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Tomorrow's 
Israel 

N OTH,NG" S>Mm '" )'"'' " msTORY '"d hfe m Ismd" 
never dull. As the radio beeps the passage of the hour every 
car, bus and taxi driver tunes in to the news. As dusk falls at 
the end of every Sabbath and Festival, people listen grimly 
to the news because, by common consent, n either radio nor 
television delivers information concerning death and disas­
ter during time that is dedicated to the sacred. 

At the State funeral Noa movingly spoke about her 
Grandfather who would watch over her from 'on high' 
accompanied by angels . It was a spontaneous expression of 
emotion far removed from normative Judaism. For weeks 
following the assassination, crowds of mourners have 
continued to place flowers and candles in the renamed T el 
Aviv square. Jews don't light candles to entreat God's mercy. 
Candles are lit to celebrate the onset of a festival. A memo­
rial light is kindled in the home following a funeral as a 
symbol of the life that has gone. A feature writer for the 
Jerusalem Post astutely observed 'Where traditional Jewish 
learning isn' t cultivated, and no liberal alternative takes root, 
weeds spring up .' It appeared as though the murderer's bul­
lets had produced a pseudo-religious phenomenon to fill a 
deep spiritual vacuum. 

Yitzak Rabin always appeared to be profoundly uneasy 
when, at funerals and religious ceremonies, politeness bade 
him to cover his head . He was a typical, secular Israeli 
although, in his latter years, he began to invoke key phrases 
and sentences from the Prayer Book and Bible when he spoke 
about peace. Whether those words came from his pen or from 
the heritage and wisdom of his speech-writer is a moot point. 

The trauma of the assassination has highlight ed a 
continuing spiritual crisis that has afflicted the world Jew­
ish community since the Holocaust. We lost one third of 
our community. The Nazis and their auxiliaries murdered 
them because they were Jews or because a grandparent was 
Jewish. The fact has two sides. From the Jewish perspective 
the murderous onslaught was inescapable and contained 
biblical dimensions . Hitler and Pharaoh were interchange­
able. After all Pharaoh had ordered the murder of every Jewish 
male. In the 20th century only Shifrah and Puah, the m erci­
ful midwives, were missing. So it didn' t matter what kind of 
a Jew you were. The gas chambers exterminated the wicked 
with the saintly whilst the infants were often burnt and 
buried alive. And the other side yields a very uncomfortable 
fact. Most of the murderers were Christians. It follows from 
this that neither Christianity nor Judaism m atters . Good and 
bad behaviour doesn't matter. Religion doesn't help. In fact 
you take a cross and you twist it and you get a swastika. 
You sew Stars of David on to the coats of children so you 
can tell if they are Jewish or not. Without those yellow stars 
you can't tell whether the child should be murdered. This is 
Elie Wiesel's 'Kingdom of the Night'. This is a world without 



God, and Jews, the martyred people, have never been whose followers now occupy almost all the Orthodox 
able to see the merit in martyrdom. pulpits of Australia. 

In this world stripped of meaning those Jews who For at least 25 years after the Second World War, 
survived wondered what sense could be made of their the physical struggle to establish the little state of 
identity . Millions were still persecuted in that grave- Israel and the spiritual struggle to be able to confront 
yard called Europe. The liberal, pragmatic assump- the memories of the Holocust and to glean some sense 
tions of North America paled before the aftermath of out of the onslaught silenced the Jewish People. In 
Hitler and the ongoing reality of Soviet anti-Semitism 1967 the stunning victory of the Six Day War led by 
and Islamic hostility. The drama of the struggle to Israeli Chief of Staff, Yitzak Rabin, required a Jewish 
give birth to an independent Jewish State became the ideological som ersault. Could the hand of the God of 
secular religion of world Jewry . Slogans like 'Never history be seen in victory and not in extermination? 
Again ' really resonate. Operation Entebbe and the Emil Fackenheim, a leading H olocaus t theologian 
rediscovery and return of Ethiopian Jewry becam e wrote of the 'return of the Jewish People to history' 
immensely important spiritual events. The redemp- and told Jews not to abandon their h eritage, for by 
tive m essage of •••• doing so they 
liberation from slav- would give a post-
ery brought hun- burnous victory to 
dreds of thousands Hitler. Twenty 
of captives back into years had to pass 
the land whilst the before the Israeli 
achievements of the people began to 

Israe li Defence understand that a 
Force bore echoes of war that imposed 
Joshua entering the an occupation, no 
Promised Land. The matter how benev-
really difficult ques- olent, was no 
tions h ad to wait victory. Somehow 
until the peace proc- or other peace had 
ess began. Did Israel to be made with 
really want to the enemy despite 
become the new Beirut of the Middle East? Would the fact that the enemy hated and loathed their very 
the land of Milk and Honey and Jaffa Oranges turn presence in the Promised Land and still continually 
into Liechtenstein, Singapore or Hong Kong7 Decades call for 'a holy war'. 
of precious funds poured into research and develop- There is no guaran tee that the complicated peace 
ment suddenly began to pay off. And the five or six treaty being worked out between the Palestinians and 
hundred thousand recent arriva ls from the former the Israelis will work. If it does the Middle East will 

Soviet Union brought scientific and musi- be transformed. Historians are already recalling the 
cal baggage of incalculable dimensions. Golden Age in Spain when the synergy created by Jews 

r"]"'"" and Moslems together built a remarkable civilisation . 
.1 HE HoLOCAUST CREATED A RELIGIOUS polarisation in If it does not work I have no doubt we will see a repeat 

the ranks of an already divided world Jewry. The larg- of the 'ethnic cleansing' witnessed in the Balkans. I 
est Jewish community of the world is still to be found would like to be an optimist and look forward to a 
in America, although its demographic pre-eminence new Israel whose commitment to peace will not be 
is now being challenged by Israel. American Jewry is seen as a weakness by its opponents. This will call 
overwhelmingly non-orthodox and identifies with the for a new chapter in the history of the Jewish People. 
non-fundamentalist Reform or Conservative Move- As immigration from the former Soviet Union 
ments . continues, the Jewish population of Israel will grow 

