
of judgiment according to the stable rule of God in creation {sometimes known as natural
law) rather than as a projection of the human will. Finally, to promote acts of government
that reflect the political life of the Kingdom—an example of which would be a government
apology for the Stolen Generation.

A few line sketches do this book little justice because so much of its insight lies in
O’Donovan’s finely crafted detail. The positive engagement with this book by a range of
eminent scholars, including Christopher Rowland, Stanley Hauerwas, Richard John
Neuhaus and David Novak in Studies in Christian Ethics, suggests it is detail worth
exploring. It is a book that, in the best tradition of Anglican theology, speaks provocatively
across the Catholie/ Protestant divide by drawing upon both traditions in the attempt to
set a benchmark for an adequate political theology. |

Rufus Black is Chaplain of Ormond College at the University of Melbourne and a lecturer
in the United Faculty of Theology.
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. CAN'T SPEAK FOR ALL magistrates but the
cases I find most difficult and disturbing
arc child sex matters. They present a
number of problems, some of which I will
deal with in another column. I want to
suggest here that the moral and psycho-
logical issues are more murky than is
sometimes acknowledged.

When I was a student, I shared a house
withayoungcouple whohadalittle daughter.
One evening, ‘Jim’ and I were sitting on his
verandah shooting the breeze over a couple
of beers. He said that he would like ‘child-
molesters’ to suffer the death penalty. [ was
shocked. The taboo against sexual abuse of
children is very powerful, but this was a bit
steep | thought, and said so.

Now that I have two small children
whom I adore, I understand more fully the
passion which underlay Jim’s outburst.
I don’t mean to make a claim of moral
superiority, however, when Isay thatThave
a different perspective on ‘child-molesters’
or ‘pacdophiles’. They have bcen so
routinely and extravagantly demonised in
the media that it is difficult to view them
with any objectivity, let alone any
compassion or understanding.

Some years ago, | spent some time
visiting the Cooma Gaol in southern NSW
for the Ombudsman. It was then a prison
for sex offendcers. A large number of men
denied their guilt and wanted to complain
about being convicted. In most cases, they
did not dispute that something had hap-
pened, but claimed that their actions had
been ‘misunderstood’ or, even worse, they
blamed the victims, claiming that they had
been ‘led on’ by the children in question.
There was nothing to be done for them and
1 got away as quickly as I reasonably could.

There was a more interesting group of
inmates. A counsellor, an ex-Army warrant
officer, ran a voluntary program based on
AA principles for child-sex offenders. As a
precondition the members of the group had
to admit to themselves and the group that
they were guilty of their offences. They felt
liberated when they could say to one
another, ‘This is what I have done. I am
sorry.” Not only was it cathartic to come
out into the open from their secret, guilty
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world, but they found that they were not
alone with their guilt.

What were they like? They varied in
personality and intelligence, but all lacked
self-esteem. Almostall had themselves been
the victims of sexual or psychological abuse
as children. Many were lonely people who
felt inadequate and uncomfortable with
adults. Some were inarticulate and appeared
to be psychologically damaged. Others were
talkative and quite immature, glad of an
audience. To a greater or lesser extent,
however, all of them seemed to have
developed theinsights that they had harmed
children and might do so again if they did
not address their own psychological
problems. It takes considerable courage to
do that and I came to respect those men.

Just as we nced to take special care of
child victims, and rehabilitate suitable
offenders, I think we also need to take pains
to avoid witch-hunts.

Recently, I acquitted a man whom I am
convinced was falsely accused by an
11-year-old girl of having indecently
assaulted her. He had been investigated and
was charged with having had digital inter-
course with her younger sister. He had
pleaded guilty. Some time aftcr he was
charged with that very serious offence, the
oldergirl came forward with heraccusation.
He was charged again. He denied the less
serious allegation.

He satin court, head in hands, the picture
of a broken man. The girl was bright and
effervescent, apparcently truthful. But
between the time she was initially inter-
viewed by the police and the hearing, her
story changed in a number of significant
respects. It slowly emerged in cross-
examination that her younger sister had
been the focus of an enormous amount of
attention, and she had felt left out.

The man had done something very
wrong, but had admitted his guilt, and
shown obvious contrition, saving the real
victim the trauma of giving evidence. He
did not deserved to be victimised by a false
witness. |

Séamus O’Shaughnessy is a country
magistrate.
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Nuarrative Tradition in Indian Art, thinks
that changes in the social structure of
Rajasthan (thc end of the feudal system),
while not displacing the Bhopa dircctly,
have affected them, causing them to seek
an audience in tourists as well as villagers.
He belicves that the general disapproval in
whic heyare heldis becausc they are, and
have always been, itinerants. Like gypsies,
they are convenicnt scapegoats, not trusted.

It seems to me that one can scc¢ in
Naruram and Shupiyard’s journeys an
adaptation of a traditional practice to ancw
audience, the tourists. Once they would have
followed a known routc through a number
of villaces forwhom the phad |the painting)
wou  eread each year. Now this seems to
be required by fewer and fewer villages.

Apart from the fact that singing for
tourists is over-subscribed not only by the
Bhopa but their half-trainced imitators, the
danger with the tourist audicnce is that its
completely secular context will separate
the performance from its serious ritual
purpose, and the whole tradition will rapidly
decay.

If the Bhopa only sing for tourists this
will happen. If, however, they continue to
minister to communities of believers as
priests, then these . nost miraculous
narrative performances of the cexploits of
Pabuji and Dev Narayan will continue with
the same seriousncss and intensity they
have today.

—Lee Cataldi

Count nothing
I human foreign

rIsaib 7D jusT BEEN to see a film that left
me heavy with fear, grieving for slaughtered
family never met, feeling desperately
human, would you guess I was talking about
the recent Italian comic sensation, Life is
Beautiful?

Commentary has focuscd on how funny
this two-part film is. Its first half is high
slaps  k: Guido and Dora fall in slapstick
love, have a slapstick son, and carcer down
Italian cobbled streets onaslapstick bicycle.
The second half is set in a concentration
camp, where the family is taken, and where
Guido, to protect his son from the horror of
their situation, spins him an elaborate and
often amusing tale about its all being a big
game.

It seems that opinion, like the film, is
splitin two. One view is that the Holocaust’s
unprecedented horror is off-limits to
humour. The other rejoices in the film’s
‘redemptive’ properties—life is indeed



beautiful, there is laughter amid horror,
sunshine in the end. Both read the film as
comedy, and find that, respectively,
offensive or redemptive.

Both views are reductive. Life is
Beautiful is not funny; it has humorous
aspects, for good reasons, but that’s not the
same thing.

Ultimately, it’s a black tale, an inspired
dark fable. The voicc-over at the beginning
informs the viewer straight up that it's a
fable; throughout the fili the magical sets,
lighting and thematic sounds spin a surrcal
mood. Things happenin this film that could
never have happened in reality; no child ate
strudel ina concentration camp. Butanyone,
particularly aJew, has the right to object, to
stand back, not to step into the fable.

I'd like to take that step, because if you
think this film mocks the Holocaust then
you’re just not getting it, not getting the
fact that the child’s prize for winning the
‘game’ is a full-size military tank. Not
getting that Dora sorts the clothes of gassed
prisoners, son Giosué goes hungry and
narrowly escapes having his clothes added
to the pile, and Guido, the life of the film, is
shot to death while trying to rescue his
wife.

