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Morality

N JULY, AUSTRALIAN public values found expres-
sion in two stories. The first was Mr Downer’s advo-
cacy of Australian participation in any US opcration
against Iraq. The second was the return to Woomera
of two Afghan boys who had escaped to Melbourne.
They were put on the planc from Melbourne even
as their distraught father was coming there to visit
them.

The most apposite comment on these cvents
was written 2500 years ago by the Greek historian,
Thucydides. When offering the pecople of Melos
the choice between alliance and destruction, the
Athenian ambassadors remarked:

When these issues are discussed by practical people,
the standard of justice depends on the equality of
power to compel, and on the fact that the strong do
what they have the power to do and the weak accept
what they have to accept.

What the two traumatised boys returned to
Woomera have to accept is clear: further incarcera-
tion, distress, depression and worse. What the chil-
dren, women and men of Iraq have to accept is also
clear. A people who already suffer politically from a
brutal regime, and whose health and sustenance are
already affected by trade sanctions, have to accept
bombing, invasion, and all the physical and social ills
that arc the lot of those against whom war is waged.

These things the Afghan boys and the Iraqi
people must accept because they do not have ‘the
cquality of power to compel’. So, from Australia as
ally of the powerful and as powerful in its own right,
they can expect a lesser standard of justice. Practical
people in Australia, as in Athens, do not object.

But for Thucydides, the Melos incident was not
only an example of political realism. It also marked
a stage in the corruption of Athenian public life. The
people of Melos, who strangely preferred freedom to
security and so were slaughtered, lived by the ideals
that had once inspired Athens. The practical people
who had come to power in Athens had lost the
compass that could protect them from subsequent
miscalculation and practical disaster. Later theorists
would identify the corruption of public life with dis-
regard of the moral dimension of policy.

Judged morally, Australia’s participation in a
war against Iraq and its treatment of asylum seekers
are alike indefensible. If the military action against
Afghanistan was morally ambiguous, the grounds

INn a spin

that may have supported it are lacking in the casc
of Traq. The sole defence offered is the removal of
a tyrant. There is no cvidence that he supported
the terrorists involved on September 11. Nor does
his possession of biological and chemical weapons
establish grounds for war. It is difficult to see how
a war against him could be described as legitimately
authorised or as conducted with a right inten-
tion. Finally, the sufferings that will come to
the Iraqi and other peoples as a result of the
war seem totally disproportionate to the gain
expected in removing Saddam Hussein. The
imprisonment of children who seck asylum is
also morally obnoxious, because detention is so
injurious to human dignity, especially to that
of vulnerable children. Moreover, even if the
policy of deterrence were itself not immoral,
its goal—the integrity of Australia’s borders—
would be achieved without detaining children.

But moral considerations are irrelevant to
practical pcople who know that ‘the standard
of justice depends on the cquality of power to
compel, and on the fact that the strong do what
they have the power to do and the weak accept
what they have to accept’. They see moral considera-
tions as no more than a matter of spin to be imparted
after decisions are taken.

In Australia, as in imperial Athens, there are
also those who believe that a morally recasonable
public policy is a condition for building a humane
and prosperous socicty. If called on to participate
in the incarceration of asylum scekers or in war
against Iraq, they will consider whether they can be
complicit in forcing the weak to ‘accept what thev
have to accept’.

Andrew Hamilton sj is Eurcka Street’s publisher.
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oB Hawke and Neville Wran say that Labor nceds
an attractive, inclusive and participatory organisation with
something to belicve in. It needs to get rid of factionalism
and branch-stacking, and involve ordinary members more in
devising policics.

A tick for all of the above, as aspirations at least, but you
have to ask whether the Hawke-Wran report on the future of
the party delivers any of it, even on paper. No doubt the fac-
tions and the real power brokers will continue making ritual
squeals to give the impression that they are being dragged kick-
ing and screaming away from the levers. No doubt Simon Crean
will emerge, slightly bloodied from the disputation, clutching
endorsement of the proposals as proof that he is a recal leader
who can take on the heavies and win. No doubt the new party
chicftains (looking amazingly like the old ones) will spend a
fortune marketing the party as transformed for the new millen-
nium. Essentially, however, it looks like a public-relations con-
fection. An appearance of broadening the party cannot mask
the fact that the centres of power will not change much.

The big debate is not really about whether unions have 60
or 50 per cent of the delegates at a party conference, or even
about whether unions have delegates at all. This is a labour
party, not just a party of social democrats, and even if a modern
party of its nature must form new alliances with women, with
professionals, and with some key minorities to gain power, its
roots in the industrial labour movement are still, or should still
be, critical to its success. What the dcbate is really about is how
power and decision-making is shared, and whether attempts to
broaden and deepen the appeal of the party are intended to let
new people, even unionists, sup at the table.

Alas, rhetoric to the contrary notwithstanding, an
implemented Hawke-Wran report will not much influence the
power balances. Even the proposed 50-50 rule is a bit of a fraud,
because it is fundamental to the proposal that unions will have
a new power of nomination of 50 per cent of delegates to the
enlarged party conferences. And will these delegates be a repre-
sentative sample of the best and the brightest men and women
from a particular union, involving a wide range of views about
the best policies for the modern day? Not on your life. Gen-
erally, they will be the henchmen and cronies of the faction
in charge of the particular union. As the report suggests, ‘the
selection process for delegations should ... remain the preroga-
tive of affiliated trade unions’.

And don’t expect more than ritual complaint from left-
wing unions, because their own practices of manipulating
union numbers are at least as corrupt as those of the right wing.
Indeed, as Messrs Hawke and Wran themselves comment, in

| abor in vain

another context, labels such as ‘left’ and ‘right’ are by now
quite out of date. The factions arc not organised around a hattle
of ideas but around personalities and the spoils of power.

Labor, like the Liberal Party, is still essentially state-based,
even if its federal council now has final control. The federal
model is important when one remembers both that Labor is in
power in cvery state and territory jurisdiction, and that it is at
that level that the highest proportion of perks are available and
distributed. It may be by having upper houses in which member-
ship is virtually by appointment. It may be in the hundreds of
boards, agencies and statutory positions to which the spouscs,
mistresses, children and cronies of the power brokers can be
appointed. It may be in the scores of jobs in ministerial offices,
many of which will be occupied by apprentice apparatchiks
occupied full-time on factional affairs. Or in the consultancics
that will be dished out to the mates, or in the favour processes
at local and state government level for developers and urgers. So
much more to enjoy, and, at the state level, so much easier to
enjoy it without the scrutiny and the protests that occur when
it happens at the Commonwecalth Government level.

Little wonder, then, that many of the factional chieftains
do not quite share the sensc of keen disappointment that Labor,
at the national level, is a failure, that people who need to be
inspired are deterred or discouraged from joining, or that critics
complain about the party’s incapacity to articulate ideals and
new idcas. There’s the risk, after all, that idcalists might not

like what they sce when the party is exercising
power—might cven upset the apple cart.

NVILLE WraN and Bob Hawke, however steeped in the
party, ncver really had to roll up their sleeves in party affairs.
Neither had to do much personal knife-wiclding. Neither spent
more than a term in opposition, and both left office (Hawke
kicking and screaming, of course} while the party was still in
power. In their time, both were tremendously popular, but
neither left much in the way of monuments to their rule. Win-
ners, yes; achievers and visionaries, no.

From the Hawke-Wran report, then, it is hard to see Simon
Crean, or his mentors, emerging in the style of Whitlam as he
took on his party in the 1970s, the Whitlam who actually
argued about policies that mattered, who changed people’s
minds on fundamental issues, or who inspired a generation
of younger people. That all came a cropper too, of course, but
somctimes it seems that crashing in such a cause is almost as
noble as crashing through.

Jack Waterford is editor-in-chief of The Canberra Times.
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Incorporating faitl

To save all of us in the Catholic Church
from our present shame and to restore our
faith in ourselves as pilgrim people of God,
our cardinals and bishops must accept ulti-
mate, collective accountability for what
has happened, confess openly their failure
of stewardship and consider resigning their
offices.

To many, this suggestion will scem
absurd. But it should not. It will seem
absurd only because the Catholic Church
is commonly perceived, even by Catholics,
to be an international religious corporation
run by a board of directors, and boards of
dircctors in genceral do not behave like that.

But the church is not a corporation,
or at any rate, it was not intended to be
one. It was intended surely to be unique:
a community whose leaders would sce
themselves as servants, not masters; or as
shepherds who would not think it absurd—
only painful—to sacrifice themselves for
their tlocks.

The board of directors of a mere reli-
gious corporation, on the other hand,
would put itsclf first. It would closc ranks;
it would refuse to come clean; it would be
tight-lipped about its own accountability
but apologise loudly and repeatedly for the
sins of others; and it might c¢ven come to
believe that in protecting itself it was pro-
tecting its tlock.

What our cardinals and bishops do now
will show whcther the church is what it
was intended to be or an international
religious corporation run by a hoard of
directors.

John F. Haughey
Carlton, VIC

For consultation

The following was sent as an open letter to
the bishops of New Zealand. As the issue
is of such moment, we republish it here.
Thank you for your recent letter on sex-
ual abuse in the church in New Zealand.
Sexual abuse hurts the whole People of
God; most of all it damages victims and
their families.

We are very conscious of priests and
religious feeling alienated, by the actions of
abuscrs, from those they minister to. When
pricsts are moved to parishes where abuse
has occurred they may not be informed of
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this and feel unsupported by their bishop.
They face the deep anger and hurt of com-
munities who have been abused.

It is no use focusing on the past and
introducing draconian punishments for
abuscrs without at the same time trying
to ensure this will not happen again. Other
professions have very clear written stand-
ards of accountability and behaviour. They
also undergo regular professional super-
vision and auditing of their work. We think
this is essential for all pastoral workers. We
understand this is a radical proposal, as the
work of clerics has always been left to their
consciences. Unfortunately the present
outcome shows this is not cnough to safe-
guard the innocent.