Israel has an Orthodox es tablished 'Church' with to be a majority of the Jews living in the world. The 
two Chief Rabbis and an array of Chassidic sages who last time this happened was probably in the Second 
preside over their own band of followers. The stricter Century before the Common Era (B.C.E.). Those Jews 
you are the more 'Torah True' or authentic you are. will speak Hebrew and the Jews of the Diaspora will 
You may use technology for m edicine, maths and need to send their children to Israel to learn Hebrew 
communications but not for archaeology, art, history, as a living language. The Jewish secular culture of 
theology, philosophy or biblical research. Look where Israel will place great strains on the religious identity 
such skills lead the so-called civilised nations of Eu- of the Jews of the Diaspora. Perhaps secularism will 
rope in the mid-20th century! give way to a renewal of spiritual identity. The last 

American Jewry also gave birth to a n eo- time that happened was when the Babylonian exiles 
Messianic cult built around the personality of Rabbi brought new religious insights to those who remained 
M enach em Schneerson ' the Lubav itcher Rebbe' in Zion in the Fifth and Sixth centuries B.C.E. 
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Yitzal< Rabin speaking 
on the peace accord 

in May, 1994. 
Photograph by 
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T here is som ething magical about 
the return of the Jews to their land. 
T he gathering of Kings and Princes, 
Prime Mi nisters and Presidents at 
t he funeral of Yitzak Rabin was not 
only a tribute to a soldier turned 
peacemaker. It was also the most 
notable intern a tiona I gathering in 
Jerusalem since King David made it 
a capital city 3000 years ago. For 
those of us who, despite everything, 
find m eaning in history, it was not 
only an awe-inspiring moment of 
sa dness : it was a moment of spiritual 
hope. 

Following the funeral of Yitza k 
Rabin th e mother of a young Isra eli 
soldier kill ed las t year by a member 
of Hamas wrote: 

The membe r of Hamas who kill ed 
Arik was also a deeply religious 
man; this came to light in his t rial 
las t year. He sincerely believed that 
his actions, in killing and kid nap­
ping my so n, were sanctioned by 
God. 
How sad and tragic that, on both 
sides, a deep and sincere belief in 
th e Di vin e sh o uld lo ck us so 
intrinsica ll y into a conflict there­
sult of which can only be the shed­
ding of more and more blood. How 
grea tly we need to exa mine the 
actions of a ll our sons, th e Ca ins 
and Abels who surround us. • 

John S. Levi is Senior Rabbi at the 
Temple Beth Israel in Melbourne. 

COMMENT: 2 

MrcHAEL RosE 

The divisions 

E. THO'< 0> ~~ li~,~~:~i~•Hhey "icdto,o\ve 
Quebec during the 1980 independ- the riddle: the answer lies on the 
ence campaign, w hich also ended in plane of symbol and psychology . On-
defeat for th e separa tis t side, the til the people of Quebec and Canada 
inconclusive result of October's ref- accept this, the situation can never 
erendum is perhaps the worst of all get better. It may indeedgetfarworse. 
possible scenarios . The paper-thin win 
And for those of us by th e federa lis ts 
who worked as jour- will leave a lot of 
nalis ts inQu ebecin Quebecers angry 
the 1980 campaign, and loo kin g for 
an d then covered all scapegoats . The 
the s ubs equ ent English-speaking 
years of exhausting, and e thnic- im mi-
divisive and failed grant communities 
at tempts at Canadi- of Montreal, whose 
an co nstitut iona l 'N o'votes may have 
reform, the result is been the only obsta-
confirmation that cle to a victory for 
the Quebec ques- the separatists, 
tion may simply be could prove an irre-
beyond resol ution, sis tible target. 
at leas t in the usual There were, in 
political sense. fact, no winners in 

Those who the referendum re-
know Quebec and 
its tortured politics 
must now conclude what m any of us 
s uspected all along as we tracked the 
politicians and political scientists 
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sul~justasitturned 

out there were no 
winners in the 1980 vote, although 
our expectations for change and rec­
onciliation were much higher 15 

years ago. Pierre Trudeau, Canadian 
Prime Minister at the t ime, clearly 
sensed this . 

' I am unable to re joice without 
qualifica tions', Trudeau said after 
th e 1980 result . 'We have all lost a 
little in th is referendum. If you take 
accou nt of the broken friendships, 
t he stra ined family relationships, t he 
h ur t pride, there is no-one among us 
who has not suffered so me wound 

which we must now try to 
'"T' heal. ' 

.1 RUDEAU, AND THOSE FEDERALIST 

po liticians who worked with him 
and after him, did try to ex tend a 
hand to th e lose rs and try to heal the 
wounds, just as the current Prime 
Minister, Jean C hretien, has now 
offered to do . Trudeau and his a lli es 
moved fir s t to g iv e Canada full 
control of the constitutional reform 
process, but left Quebec by the way­
side in the complex procedure of 
transferring the constitution to Can­
ada from Britain in 1982. 

Prime Minister Brian Mulroney 
later decided to stir the constit u­
tional cauldron when he took office, 
with equally disastrous results. The 
tortuous negotiations which yielded 
the so-called Meech Lake agreement, 
a dea l which would have form ally 
recognised Quebec 's s tatu s as a 
distinct society within the Canadian 
federa tion, died in 1990 when the 
req uired support of the provincial 
legis latures was not forthcom ing. 
Two years after that ca m e anoth er 
heart-breaker: a refined version of 
the Meech Lake deal, this time called 
the Charlottetown Accord, was re­
jected in a national referendum of a ll 
Canadian voters. 