If you think it’s redemptive, you're not
secing every dark, shadowed, portentous,
apocalyptic shot in the film and that the
endingis anything but sunny, that the child
and the woman lose father and husband.
The final scenes with sunlight and Yanks
in tanks are not some sort of Christian
redemptive take-over of a grucsome Jewish
tale. This man doesn’t die for a greater
purpose. No victim of the Holocaust died
for a greater purpose. They died because
they were gassed, shot and burned, because
humans are capable of killing cach other
tribally, because they can kill each other
without guilt, with bloodlust, with God
on their side, with might and right,
technological smarts and political
know-how. Children kill children, adults
kill adults, armies slaughter, and we’re none
of us better off.

So this film is not funny. And yet it
contains abundant humour. Hardest of all,
Guido’s manic story in the camp, though
mostly impossible to laugh at, is indisput-
ably funny. There’s Guido providing a mock
translation of the fierce German guard
straight out of Hogan’'s Heroes, there’s
Guido pretending that he spent the day
playing hopscotch.

Comedy and tragedy often go hand in
hand, as director and lead actor Roberto
Benigni has pointed out in response to

criticism. But that’s not all there is here.
The humour in Life is Beautiful creates a
common thread of humanity in the film.
It’s an aspect any viewer would readily
accept. The first half makes us feel so
jubilantly human. We've all fallen in love,
found joy in a child, had the sun shine on us
and laughed at the simplest of idiocies. The
humour is beguiling—this is truly the
human spirit. But then, by aplaitof humour
and horror, the filim leads us to the dreadful
humanity of the second half. How can we
then deny it? If we are humans capable of
laughter, we are also humans capable of the
Holocaust, as victims and perpetrators both.
The Holocaust was a human creation;
allowing it to be spun through a fable is onc
way of bringing that home. If we all belong
in the first tale, we all are responsible for
the second. It is a realisation that does not
necessarily come from astark documentary
or an unmitigated drama.

To make the Holocaust off-limits to
humour or fable is to sever it from our
understanding. Itis natural tolook at history
and experience through different lenses
variously tilted. Which is not to say that
the Holocaust could ever be viewed as just
another historical episode. We circle it
carefully. In Reading the Holocaust, Inga
Clendinnen writes:

My own conviction is that our sense of
Holocaust uniqueness [and we do have
that sense) resides in the fact that thesc
ferocious, largely secret killings were
perpetrated within ‘twenticth-century
Western socicty’, and that both our sense
of portent, and of the peculiarintransigence
of these actions before puny human inter-
pretation, findsits ground in the knowledge
that they were conceived, executed and
endured by people very like ourselves.

Itbothered me that people in the cinema
laughed at spots [ thought impossible and
left immediately the credits started rolling,
chatting happily. Others’ reactions,
particularly only perceived reactions, arc
not an argument against any work of art;
but it is worrying to think that, at only 50
years on, the ‘Final Solution’ may be fading
from memory enough for them to have
viewed Life is Beautiful as simple humour
that could just as easily have been sect
clsewhere. But thatis all the more reason to
keep telling the story. When I left the film,
the Holocaust was heavy on mec; the
humour had cvaporated, like the alcohol
in a tincture, leaving only the active
ingredient behind.

—Kate Manton
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Danny
boys

IN THE eND Daniel O’Connell (d. 1847} has
come off better, even if his statue has been
banished to the north yard of St Patrick’s
Cathedral, Melbourne. There was once talk
that the Great Liberator would be removed
not just from the western cortile, where he
had stood since 1891, but to other precincts,
tomakc way for Archbishop Daniel Mannix
(d. 1963). It was rumoured that this would
be in the nature of a political statement: a
reaction against the liberalisations ot
Vatican Council II and an icon for the
National Civic Council.

The statue (and statement] were
unveiled on the Sunday before St Patrick’s
Day.

However, perhaps it was understood that
Mannix (b. 1864), may well have been proud,
even as Daniel the Less, to share the
forecourt with the man after whom he was
probably named. He had himself fostered
lay initiatives during his long regime. So
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wrist at navel height suggesting a satistying
communion breakfast, and gathered,
massive wintery |in fact, hyperborean)
garments swirled by a following breeze.
Only the rough foliaged Maynooth cloak
with its slightly theatrical chain delivers
the whole from banality. (What ambience,
which hemisphere is Mannix in?)

Thomas Brock’s nco-classical O'Connell,
buffeted by the wind, was more expressive
and—incorrect though it may be to say it—
probably the more recognisable. And
although the Cathedral did not promise
the Great Liberator a rosc garden, he
nevertheless now stands in a decorative
one—with a neat herbaceous border, albeit
inadeclivity looking towards yuppy Fitzroy.
The Great Perturbator, on the other hand,
is on bare tarmac and dull, mundane.

But who are we to complain when Giles
Auty, aresident of Australia these last four
years, can suggest that Boonham has
captured Mannix’s ‘psychological essence’,
and can enjoin his readers: ‘Go sce the
bronze when you are next in that arca of
Melbourne. (The Weekend Australian,
27-28 March 1999).

Thirty years ago, St Patrick’s College,
with its bluestone tradition, was demolished
in defiance of the National Trust, to make
way for underground diocesan bureaux in
the Cathedral grounds. Today we have a
comparable diminishment. There were
inspiring aspects of Daniel Mannix which
transcended politics. It is unfortunate that
an image has not been created that will
speak to future generations, appositely and
aesthetically, as Brock’s O’Connell will
continue to do, though facing in an
inappropriate direction.

—James Griffin
Afterword: Since the statuc was erected
there has been news (Melbourne Herald
Sun, 4 April 1999) that an Archbishop
Mannix Foundation has been sct up, with
the approval of Archbishop Pell, to advance
the cause of Mannix’s canonisation.

This month’s contributors: Becci Fleischer
is the program co-ordinator for Community
Aid Abroad’s Pacific Program. CAA is
currently helping communities set up water
and sanitation systemsin the Aitape district,
and welcomes donations; Jim Davidson is
currently spending 12 months in South
Africa; Lee Cataldiis an Asialink Literature
Resident in New Delhi, India; Kate Manton
is Eureka Street's assistant editor; James
Griffin is an historian and author of the
Australian Dictionary of Biography entry
on Daniel Mannix.

Green makes greenbacks

IE STANDARD GREENIE VERSUS INDUSTRY slanging match never ceases to irritate me. On the
one hand, corporate cxecutives typically fail to understand that making a product
environmentally friendly is almost bound to make it more efficient and profitable. And on
the other hand, the average environmentalist seems incapable of understanding and coping
with industry on its own pragmatic terms.

There is no reason why being green should necessarily hurt company profits. “That's
old-fashioned thinking,” says John Gertsakis, acting director of the National Centre for
Design at RMIT University. He should know. For the past nine years, the Centre has been
demonstrating how little substance therce is to many of the debates between environment
and industry. The Centre has been collaborating with innovative companies on clever
redesigns of consumer products for better environmental performance—using lighter,
more appropriate materials, microprocessors which demand less cnergy, and simpler
layouts which can be easily disassembled for maintenance or recycling.

The approach has met with great success, as the Centre’s director, Professor Chris Ryan,
told an OECD workshop on Eco-Efficiency in Sydney recently. For instance, one of the
Centre’s products, developed with Zoom Systems and known as Swap Shop, is now being
manufactured in the US. ‘It’s a hi-tech Coke machine,’ says Gertsakis, ‘which vends office
supplies—paper, toner, ink-jct cartridges.” Computer giant Hewlett-Packard has just bought
200 and is busy installing them in American businesses, supermarkets, office blocks and
universities. Not only is the machine energy cfficient, it also comes equipped with a return
slot to allow used cartridges to be collected for recycling. And the computer system used
to manage the machine also collects marketing information on who is buying what. But
perhaps the most important innovation, says Gertsakis, is its convenience. It saves energy
by stopping people from constantly having to drive to a retail outlet to buy supplies.