Two underlying factors contribute to
abusive behaviour. On the one hand there
is an unrcal cxpcectation that because the
institutional church represents God in the
world, it must appear perfect. To acknowl-
edge publicly the sinfulness of clergy and
religious is therefore impossible. Not wish-
ing to scandalise the faithful was the excuse
of those who hid abuse. On the other hand
there is unchecked, oppressive power at all
levels of the church that retlects its inter-
nal hierarchical and clerical structure. This
leads to a profound deafness, a failure to
listen and be accountable.

In the Vatican, abuse of power is visible
in two important areas. First, its Congre-
gations refuse to listen to the pastoral
concerns of bishops. Local bishops at
the synods of Africa, Occania and Asia
tricd with passion to address urgent pas-
toral concerns about marriage, women
in the church, married priests and more.
The problem of sexual abuse of women
by pricsts was raiscd at all these synods.
None of their final documents deals with
these issues. All were written in Rome and
anything contentious was cdited out. Sec-
ond, the current method of appointment
of bishops by the Vatican, with minimal
local consultation, sometimes causes con-

flict  d distress in the local church. This
occurs when the appointed bishop is at
odds with the local church and attempts to
impose his vision of church.

In the church in New Zealand, we
note with sadness that similar behaviour
occu  Local bishops somctimes move
priests without consulting the parishes to
which they will go, or the ones they will
lcave. This exactly retlects the Roman
model above. It is sinful to appoint a priest
to a parish where he then dismantles a
well-functioning church community and
imposcs his limited vision of church. This
damages the community and the priest.
It does not retlect the image of church as
the People of God. Another ongoing issue
for w 1cn in the church is the deliberate
usce of exclusive male language in liturgy
and the failure of bishops to address this
practice.

The church is in a process of radical
change. This demands a painful letting go
of pa certainties, safety and power. That
is the real challenge of the Sccond Vatican
Council. This age calls for a stepping out in
faith, a walking on watcr, with full knowl-
edge of our weakness and fallibility.

A dysfunctional church wounds us all.
We pray for a true People of God, a church
where the truth can be spoken in love and
be heard. We pray that you might have the
faith and hope to help it come to birth.

Dr Anna Holmes
New Zcealand









ahusc or contribute to the covering up of
abusc. 1 would like to see an insistencc
that obligatory celibacy, attitudes to sex
and sexuality and all the ways in which
power is understood and exercised within
the church at every level be part of this
study. I would, however, want a truly seri-
ous and scientific study, far deeper than
anything I have so far seen in newspapers
or heard around a table.

As a second example, I would like to
sec a massive request/demand that the
collegiality the Vatican Council spoke of
be used to the full in responding to this
crisis. If collegiality is not fully used in
an issue so important, so down-to-earth
and so crucial to the effectivencss of the
church, then the Vatican Council is truly
unfinished business. This surely means
the Vatican listening to the needs of each
country and not imposing solutions.

As a third example, I would like to see
the 32 diocesan bishops and 150 leaders of
religious institutes in Australia give up
some of their independence for the sake
of all of us acting as one on this issue.
However, 1 realise that in the Catholic
Church people treasure any independence
they do have and are slow to surrender
it. I also know that in the 19th century
bishops rode roughshod over the rights of
religious, especially women religious, so
some religious can today be resistant to
any suggestion that comes from a bishop.
As T said, the issues can be complex and
sensitive.

My thesis is simple. The Second Vati-
can Council was the greatest event in the
church in my lifetime. It has inspired my
life over the last 40 years. But hecause its
theology was frequently far from clear,
it is unfinished business, and two of the
areas that demand further work are sex
and power. For these two issues the crisis
of sexual abuse alone gives the enormous
encrgy that is needed for further change to
occur. We should respond to the crisis of
abuse for its own sake and the sake of the
victims, but we should also seek to use its
energy creatively, sensitively and intelli-
gently in order to take further the unfin-
ished business of the Council.

Geoffrey Robinson is Auxiliary Bishop of
Sydney. This text was his panel speech
on the opening night of the Catalyst for
Renewal Forum, ‘Vatican I1: Unfinished
Business’, held at St Joseph’s College,
Hunters Hill, Sydney, in July 2002.

Play on hold

IN A SPLENDIDLY TOUGH-MINDED account of university Catholic life in the
1950s and ‘60s, Patrick O’Farrell (Australasian Catholic Record, April 2002)
remarks how the tradition of intellectual interest in the faith dissipated in the
1960s after the Vatican Council. Not for the first time, I wondered why the
1960s so often appear as a Bermuda Triangle in which Catholic and other ships
set fair in sail go down or are spun off into another dimension of reality.

O'Farrell records the loss of something precious and distinctive, which
may be of more than Catholic interest. 1 believe that what was lost was play-
fulness: the '60s brought conditions under which it could not flourish. Playful-
ness implies that there is time and space to play seriously with ideas. Time and
space in turn are provided by a solid and large tradition in which authoritics
are sct sccurely. But their pretensions can be subverted and freedom found by
exploring other parts of a tradition that turns out to be expansive. Living in
such a solid community, fed by scholars like Rahner and Von Balthasar, people
found room to play scriously with ideas becausc they counted.

The conditions that support playfulness are vulnerable to cultural change,
as the end of Manna, the journal that Patrick O’Farrell edited, testifies. The
civility required for leisurely argument had alrcady been eroded by the bitter-
ness of the Split. The 1960s were corrosive of all solids, especially the solidity
of authority, while at the Council the previously subversive interpretations of
the Catholic tradition were taken into the mainstream. The theme of much
subsequent debate was about who had power over the tradition. In such conver-
sation, where tradition is handed over to exploitation and not to exploration,
playfulness dies.

The loss of intellectual playfulness in contemporary teaching institutions
affects more than theology. Few groups dedicated to conversation about ideas
flourish, and much discussion that takes place is about which group possesses
historical, theological or economic truth rather than about what is true. This
should not be surprising. It reflects a general suspicion of authorities and the
fragility of communities.

All of this might make us ask if there is any room now for theological
playfulness, and what forms it might take. Certainly, many young adults arc
interested in theology, and many are engaged in formal theological studies. But
they are not usually drawn by the desire to explore and to find room in a solid
tradition, but by the desire to find a tradition that offers meaning and an affec-
tive home. They also often seek a way to subvert the brutal and vacuous ways
in which they see power exercised in public affairs.

If a theology that is fed by such hungers is to be playful, it requires the kind
of community that could once be taken for granted. That might suggest that
small magazines now play a different role. Whercas Manna offered a forum in
which an existing community could express itself, its successors may neced to
help create a community within which young Christians can encourage cach
other to reflect playfully on the large matters of faith and meaning.

Andrew Hamilton sj teaches at the United Faculty of Theology, Melbourne.
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Ministry of the difference between Gibral-
tar and Spain’s African c¢nclaves of Ceuta
and Meclilla: ‘You will not get out of his [the
official’s] officc for hours, and your brain
will not recover for days.’

Not surprisingly, the Moroccan govern-
ment interpreted Spain’s vigorous pursuit
of Gibraltar as an opportunity to follow
the Spanish arguments to their logical
end. That Morocco’s invasion of Leila was
a clumsy effort to bring other issues to the
fore was highlighted on 30 July when King
Mohammed VI used the third anniversary
of his ascension to power to call for ‘an end
to the Spanish occupation’ of Ceuta and
Melilla. The king described the enclaves
as centres that bleed the national economy
and which serve as platforms for clandes-
tine emigration.

A spokesman for the Ceuta govern-
ment, Emilio Carreira, said the king
‘should ask for Disneyland’ instcad, while
the Spanish foreign minister, Ana Palacio,
claimed that Ccuta and Melilla, which are
surrounded by Moroccan soil, are as Span-
ish as Scvilla or Cadiz.

Morocco’s claims to the two enclaves,
and to a number of other disputed islands in
Moroccan waters (even, according to some
sources, the Canary Islands), have negligi-
ble chance of success. Whatever the his-
torical rights and wrongs, the populations
of Ccuta and Melilla arc overwhelmingly
Spanish, patriotic to the core, and the mili-
tarily superior Spanish state would defend
their right to be Spanish to the death.

Morocco’s precipitous actions on Leila
were fuclled by a lingering and understand-
able resentment over the brutal history of
Spanish colonialism in Morocco. Thumb-
ing the national nose at a former colonial
oppressor was, if nothing more, a hugely
popular and symbolic act of defiance.

But Morocco’s position, like Spain’s,
has its own double standards.

In 1975, Morocco, Mauritania and
Spain formally agreed to divide the former
Spanish colony of Western Sahara between
the two African states, with Morocco
getting the mineral-rich northern two-
thirds. The Polisario Front then launched
a guerrilla war to oust both Morocco and
Mauritania from the area. In 1978, Mauri-
tania renounced all claims to the Western
Sahara, after which Morocco occupied the
remainder of Western Saharan territory. A
bitter civil war ensued when the indige-
nous Western Saharans, led by the Polisario
Front, opposed the notion that their future

Good connections

Iwo DISPARATE PIECES OF INFORMATION implanted themselves in the arcane
Archimedean mind during the past fortnight. But once there, they came
together powerfully.

The first was a series of comments from the House of Commons Science
and Technology Committee on the standard of sccondary-school science edu-
cation in the UK. The words ‘boring’, ‘tedious’, ‘dull’” and ‘pointless’ cropped
up a lot. The second was a report from the US that doctors have detected the
first strain of the bacterium Staphylococcus aureus (golden staph) that is highly
resistant to the antibiotic vancomycin (the ‘last resort” antibiotic). Golden staph
is now potentially unaffected by all antibiotics commonly used in hospitals.

It’s hard to think of lifec without antibiotics, yct they have only been around
since World War II. Before then, bacterial infection was a life-and-dcath matter.
We are close to returning to those times, having now squandered the advantage
antibiotics gave us over our bacterial foes.

The basic mechanism of resistance is simple, and an obvious conscquence
of natural selection. When you set out to poison such variable beasts as bacteria,
there are always going to be some individuals that are less susceptible and that
will survive. These hardy souls will pass their gencs on to the next generation.
And if what made them resistant is genctically based, you have just started to
create a problem.