So, with political rat ional ity and 
m ethodical negotiations at a sta le­
mate, and another independence 
referendum inconclusive, we are 
once again in the realm of the sym­
bolic and the psychologica l, where 
th e roots of Canada-Quebec division 
have lain all along. There can no 
longer be a rational basis for the 
desire for a vibrant and confident 
French -speaking society like Quebec 
to secede from Canada . Quebec has 
near-complete control over all of the 
powers which it cou ld possibly need 
to safeguard the future of the French 
language inside its borders and allow 
its citizens to live as th ey wish . The 



respected Montrea l newspaper 
co lumni st, Lysiane Gagno n, 
remarked during the latest referen­
dum campaign : 'How can people 
want to separa te from Canada whil e 
remaining Canadian? That is clearly 
illogical, but in constitutional mat­
ters, it is not unusual for Quebec to 
be illogical.' 

Indeed, it is not only possible for 
a province or a country to be illogica l, 
but even to be insecure, or anxious, 
or neurotic. It is telling that after the 
separatist Parti Quebecois trauma­
tised the rest of Canada when it first 
won power in 1976, the PQ cabinet 
minister assigned to introduce 
sweeping new cultural and language 
measures to make Quebecers feel 
'masters in their own house' was a 
former psychiatrist, Dr Camille Lau­
rin. For French Quebec, he became a 
hero figure of the most archetypal 
kind; for the English community in 

Quebec, he was the Prince 

S 
of Darkness . 

0 MUCH OF WHAT HAS HAPPENED in 
Quebec, ever since the British con­
quered the French colony in North 
America in 1759, functions at the 
level of symbolism and emotion . 
Prime Minister Chretien has once 
again promised constitutional re­
forms to make Quebec 'feel a part of 
Canada'. But that route has been 
tried many times before, without 
success. For English Canadians, ap­
parently, there is still something 
threatening about allowing a part of 
their country to be different, confi­
dent, dynamic. For Quebecers, ap­
parently, there is still something 
unsatisfying in simply going about 
the business of building a unique 
French culture in North America, if 
not as an independent nation then as 
an important unit in a federal state. 
Canadians and Quebecers, it seems, 
have always yearned for that little 
something more, that symbolic je ne 
sai quai, which never seems to 
come. 

Until the required psychological 
and emotional maturity does come, 
there can be for Canada no catharsis, 
no further growth, no escape from 
this sorry state of affairs. • 

Mich~el Rose is a Canadian journal­
ist and broadcaster who now lives 
and works in Sydney. 

OK,R W<co' o=~~~t ~:~ o~y~~:bo:~~~~~t.l wonde<• 
have politician Jeff Kennett and commentator Gerard Henderson perhaps been hitting 
the bottle lately? Certainly both seemed determined to keep body and soul apart in their 
account of the subtle and shifting relationship between religion and politics. Both get 
it wrong. 

Mr Kennett suggested recently that the churches would do better to attend to their 
real business, which in his view means the cure of souls in the strictest and most 
'spiritual' sense of the term. The flip side of this is that the churches should get out of 
the Government's way, leaving politics to the politicians to govern as they like without 
the bother of uncooperative and incompetent churches. In the response to the Premier, 
the churches left little doubt that they saw things differently. 

Some time later, Gerard Henderson sought sagely but unsuccessfully to arbitrate the 
brawl between God and Caesar in one of his pieces in the Sydney Morning Herald and 
the Age. He was slower than Mr Kennett to make up his mind.In fact he seemed to shift 
ground as the words rolled on. He began by urging that the churches stick to their proper 
themes. By the end of the piece, however, he was admitting that it was hard to draw the 
line between religion and politics. But on balance the earlier Kennettesque claim 
prevailed. In the end, both politician and commentator find themselves caught in a 
world of false antagonisms. 

Gerard Henderson proffers as the kind of theme proper to theologians of my 
persuasion the very Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation; and he claims that we have 
turned to themes like privatisation only because transubstantiation is harder to sell. But 
he fails to understand just how political a doctrine transubstantiation can be and that 
there may be a subterranean link between transubstantiation and privatisation. 

However arcane and 'spiritual' it may seem, the doctrine of transubstantiation is all 
about God's radical involvement in the world of matter, the everyday world in all its 
aspects. Once Catholics say that the risen Jesus is truly present in the bread and wine 
of the Eucharist (as the doctrine states), they are saying that the God of Easter is 
immersed in all aspects of the everyday world, in the mess of things, even the mess of 
politics. But the doctrine of transubstantiation is not only about God's involvement in 
the mess of things: it's also about God's transformation of the mess. In that sense, it is 
by implication about God's transubstantiation not just of bread and wine, but of politics 
as well. It speaks of the divine determination to turn politics from an arena of deceit and 
power-mongering where money is God, to an arena of truth and service where the 
human being is what really matters and where God is therefore truly God. 

This is what Gerard Henderson fails to see. And this is why he can claim that Pope 
Pius Xll 'took the transubstantiation option' and did nothing about Nazi m during 
World War II. A claim such as this misunderstands both papal strategy at the time and 
Catholic doctrine at any time. If it were true that Pius XII did nothing about Hitler­
and that is far from clear-this would be the exact opposite of 'the transubstantiation 
option'. It goes without saying that politicians and churches have different areas of 
competence and responsibility. But it is no less true that the two are complementary 
rather than hermetically sealed one from the other as Jeff Kennett and Gerard Hender­
son seem to think. There is both a soul of politics and a politics of the soul. 

Politicians and commentators have a right to criticise the churches, just as the 
churches have a right and duty to criticise the commentators and politicians. But all are 
obliged to ensure that criticism is well informed and is made in support of the common 
good rather than for the sake of some cheap expediency or ideological axe-grinding. 