Another product, the Global Dishlex Dishwasher, is the first Australian appliance to be
awarded a full 6-star rating for energy efficiency together with a AAA rating for water
conservation. And Schiavello Commercial Interiors now manufactures better-performing
office furnishings, workstations and partitions out of recyclable materials. The new
products, designed with help from the Centre, use less hazardous material, less material in
total, and have won the company international accreditation for environmental management.
This has allowed it to sell into new markets.

Good design is a matter of creative thought and an awareness of materials. The staff at
the Centre have clearly learned a great deal about both over the past nince years. To increase
corporate awareness of design, the Centre has developed the Eco-redesign Manual. It is a
step-by-step guide of about 100 pages with accompanying video. The Centre is also working
on the Eco-specifier, which will be a searchable database of commercially available,
environmentally sensitive materials for builders, designers, architects and engineers.

Overseas, where environmental efficiency has become corporate policy at enterprises
such as Bosch, Philips and Miele, the latest trend is towards taking responsibility for
products over their entire life cycle. So, products are being designed to be disassembled and
recycled when they have outlived their usefulness. In line with this, the Centre recently
published Return to Sender, a booklet detailing 10 case studies of how extended product
responsibility works.

The National Centre for Design was originally established using federal government
fundingas a kind of industry assistance package. It advertises nationally, inviting expressions
of interest from companies who wish to avail themselves of its services. Nowadays, says
Gertsakis, most of the money comes from progressive state government agencies such as
the NSW Environment Protection Authority and Eco-Recycle Victoria.

But although public money is often used to kick-start the design process, it is the
companies themselves who pick up the sizeable tab to develop the products that emerge.
As Gertsakis says, ‘Companies, big companies, are becoming aware that environmentally
efficient design is not just about being green and doing the right thing, it is an important
part of the serious pursuit of making money.’ [ |

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer. For further information, visit the website of the
National Centre for Design at: http://daedalus.edc.rmit.edu.au/
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Running errands

tfor the government

"The aim of all government is the well-being of the society

governed. In order to prevent anarchy, to enforce the laws, (o
proiect the citizens, to support the weak against the ambitions of

the strong, 1t was necessary that each society establish authorities
with sufficient power to fulfil these aims.” —Didcrot

© kNow, from ¢xperience, that no
human being with power can long resist
the belief that the people’s interests are
identical with his. As Lord Acton famously
observed, ‘Power tends to corrupt, and
absolute power corrupts absolutely.' Itis a
rar¢ person who, having gaincd power,
willingly fetters it or gives it away. Thus
our Westminster system, cautioned by
history, divides political power three ways:
among our lawmakers, administrators, and
the judiciary.

Now that modern government has
reinvented itsclf as a market for goods and
services, re-badged its citizens as
consumers, and blurred the divide between
public and private business, those old
‘authoritics’—the three arms of govern-
ment—have been largely overtaken. Prime
ministers and premiers have the greatest
concentration of powecr.

The sccond part of Lord Acton’s
observation is not quoted as often as it
should be: ‘Great men are almost always
bad men ... There is no worse heresy than
that the office sanctifies the holder of it.’
Prime ministers, premiers and their
ministers, claim the legitimacy of the will
of the people and, as High Court Chief
Justice Gleeson recently remarked, they do
not like being ‘checked and balanced’.

The institutional checks and balances
on executive power have increasingly becn
rendered ineffective. We have created
insteadanew, statute-based, administrative
law regime which recognises or limits
particularinterest claims, and commissions
statutory officers, ombudsmen and com-
missioners to ‘watchdog’ the public interest.
Those who accept such government
commissions have ahigh and lonely destiny,
and a risky one.

The new administrative law regime has
not worked. Worse, it may have weakened
the rule of law. I say this with some regret,
having been an carly enthusiast for the new
regime.
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We started with good intentions. Our
odd, three-personed government had
worked over the centuries to control
government hubris—rather better than one
might have expected. Tt works less well in
the new environment.

Parliaments had checked, and finally
destroyed, in the Glorious Revolution of
1688, the absolute, discretionary authority
of the sovereign, subjecting even the King
to the rule of his own law. Executive
authority fell into the hands of his
‘servants’—bureaucrats and officcholders,
who accounted to parliament. The courts
helped to contain their 18th-century
excesses when parliaments sought tosilence
criticsas criminals uttering ‘seditiouslibel’.
Courts went on to protect and prescrve
citizens’rights by developing the ‘Common
Law’ and, by the late 19th century, the
fundamental principles of good, executive
decision-making—good faith, proper
intentions, compliance with legal
limitations, natural justice—by developing
ancient prerogative writs. In this century
Australian courts have developed constraints
on executive power by interpreting laws in
context, particularly our international
political obligations, and through the
natural justice requirements arising from
the ‘legitimate expectation’ that the govern-
ment meant to put them into practice.

Then we began to abandon the courts,
starting more than 30 years ago. The law’s
development was too slow, haphazard, and
expensive, wesaid. Qur new administrative
law was to be premised on the democratic
virtue, and nccessity, of openness,
participation, and accountability in
government.

We paid a price.

Part of that price has been the lessening
of the status of our judges. Yes, the courts
were a clumsy tool for protecting citizen
and consumer rights, but this could have
been remedied by better access to legal
representation, more and better judges,
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research and resources to help them adapt.

Of course, when courts do act to protect
citizens against government authority,
governments react. One way they do this is
by closing up ‘loopholes’ or passing new
laws. Onc example was the Native Title
Act, responsc to the Mabo decision.

A second form of response is to exclude
the courts entirely. All governments
routinely restrict access to the courts, in
favour of ‘informal’ or administrative
remedics, or unrcviewable ministerial
determinations that override the remedics.
A more subtle exclusion is—where
possible—to remove the ’government’
flavour from its public business, by turning
it over to private enterprise, or corporatised
entities, whose commercial activities are
not subject to administrative review at all.

The third response is to create
alternative ‘accountability’ mechanisms.
These include statutory regimes, such as
Freedom of Information, guardianship,
protection against discrimination and unfair
treatment at work, and rcquirements that
bureaucrats give written reasons for their
administrative decisions. Some of these
regimes have tribunals  at look and behave
very like courts, and most are headed (at least
initially) by lawyers whobchave like judges.

When [ did a quick review for this piecc
I found scores of these tribunals: the
Commonwecalth’s Administrative Appeals
Tribunal, Industrial Relations Commission
and tribunals dealing with Competition,
Cop ght, Human Rights and Equal
Opportunity, Immigration Revicw,
National Native Title, Social Security
Appeals and Refugee Review. The states
have their own—NSW’s AAT, Community
Services Appeals Trib1 1], Compensation
Court, Dust Diseases Tribunal, Land and
Environment Court, Residential Tenancies
Tribr 2l and Strata Schemes Board—to
name but a few. Victoria has rationalised
most of its tribunals under the umbrella of
a Victorian Civil and Administrative
Appeals Tribunal, with specialist ‘divisions’.