Given this, it is clear that resistance is inevitable. The speed of its advent,
however, can be controlled by careful management. The more often antibiotics
are used, the quicker they become obsolete. Every unnecessary prescription for
antibiotics—about half of them, some experts estimate—isn’t just a waste of time
and money for doctor and patient. As soon as a population of bacteria becomes
resistant, the battle against infection becomes just that much harder. And it’s now
becoming cvident that resistance can be passed on between bacterial species.

But there are further complications. About two-thirds of antibiotic usc
in Australia is in agriculture—and most of that is not for veterinary purposes
but as ‘growth promoters’ in feed for livestock. Some of these antibiotics will
eventually be ingested by humans and the bacteria living in their digestive sys-
tems. Despite this widespread use, there is very little evidence that antibiotics
promote growth or reduce animals’ food intake.

But when countries seek to limit the level of antibiotics in food produc-
tion, as happened in Scandinavia, they arc often slapped with legal action from
drug companies, and World Trade Organisation orders from other countrices still
using antibiotics and claiming restriction of trade.

So where is the link with the House of Commons committee? It has sug-
gested that science courses should be the avenue for discussing contemporary
issues such as the benefits and risks of antibiotics. The committee believes
that this would not only make science more interesting, but would stimulate
students to think about complex issues and to weigh competing claims. How
else can we hope to make wise decisions in our technology-rich world?

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer.
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could be decided by forcign powers with no
consultation with the people coneerned.

Hopes for the principle of sclf-determi-
nation were raised a decade ago when the
UN announced a referendum as its pre-
ferred solution to the problem. Spain con-
tinues (disingenuously) to support the idea
of a referendum—at least in the Western
Sahara—despite the fact that the driving
presumption of its colonial history in the
region is that the local people cannot be
trusted to govern themselves.

In April this year, the UN’s special
envoy, former US sccretary of state James
Baker, rewarded Moroccan stonewalling
over clectoral rolls and the question of
who should be allowed to vote in the ref-
erendum by announcing a new UN plan.
Under the plan, favourcd by the US, France
and the UK, Western Sahara wor | he
granted autonomy but it would remain
under Moroccan sovereignty. The Polisario
Front’s UN rcpresentative, Ahmed Bujari,
grected the news with a stark assessiment:
the proposal was “dclivering Western Saha-
ran citizens and territory to a colonial
power’.

Morocco’s justifiable anger against its
former colonial masters must thercefore ring
hollow among the people of the Western
Sahara, who continue to live under the
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oppressive military rule of what they con-
sider to be a foreign power.

After the weeks of heightened tensions,
the disputed island remained Perciil to the
Spanish, Lcila to the Moroccans and the
parsley was left in peace.

Meanwhile, one journalist tracked down
the owner of the island’s livestock, an old
woman named Rajma Lachili who lives in
a nearby Moroccan hamlet. Asked who she
thought owned the island, she laughed and
reduced the issue to its barest absurdity:
‘My goats.’ —Anthony Ham

[ N N Y A
IT IS AN ODD PLACE to wait for a baby
to be born—a sheep stud in the middle of
lambing time. My oldest fricnd—that is,
the friend I have had since I was a small
child—is a week overduce with her first
child. She’s in the city. We are all waiting,
wherever we are. Beth, like all expectant
mothers, is inundated with calls. ‘Is it here
yet? When is it coming? How are you feel-
ing? Wc¢ must catch up before it’s born—
how about lunch or dinner or drinks—juice
for you of course!” She just wants to nest,

WELL, T HAD NO IDEA THE
TRIBUNAL COULD AWARD B07#
A TWO GAME SUSPENSION AND
THE DEATH PENALTY./

butt rest of the world is desperate to see
her before the start of the rest of her life,
and the inconceivable changes that this
much-anticipated baby will bring.

Beth has always had an overdevel-
oped sense  guilt: she still pretends she
doesn't scrcen her calls, despite having
done so for years. Whenever I ring 1 talk
to the answering machine, and within
scconds she is there. She tells me that
she was hanging out the washing or at
the other ¢nd of the house. I tell her that
screening calls is a healthy management
tool. Now we laugh every time she picks
up the phone. As usual, she is quick to ask
me how I am—'how arc you?’—but these
days I have taken to mumbling something
vaguce and then saying ‘but I want to know
about you’. There is so much about this
stage of her life that I want to know, and
that she wants to tell. So we spend the
rest of the conversation talking about her
and her baby and her partner and her dogs
and her life in this strange period of calm
before the storm.

I am fascinated by pregnancy, and by
the way my friends cope with it. The past
year or two seem to have been filled with
pregnant friends,
[ have always liked babics and known
vaguelv how to look after them—at least
cnou to keep them fed, dry and warm—
buti- something elsc entirely to be meet-
ing the children of my friends, people my
age, whom I hope to know in 20 years, and
whose children will be forevermore a part
of my relationship with them.

I now understand why my mother’s
friends ask after me, and seem delighted
to sec me. Their interest always scemed
slightly odd, almost invasive. Now [ under-
stand that they feel some strange sensc
of ownership of me. They remember me
when I was just born, and ecven before,
when 1 was the as yet unknown source
of sickness and anticipation. They have
watched me grow and change. For the first
time, I understand that those storics they
tell about my first birthday or my tendency
to bite their children are not just about
me—they are about them too. Those sto-
ries form part of their past, and their own
struggles to maintain their fricndships and
establish a relationship with this new little
person in their midst.

Now I am one of those friends, trying
desperately to know all these new babies.
For the first few months I tl
predominantly by the amount of trauma

and now their babies.
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Talking writers

Meeting Fureka Street's fellowship writers, ,>hn Harding and Tracey Rigney.

T ALL BEGAN IN A room at the Univer-
sity of Melbourne. Not in one of the hal-
lowed old halls near the law quad but in a
squarish building down one of the streets
that leads into town. There was an Aborig-
inal flag on the front, its colours a political
tlash in the decorous old Victorian street
(this was just before Parkville was trans-
formed into an cducation ‘precinct’).

We were talking about being white,
about whiteness, about being black and
being invisible. The woman speaking was
Lillian Holt, Director of the University’s
Centre for Indigenous Education. She’d
just finished a trip through southern Vic-
toria with lawyer Liz Curran, who at the
time was executive officer of the Catholic
Commission for Justice, Development
and Peace. They were two women with
responsibilities. Political duties, leader-
ship obligations. Heavy stuff.

Yet it wasn’t like that. On that day
these were just two women, one black,
one white, one Irish-Australian, one Abo-
riginal, telling me about an experience
they’d had together. They’d been driving
around Victoria as friends, as companions.
The pair of them. But in many places
they were not treated as a pair. In pubs,
cafés and motels Liz was acknowledged,
served, looked after. Often as not, Lillian
was neither acknowledged nor served.
Sometimes she was rebuffed (we were not
talking decades ago: this was late 1990s).
Sometimes, when Liz would insist on Lil-
lian’s being served, the pair of them would
be rebuffed together, as though colour
were contagious—black rubbing off on to
white, making it ineligible for whatever
privilege whiteness customarily attracts.

Here, in this white university room,
wearing her authority as of right, Lillian
Holt was a woman to be reckoned with.
But she is always that, anywhere. Hard to
imagine how anyone could think it appro-
priate, think they were somehow entitled

to disregard her. Lillian commands space
and attention.

But my look of disbelief was a con-
centrated rcjection of Aboriginal history
since white settlement, and both women
were quick to tell me so. Or remind me.
Sometimes you need to be reminded
because it’s possible to carry two sets
of beliefs simultaneously. One is about
the now that seems also to be the norm
(Lillian talking in this room, surrounded
by institutional and personal artefacts,
the paintings, the filing cabinets, and us
listening). The other derives from what
you think you know, from what you have
read or heard (in my case, Aboriginal writ-
ing, Henry Reynolds’ histories, the stories
Lillian and Liz were telling me). But we
are so welded to our contexts that it takes
a sharp kick up the imagination to get
mind and memory operating on both sets

of belief. Lillian delivers a fine
sharp kick.

S() 1T wAs TO Lillian that I went when
Eureka Street was looking to set up a fel-
lowship for two Aboriginal writers. And it
was Lillian who introduced us to Tracey
Rigney and John Harding. There they
are, opposite, in my office this time, sur-
rounded by the artefacts of yet another
world, but both of them talking about how
they write their world. And how our vari-
ous worlds interweave, conflict, reflect
and refract.

John is a seasoned playwright. He is
also a man with cultural responsibilities
and a far-flung family. He comes from
Darnley Island in the Torres Strait, a
descendant of the Ku-Ku tribe and the Mer
people. When the Mabo tenth-anniversary
celebrations were held in Melbourne he
had to be here as master of ceremonies.
And earlier in the year he was also in
Melbourne to rehcarse and oversee a pro-
duction of his play, Enuff, for a season of

Indigenous drama, called ‘Blak Inside’,
at the Playbox. His writing is confronta-
tional and broad. He has been long enough
around arts and public-service burcaus to
know how complex racial and political
conflicts are and how much personality,
as well as politics, contributes to the mix.
Politics and human folly bring out the
satirist, so when John visits, what we do
most is laugh. Sometimes the laugh is des-
perate. Mostly it is the survivor’s release
into hilarity—something to be shared.

Tracey is a very different kind of
writer. Quieter, less overtly political, she
has becn an actor, student and playwright
(her Belonging was also part of the ‘Blak
Inside’ season). A Wotjobaluk and Ngar-
rindjeri woman, Tracey grew up in west-
ern Victoria, and it is to there that she has
now returned. In talking about home and
country and the wellsprings of her writ-
ing, Tracey gocs back, time and again, to
her grandfather. She has donc the city-cre-
ative-arts, education-acting-drama stint,
so now, she says, it’s time to go bacl, put
back, trace the sources, look more closely
at her family and what they have made,
and made of her. She wants, eventually, to
teach, but in the meantime she wants to
learn language and culture and her grand-
father, all over again.