The political culture in this country is changing faster than we think. Conventional 
party ideologies have grown wea1y and many of the old antagonisms are being redefined. 
For all that they may seem au courant, both Jeff Kennett and Gerard Henderson are way 
out of date on the score of how religion and politics might relate in the shifting scene. 
What we need in Australia now is a reworking of the relationship between religion and 
politics, a new imagining of both the soul of politics and the politics of the soul. What 
Jeff Kennett and Gerard Henderson offer instead is a rehash of worn-out orthodoxies and 
the false antagonisms they spawn. My word of advice to both would be, 'Less bottle, 
more Bible'. That's if they want to keep body and soul together. • 

Mark Coleridge is Master of Catholic Theological College in Victoria. 
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COMMENT: 3 

MICHAEL McGIRR 

Holding on to freedom 
0 NC' SACMAN RUSH"<' W'NO 'NTO HID'NC, he suddenly 
became ubiquitous. He was everywhere, if not in person, 
then at least in news, pictures, discussion and jokes. In 
September he was on radio talking about The Moor's Last 
Sigh, his first adult fiction since The Satanic Verses. He 
told the ABC's Terry Lane that six years ago he could not 
possibly have imagined himself being preoccupied with 
such an abstract idea as freedom. But painful experience 
had changed his tune. 

He spoke about a certain Pakistani film which the 
British censorship board had wanted to have 
banned. The film included a character calle 
Salman Rushdie who happened to have 
written a book called The Satanic Verses 
but whose real interests were international 
drug running, terrorism and making merry 
mayhem. The Rushdie in the film was so 
evil, apparently, that he tortured good guys 
by getting his henchmen to read them parts 
of The Satanic Verses. True to his beliefs, 
the real Rushdie petitioned for the release 
of the film and said he would not be suing 
anybody. He suspected that the threat of 
legal action was far more important to the 
censoring body than the content of the film. 
At all events, he wholesomely declared that 
the most offensive aspect of the film was 
the fact that Salman Rushdie appeared in a 
sequence of vile-coloured safari suits. 

Not so eirenic is Yusuf Islam, former­
ly known as Cat Stevens, who was also on ABC radio in 
the springtime. He was promoting his new recording of 
Moslem melodies. He spoke about his conversion to Islam 
and said that when he saw The Rolling Stones still belting 
out the same old stuff he felt they were encaged. They had 
lost their freedom. The interviewer had the impertinence 
to ask about his endorsement of the fa twa against Rushdie 
and Yusuf Islam said complacently that 'actions have con­
sequences.' Was death an excessive consequence? Yusuf 
Islam drew breath and said that there used to be a song 
called 'I'm gonna get me a gun'. He said he wanted to get 
himself a gun to deal with the likes of the interviewer. 

This December is not a bad month to consider the 
many shades of freedom that colour the conversation of 
Salman Rushdie, Yusuf Islam and, for that matter, our 
entire conflicted planet. After four years of intermittent 
meetings, December 8, 1965 was the last day of the final 
session of Vatican II . The sessions had covered 281 days 
and had involved 2860 bishops and cardinals. The total cost 
of Vatican II was just over seven million American dollars, 
about the cos t of running a fair-sized Catholic hospital fo r 
a year and no more than a spit in the bucket of the space 
exploration programs which crop up occasionally in the 
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Council documents as an example of the latest gee-wizardry 
with which the theological mind might be called upon to 
contend. The average age of the participants was 60, 253 of 
them died between the opening and the closing dates and 
the vast majority of them paid their own fares to get there. 
Looking back on their achievement after thirty years is a 
little like watching the film Apollo 13. The recent past 
seems so re1note. 

The day before the party broke up however, (Decem­
ber 7, 1965) saw the promulgation of two documents which 

have done more to enliven Catholicism 
since then than an entire cast of martyrs. 
Both the single conciliar document 
addressed to the whole world, the Declara­
tion on Religious Freedom (Dignitatis Hu­
manae) and the Council's final act, the 
Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 
Modern World (Gaudium et Spes) have an 
ability rare in such documents of being at 
the same time both accommodating and 
demanding. They develop an understand­
ing of freedom sophisticated enough to goad 
both Salman Rushdie and Yusuf Islam. 

If Yusuf Islam wants to conceive of one 
group of middle-aged ranters, The Rolling 
Stones, as 'encaged' whilst being prepared 
himself to rant against interviewers and 
endorse violence against heretics, he might 
do worse than to ponder th e line in 
Gaudium et Spes which has been most 

forced to work overtime in the post-conciliar church: 
'Conscience is the most secret core and sanctuary of a 
person. There you are alone with God whose voice echoes 
in your depths. ' Nobody's religious views make them a 
target. Dignitatis Humanae declares: 'The right to religious 
freedom has its foundation in the very dignity of the human 
person, as this dignity is known through the revealed Word 
of God and by reason itself.' 

Nevertheless, both documents take to task the endless 
open-endedness of a Salman Rushdie. Gaudium et Spes and 
Dignitatis Humanae both champion the kind of freedom 
which can only be fully expressed by freely accep ting 
constraints, by giving itself away. They inhibit the kind of 
consumer spirituality which looks on all religious tradi­
tions as supermarket items ranged before bored or impul­
sive buyers. The documents breathe the deep freedom of 
belonging. It is this kind of freedom which we celebrate 
every year, at Christmas, in the incarnation. God, who had 
long been known to be ubiquitous, came out of hiding. 
God's freest act, the one which makes us free, is to accept 
all the limitations of being one of us. II 

Michael McGirr SJ is Eureka Street's consulting editor. 



Let's build a better world 
More often th an n ot , it is the lack of little things that frustrate a 

better future for people caught in the poverty cycle. 

Little things - like simple farm implements, water pipes or a small 
pump, seeds, basic education , elementary sanitation and healthcare. 

They cost so little, but hold the key to a better future for children 
and, in turn, for their children. 

Throughout the world , children are looking to a more secure future -
you can help make it a reality. 