Governments have set up a plethora of
other, statutory bodies to ‘keep them
honest’—Auditors-Ge  al, Ombudsmen,
bodies such as NSW’s Indcpendent
Commission Against Corruption and
Queensland’s Criminal Justice Commis-
sion. And then there are commissioners of
cvery 1e:privacy, humanrights, industrial
relations, even healthy rivers. These office-
holders usually have a wide range of
responsibilities, including educating the
public; receiving, investigating and publicly
reporting on complaints and government
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U e »!wmmem as ruedl] ARSI Y for &.“,‘,‘Sdgﬁk_ This month: unconditional love—the challenge.

v
Because you are precious in my sight,
and honoured, and I love you.
(Isaiah 43:4)

BEGAN THIS SERIES WITH AN ADMISSION: ‘Tam not sure people are taking on board the full reality of the loving
God they're talking about.” As I see it, there are some major aspects of the standard presentation of
Christian faith that get in the way of the idea of a loving God. I believe Christian faith can be presented
in ways that encourage acceptance of a loving God. Often, however, a standard presentation of faith can
inhibit acceptance of a God who loves deeply and unconditionally. Re-visioning is a challenge.

4

Our sinful world

Our human world can be wonderful. Our world can also be miserable, wretched, and thoroughly sinful.
But even at its worst, it may not be unlovable. This insight demands a place in Christian faith. Some
residual aspects of doctrine work against it.

Open conviction of the innate goodness of human beings is a relative latecomer to the Christian scene.
Anuncasc has prevailed in faith’s attitude to human life, imaged as ‘mourning and weeping in this valley
of tears’. This uncase can be honest witness to the intolerable aspects of injustice and oppression, ranging
from the domestic tyrant’s raised eyebrow or raised fist to the sccret police, torturers, and armed forces
of global dictators. Something is right in faith’s conviction that the sinful mess we are in is not the place
where we ought to be. It does not mean that we are unloved; but it can inhibit our acceptance of a God
who loves deeply and unconditionally.

Theology’s attention whether to the origins of life or to its end entails a risk. Both the image of a
beginning where humankind was radically better than it is now and the image of an e¢nd where
humankind will be radically better and enjoy perfect peace and justice—'the wolf shall live with the lamb’
(Isaiah 11:6]—are images that risk chcapening our view of the present time and devaluing us who live in
it. Behind these traditional positions seems to lic the belief that God could not possi " have wanted and
created a world like ours. In our world, there is too much sin and suffering. God could not possibly want
itorfind anythinglovable init. It has to be the result of original sin; it will hecomelov  Icin the kingdom.
So the theology of a loving God goes out the window. We're second-best.

We can never scttle fora compromise with injustice and oppression. God’s passionate love for the poor
and the oppressed has to energise our struggle against the structures of poverty and oppression. Precisely
in the quest for faith and in the fight against injustice we can be deeply and passionately loved by God.
God’s love for us need not wait until our world is just. Unutterable human anguish may want the pain
of separation from God for its oppressors—but what we might want we may not get. Justice may be
satisfied by the awareness revealed to oppressors of God’s love for e oppressed and God’s anger at the
oppression as well as by their eternal sharing in God’s regret and griet. Sin in our world is obvious; beyond
God’s anger and grief, it can be met by God'’s forgiveness and God’< love. A vision of faith is possible in
which God loves us and sees into us deeply enough to perceive the  vable in us even in our worst sin or
our worst suffering.

Any hint that humankind might have been intended to be radically better than it is or will end up in
a future situation that will be radically better is open to the suggestion that we now are sccond-best and
that God could not have wanted this world. We are castin therole  »laying Leah to Jacob’s Rachel. Says
Jacob: I didn’t want this one; I wanted her sister (¢f. Genesis 29:2  Love relates to us as we are, not
we were or as we might become.
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Our salvation

Redemption language has a lot loaded against it. Salvation—if we free it from the ‘Jesus saves’ glibness—
has richer associations by far. Radically, salvation for us is our being loved by God. We need it. We've got
it. 1t is about putting a troubled situation right. It is about being in a right relationship with God. The idea
of redemption is burdened with the overtones of buying back and repayment. Love does not demand
redemption; love forgives. A loving God does not need to redeem us; a loving God forgives us. A couple
of biblical passages keep coming back to me. Job to God: ‘If I sin, ... why do you not pardon my
transgression and take away my iniquity?’ (7:20-21}. Isaiah quoting God: ‘1, L am the One who blots out
your transgressions for my own sake, and I will not remember your sins’ (43:251.

Only justice insists on redemption, on repaying what is owed, paying for the fault. Love, like the father
of the prodigal, moves to forgiveness.

A vision claiming that God loves us, that God’s compassion 1s deep enough to perceive the lovable
in us even in the most sordid of our suffering, and that God forgives us our transgressions is a vision that
calls for a theology of salvation rather than redemption. It dawns on us, whether slowly or in a flash, that
we are loved by God, that in our mess God forgives us, that despite our fragility our relationship with God
is right—from God'’s side always, even if from our side sometimes only maybe. That is salvation—and it
is gift, God’s gift to us.

Such a vision needs the incarnation and needs it badly. In such a vision the incarnation is not a means
of divine redemption but an expression of divine love. God so loved the world that God entered the world
and took human flesh, becoming one of us. The incarnation is, in this vision, an act of unitive love, of
unitive passion. Those who love want union with those they love. God wants union with us. Godbecame
one of us. The incarnation is the unique and unsurpassable expression of God’s love for us.

A belief in God’s utter love is wonderfully expressed in the apocryphal Jewish book of 2 Esdras, a
writing roughly contemporary with the gospel of Matthew—available in the deuterocanonical section of
the Nrsv. The book’s thinker, a prophet Ezra, is arguing with God about human destiny: ‘Spare your people
and have mercy on your inheritance’ (8:45). God replies: “You come far short of being able to love my
creation more than Ilove it (8:47). We need to take this on board. Our thinking and our theology and our
language must make room for such love. Even if we draw a different conclusion from it.

The God of 2 Esdras shares Jesus’ view in Matthew that ‘the gate is narrow and the road is hard that
leads to life, and there are few who find it’ (Matt 7:14). Ezra is told that ‘the Most High made this world
for the sake of many, but the world to come for the sake of only a few ... Many have been created, but only
a few shall be saved’ (8:1, 3). Ezra resists various appeals to mystery and, cchoing Job, protests: ‘But what
are mortals, that you are angry with them; or what is a corruptible race, that you are so bitter against it?
For in truth therc is no one among those who have been born who has not acted wickedly; among those
who have existed there is no one who has not done wrong. For in this, O Lord, your rightcousness and
goodness will be declared, when you are merciful to those who have no store of good works’ {8:34-36).

At the beginning of the Bible, Ezra’s hope is anticipated by the God who brought on the flood because
of human wickedness (Genesis 6:5) and who declares at the end of the flood, accepting the inevitability
of human wickedness: ‘nor will I ever again destroy every living creature as [ have done’ (Genesis 8:21).
Love is shown to those who have no store of good works. That such texts exist invites us to choose
between such images of God—the God of the narrow gate or the God who will never again destroy.

<+

Seriousness of our life

God, in dialoguc with Ezra: ‘You come far short of being able to love my creation more than I love it.” In
2 Esdras, such love did not mcan the salvation of all; for us though, it may. Then the question might
surface whether, if all are to be saved, we are wasting our time being good. Sclective salvation offers a
guarantee for the seriousness of life. Paul writes that ‘the sufferings of this present time are not worth
comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us’ (Romans 8:18). For many, this life is too serious and
its sufferings and miseries too appalling for eternal salvation not to be somchow at stake.