QOur first few months with John Hard-
ing and Tracey Rigney have madc it clear
that ‘Aboriginal writer’ is a catch-all term,
useful perhaps for solidarity, identity poli-
tics maybe, or for burcaucratic identifica-
tion on grant forms. But it is of no use at
all when one works with them as writers,
or simply as people who, like Lillian Holg,
command our attention. Over the next
tew months, as John and Tracey write and
we meet, some of that spark of connec-
tion will show up in the pages of Eureku
Street.

Morag Fraser is editor of Eureka Strect.
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dehumanise, vilify and demonise the identified
group. It fans anxietics and mobilises nationalist,
racist and religious prejudice. By rallying the popu-
lation behind it against the scapegoated group, the
government maintains power.

All members of the scapegoated group are
lumped into one faceless or caricatured entity. They
are placed outside usual laws, and special laws may
be promulgated for them. The group is constrained
economically, and sometimes geographically. If
incarcerated, people are identificd by numbers,
not names. They are humiliated and equated with
animals. They may be kept as long-term scapegoats,
or ultimately be expelled or killed.

I returncd from the conference to my demo-
cratic, multicultural country, grateful for how totally
it had absorbed the lessons of the Holocaust. Through
my profession I continued to heal victims of atroci-
ties from other countries.

But recently I felt reverberations of the old fear.
I heard those cpithets, which described my family’s
quest for escape from persecution, being hurled at a
new wave of refugees. I did a check. Of course, this
was nothing like the Holocaust. But in its treatment
of refugees in detention centres and on the high scas,
Australia was far along the process described by Nau-
mann. It was condemned internationally for breaking
human-rights conventions relating to refugees and
children. What was happening to my country and its
values? This time I was not going to be a victim, or
a bystander.

In the vanguard of a movement among disaf-
fected Australians were two organisations of which
I was a representative. The Australasian Society for
Traumatic Stress Studies published in newspapers,
and made representations to Philip Ruddock’s Immi-
gration Detention Advisory Group (which later rec-
ommended scrapping the Woomera detention centre),
pointing out that traumatising the traumatised,
especially children, was wrong and cruel. The Child
Survivorsof the Holocaust Group wrote similar letters,
and started to visit children in detention. Both groups
took part in the Children in Detention Story submis-
sion to the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission Inquiry into Children in Immigration

Detention, which scientifically documented
the sorry plight of imprisoned children.

ON 29 AUGUST IT WILL be a year since the inaus-
picious phone tapping and subsequent storming by
crack SAS troops of the unarmed Norwegian ship the
Tampa. On that day Australia declared to the world
that it was prepared to turn accepted international
convention on its head. The Tampa’s ‘crime’ was res-
cuing asylum seekers from a sunken ship, and prepar-
ing to deliver them to the nearest port, as required by
international law. In its undeclared ‘deter and deny’
war against refugees, the government heavy-hand-
edly prevented this. Eventually it diverted the ship to

Nauru, initiating an unprecedented policy of paying
countries dependent on Australia to look after its
refugees.

In war many taboos arc broken. The time of
uncertainty following September 11 led to the war on
terrorism. Faced with an election it was going to lose,
the government brought the war on terrorism closer
to home. Painting the refugees as an invading horde
and scapegoating them as quasi-terrorist, the govern-
ment used the process described by Naumann to rally
the electorate behind it.

It is hard to credit that this process should be
so cynically applied. It is far less psychologically
wrenching to trust the government’s good faith.

However, if we take off our blinkers, and include
the Holocaust paradigm in our wide-angled view, we
sec disturbing details of the Naumann process.

Refugeces, in the main from Afghanistan and
Iraq, arriving by boat, were chosen as the scapegoats.
Disinformation, euphemisms and vilifications about
them have a familiar ring, which, if he heard them,
would make my father turn in his grave. Refugees
and asylum seekers were called illegal immigrants;
escapees of persecution were queue jumpers (as if
there were a queue); paying to be smuggled branded
refugees as criminals, and lifestyle seekers; turn-
ing away leaking boats with their human cargo was
called border protection. Fears of these few thousand
refugees were fanned by equating them with 20 mil-
lion refugees who wanted to pour into this country,
and with al Qaeda terrorists.

To maintain this demonisation, the government
sought to control information and its interpretation.
Media suffered limitations of access unhcard of in
peacetime. Those working in detention camps could
not speak because of confidentiality clauses. Speak-
ing out could also harm detainces’ cascs.

Dehumanisation and lack of compassion were
carefully tailored. No government pictures were
allowed to give a human face to refugees. Pictures of
the faces of deeply distressed children like Shayan last
year, and the Bakhtiyari boys who escaped Woomera
last month, were calle stunts. Parents were blamed
for the distress of their children, and the media were
blamed for being duped by the stunts. Refugeces
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Workable, decent, affordable

Could Australia develop a refugee policy that is all of the above?
Yes, argues Frank Brennan, and it might even become exemplary.

ANY GOVERNMENTS arc trying
to strike the balance between sovercignty
and the protection of refugees. In Aus-
tralia, we have not found the balance.

This has been evident in our politi-
cally charged public debates, in the
‘Pacific solution’, in the limiting of judi-
cial review, excision of islands and the
mandatory and unreviewable detention of
asylum seekers. These policies have been
pursued at great and unnecessary human
and economic cost.

It is time, then, to create a refugee
policy that is workable, decent, affordable
and efficient.

At enormous expense, we are main-
taining reception and processing centres
at Curtin, Port Hedland, Woomera and
now Baxter on the Australian mainland.
Curtin will soon close. All fair-minded
people, including the government’s own
Immigration Detention Advisory Group,
think that Woomera should have closed
long ago. There arc now only 180 detain-
ecs in that hellhole, which is dchumanis-
ing for detainees and workers alike—our
21st-century Port Arthur.

For government, Woomera’s deterrent
value is enormous. There is no other policy
reason for keeping it open, certainly no sen-
sible financial rationale. It is far removed
from state services such as children’s serv-
ices and police. It is too isolated a place
to cnable public servants and tribunals
to process claims for refugee status com-
fortably and efficiently. The Department
of Immigration and Multicultural and
Indigenous Affairs sees an ongoing use for
Woomera because it ensures that ‘we have
a network of centres in order to best man-
age the diversity of the detaince caseload.
Retaining the Woomera IRPC [Immigra-
tion Reception and Processing Centre] also
makes possible the operation of the alter-
native housing project for women and chil-
dren in the Woomera township.’

Woomera’s main purpose now is to
emit a double signal—to would-be asylum

seekers and to fear-filled voters. Dispers-
ing the 180 Woomera detainces to other
places would deprive government of a
crucial transmitter.

The government justifics detention in
part because it helps with the processing
of claims. Detention in an accessible place
and in a more work-friendly environment
might help with processing. The current
detention regime, however, contributes
to and helps disguise the uneven perform-
ance of our dccision-makers, especially
when it relates to Iragis and Afghans.

During this last financial year (1 July
2001-30 June 2002), the Refugee Review
Tribunal (RRT) set aside 62 per cent of all
Afghan decisions appealed and 87 per cent

and independence of the primary decision-
makers and of the security of tenure and
competence of the RRT members.

Also of concern are the visa entitle-
ments granted to asylum seekers once
they are found to be refugees. These peo-
ple should have the same rights as all
other refugees, regardless of whether they
arrived by plane or boat, with or without
a visa. In particular, they should have the
same rights of international travel and of
family rcunion. By denying these rights to
some, we encourage women and children
to risk hazardous voyages and we demean
those refugees living in our commu-
nity who want to get on with their lives
and not remain disconnected from their

Imagine that every country signed the Refugee Convention and
then adopted the Australian policy ... all refugees in the world
would be condemned to re.. 1in subject to persecution or to

proceed straight to open-ended, judicially unreviewable detention.

of all Iraqi decisions appealed. This means
that Afghan asylum seekers got it right 62
per cent of the time when they claimed
that the dcpartmental decision-makers
got it wrong. And the public scrvants got
it wrong in 87 per cent of the cases that
the Iraqgi applicants claim to have been
mistakenly assessed. Meanwhile, the RRT
set aside only 7.9 per cent of decisions
appealed by members of other ethnic
groups. Even more disturbing than these
comparisons is the following statistic: in
the last financial year, the RRT finalised
855 detention cases of which 377 were set
aside. This represents a 44 per cent set-
aside rate in detention cascs.

The government and the parlia-
ment have been anxious to get the deci-
sion-making process away from court
supervision. We could approve the cost-
effectiveness of removing the courts from
supervision of these decisions if we could
be more convinced of the professionalism

families. Family reunion is not a ‘Conven-
tion plus’ outcome as the minister likes to
describe it; it is a basic human right.

In recognition of the far-reaching dam-
age of policies based primarily on deter-
rence, the European Union is now trying to
formulate common standards and a unified
approach to the processing of asylum appli-
cations. In Europe, they do not have the
luxury of going it alone, because deterrence
methods merely shift the burden from one
country to another—very unneighbourly
behaviour. Indeed, governments of First
World countries everywhere are under
double pressure—from asylum seekers and
from electors—as they strive to find the
balance between the protection of borders
and the protection of asylum seekers.

Compared with the European asylum-
seeker challenge, Australia’s problem is a
very small nut to crack. Why then use a
sledgehammer approach that would inflict
untold damage if applied in other places?
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Our current policy suggests two explana-
tions. Either we want to be so indecent
that no other country will dare to imitate
us and so asylum seekers will want to try
anywherc but here. Or we want to lead
other countrics to a new low in indecency.
That way we lose our short-term compar-
ative border-protection advantage In  get
to be seen as world leaders in greater strin-
gency towards asylum seekers, triggering

another round of competitive

tightening,.
IF DEMOCRACY Is about honouring the
will of the people and protecting the
rights and dignity of all, it is essential that
our political leaders respond responsibly
to people’s fears instcad of feeding those
fears. They must allay fear with policies
faithful to the values of the people and
to the integrity of their social institu-
tions. Because of the clectoral fervour
and the talkback-radio lather about the
asylum-secker issue. we have not taken
sufficient stoek of e damage and cost
being inflicted. Our policy presumecs that
we can isolate Australia from the popula-
tion flows that affect the rest of the world.