Your support through Australian Catholic Relief will help fund com, 
munity development projects around the world. Please give generously 
and sh are your C hristmas. 

r--------------------, 
I Australian Catholic Relief, GPO Box 9830 in you r state capital city (f)==r I 

I 
I'd like to share my C hristmas and enclose my donation $ I 
Please deb it my 0 Bankcard 0 Visa 0 Mastercard 

I DODD DODD DODD DODD I 
I I 

With the amount of $ ____ Card exp iry date / Signed _______ _ 

I Mr/Mrs/Miss _______ -----;-;;"""":v=::::-::::-::co::=.-------------- I I (BLOCK le<ters please) I 
Address _ _______________________ _ 

I ---;:::----:-------;;:-:o-------;,..-;-----:o-;------------Postcode _____ I 
Donations over $2 are tax deductible ACR IZS ES 

L--------------------~ 
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CoMMENT: 4 

W .] . U REN 

The line on women 
I T WAS, I MUST CONCCSS, MTH NO umc mSMA Y ,nd mme th,n a 

little regret that I read in the Melbourne Age on November 21 
that the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith had, 
on 18 November, issued a communique signed by its Prefect, 
Cardinal Ratzinger, on the (non) ordination of women . 

The Congregation was responding officially to a doubt 
raised: 

Whether the doctrine according to which the Church does not 
have the authority to confer priestly ordination on women, as 
proposed in the Apostoli c Letter, Ordinatio Sacerdotalis, must 
be believed in a definitive way so as to be considered as belong­
ing to the deposi t of faith/ 

The Congregation replied in the affirmative. More than 
that, it maintained the teaching was infallible: 

The doctrine demands definitive assent because, founded in 
the written Word of God and constantly preserved and applied 
in Church Tradition from the very beginning, it has been pro­
posed infallibly by the ordinary an d universa l magisterium. 

The original doubt was not an idle one, nor was the ques­
tion necessarily a Dorothy Dixer. Learned theological commen­
tators, at the time of its original publication in June, 1994, had 
wondered what status was to be attributed to the Pope's Apos­
tolic Letter, especially with referen ce to its penultimate para­
graph. To be sure, the Pope was saying that the teaching was 
definitive, that it was not open to debate, that it did not have 
merely disciplinary force . But was it infallible? The form of 
words in the penultimate paragraph, while reminiscent of that 
employed in infallible teaching, was judged by some to be sig­
nificantly variant. Cardinal Ratzinger himself in an extended 
commentary on the Letter in the Osservatore Romano on June 
29, 1994, had discussed the binding nature of the document: 

Is this therefore an act of dogmatizing/ Here one must answer 
that the Pope is not proposing any new dogmatic formula, but 
is confirming a certainty which has been constantly lived and 
held firm in the Church. In the technical language one shou ld 
say: here we have an act of the ordinary Magisterium of the 
Supreme Pontiff, an act which is not a solemn definition ex 
cathedra, even though in terms of content a doctrine is pre­
sented which is to be considered definitive. 

In this latest communique the Sacred Congregation has 
taken upon itself to resolve this question. No doubt this will 
present a furth er theological conundrum to the learned com­
mentators. Has the Sacred Congregation, particularly in what 
is merely a standard response to a doubt or query, the compe­
tence to discern or decree infallibility, especially when it is 
not clearly and unequivocally remarked in the original docu­
ment/ We have become accustomed to beli eve, in disputed 
matters at least, that this power was reserved to the Holy Father 
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and to Ecumenical Councils. If this is no longer the case, the 
Sacred Congregation has certainly 'upped the ante' and the in­
fallibility language is in danger of being debased. One hesitates 
to think what the present constituency of the Congregation 
will make in retrospect of the much disputed (and now often 
conveniently forgotten) 1950 Encyclical, Humani Generis . 
Monogenism- the thesis which the Encyclical supports that 
we have but one common pair of ancestors, Adam and Eve­
has a pedigree at least as unsullied and consistent in Scripture 
and Tradition as the exclusive ordination of men. 

What will be the likely effect of this latest pronounce­
m ent from the Vatican? Let m e respond by recounting two 
incidents, and drawing two conclusions, the first som ewhat 
pessimistic, the second, I hope, more optimistic. 

A couple of years ago in Indonesia a group of Jesuit 
Provincials from the Asian region were discussing dialogue 
with Islam. An eminent Jesuit theologian who had spent most 
of his priestly ministry in Islamic countries opined that there 
was very little hope, even through the extended dialogue of 
experts, of reaching any common ground with Islam. None­
theless, he maintained, it was important that the dialogue be 
resolutely continued, for this reason at leas t: to support and 
encourage moderate Islamicists against the encroaching tide 
of the Islamic fundamentalists . 

I suspect this latest communique from the Vatican will 
only drive the many moderate women who would hope to seek 
a forum within the Church to discuss this and allied ques­
tions, into the arms of their more radical sisters outside the 
institutional Church-a sad outcome indeed. This is doubly 
disappointing, because in recent dispatches the Pope has shown 
himself to be increasingly aware of 'the women question ' in 
the Church. Perhaps next to nothing had emerged in practice 

but at least he has adverted to the alienation women 
experience in many aspects of Church life. 

MY SECOND lNC lDENT RELATES to a 1993 discussion of the 
Encyclical, Veritatis Splendour, on ABC television, in which I 
participated with Bishop George Pell. Bishop Pell had spoken 
of the authoritative nature of the Encyclical and of the Church 
'drawing a line in the sand'-presumably defining boundaries 
for Church m embership. This elicited the most illuminating 
and encouraging comment in the whole discussion. It came 
from a member of the audience seated right at the back of the 
auditorium. 

I now know him to be the recently appointed Chair of the 
Australian Human Rights Commission. 'You can draw your 
line wherever you like, Bishop George-it won't really make 
much difference. Just as long as you remember- it's not your 
Church, it's our Church.' 

The Vatican Congregation has been drawing lines more 
deeply in the sand again. It 's important to keep remembering 
that it 's still our Church-both m en and women. • 

W.J. Uren SJ is the Australian Jesuit Provincial. 