For many, too, fear of the apparently easy is a powerful argument against belief in a loving God, a God
whose love affair with humankind will not allow for loss.! Deeply rooted, it is one of those things that
make me say: ‘I am not sure people are taking on board the full reality of the loving God they're talking
about.” At least one reflection, too often neglected, safeguards for me the seriousness of life and the vision
of a loving God.

Memory is essential to our human sense of identity. When we lose our memory, we losc our sense of
who we are. I do not see how memory can be overlooked in our life with God. The comforting Roman
Catholic doctrine of purgatory has overtoncs for me of a car wash or a finishing school. The car gocs in
dirty and comes out clean. The person goes in a rough diamond and comes out a polished gem. But what
about memory?! Is it likely that with death our memories would be erased and our identities retained?

Certainly, it is Christian belief that those with God will be beatifically fulfilled. Is there any
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enough. But every social condition which is to have
any chance of lasting has to go on testing the relation-
ship between the absolute and the gratuitous; and if
{as Auden, once again, insisted) every utopia is
cancerous with dystopia, the character of civic
compromise has to be pressed again and again to find
how tolerable it is at a given moment. We no longer
engage in foundation-sacrifice when instituting new
cities, but sacrifices aplenty there are in cities new
and old alike. Porter’s business is often, in his poetry,
to smell the smoke from these.

Not that he is likely to concede that, an
acceptably liberal verdict given, there is no more to
be said. The passion moving many thinkers about the
condition of the city, from at least the time of
Augustine’s The City of God, has been one of cosmic
dismay: the concern, that is to say, is less for pragmatic
outcome than named enigma. Augustine had his
hopes, but he no more expected a short-term

vindication of them than Job expected to
) make money for The Dunghill Press.

_I.ORTER TOO 18 GIVEN TO the asking of primal questions.
Such answers as he gives emerge not from a
philosopher’s study or a mystic’s retreat, but from the
thick of crowds, or from the cross-currents of thought
and feeling. The rhetorical form may be as simple as
that of, say, ‘A Consumer’s Report’ or ‘Essay on
Clouds’, but the discerned pressures of experience are
not simple. When Porter asks questions, things can
turn out as they do in ‘A Clumsy Catechism’.

What is the purpose of our life?
Question the butter why the knife
Goes through it, clear the pond of weed
And watch rapscallion beetles breed.

What power put us on the earth?
The lack of rhyme, the pious dearth
Of consequence, the one-way flow
Of dripping curds through calico.

What is the challenge of the New?

A freshness of the morning dew
Turned automatic hosing-down

Of thoroughfares throughout the town.

What do we mean by tragedy?

A rather bigger you and me

Than any that our neighbours know—
Fire in Heaven but lights below.

What, after all this time, is truth?
Research reveals that Pilate’s tooth
Was troubling him, he couldn’t stay
Debating with the Bench all day.

Where may an honest
The singer hears a different sound
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Inside his head th  discs record,
Herbert alone can say, My Lord.

What is the reason for our death?
To find the only rhyme for breath,
To bottom-out both Blake and Dante,
The genius proved, the Profit scanty.
{The Chair of Babel, Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 1992)

‘Death is not an event of life’, said W genstein:
‘Death is not lived through’; and Heidegger, ‘Death is
a strange and unhomely thing that banishes us once
and for all fri 1 everything in which we are at home.’
From the first, Porter has written as if under this
double legend: he is like someone who, in the midst
of a gathering of whatever sort is prone to ask
unbidden, ‘But what about death?’ /  sorts of socictal
retorts are possible in the customary elision of death-
talk, but Porter is quite undeterred by them. At the
end of Yeats’ poem about Plato’s interrogating ghost,
when all that is most encouraging is named, ‘But
louder sang that ghost, “What then?”’ This is Porter’s
question, too, and it is a question not only about
death’s timing bur  so about its being the horizon of
everything in life.

The point to be made just now is that, in his
poetry, death’s ubiquity colours Porter’s sense of
public reality as well as his sense of the private. This
is not inevitable in poets of mortality. For some, the
demeanour is largely confined to their private psychic
realm, and the worried man singing his worried song
prescinds for the most part from what is going on ‘out
there’. But for Porter this is impossible: the world’s
arcades run all the way into his mind. And one of the
ways of seeing the city available tohimis  effect to
see it as a necropolis.

‘Within them tal templesof: ing/ Keeps death
his court, and there the antic sits,/ Scoffing his state
and grinning at his pomp’, Shakespeare’s Richard the
Second says. The king is the realm’s embodiment, not
simply an individual; and for Porter, ‘there the antic
sits’, at the heart of any polity, or of any polis.
Accordingly, when in ‘A Clumsy Catechism’ he asks
those questions which (by comm: consent, as we
say) are taken for the big ones, his answers convene
evidence or illustration from all sorts of areas in shared
civic life, from the most to the least domestic. If, as
usual, death st last word—'What is the reason
for our death?/ Tc  nd the only rhyme for breath,’—
this is partly because death always has the last word,
is always asking ‘what about me?’

‘A Clumsy Catechism’ has for context not only
many earlier poems by Porter, but poems of
reductivity or scepticism by, for example, Housman
or Hardy, or the Clough of ‘'The Latest Decalogue’—
‘Bear not false witness; let the lie/ Have time on its
own v tc ~ 7/ Thou ~ ’tnot covet; but tradition/
Approves all torms of competition ..." The line goes
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Snail Bait

In Memory of Barney

Vacuum our dog

It’s a strange thing, absence,
that lack of substance,
something, anything,
positive because it is negative
in the end, Hope
because absence,

I'm still alive
true absence,

and at large,

bespeaks though my soul
(qnspfe;akable word) resembles a half-dried chive
signifies on a large barge
(insignificant word) or an ov%l 5
requires trapped in vicious sunlight:
(at last) two shrivelled eyes
presence. waiting for moisture, dew,
rodents around a yew:
Now, the revelations of night.
after all of this
philosophy

and doggerel,
1 would like to absent myself from the present.

Cats and Dogs

Odysseus’ dog, deserted, died of gloom on a dun; ill: poor Argos.
Crief The gaze of Baudelaire’s voluptuous cat is ‘ocean-deep and aloof’.

As slow as a snail,
and as ponderous,
it expands, contracts,

an inch becomes a mile.

The eyes protrude,
seem disembodied,
remote on stalks,

as they roll and swivel
in search of green
among the grey
concrete and dust.
The hard shell protects,
entrails and lymph,
the heart’s pump,
enabling locomotion,
the next distant meal,
and lubrication,

a slow glissando

that leaves in its wake
a faint silvery trail.

Dogs are as different from cats

as a koala bear is from a rat.

Hounds habitually love their master or mistress,

while cats are insouciant, could not care less—

until meal time, or when they crave warmth

and leap on to a cat-detester’s groin.

Mutts, like Cerberus, keep watch at the door,

while toms circumnavigate the parish, whores.

Dogs wolf down their food with epicurean lust

while cats eat neurosurgically: delicate thrusts.
Moggies torture their prey: consummate sadists.