We think we can stop or control the flow
by sending a harsh message. Instead, we
should manage the tflow by keeping step
with other First World countries and by
maintaining a principled commitment to
human rights.

The immorality and inequity result-
ing from our present ‘slam the back door’
policy is highlighted by a simple thought
experiment. nagine that every country
signed the Refugee Convention and 1en
adopted the Australian policy. No refu-
gee would be able to tlee from his or her
country of persccution without first in-
ing the {mythical} queue in that country
in order to apply for a protection visa.
If people dared to tlee persecution, they
wor | immediately be held in deten-
tion (probably for a year or so) awaiting
determination of their claims. In other
words, all refugees in the world would be
condemned to remain subject to persecu-
tion or to proceed straight to open-ended,

28 LEUREKA STREET SEPTEMBER 2002

judicially unreviewable detention. 1e
purpose of the Refugee Convention would
be completely thwarted.

While we await the European reviews
of law and policy next year, we should urge
our politicians to make these immediate
corrections to our own law and policy:

e Those claiming to be asylum seckers
inside our territorial waters should be
escorted for processing to Christmas Island
by navy personnel who place the highest
importance on the safety of life at sea and
who always respond to those in distress.
¢ Initial detention at Christmas Island
should be only for purposes of identity,
health and security checks. There should
be resident child protection officers at
Christmas Island. No child should be
treated as a security risk.
e Those who have passed these checks
and have not been screened out as bogus
claimants should be moved to the Baxter
reception and processing centre, which
wuld be for reception and processing
rather than for deterrence and punishment.
Better still, people could be moved to one
of the urban centres, such as Villawood,
with provision for day release. Alternative

detention arrangements outside Baxter
should be set up in Port Augusta and/or in
the available and vacant Whyalla housing
stock, to which many in the local commu-
nity are anxious to welcome newcomers.
Alternative detention should be available
to any person for whom a primary deci-
sion is still pending after four months,
or an RRT decision after two months of
lodgement.

e For unaccompanied minors there
should be an independent guardian who
can exercise authority without the con-
flict of interest and artifices that surround
the present guardianship arrangements.
We must avoid farcical situations such as
the guardian offering his ward a financial
incentive to return to a war zone because
the guardian has a vested interest in hav-
ing the child leave the territory.

e The influences on primary decision-
makers that lead them into regular error in
the assessment of Iraqi and Afghan claims

should be investigated and removed.

e RRT members should be given suffi-
cient security of tenure (if need be after
an initial probation period during which
their  :isions woul Dbe automatically
reviewed by senior members) to ensure
the integrity of their decision-making and
render it immune from improper ministe-
rial and departimental intluences.

e Successful applicants should be given
a visa entitling them to family reunion
and international travel as specifically
provided in Article 28 of the Refugee Con-
vention {of which Australia is unquestion-
ably in breach}). A temporary protection
visa should be made permanent if our pro-
tection obligations are still invoked three
years later.

e We shou maintain a commitment
to at least 12,000 off-shore refugee and
humanitarian places each ycar in our
migration program regardless of the
number of successful on-shore applica-
tions for refugec status. There is no reason
to think that our on-shore caseload will
increase exponentially given the improved
regional arrangements and the tighter con-
trols within Australian territory.

e We  Huld abolish the ‘Pacific solution’.
e We should abolish the concept of a
distin  Australian migration zone given
that ovr processing and appeal system can
be sut :iently streamlined to process all
comers. The Australian Federal Police
have already warned that the excision of
further islands from our migration zone
may ‘deflect illegal immigrants to regional
centres with better infrastructure’.

If detention is to remain a cornerstone
of Australian border protection and front-
door - migration entry, there is a need
for alternative arrangements to render
the ¢ sent policy more humane and
effective. There is also a need to strike a
balance between border control and the
fair and efficient management of refugee
tlows. Given the modesty of the problem
confronting Australia, we would do well
to ens 2 compliance with the standards
set by other countries that reccive signifi-
cantly ore asylum seekers across porous
borders.

Frank Brennan sj is Associate Director of
Uniya, the Jesuit Social Justice Centre.
This is an edited version of a speech delivered
to a University of Sydney Forum on 7 August.
The full text can be found on the Eureka
Street website, www.eurekastreet.com.au.
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A poem for David

I tried to think of some way

to let my face become his

‘Could I whisper in your ear

a dream I've had? You're the only one
I've told this to.’

He tilts his head laughing
as if, ‘I know the trick you’re hatching,
but go ahcad.’

I am an imagc he stitches with gold thread
on a tapestry, the least figure,
a playful addition.

but nothing he works on is dull.
I am part of the beauty.
—Rumi

HIS IS ABOUT one man: my friend
David, and about the very brief time that
I knew him. It is about how his face did
not resemble the face in the Sufi mys-
tic’s poem-—and yet paradoxically Rumi’s
poem is all about David and David’s face.

The poem is a good way to start talk-
ing about David, about faces and bodies.
In my mind, I connect the poem with
Marc Chagall’s figures; all his brides
and bridegrooms, musicians and crazies
painted with their faces turned upwards
towards the light. This in turn reminds
me of the Latin phrase—in Iuminas
oras—'into the shores of light’. The expe-
rience of knowing David and sharing in
his life was like entering, for a very short
time, into light.

I met David when I was working with
homeless men in the inner city. His face
was scary-looking. His eyebrows ran
together over a nose that was flattened,
and his cheekbones were very wide. He
always had a black eye, stitches and
blood, always blood. As he sat at the
kitchen table he would pick scabs. If you
said, ‘David, you've got blood all over your
face,” he would wipe the blood off with

the back of his sleeve—unselfconscious.
David was frightening because he heard
voices. He was a drunk and a crazy. He
talked about being able to feel his father’s
spiritual presence, and he had a tic that
flung his hecad all about and over to one
side, twisting his face upwards. ‘That’s my
Uncle Robert tormenting me.” Usually,
though, you could not see David’s face.
He hung his head down so low that—even
though he was a tall man—you could see
only his ginger-coloured hair spiralling, all
matted and dusty, towards the crown. It
was if he were carrying a huge weight, his
head a ball so heavy that it had to be car-
ried on his chest.

The way he walked reinforced the idea
of weight, of burden. Years of alcoholism
gave his gait a seafaring roll. Most of the
time his balance was so bad that he would
edge himself along the walls of the ter-
race houses, with his back to the street.
A simple ‘walk’ to the corner pub was an
arduous journey. He was also dirty and
smelt bad. He never washed and often was
so drunk that he would piss himself. So
the wet trousers with the yellow stains,
the vomit, and the blood-smeared wind-
cheater, were other burdens that David
had to carry. The ugliness, the bloodiness,
the smell—he could have been the hunch-
back of Notre Dame. Except that in the
end, Quasimodo is filled with bitterness.
David wasn't bitter and he wasn't spiteful.
And when he lifted his head, well—that
was something else altogether.

When you said, ‘Hello David,” you had
to address the top of his head and the hori-
zon of broad, dark-coated shoulders his
head sunk below. There would be a long
pause before his response. For the first few
weeks T was afraid that, in the pause he
would spit, or swear, or swing his fist at
me. Everything about his presence spoke
of violence. But eventually, he would lift
up his leaden head and look at me. It was
more a stare, then the surprise of recogni-
tion, and this great, loud and warm ‘hello’
back.

This is how the Rumi poem illumi-
nates my friendship with David. The
poem speaks of the mystery of our sepa-
rateness—our bodies’ boundaries. The
face holds much of the tension of this
mystery: the contrast between its open-
ness (this is where our tears come from)
and yet also its closed, unreadable quality.
In the face are our isolation and our deep
need to overcome this isolation.

The poem is about love and how it cre-
ates the need, not just to know the other
person, but to be that other person. It tells
of a meeting. I imagine an empty room,
and the writer edging up close to the other.
There are only two people in the room. For
the poet it is a privilege. It is a secret, a
private audience. It is a rare occurrence,
perhaps even a one-off meeting, and the
poet—in love and eager to make the most
of the chance—tries to trick his way into
unity with this person. It is the meeting
with the beloved.
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between immediate humanitarian relief and
long-term development.

Helton provides a detailed analysis of
the current inadequacies of the interna-
tional architecture for humanitarian action,
particularly in the US and the UN. At times
the bureaucratic detail is a little hard to fol-
low, but his key point is clear enough. He
stresses the urgent need for reform and puts
forward some specific proposals. First, he
calls for the establishment of an Agency for
Humanitarian Action within the US gov-
crnment. The aim is twofold: to streamline
decision-making by having ‘just onc entity
and person’ in charge, and to raise the vol-
ume of ‘the humanitarian voice’ in govern-
ment decision-making.

Second, he proposes the creation of
SHARE —'anintergovernmental mechanism
for strategic humanitarian action and
research’. SHARE would be ‘an expert entity
and an intellectual resource’ outside the UN
structure and would become ‘the interna-
tional locus for the manufacture and refine-
ment of the tools necessary for new forms
of humanitarian action’. One such tool that
Helton suggests is a ‘rule of law service
package’, which would include an interim
criminal code developed by the UN, and a
ready roster of lawyers, judges and police
who could be brought in on the coat-tails
of a peacekeeping operation. SHARE would
also ‘develop proactive strategics to avert
or mitigate emergencies in possible “hot
spots’’ and fashion ‘realistic policy options’
for decision-makers. It would ‘prepare pro-
tocols and checklists’ for humanitarian
deployments and digest and analyse the
outcome of humanitarian missions, in order
to overcome the ‘customary weakness’ in
international peacekeeping: ‘the seeming
inability to plan or to learn lessons’.

Whether or not Helton’s specific pro-
posals are implemented in the ways he
suggests, this thoughtful and detailed book
alerts us to the urgency of assembling ‘a
new toolbox’ to address the problem of
refugees and forced migration through
international policies of prevention and
co-operation. The alternative is continued
human misery and political instabilitv
which will leave none of us untouched.