Trading on disunity 
T., ~G SUReR>S. AOOUT TH' ACCORD, 

Labor's industrial relations laws, and 
the reorientation of the trade union 
movement, is how long things went on 
before they began to fall apart. Quite a 
few people in both the political and 
industrial wings of Labor have had their 
eye off the ball for a long time. 

The Accord has worked well in mak­
ing Bill Kelty a de facto Cabinet minis­
ter and in giving the organisational wing 
of the trade union movement a major 
say in industry and employment policy. 
The trade union leadership has played a 
major role in dampening the expecta­
tions of trade unionists, breaking down 
old craft-based demarcation disputes and 
creating a productivity focused work­
culture. Usually, it could hardly have 
been more 'understanding' of the gov­
ermnent's economic problems or 're­
sponsible' in helping to address them. 

But that is a part of the problem. 
Ordinary trade unionists are familiar 
with a deal-making culture. Not all can 
be reassured, in the long run, that the 
dealings have been to their benefit. Thir­
teen years of major concessions from 
trade unionists have seen real average 
wages actually fall by 1.4 per cent. There 
has been discontent at shopfloor level 
for some timei in the past few years 
some unions, particularly transport and 
building industry unions have been open­
ly rebellious about the deals made. 

A push towards super-unions suited 
the government down to the ground-it 
meant fewer actors to deal with and 
necessitated fewer side deals and prom­
ises. It suited many employers, because 
it tended to wipe out demarcation dis­
putes. 

This helped create a situation where 
such unions became used to the 
Government's underwriting of expenses, 
with grants towards training, 
occcupational health and safety, work­
place reform, and, increasingly, an 
income stream from managing industry 
superannuation. Some workers in su­
per-unions have found their interests 
compromised when those interests have 
been in conflict not with the govern­
ment or the bosses but with other 
sections of the trade union movement. 

Too many people, in short, taking 
things for granted for too long. 

One reason why the CRA case was 
allowed to go so far without any reac­
tion was that union officials' never 
thought that employers would provide 
more than the award. The bogey was of 
New Zealand or Kennett -style reform in 
which the wicked boss would call up 
some inarticulate and disadvantaged 
worker and offer him or her the right to 
keep the job provided they accepted a 
pay cut and much reduced working 
conditions. 

That, still, is the spectre with which 
Paul Keating is trying to panic people 
into withholding a vote from Howard. 
But the essence of the CRA-style deal at 
a Weipa was not reduced but increased 
salaries, not reduced conditions, but 
more flexible ones, with the most novel 
part of the employer's demand being an 
attitude of commitment to the compa­
ny and no divided loyalties. 

One reason why it took the central 
offices of the trade unions so long to 
wake up to the fact that most of the 
employees were signing for deals (prom­
ising them, in most cases, at least $20,000 
more a year) was that those who were 
signing up were hardly complaining. 

Nor was it clear to them that once 
the defections had broken the back of 
the opperative unions, the companies 
would cut their wages and conditions 
and bring in the stockwhips.With some 
such deals it is not even necessary to 
insist that those who sign up join the 
union. 

Where there is a contract providing 
superior wages and conditions to those 
specified in the award, the award, and, 
progressively the union itself, simply 
become irrelevant. Why would one want 
to pay one per cent or more of one's 
salary to maintain the existence of a 
document which does not in fact have 
anything to say about how one works? 
The threat of the personal contract, in 
short, can be far more to the union than 
to the worker. 

In fact, CRA's critics have very good 
grounds for arguing that ideology-and 
particularly a desire to get the unions 
right off the site- was playing as impor­
tant a role as economics in the compa­
ny's thinking. There are other compa­
nies-such as, say BHP and ICI, that 
have achieved better, and cheaper, pro-
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ductivity gains by s1ttmg down with 
unions and teams of workers to frame 
flexible enterprise arrangements which 
suit everyone. But even in arguing that 
the CRA-style contract was not provid­
ing equal pay for equal work compared 
with those insisting on working to old 
awards, the unions were in the uncom­
fortable position of arguing that the now 
suddenly unsatisfactory packages were 
the ones they had themselves negotiated. 

And the Government, in suddenly 
discovering that there was a problem­
after a 100,000 volt shock from the 
ACTU-was in the uncomfortable posi­
tion of having to admit that what had 
been done by CRA fell well within the 
spirit and letter of legislation it had put 
into place only a few years ago. 

There are still puzzles aplenty about 
what happened next. The union move­
ment's way of letting the Government 
know it had a problem was not the usual 
cosy telephone call but an escalating 
strike. It cost the economy $200 million 
and may have seriously compromised 
Labor's argument that a Liberal Govern-

ment would produce industri-

E 
al confrontation amid chaos. 

VEN BEFORE THAT, the ACTU had 
determined to hire Bob Hawke to present 
its case to the Industrial Relations Com-
mission-a move that ACTU Secretary 
Bill Kelty 'forgot' to tell his closest po­
litical friend and ally, Paul Keating, be­
forehand. That he would do so under-
lined what a crisis the case was present­
ing. Industrial Labor was sending polit­
ical Labor a very powerful message about 
not ignoring it. Keating got the message 
all right, though whether he will be so 
indulgent in doing favours for Kelty the 
next time around remains to be seen. 

The immediate beneficiary is John 
Howard, now able to emphasise how far 
Labor's present legislation goes in his 
direction, how little he himself would 
change it, but how he will help the 
humble artisan escape from the clutch­
es of the union if there is a demonstrably 
better deal offering. 

Well, it has at least as much 
credibility as the Keating policies. • 

Jack Waterford is the editor of the 
Canberra Times 
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Trick or treaty? 
From Peter Graves 
In 'Eva ns on Eva tt ' (Eureka Street, 
October 199S), our current Foreign 
Minister gave us a fascinating expose 
of Australia's internationa l influence 
in 194S and hi s hope for the UN in 
199S. His concerns for th e posi tive and 
substa ntia l effects of implementing 
UN c harte rs wo uld be even more 
admirable if Australia didn't seek to 
renege on them . 