For fleabags a hunt is sport: foxes, criminals, rabbits.
Dogs can be comic, even grin, in their love attacks.
Cats are sarcastic, melancholy, humourless, unabashed.
Indeed they pad and silkily strut the rims of evil,

while dogs bound, lol], lick, in a good commonweal.
These days, it seems, there is much more cat in humankind,
and much less dog: at least to my tormented mind.
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some members tried to leave as he told the
story of her death at length, and he began to
throw punches (p259). He held an
exaggerated estimate of his ownimportance
in Australian literature and was bitterly
jealous when other writers received praise.
He poured scorn on intellectuals and

academics, yet cadged shamelessly

for an honorary doctorate.
HERBERT’% HATRED and fear of women
was expressed more in words than in action,
but it is clear that he was a chauvinist even
by the standards of the 1930s. He developed
strange theories about male and female
sexuality and the proper relations between
men and women which received expression
in hisnovel Soldiers’ Women and anumber
of {mercifully) unpublished manuscripts.
He had numerous affairs outside his
marriage, but always broke them off to
return to his wife and heap curses on his
erstwhile paramours. D¢ Groen is
understandably  exercised by such
behaviour, but in her zeal to show what a
pig he was she raises the converse problem:
how to explain why Sadie stuck by him so
loyally and why, throughout his life, women
apparently kept throwing themselves at
him and usually refused to say a word against
him e¢ven after they had been callously
dumped (as in the case of Beatrice Davis).
Such a response seems to suggest either the
truth of the old adage about treating ‘em
mean or that his bark was a lot worse than
his bite.

Herbert does seem to have had an almost
Wagnerian power to compel loyalty and
assistance from men and women, scnior
academics not excluded, who often went
miles out of their way to help him, so there
must have been some magnetic force in his
personality that was hard to resist. The
biography covers Herbert’s marriage in some
detail, but 1 feel that de Groen is too
disapproving of Herbert’s infidelities and
general mistreatment of Sadie to come to
grips with the dynamics of such an enduring
relationship. What I would also like to have
learnt is why they had no children, a
question that is not raised.

[t must be said that the worst of Herbert’s
vices, particularly the aggression, appeared
only after the success of Capricornia and,
more precisely, in the 1950s, when nothing
seemed to be going right for him. He was
struggling with the manuscript of a novel
about life in Sydney during the war that was
meant to have been finished in time to be
boughtby USservice personnel in Australia.
He did not complete it until 1961, and the

resulting anxiety that he would never be
able to publish again produced some of the
stress which made neurotic behaviour more
likely. De Groen does not raise this
possibility, but the furious aggression he
displayed so often in the last 30 years of his
life sounds very similar to the ‘roid rage’
experienced by bodybuilders who take heavy
doses of steroids; it might well have been
the result of the regular injections of
testosterone that he was apparently giving
himself as part of his program to maintain
a vigorous masculinity into old age.

Chemistry may be part of the
explanation, but much of the anger was
always there, fuelled by both personal and
political factors. On the political side, some
of Herbert’s rage arose from knowing that
most Australians did not share his sense of
national destiny and his hatred of
colonialism. This obsessionis clear in many
places, including the letter to the Fellowship
of Australian Writers in which he explains
why he will not contribute to the collection
of anti-fascist essays [‘Australian Writers
in Defence of Frecedom’) planned for release
in 1939. De Groen describes this letter as
‘monomaniacal’, and, insofar as it makes
the claim that he is the only man in the
world fighting for Aboriginal rights, it is
both arrogant and conceited.

Butsome of the other pointsin the letter
cannot be dismissed so quickly. Herbert
was correct to say that the FAW did not
have much awarcness of Aboriginal rights
asanissuc in the defence of democracy; and
he also had a case when he asserted that the
practice of most Australians (despite the
stand of a few rcbels determined to oppose
the tide) did suggest that the real national
cthos was bascd on sycophancy and
compliance, not the liberty-loving
insubordination dear to the myth the FAW
was trying to foster. This letter contains
passages of striking political rhetorie in
support of Aboriginal rights and against
tyranny, but it also betrays a jaundiced
attitude towards the Australian people in
general:

I maintain that the Australian people—
these people who will starve and exploit a
poor black savage, or allow it to be done ...
who will sncer at a poor, down-trodden
immigrant and call him a Pommy but lick
a rich Pommy’s hoots and call him Sir—
are, considering their chances to be
otherwise, the most slave-minded people
on the earth.

The vision of the rabble fleeing the test of
nationhood, so powerfully dramatised in
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Poor Fellow My Country, is already well
developed.

On the personal side, Herbert had a
rough life and many psychological problems.
Christened Alfred Jackson, he always
thought he was illegitimate and could never
be quite confident that Ben Herbert, whom
he called ‘Dad’ but who treated him as one
might a suspected cuckoo in the nest, was
his real father. He has consistently asserted
that he ncver felt loved as a child and
always carried the bitter taste of this
rejectionin hismouth. A few months before
he died he told an interviewer, ‘T was never
a wanted child ... nobody ever wanted me.
They didn’t want me as a bloody pet even.’
(‘Last words’, p20). De Groen softens the
picture of childhood misery given in
Disturbing Element and numerous inter-
views, but there is a depth of alienation
here that seems strong enough to resist all
appeals toreason. It led directly toHerbert's
profoundly uncertain sense of sclf, the
numerous masks he continually assumed,
‘his need to defin¢ himself through the
presumed enmity and ill-will of others’ {as
de Groen put it in a selection of Herbert's
writing she edited with Peter Picerce] and
his inability to feel comfortable with
anybody, least of all those who ‘ought’ to
have been his natural colleagucs. P.R.
Stephensen characterised Herbert’s ‘self-
soughtisolation’ as ‘the productof ahermit’s
dodging away from hisequals and superiors’.
As de Grocen obscerves, this is acute (p941,
but it seems to me that part of the reason
why he shied from judgment by his peers
was that he did not know who his peers

were. How could he, when he did

r~ = not know who he was himsclf?
AL e oTHER BiG rrosLEm Herbert faced was
the battle to establish his masculinity, as
he putitshortly before he died ['Last words?,
p19). Throughout his lif¢c he was beset by
anxiety as to his masculine identity, his
sexual potency, his physical fitness and his
heterosexuality, and de Groen gives plenty
of evidence to suggest that he was embattled
onall these fronts. In his defence he resorted
to all manner of desperate stratagems:
strenuous manual jobs like wood-cutting
and mining, heavy drinking, punishing
work-out schedules, learning to fly planes,
riding a motorbike, retreats into the desert,
injections of testosterone and vicious
diatribes against women and homosexuals.
The fact that he was mainly a writer made
the situation worse: ‘I grew up with a lot of
tough people’, he said in 1984, ‘and they
despised anybody who wrote’. He often
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Rivmve: A

JUIN ATKELINAVWAY

Burmese davs

OW CAN YOU DECIDE between visiting
your dying husband tor the last time and
leading your countrymen’s fight against
tyranny? Can such a stark choice be
carried out while maintaining a senses of
cquilibrinm?

This almost surrcal scenario presented
itself to Daw Aung San Suu Kyi at the end of
March as the culmination of two all-too-real
themes that have dominated Burmese
politics in the last decade: the desire of the
ruling military junta to harry its most famous
citizen into exile and her determination
not to be cowed by the tactics they employ.

It’s hard to avoid the impression that the
1991 Nobel Laurcate knew what personal
sacritices where to come when she helped
launch the National League of Democracy
(NLDJin 1988. Her father Aung San, revered
in Burma for his role in ending British rule,
was assassinated by a rival politician in
1947 when Suu Kyi was two. Most of her
collcagucs in setting up the NLD were
formermilitary men disaffectedbhy Ne Win's
1962 coup. They had served in the army, and
had also been imprisoned by it, so were all
too familiar with its paranoia and singular
brutality. The NLD was created the month
atter unarmed civilians were gunned down
for daring to go out on strike, and a week
and a half after the State Law and Order
Restoration Council {SLORC) announced
itself the legitimate government of Burma.