Peter Mares is a broadcaster with the ABC
and a visiting fellow with the Institute for
Social Research at Swinburne University.
UNSW Press is about to publish a revised
edition of his book Borderline: Australia’s
Treatment of Refugees and Asylum Seekers.
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Give and take

T 15 THE rule rather than the
exception for Seamus Heaney to
be greeted by complete stran-
gers when he is walking around
in Dublin, which can make
for some comical moments.
One day in June last vyear
when he and I were crossing a
road, a lorry-driver paused long
enough to say, ‘You're Seamus
Heaney, aren’t you?” Heaney
said yes, at which the driver
proclaimed, ‘I don’t know any-
thing about poetry, and drove
off triumphantly.

Finders Keepers could not
be said to be a book for that
driver, but it is certainly a good
thing for anyone wanting to
learn more about poetry. From
Heaney’s point of view, if you
are not prepared to learn, you
do indeed know nothing about
poetry, since he sees it as an art
which, at its most characteris-
tic, both expands horizons and
deals in surprise. His preface claims of the
essays here that they are ‘testimonies to
the fact that poets themselves are finders
and keepers, that their vocation is to look
after art and life by being discoverers and
custodians of the unlooked for’, a claim
given its warrant by almost every page in
the book.

Heaney is a great one for distilling
the possibilities of individual words, in
his poetry and perhaps even more in his
prose, and he would no doubt be aware of
chances being taken when ‘testimonies’
are being invoked; too many of these, after
all, have been provided by the hot-eyed and
the oddly hearted for the word always to
be welcome. Still, here too abuse does not
invalidate use, and in practice Heaney’s
testimonies are things not simply occa-
sioned by the poetry he attends to, but
somehow required by it. He never writes as
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REYMING

if he is just in the same room as
a poem: the thing speaks to him,
and he has to speak back. These
essays are in effect the overhear-
ing of that specch.

At one point in the book,
Heaney remarks that for much
of his life he has been a teacher,
and this simple fact is sugges-
tive. The only teachers worth
a damn are those who arc
constantly being taught, and
Heaney comes to any poem or
body of poetry as someone glad,
and needing, to be taught. As a
matter of fact, this can be seen
all over the place in his own
poetry, where teachers and men-
tors of various stripes—animal,
mineral and vegetable—are con-
stantly making an appearance,
to school him in understand-
ing, in feeling, in relating, and
even in being. This demean-
our, this habit, of aspiring to be
what Swift called, drily, a ‘doci-
ble animal’, flows on from the practice of
poetry to the custom of attending to poetry.
And since this attitude is nowadays even
rarer than the occupation of writing about
poetry, Heaney is off to an admirable start.

A major theme of both his poetry and
his prose has been ‘the double capacity that
we possess as human beings—the capacity
to be attracted at one and the same time to
the security of what is intimately known
and the challenges and entrancements of
what is beyond us.’ Secing this as the ‘dou-
ble capacity that poetry springs from and
addresses’, he concludes that ‘a good poem
allows you to have your feet on the ground
and your head in the air simultaneously’.
The model has its relevance to political
realities, and from time to time Heaney has
attempted to bring it home in the tortuous
polity of Northern Ireland, that terrain
which was the original nourisher and vexer
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of his imagination. But there is little of that
in the present collection. This time poetry
itself calls for all the attention availa

Most of the pieces in Finders Keepers
have appeared in earlier volumes, but the
new juxtapositions and implied sequences
give them a flavour of freshness. Not that
the work is likely to stale in any event,
since with little ostentation Heaney seems
constantly to be looking for original atten-
tion. He says of Elizabeth Bishop’s ‘At the
Fishhouses’:

Typically, detail by detail, by the layering
of one observation upon another, by read-
ings taken at different levels and from dif-
ferent angles, a world is brought into being,.
There is a feeling of ordered scrutiny, of a
. And the
voice that tells us about it all is self-pos-
sessed but not self-centred, full of discreet
and intelligent instruction, of the desire to
witness exactly.

securely positioned observer ..

It might be describing his own agenda and,
frequently, his own accomplishment.

It was, I think, Peter De Vries who said,
‘1 love being a writer: it’s the paperwork
I can’t stand.” Heaney does the paperwork,
all right, writing the prose with the same
poise and care that he brings to the poetry.
Of Edwin Muir’s ‘One Foot in Eden’, he
says:

Muir’s music is a combination of primal
song chant and the differentiated, alien-
ated precisions of the modern world. There
is a haulage job being done by the metre;
the rhymes are like a system of pulleys
over which the argument drags forward a
positive meaning.

The mentioning of music, of metre and
of rhymes, is both necessary and charac-
teristic: as Auden said of poetry, it is ‘a
way of happening, a mouth’, and not to
address its way, its mouthing, is in effect
to treat poetry as if it were a thematic exer-
cise—about as helpful as discussing Mozart
only in terms of his libretti. If Heaney can

rejoice, as when writing of Hugh MacDjar-
mid, that ‘suddenly the thing chanced upon
comes forth as the thing predestined: the
unforeseen appears as the inevitable’, he
knows that nothing good is mere afflatus,
that the spirit is incorrigibly a shaper.
There is plenty of gravity in these writ-
ings, if little solemnity, but cven the grav-
ity is companionable. Personally without
aloofness, Heaney writes in the same vein.
Most of the pieces here werc originally — c-
tures or broadcasts, and the fecling for audi-
ence, for comradeship, is usually strong.
This may show itself in vivid formulations
which are less like putting on cxhibitions
than buying the reader a drink—as when
he says of what Dantc meant to Osip Man-
delstam that he was ‘a guide who wears no
official badge, enforces no party line, docs
not write paraphrases of Aquinas or com-
mentaries on the classical authors. His
Dantc is a voluble Shakespearean figure,
a woodcutter singing at his work in the
dark wood of the larynx.” And then there
is the relish for the fraternity or sorority
of pocts whether or not they are currently
about their craft—as when, of MacDiarmid
again, he says, ‘No wonder Norman Mac-
Caig suggested that the anniversary of his
death should be marked each year by the
observance of two minutes of pandemo-
nium’; or, of Joseph Brodsky, ‘Once, for
example, when he was in Dublin and com-
plaining about one of our rare heatwaves, I
suggested jokingly that he should take off
for Iceland and he replied in a flash, with
typical elevation and roguery, “But I could
not tolerate the absence of meaning.”” The
Irish friend was a savourer of the Russian’s
own, often sardonic, jokes, and none the
less for the fact that, as Anthony Hecht
said in a poem in memory of Brodsky, the
laughter was sometimes coming through
clenched tecth. Heaney’s writing accom-
modates, as though by instinct, dark and
bright elements in meaning’s manifold,
and it always assumes that the testimony
he holds dear has little in common with

proclamation’s trumpetry. It favours kin-
ship, of which it is a form.

Finders Keepers sports on its jacket
the claim of a reviewer of the carlier The
Redress of Poetry, 'The force of his book
is as much spiritual as critical’, which it
would not be excessive to claim for the
present book. There arc, as Heancy w
knows, many gatckeepers of the word
nowadays who would be alarmed at being
associated with the critical, lct alone the
spiritual, but very properly he gives their
like no more than a raking glance or two.
Heaney loves brio in others, and has plenty
to display in himself, and hc knows that
brio too is one of the spirit’s gifts. But this
invigi  or of bogs and death-pits, of indi-
vidual and socictal derangement, is not one
to take lightly how tasked the spirit may be
in the ce of life-as-she-gocs. It is natural
for him to say, when referring to the Czech
poet Miroslav Holub:

Holub sces the function of drama, and so by
extension the function of poetry and of the
arts general, as being analogous to that
of the immunity system within the human
body. Which is to say that the creative spirit
remains positively recalcitrant in face of the
negative evidence, reminding the indicative
mood of history that it has been written
in by force and written in over the good
optative mood of human potential.

History may of course, like that lorry-
driver. bustle off heedlessly about what
some  @:m to be its business, but from
time to time poets have a way of swinging
themselves aboard, in with the lumber and
the tar-barrels. That political loser, Dante,
nouris s many who know nothing of the
victors, and so does Mandelstam, and Brod-
sky. ‘Finders keepers’ nced not, after all,
dictate possessiveness: it may instead
imply that careful attention to resources
which makes donation possible.

Peter Steele sj has a personal chair at the
University of Melbourne.
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consequences for Jesuit identity and morale
of drawing on the t nts and spi  ual
leadership of lay people in ministry. These
developments require a strong sense of cor-
porate identity and the capacity to develop
sustaining relationships both within and
without the order.

The authors’ decision to interview  oth
present and former Jesuits also makes for
interesting reading. The often indiscreet
quotations from these interviews give an
anecdotal and racy edge to the argument.
Finally, the book canvasses a variety of

hypotheses in accounting for the differ-
ent aspects of the Jesuit predicament. It
retlects wide rcading, and frequently offers
the ruminative reader details to chew on.

The areas in which the book is strong
have to do with contexts and organisational
structi s, where one would not expect an
external observer’s view to differ from that
of a Jesuit. When the writers move to the
more intimate aspects of Jesuit identity—
namely their personal spirituality, rel  on-
ship with the church and ways of resolving
conflicting expectations—I find more ques-
tionable their claim to present the inside
story. The reasons for this touch both the
genre of Passionate Uncertainty and the
way in which the¢ authors have handled
their material.

Because the argument of the book is
drawn from reflection on excerpts from
interviews, its success depends on the qual-
ity of e matcrial presented in the ter-
views. This material certainly provides
verisimilitude and makes for stimulating
reading, but it also provokes questions
about the extent to which the con  bu-
tors reveal or conceal themselves and what
moves them deeply. The sayings of a group
in which articulacy is prized arc not to be
taken at face value.