It is now five yea rs s ince Senator 
Evans went to the 1990 World Summit 
for Children and pledged that Australia 
wou ld put children first for resources, 
at home and abroad. Australia subse­
quently signed UNICEF's Convention 
on the Rights of the C hild, which 
Moira Rayner ('Home Truths' p.16) 
reminded us does involve the Com­
monwea lth in a lega l obligation to pre­
vent child abuse in Australia . 

Senator Evans is now part of the 
Governmen t which seeks to ensure 
that international treaties 'by which 
Australia is bound do not form a part 
of Australian law unless Australian 
legislation provides otherwise'. The 

JUNGIAN 
PSYCHOLOGY & 

SPIRITUALITY 

The second 

Journey into Wholeness 
Conference 

Melbourne, January 
18-21, 1996 

Speakers include Dr Lauren 
Artess fi·om the Qttcst Center_f<JJ' 
Spiriwnl J Jllwleness , San Francisco 
and Dr Dirk Evers from 

the C. C. Jnny, Institute, Zurich. 

Enquiries: 
Mark Summer 
(054) 41 6877 
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Adminis trative Decisions (Effect of 
Int ernational In st rum ents) Bill of 
199S seeks to reverse SO yea rs of Aus­
trali a's deserved acceptance of the 
UN's conventions, because of concern 
over the specia l circumsta nces of the 
Teoh immigration decision . 

This decision docs not merit the 
wholesale rejection of th e UN princi­
ples w hi ch Senator Evans has quite 
rightly observed are the foundations 
' for the standards of human rights and 
fundam ental freedoms accepted by the 
UN Member Sta tes'. He a lso ob erved 
that Dr Evatt 'sought effective ways 
o f impl e me nting (UN s ta ndards)'. 
Senator Evans and the Attorney-Gen­
era l Michael La varch should honour 
SO years of Australian commitment to 
the UN by changing the above Bill and 
fu lly implementing the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child. 

Peter Graves 
Campbell , ACT 

Tolerable limits 
From Christopher Dowd OP, Dean of 
Mannix College 
Thanks are owed Dr Denis Minns for 
pointing out in hi s eulogy on tolerance 
(Eureka Stree t, October 199S) that 
human beings arc often inconsis tent, 
especially in the presence of 
self- interes t. 

Howeve r, inconsistency finds a 
home in Dr Minns ' own article, the 
opening sentence of which refers to 
'Lcfcbvrists, and other enemies of the 
Church in the modern world .. .' 

Enemies of the Church in the mod­
ern world ? Are they like enemi es of 
the peop le? The belligerence of Dr 
Minns' language would cause a Con­
stantinian bishop's eyes to light up, fan 
th e inquisitorial fires of the 
Counter-Reformation and the warm 
the cockles of the heart of Pius X him­
self. 

This style of language discloses the 
illibera li sm that is norma lly masked 
by libe ra l atholic discourse and 
shows how in to le rance still has com­
fortable digs inside th e C hurch. 

Without holding any brief for th e 
Lefebvrist m ovement, one can recog­
nize the fact that the sad adherents of 
that schismatic tendency find them­
selves where they arc today in large 
part lue to the hos tility which was 
shown th em in a tim e of liturgical 
change on account of their devotion 
to ancient rites which Rome, ever zeal­
ous for conformity, had been persuad­
ed to try to suppress. In more recent 
times the people responsible for thi s 
mea n-spirited policy or, more likely, 
their successors have realized t he er­
ror of their ways and have taken steps 
to rectify it, a lbeit grudgingly. 

If we cannot manage to be comfort­
ab le wi th diversity of pn1cticc in a 
matter indifferent, such as th e exter­
nal forms of pub li c worship, th en there 
is little hope for that real tolerance, 
and its attendant arts of persuasion, 
that Dr Minns so admires. 

Christopher Dowd OP 
C layton, VIC 

Dennis Minns OP, Master of Mannix 
College, replies: 
' H e lp , he lp, a Hcrrib le H offalu mp! 
Hoff, Hoff, a Hellible Horralump! Holl, 
Hall, a Hoffable Hcllerump! ' 

Counselling 
If you or someone you 
know could benefit from 
professional counselling, 
please phone Martin 
Prescott, BSW, MSW, 
MAASW, clinical member 
of th e Association of 
Catholic Psychotherapists. 
Individuals, couples and 
families catered for: 

St Kilda, (03) 9534 8700 
Bentleigh, (03) 9557 2595 



This month, 
courtesy of Penguin Books, 
the writer of each letter we 

publish will rece1ve, as Eureka 
Street's Christmas present, 

a copy of 
The PickWlck Papers 
by Charles Dickens. 

Penguin Classics, 
RRP$10.95 

But of course it wasn't a heffalump 
that Piglet spied at the bottom of the 
Very Deep Pit, it was just Pooh with 
his head in th e honey jar. Dr Dowd, 
seems similarly and unaccountably to 
have mistaken me, whom he ought to 
know at least as well as Piglet knew 
Pooh, for a monster of belligerence and 
in tolerance, a fire-fanning inquisitor of 
a stamp likely to warm the illibera l 
cock les of the heart of Pius X, no les 
And all beca use I described Lefebvrists 
and their fellow-travellers as 'enemies 
of the Church in the modern world ' 1 

May I say that I used these words sim­
ply because I supposed that this was 
how th ese people saw them selves, and 
will, of course, withdraw them if this 
is no t the case. 