It could even be suggested that Suu Kyi
had long anticipated that she might be
where she is today. In his introduction to
Freedom from Fear, her late husband,
Dr Michael Aris, quoted from one of the
letters she wrote him prior to their marriage
in 1972. She was worried that her marrying
aforcigner—in this casc asubject of Burma's
former colonial ruler —might be misinter-
preted by the people wholoved her father as
a lessening of her affection for them.

‘Task onc thing,” she wrote, ‘that should
my people need me, you would help me to
do my duty by them.
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‘Would you mind very much should
such asituation everarise! How probable it
is I do not know, but the possibility is
there.’

The respect and admiration the Oxford
academic had for his wife’s convictions is
apparent in the few pages he contributed to
the edition of her writings he himself
revised. His application for a visa to visit
his wif¢ in Burma before he died {from
prostate cancer) was the fulfilment of Suu
Kyi's request. Machiavelli might remark
that it was a political act calculated to
invoke the international community’s loud
condemnation of the junta’s refusal. Suu
Kyionceobscrved, after onc of the countless
occasions on which the military blocked
offaccess toherhousein University Avenue,
that she tried to maintain as normal a
lifestyle as possible but that circumstances
often made that impossible.

‘My colleagues and Lagree that were we
to write about our expericnces in the
form of a novel it would be criticised as

too far-fetched a story, a botched
Orwellian tale.”’

uUNG San Suu Kyi's observations of
Burmese politics, history and socicty,
spread across intervicews, newspaper
articles, and her academic work, display
an unruffled intelligence. She employs a
plainness of ¢xpression that accords with
the core democratic principles to which
she has devoted herself. Tt cuts against
the more tlorid language that tawning and
less determined personalitics use to
describe her.

Someone said once that a strong will is
dependent upon a formidable intellect but
in the casc of the leader of Burma’s demo-
cratic opposition it seems the other way
around. Her crudition is not wasted on
clever rhetoric or distracting the reader
with witty asides but put towards one goal:
an end to military rule and the ereation of a
multi-party democratic state.

May 1999

Her frankness is pointed to by her
colleagucs, such as NLD Deputy Chairman
U Kyi Maung, as onc o ¢ rcasons for the
popularity of the weekend talks she gave
outside herresidence after she was released
from :years of housc arrest in 1995, She
is also admired for her ability to empathise
with any and all. In Letrers from Burmua, a
collection of articles she wrote foraJapancese
daily over the course of the year, she
introduces the reader to Burmese culture
and philosophy as much, if not more than
she does to the platform of her party.

In onc piece she refers to the Japanese
occupation of Burma during World War 1.
Japan was originally invited by her father's
Burma Independence Army as a means of
evicting British administration. But the
Burmese quickly realised that what they
had done was replace an old colonial yoke
with a new one fashioned by war. Aung
San’s troops switchedallegiances and fought
with the allies to push the Japanesce out.
Suu Kyi quoted lines from songs that the
Japanese troops sang while in Burma. She
asks whether words su as ‘Old horse arc
you feeling sleepy? The reins Thold are as a
vein that links your blood to mine’, arc
particularly militaristic.

She concludes that extremism can turn
even a pretty song into a war chant.

The kind of democeracy Aung San Suu
Kyi would like to bring to Burma appears to
be less a client of free markets, as it is in the
OECD, than a system of government based
on civic responsibility and Buddhist
morality. This is understandable, given she
is in opposition to a military junta that has
no respect for such values. But one might
wonder whether there is a kind of enforced
naivety here. Because Suu Kyi and her
colleagues must constantly make stands on
principle, they delay the emergence of more
sophisticated models. In The Voice of Hope,
a scries of interviews with Burma scholar
Alan Clements, Suu Kyi declares a
preference for managing forcign influence.






‘If it comes in too quickly in this way,
we may end up with a very superficial kind
of non-culture. T am very much for
openness—people studying other cultures.
But this kind of quick invasion can be
unhealthy.’

Could a democratic Burmese govern-
ment manage to limit the spread of MTV,
Coke and McDonalds if it also wished to
bring prosperity to its people?

But that is not the question of the
moment. The pressing issue is when the
junta will sit down and negotiatc a peaceful
transition to democracy with the ethnic
minorities and the NLD—which nine years
ago this month won over 80 per cent of the
vote in an clection result never honoured
by the military.

There are few signs that the State Peacc
and Development Council {as SLORC
renamed itself in 1997] is loosening its grip
on power. Nor is there any indication of a
willingness to bring Suu Kyi and others
into the picture.

The possibility that Burma is on the
brink of insolvency and that the edifice will
crumble for lack of funds has been over-
estimated. Through much of 1997 and last
year, its official reserve of foreign capital
was put as low as US$50 million, but this
includes no reference to the black economy
which is where most economic activity
takes place. When a top civil administrator
carns a wage barely the equivalent of US$20
a month, survival for most is dependent on
abusing your position to extract gifts and
bribes. To pass examinations, students must
have extra-curricular tuition by teachers.
Hospital workers charge foreverything from
syringes to comfortable rides in wheelchairs.
Without gratuities, bureaucrats perform at
glacial pace.

The black cconomy is made liquid
largely through drug profits. Burma still
produces more than half of the world’s
opium in Northern Shan state and drug
lords are now opening up the amphctamine
market as well. The government regularly
allows amnesties on declaring money, and
the Wa and particularly the Kachin
syndicates have been able to launder their
profits through legitimate businesses in
Rangoon.

Nor does the State Peace and Develop-
ment Council look likely to split apart or be
riven by internal fighting. When the junta
rejected the awkwardly appropriate
acronym SLORC for SPDC in 1997,
questions were asked about whether this
meant there was movement around the
two most powerful figures in Ne Win’s
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army: Khin Nyunt, head of military
intelligence, and Than Shwe, General-in-
Chief. As yet there have been no purges, or
cracks in the SPDC’s stony face.

The wars with ethnic minoritics
continue but are less intense than in years
gone by. The ceascefires with the Kachin,
Waand Mon people are still holding, though
shaky, and while the Shan are fightingagain
now that the resistance has pickeditself up,
they constitute no more than nuisance
value. The Karen are holding out, though
at the end of each dry season they seem to
lose a little more ground to the junta’s
forces. Nobody has the ability to bargain
with Rangoon, least of all the many
thousands of Karen, Shan and Mon refugees
in Thailand.

But despite few prospects for change
and the death of her husband on the other
side of the world, it is hard to imaginc Aung
San Suu Kyi abandoning her peaccful,
Ghandiesque approach to forcing change.
She has always made a point of meeting
extremism with moderation. In Voice of
Hope she answered a question about
whether the junta had ever captured her
‘inside’.

‘Have you ever read a book called
Middlemarch by George Eliot? There was a
charactercalled DrLydgate whose marriage
turned out to be a disappointment.
[ remember a remark about him, that what
lie was afraid of was that he might no longer
be able to love his wife who had been a
disappointment to him.

Tve always felt that if I had really
started hating my captors, hating the

SLORC and the army, T would
have defeated myself.’

HERE ARE SOME democracy activists,
particularly students, whowould have Aung
San Suu Kyi take a more forceful approach.
Lastyearwhenelected representatives were
being locked away to prevent the NLD
carrying out its plan to convene the
parliament elected in 1990, there were
muted calls for a tougher stand. However,
to oppose SPDC directly means facing up to
an army of 500,000 and an intelligence
operation with staggering rcach.