Judged by the ordinary patterns of Jes-
uit conversation, some of the quotations
in Passionate Uncertainty seem ¢ sid-
ered, while many others, including the
most arresting, seem to be offered off the
top of the hcad—the kind of remark you
would throw off at a party but prefer not to
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be held to, let alone measured by. I looked
for indications of how representative indi-
vidual comments were, and whether they
were offered in writing or conversation.
This analysis was not provided, and in its
absence the reader must take on trust how
far what is recorded is representative and
retlects deeper attitudes and convictions.
The second reason for doubting that this
work amounts to the inside story of the US
Jesuits is the way in which the authors
handle their quotations. They use quota-
tions to develop their argument that there

has been significant change between earlier
forms of Jesuit self-identification and its
current forms. But the argument often runs
ahead of the evidence offered for it.

When they deal with Ignatian spiritual-
ity, for example, they record the responses
to questions that invite their correspond-
ents to reflect on how their spirituality has
changed. They conclude that Jesuits have
moved from ‘visions of a tyrannical deity
to the embrace of a compassionate sav-
iour’, and associate this with a change from
authoritarian to individualistic construc-
tions of the church. When you ask people
about how they have changed spiritually,
they normally emphasise discontinuities.
But even so, the quotations offered suggest
that the significant change is not between
periods within the Jesuit life, but between
childhood ideas and the experience of God
gained through identification with the
Jesus Christ who is known through the
Spiritual Exercises.

Furthermore, the argument is not car-
ricd by the quotations, but by the imagery
of the authors’ narrative. They conclude,
for example, that ‘the symbolic vibrations
typically turn from hellfire and the God of
reproach toward imagery with a power-
ful resonance of misericordia and mater-
nal pietd’. The quoted basis for this claim
spcaks only of the recovery of devotion to
Mary in highly traditional ways. The evi-
dence for any turn is lacking. The authors
then argue in a highly rhetorical passage
that reference to the Holy Spirit is also
anti-authoritarian: ‘Characterizations of

the third person of the Trinity as a tree
spirit  tting about the battlements of the
church add up to criticisms of authoritar-
ian remoteness and caprice.’” The quota-
tions that actually mention the Holy Spirit
seem singularly empty of any such tlighty
reference. Perhaps the colourful comment
rightly characterises the tenor of mater
they have collected, but their quotations
fail to substantiate their casc.

This aspect of Ignatian spirituality is
fairly peripheral to the book, but it docs
not inspirc confidence that the authors
have entered their subjects from inside.
In other more controversial arcas the thin-
ness the evidence is morce troubling.
For example, they assert that ‘sometimes
Jesuits work through their crises of affcc-
tivity without violating the vow of chas-
tity. Sometimes, after a lapse or two, they
recommit themselves to celibacy ... In
other instanccs, the hint of clandestine scx
is strong.” The threefold division of Jesuits
suggest that there is a significant number
of Jes ts in cach group, including the
third. This is not substantiated by any sta-
tistical analysis of the interviews. And
the two or three quotations offered, admit-
tedly embodying quite flaky attitudes, the
hints certainly nced to be filled out by the
judgment of the observer.

What ultimately limits the claim of
Passionate Uncertainty to bc an inside
account is its lack of sustained attention
to the Ignatian tradition which comprises
the complex of images, practices, language
and idcals in which Jesuits live. This is
summed up in the Jesuit phrase, ‘our way
of proceeding’. The phrasc can be filled
out adequately only through reference to
Christian faith and to the language of the
tradition: to themes like cernment of
the Holy Spirit, an intimate relationship
with Jesus Christ, and thi: ing with the
church. The currency of the book’s analy-
sis is organisational structure, upper and
middle management, needs, dcsires and
rationalisations. The categories arc valid,
but by themselves they offer a thin account
of how Jesuits work because they lay aside
the content of belief.

By focusing on the expericnce of indi-
vidual Jesuits the book ccrtainly corrects
a common Jesuit misapprehension that
knowledge of the tradition cnables you
to predict how individuals will act. But
it ignores the ways in which the tradi-
tion shapcs ways of dealing with tensions.
These cut across the ways in which the



book boxes Jesuit attitudes. Bianchi and
McDonough distinguish, for c¢xample,
between three contemporary approaches
to the tension between Rome and the
Society: thosc who ignore the tensions
and find personal satisfaction and mean-
ing in the daily grind; those who cling to
obedience to Rome; and those who are torn
between the Socicty of Jesus and the insti-
tutional church. Now, thesc tensions are
real but they are not new. Indeed, they arc
inherent in the Ignatian tradition in which
solidarity with the church and availability
to the pope for demanding missions have
formed the context for discerning what
God asks of the Jesuit. Different Jesuits
have always differed in the priorities which
they give to personal discernment and to
papal direction, but these differences are
held in tension within a shared tradition.
Although the tension is greater at times,
like Ignatius’ age or our own, when there
is widespread call for the reform of the

papacy, it is of itself not new. Nor

does it threaten Jesuit identity.

IHE CENTRAL theoretical argument of

Passionate Uncertainty also seems mis-
placed when set within the shared imagi-
nation, convictions and practices that
structure life in the order. Bianchi and
McDonough argue that in the church the
structures of celibate priesthood, strict
sexual morality and authoritarian constitu-
tion are inseparably united in the current
teaching and discipline of the church, but
that Jesuits who share the culture of the US
in which they work, and who are inspired
by the more democratic ideals of Vatican
II, will inevitably question authoritarian
rule and unchanging sexual morality. As
a result they will come to question their
rationale for priestly ministry.

The issues raised by this argument
are interesting, but I do not believe that
these interlocking relations between celi-
bacy, strict sexual morality and hierarchi-
cal authority were ever central to Jesuit
identity. Nor do they catch accurately the
predicament of contemporary Jesuits. Cer-
tainly celibacy, strict sexual morality and
strong hicrarchical authority undergirded
a theology and spirituality of priesthood.
But in the Jesuit tradition, priesthood was
set in a different matrix. Jesuits were com-
monly attracted first to the Society, and
only consequentially to priesthood. Their
fellow Jesuits, moreover, include unor-
dained brothers.

Within the Jesuit tradition, too, the vow
of chastity functions differently from the
commitment to celibacy made by diocesan
priests. It has to do with a shared commit-
ment to availability for the mission of the
Society. In crude terms, the vow expresses
the inner and total gift of self for mission
that links Jesuits to other religious, and
not the unmarried state that links them to
other priests.

Hierarchical authority, too, has a dis-
tinctive resonance in the Jesuit tradition.
As the historian John O’Malley has sug-
gested, the Jesuits have less historically
in common with the localised priests and
monks of the early church than with the
evangelists—people who crossed bounda-
ries, and who travelled light. The demands
of this way of life are reflected in the
emphasis on discernment and pragma-
tism. While these qualities may have been
obscured in the practices of the Society
after the Suppression, they were preserved
in stories and rhetoric which told of con-
flict with church authorities resolved
amicably. That bishops and popes were
favourable was regarded as a grace and not
as a right. Correspondingly, the belief that
Christ acts through those who bear author-
ity within the church was always recog-
nised as an act of faith. It never implied
that virtue or wisdom necessarily inspires
the decisions made and directions taken
within the church.

This whole tradition is riddled with
tensions which threaten to blow it apart.
The interviews recorded in Passionate
Uncertainty show the force of contem-
porary cultural movements and also indi-
cate the factors that Jesuits will need to
take into account—including changes in
community size, affective expectations in
religious life, shifts in attitudes to moral-
ity and right governance—factors that con-
stitute the environment in which Jesuits
live. If the directions given at Vatican II
were followed within the church, and if
the many democratic and cultural changes
suggested by the authors were adopted, the
change w d doubtless affect the context
within which Jesuits live. But it would not

eradicate the tensions established within
the tradition. These, and the resources pro-
vided by the tradition for living with ten-
sion, lie at the heart of Jesuit identity.

Finally, for all its merits, Passion-
ate Uncertainty strengthened my doubts
about the genre of sociology by interview.
I have long confined my co-operation with
surveys to helping out my nieces with their
assignments in undergraduate sociology,
and nothing in this book encourages me to
revise my curmudgeonly practice.

I find unappealing the way in which
the authors take possession of the offerings
made to them and to the academy, and sit
self-consciously and epigrammatically in
judgment on them. They assure us that
‘the guarantee of confidentiality, combined
with the Ignatian habit of periodic self-
scrutiny, generates frank conversation’. A
few lines further on, we read, ‘“These guys
sound more Jewish than I am!” a colleague
cracked after reading through some of the
Woody Allenesque transcripts.” Doubtless
by the standards of the discipline, there is
no breach of confidentiality here, but if I
had contributed to the transcripts, [ would
have been angered by a lack of due respect.

The authors recognise the offence that
their work may give, anticipating that:

the eye-level observations of Jesuits and
former Jesuits may sound too lacking in pro-
priety, too squalid even, and our commen-

tary may reflect too closely the gaze that
Graham Greene traced, in noting the artist’s
ruthlessness, to a ‘sliver of ice in the heart’.

Fair enough, but in this genre there is no
risk of being seriously done over by the
‘sliver of ice in the heart’; the risk is of
being patronised by the pat of talc on the
toupee. It is said that, in the US, people
are more ready to reveal themselves than
in Australia, but at thc end of the day
I do wonder why anyone would want to
appear, even faceless, before such Oprahs
on stilts.

Andrew Hamilton sj is Eureka Street’s
publisher.
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During the last 30 minutes of the movie,
the story recovers from its dormant state
and accelerates into action, with the final
five minutes providing a mawkish but
moving endorsement of faith.

Costner is OK as Joe, although he does
‘grumpy’ better than ‘gricving’, and he
really was unfortunate to have missed out
on the silent movic era. Kathy Bates adds
spark in the nothing role of a good ncigh-
bour, while Linda Hunt, as a nun, looks
like ET.

In short, this is a 45-minute movie
suffering from bloat. —Gordon Lewis

Not altogether

Tilsammans {Together), dir. Lukas Moody-
sson. Set in Stockholm at the start of the
'70s, Lukas Moodysson’s Tilsammans
presents itself as a gentle comedy of
manners. It begins with battered middle-
class housewife Elisabeth lcaving her abu-
sive husband to stay with her brother Goran
in his leftist communal household. Elisa-
beth and her two children’s first introduc-
tion to the houschold is a heated practical
demonstration of the politics of not wear-
ing underwear at the breakfast table, and
so begin the clash-of-culture laughs. Much
of the humour of the film is derived from
the absurd coalition of leftist idealism that
makes up the house—a communist, a pair
of vegetarian eco-hippies, a cynical medi-
cal student named Lasse, his newly leshian
wife and their child Tet (named after the
Tet offensive) and Klas, who has an appall-
ing Prince Valiant hairstyle and the hots for
Lassc. Of course, despite their collective
commitment to forging a ncw way of life
outside the confines of bourgeois material-
ism, none of them can agrce on anything,
let alone achieve any kind of real political
or social change. No surprise, then, that
many of the jokes are built around endless
infighting over the finer points of dialecti-
cal materialism, open relationships, femi-
nism, vegetarianism and bad '70s concept
albums.

The film has many charms; it captures
the feel of the period nicely, and is filled
with likeable performances, especially
from the children (who, taking their cues
from their parents, cheer when they hear
from the radio that General Franco is
dead, and then take turns playing ‘torturer
and victim’). In many ways Goran is the
emblematic figure of the film—he seems

to have no real political commitment of
his own whatsoever, apart from an aver-
sion to conflict and a desire for everyone to
get along. Like Goran, the film ultimately
has no real interest in the politics of the
people it deals with, except as a source of
humour. Despite initially presenting Elisa-
beth’s husband as a drunken boor, and the
collective’s middle-class neighbours as
uptight self-rightcous hypocrites, the film’s
politics really lic firmly in the centre. It
achicves its ‘happy’ ending by reuniting
the wife-beater and his newly ‘politicised’
wife (she doesn’t shave her armpits any
morc), under the auspices of the collective.
But, importantly, its most radical members
have gone—to become a drunken child-
molester, or to join the Baader-Meinhof
Group, or to live in a more strictly vegetar-
1an communc where there are no TVs. As
long as no-one felt too strongly about any-
thing, the film scems to be saying, we’d all
get along just fine. For many, this ending
will seem charmingly humane and inclu-
sive; T can’t help but sce it as a cynical
cop-out. —Allan James Thomas

With respeck

Ali G Indahouse, dir. Mark Mylod. Unlike
American Pie, Ali G isn’t just a teenage-
boy phenomenon. The Queen Mother used
to like Ali G and she was 100. And so does
my mother, a young lass of 80. And so do
I ... There is some weird thing in the cther
that crones share with young chaps, and
being a bit radical is part of it—look at
any protest march and you'll see an over-
representation of old women and very
young blokes. So you just might be able to
take your mum to see All G Indahouse if
she’s that sort of mum.

A creation of Cambridge graduate Sacha
Baron Cohen, Ali G is Alistair Graham, a
Jewish boy from Staines, London. He is
a wannabe-black, adopting the style and
speech of = dangerous-cool Afro-Carib-
bean culture of London that in turn par-
takes of the gangsta culture of LA. So he
wallows in hiphop stereotypes, from the
baggy Hilfiger clothes complete with tight
beanie and yellow fly-eye sunglasses to
the uncomfortable territory of hiphop's
ingrained sexism and illiteracy. He offends
many people. Yet Ali's faux-ignorant
interviews can show up the dodginess of
smooth-tongued spinners. Australians took
to all this with ease—Norman Gunston did

it all 20 years ago, more gently, but just as
hilariously.

The film has been a huge box-office suc-
cess here. Cohen has madce a plot of some
political sophistication: Ali, a long-term
dole-bludger, comes under the notice of
a sncaky cabincet minister (a suitably vil-
lainous Charles Dance) when a by-election
looms in Staines. Dance nceds a loser
in order to destabilise the PM and seize
power. But Ali, of course, wins. The tel-
cvision debate where he trounces the rival
candidate is belly-laugh stuff. Ali accuses
his opponent of fellating a horse {as you do
when arguing in Staines). The candidate
responds by creating a totally self-incrimi-
nating defence—the casual shot has gone
home and the splendid stercotype of the
Conservative perv is perpetuated. There is
a lot of swearing and extremely rude jokes,
many of them very funny. Look, don't go if
you don’t like crude British humour: I can'’t
say fairer than that. But you’ll b¢c missing a
low, incorrect and completely indefensible
good time. —Juliette Hughes

Netsky prospekts

Birthday Girl, dir. Jez Butterworth. John
(Ben Chaplin) is seemingly unremarkable
in every way—an uninspired bank clerk
who wears his short-slecved shirts with a
tie and lives in a miserable housing estate
outside London. In an attempt to add a lit-
tle colour to the grey, he orders himself an
internet bride through a site aptly named
‘From Russia with Love’. Ncedless to say, it
all goes a tot haywire and his Russian bride
turns out to be a little more complex than
the internet video streams indicated—and
on it goes.

Birthday Girl is not a great film by
any standard, but it docs have a rough
charm that is reminiscent of that great
anti-Thatcherite-kitchen-sink-urban-riot-
upturned-burning-car period in British cin-
ema. Oliver Stapelton’s cinematography is
sensational, which is not a surprise given
his CV—My Beautiful Laundrette, Sam-
mie and Rosie Get Laid, Prick Up Your
Ears (a roll-call of '80s classics]. But while
Birthday Girl looks fantastic and is sup-
ported with great performances (including
Vincent Cassel and Mathieu Kassovitz—
two crazy Frenchmen playing two insane
Russians), it lacks oomph. But it’s delight-
fully brief—and never short of a laugh.

—Siobhan Jackson
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An English builder is hiring casuals. When an Irishman turns up, the
builder asks, ‘Have you ever donc any building before?’
“To be sure, to be sure, Thave indeed,” says the Irishman.
‘Well then, what’s the difference between a girder and a joist?’
‘0, that'’s easy,” says the Irishman. ‘Goethe wrote Faust
and Joyce wrote Ulysses.’

HO CONTROLS YOUR REMOTE? If it’s your teenager then
you will have to battle to sec Faust, Les Misérables or Bert
Newton's Good Morning Australia. The last {(every morning
at 9am on Ten] is a gem of Australian culture: it ought to be
recorded and put in a time capsule for historians of a couple of
hundred years” hence. If there are any left. And before you send
the cultural consistency police over to my bunker for includ-
ing Bert within a thousand keystrokes of the Mis and Faust,
pausc a moment. Admittedly, if the three programs had been
included in onc of the ‘pick the odd one out’ questions in Eddie
McGuire’s national 1Q test in August, even the Kiwis would
have got that onc because GMA had three words in the title
and the others, cr, dudn’t. (By the way, [ was suitably outraged
when, along with Red Symons and Derryn Hinch, T was ruled
incorrect when I selected ‘alarm’ as being closest to ‘perturb’.
‘Agitated’ was the correct answer, we were informed. Too bad
that grammar doesn’t scem to form part of the equation. All
right, all right! I'm putting it all behind me.}

Anyway, at first view you might just think that GMA
didn’t have much in common with the other two. But think
about it: ‘Good morning, Australia.’” The wide-brown-land-
ness of it. How are we today? What are we thinking, desiring?
What is happening now? What pedlars want to show their
wares, promising youth (anti-wrinkle creams); beauty (bronz-
ing blushers, state-of-the-art depilatories); health (special
delousing treatment for the kids and Horny Goat Weed to put
tflarc in hubby’s nostrils); help for chronic pain {magnetiscd
shoc inserts); assistance with houscwork (Big Kev ranting and
foaming over his soaps and mini-vacuum cleaner); even partic-
ipation in saving the planct by buying Danoz’s stcam clcaner,
which, one gathers, will clean everything except an immigra-
tion minister’s hands.

Bert presides over this caravanserai with warmth and
calm. He is order among chaos, MC of the mini-morality plays
that are the advcrtainments. He interviews cclebrities, isn't
afraid to be a bit political (Michael ong was given a good run
about the fight against racism). This is, after all, not the Footy
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Devils an 1 bargains

Show. Bert is talking to housewives and shut-ins and he serves
them well.

He has recently struck a new bargain with Ten. There
was talk that his contract mightn’t be renewed, that Nine was
sniffing round. But no: he ringmasters his circus of performers

forus on Ten five  ys a week, meceting people where
they live.

IN Goethe’s and Hugo's times, where people lived was not
so different. If GMA doesn’t give us depth, it sure gives scope.
When my family first arrived in Australia, and bought a TV, it
was In Melbourne Tonight more than anything else that showed
us how different, how very  fferent, was this culturc from the
one we'd left. It was 1963, and Bert was playing straight man to
Graham Kennedy. He’s been on telly longer than many people
have been alive, so 3ert Newton hasn’t been called a national
treasure, he should be called something very like it

SBS showed Les Misérables during July ar  August, and
it was wonderful. Just as 2 - Dickens or Shakespeare is still
cloquent about what it is to inhabit a fragile human body in a
systemically evil and chao  world, so too is Hugo’s master-
work. And while Gerard Depardicu is a completely satisfying
Valjean, it was John Malkovich’s Javert that chilled me to the
heart, not so much in his relentlessness and lack of compas-
sion for others, but in the wilfulness, the icy despair of his
suicide.

There is a sort of anomie that older men can get and Javert
epitomiscs it: it doesn’t have the heroic feel of Milton’s Satan,
who would rule in hell rather than scrve in heaven. No, it's
more grey than that, and the more terrifying for its lack of blus-
ter. Faust, on the other hand, sces anomie coming and fights
against it, but fights withc  anything meaningful left inside
him to fight for. The hugce task of putting on both parts of the
complete play was undertaken by Peter Stein, with Bruno Ganz
as Faust. SBS will be screening Part I at 11pm on Sundays from
18 August, so it will have begun by the time you read this, but
do still give it a try. Tapc it and watch it at a morc humane
time. Part II will be shown on Saturday afternoons at 12.30pm
from 7 September to 5 October. The preview tapces arc being
fought over in my family as I write: they arc full of greatness,
the kind of greatness you get from Lear and Hamlet. Wrest the
remote from the kids and ¢ crience it.

Juliette Hughes is a freelance writer.
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