As an example of this last point, the
Jesuit Refugee Service in Bangkok—for
which I work—was infiltrated by an SPDC
informer posing as a client last ycar.
Extremely accurate information about what
help we offer to Burmese seeking refugec
status from the Thailand office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
was published in an intelligence journal.

May 1999

We were publicly denounced, along with
the George Soros-funded Open Society
Institute, for trying to foment revolution in
Burma. The accusation led to the delicious
suggestion of a massive Jewish—Catholic
conspiracy, captured in the headline
‘Vatican and Soros combine to undermine
government: junta’ published in India’s The
Asian Age.

It would be wrong to think Aung San
Suu Kyi believes in non-violence and
appealing to the military’s better nature
because she hasn’t the courage to engage in
armed struggle. A story of her walking
through a line of armed soldiers while
drumming up support for the NLD, which
she recounts in The Voice of Hope, has
become legend. She was leading a march in
rural Burma when they ~ame across a line
of soldiers with guns awn. They were
given an order to stay off the road, which
she asked herfollowers to comply with, but
she continued to walk towards them while
a major who was accompanying her rally
argucd with the officer in charge.

‘We just walked through the soldiers
who were kneeling there and I noticed that
some of them were actually shaking and
muttering to themselves but I don’t know
whetheritwasoutof hatredornervousness.

‘Apparently the captain [in charge of the
soldicrs| tore the insignia off his shoulder.
He threw it down and said, “what are all
these for if I'm not allowed to shoot,” or
words to that effect.’

Perhaps greater international pressure
for ¢l ge in Burma will be the catalyst.
Thercaresigns that ASEAN, which accepted
Burma as a member in 1997, is starting to
take a more aggressive approach on human
rights abuses in Burma, led by the more
dynamic foreign ministers of Thailand and
the Philippines.

Thisissomething Aung San Suu Kyi has
always aimed for. Prior to the beginning of
this year’s general session of the office of
the United Nations Commissioner for
Human Rights she asked that they not
forget what is happening in her country, as
shehas done every yearover the last decade.

Maybe this will be the year. Indeed she
offers this conclusion towards the end of
The Voice of Hope:

‘Somecthing that moves people to
identify themselves with whatishappening
in Burma will raise the level of their
consciousness. Andyou cannever tell what
that is.’

Jon Greenaway is Eureka Street’s South
East Asia correspondent.















the marginalisation of poets such as Seamus
Heaney. And so it goes on. You seg, if you
look long enough at it through the bottom
of a beer glass, The Craic is a masterpiece.

—Michael McGirr

Ingrown and

overblown

Happiness, dir. Todd Solondz. Happiness
reminded me a little of the films of Peter
Greenaway, but without the baroque excess.
Here is dull hell, it seems to be saying. This
is how grimily and obsessively and meanly
evil orselfish we can be. Here is the evidence
of it all laid out un the table where it can go

rancid and rot while your eyes linger.
Mine didn’tlinger much. Maybe Imissed
the black comedy that so excited Cannes
that they gave it the 1998 International
Critics Prize. Maybe it was the visual
claustrophobia of the film that made it hard
to bear. Happiness is shot in a succession of
stifling interiors: over-furnished restaurants,
upholstered domesticinteriors, grimy apart-
ments, corridors, concrete streetscapes, seedy
taxis. The lives of the characters also grow
inward, like toenails. Solipsism rules. In
this world fathers rape small boys, pathetic
mad women dismember doormen, lonely
men fantasise violently while they mastur-
bate, sex is exploitation and no wind blows.
But I didn’t come away convinced I'd
seen caustic satire, dark comedy or even
brutal realism. Frankly, I just felt manipu-
lated. And distracted by a mash of genre.
Almodovar one moment (well, not quite—
that was the trouble) and New Jersey sitcom
the next. There were moments, and some
performances, that in a less unrelieved
context might have been memorable. But
in a stew that blends guts, shin, sirloin,
testicles and packet gravy, you are unlikely
toremember the spiced chicken drumstick.
—Morag Fraser

Praiseworthy

Praise, dir. John Curran. Gordon (played by
muso Peter Fenton in his first screen role) is
an apathetic, underachieving, alcohol-
abusing, chain-smoking asthmatic, who's
opted so far out of society, connection, the
world, that he barely exists in it at all.
Somehow, through absolutely no effort of
his own, he drifts into a relationship with
Cynthia {Sacha Horler, in an absolute
ripsnorter of a performance). Cynthia is
subtle as a sledgehammer, has chronic
eczema and likes sex A LOT. All the time.

Morning, noonand night. Again. And again.
And again ... Gordon, who freely admits to
having a small dick and a libido matched
only by his ambition, is in trouble right
from the start, and boy does he know it {in
alot of ways Cynthia is the embodiment of
a pcculiarly Australian misogynist night-
mare/fantasy about women in general).
Gordon and Cynthia are matched only
in their capacity for self-destruction; asked
why he smokes despite hisasthma, Gordon
says thatsmokingactually helps hisasthma,
makes him feelbetter. This tension between
utterly self-destructive behaviour and the
physical and emotional anaestheticit offers
while pulling you apart, is a current that
flows through Gordon and Cynthia’s
relationship; for all that the relationship is
a solace for them both, it’s also a violence
they each choose to inflict, not on each
other so much as upon themselves. This is
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all very bleak, but the film is also very
funny, andinits own weird way, joyous and
uplifting, in the way only a really good film
can be; the performances are great, the
soundtrack (by Australian band The Dirty
Threelexactly right, and the castingis some
of the best I've seen in an Australian film.
John Curran’s direction of Andrcw
McGahan's script for Praise {adapted from
McGahan’s Vogel prize-winning novel of
the same name) captures the fecl of the
book almost more successfully than the
book itself. In case you can’t tell, I really
like this film; go see it.

—Allan James Thomas

Double stopping

Hilary and Jackie, dir. Anand Tucker. Tracing
the movements of a life is a complicated
business. Tracing the movements of art is
no pushover either. Hilary and Jackie
attempts to do both. Examining the fraught
relationship between the two precociously
talented du Pré sisters, Hilary and Jackie
attempts to strike abalance between ‘genius
bio-pic’ and family drama.

On the whole this film is enormously
moving and pitch-perfect. Rachel Griffith
(left) and Emily Watson are wonderful in
the title roles. Both the writing and the
performances show a deep understanding
of the profound and fragile relationship that
so dominated their lives. Ferocious loyalty
and an unnerving capacity for love mark
out their relationship like an insistent
metronome. The two central performances
are supported by a host of handsomely
realised bit parts. Charles Dance and Celia
Imrie are perfect as proud but frightened
parents, and David Morrissey puts in an
appropriately charming performance as
Hilary’s husband, Kiffer.

But while beautifully scripted and
performed, the film is strangely clunky in
structure. Awkward and unnecessary use
of titles labours otherwise subtle transitions,
and the spot inclusions of famous figures
such as Margot Fonteyn only highlights
narrative indecision about the film’s
purpose. (The actor playing Fonteyn looked
more like a blow-up doll than one of the
most graceful women ever to walk the earth.}

But the heart and lungs, in fact all the
vital organs of this film, are in fine fettle.
Hilary and Jackie is moving in the extreme
and, if it’s possible, has added even more
emotional fire to Jacqueline du Pré’s
interpretation of Elgar’s cello concerto.

—Siobhan Jackson
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