It is not their 'devotion to ancient 
rites', or a fondness for Latin , lace, and 
funny hats that marks ou t Lefebvrists 
as enemies of the Church in the mod­
em world . In themselves the e are just 
eccentrici ties, but here they accompa­
n y an agenda which seeks to undo the 
fundamen tal work of the Second Vati­
can Council and to take th e Church 
back to an age when, it is imagined, 
things were better: when the Pope 
wasn ' t the only absolute m onarch, 
when Ca tholi cism and European cul ­
ture seem ed syn on y m ou s, wh en 
women were kept in place, when the 
Church had real power to force its will 

Writing wrong 
In the second paragraph of John W. 
Doyle's letter, published October 
1995, p9, the wo rd ' typological ' 
should have been typographical. 

on people, and so on. 
Of course one sympath ises with 

the Lefebvrists-they are like ch ildren 
who have been told by a spoilsport that 
Santa Claus isn ' t real. For so long the 
Church encouraged the view that it 
was possible to live one's life as though 
th e 18th century hadn ' t happened. 
Now it doesn ' t anymore, and the Lefc­
bvrists are under tandab ly cross. That 
is all I meant to say. 

When Piglet discovered his mi s­
take he took to his bed with a head­
ach e. I hope Dr Dowd appreciates that 
this will not be necessary. 

Dennis Minns OP 
Clayton , VIC 

Fair share 
From Peter Hunt 
It 's good to see both Jim Griffin and 
Race Matthews (Eureka Street, Sep­
tember 1995) agreeing that considera­
tion of 'distributism' is needed and 
appropriate at the presen t time. 

The ba sic principle of ' di s­
tributism ' is that property ought to be 
widely distributed because ownership 
of property is a natural right. Either 
State monopoly (as in State Socialism) 
or big Capitalist monopoly (all right, 

oligopoly ... let's not quibble) is abnor­
mal, though common. The essence of 
the alternative to these oppressive re­
gimes, and what Chesterton so grea t­
ly admired and fou ght for, is economic 
dem ocracy . People, families owning 
th e mean s of production, and therefore 
having power, a degree of real inde­
pendence, is 'di stributi sm '. Yet, sim ­
ple in principle though this central 
truth is, so many talk against it as go­
ing backwards, as 'medieval', as im­
practical. But if the principle is right, 
and the best community is one in 
which independence combined wit h 
communal co-operation brings a dif­
fusion of power, then what remains is 
the question and task: 'How can this 
come about ?' No matter wha t th e di f­
ficulties, we need to work towards it . 

We've had enough of 'economi c 
rati ona lism ', speculative investments 
in land and shares, of profit divorced 
from production, of centralised and 
excessive taxation , of small busin ess­
es des tro yed by co rporation s, and 
could do much more to foster opening 
of vast areas of fertile land to crops, 
and th e growth of co-operatives. 

All over th e world, with its ine­
qualities, its gross dispariti es between 
affluent societies and those without 

A Christmas Tale in London. 

What did he mean by it, 
that Armenian, with his thick 
black overcoat, his fine 
pointed beard, and whistling cheerfulness, 
trotting along on Christmas day 
in Kensington, greeting me 
and in not more than five minutes 
telling me how ancient was 
the heritage of Christians 
in Armenia, and how he spent 
those years in Yemen and the memories 
of a romance broken long ago? 
In the icy air he radiated warmth, 
acceptance, aglow with tidings of 
a joy eclipsing sadder touches 
in his brief, confiding tale. 
What did he mean by it? 

Peter Hunt 
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necessities for millions, land-hunger 
is grea t. T he message for toda y is 'Un­
lock th e land '. In Austra lia we could 
(and eventually will in one way or an ­
other) admit many more immigrants 
if we open up form er pastoral land to 
small -farm or co-opera tive crop pro-

TOM~ VIV 
Bf.L l f.\/ t tv'£, TOM I 

''T~£ JOURNtY Of 1HE Ml\6!" 
WO Ut....P MAKE:. A 

h/CH BtTfER I\ fl.£ [HAN 
·''11-\REE MeN AND A. BAB'I''/ 

duct ion. (See, for example, Peter Hunt, 
'Colin C la rk, Small Farming, th e Guild 
System and C hes terton', The Chester­
ton Review, Spring-Summer, 1978). 

In 1994, a Chesterton Conference 
was held in Zagreb, Croatia, and 'dis­
tributi sm ' was centra l to its delibera ­
tions and discussions. In Poland, too, 
his vision is alive. 

The Ca tholic Worl<er in Australia 
(during the 30s, 40s and 50s), was not 
onl y handing on the Ches terton and 
Ca th oli c traditions of social reform, 
but befo re it s time. Never has di s­
tribu tis rn seem ed so feasible as now. 

Fin a ll y, Race Ma tthews rightl y 
insists on the dis tributist elements in 
G uild Sociali sm. R.H. Tawn ey and 
G.D .H . Cole enriched the thinking of 
all socia ll y r es pon sible critics o f 
modern ca pitalism and drew on 
hi story in a way which Chestertoni­
ans share. I look forward to further dis­
cussion of thi s theme. 

Dr Peter Hunt 
Winmalee, NSW 

Helping hand 
From Th erese Vassaro tti 
Recentl y I received a very distraught 
phone call from my 15-year-o ld daugh­
ter who had fo und herself stranded at 
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the train station of a country town in 
N ew South Wales. She was on her way 
home to Canberra only to find that her 
bus connection had been ca ncell ed. 
There was no easy way for her to make 
the homeward journey, nor did she 
ha ve sufficient fund s with her. At a 
distance of 300 kilom etres it was the 
stuff of every moth er's nightmare. I 
kn ew of no one in this town whom I 
co uld call to 'rescue' my daughter and 
ensure her sa fety whil e I made th e 
three hour car trip to pick her up . 

However, the hand of providence 
was guidin g our movements in th at I 
decided to ring the Ca th oli c presbytery 
of this town to seek ass istance. Th e 
two women who received my ca ll, the 
parish secretary and one of th e nuns 
from the pari sh team , imm edia tely 
allayed my fear s. Within 15 minutes, 
Sis ter Ellen made th e trip to th e train 
stati on and co ll ected my daughter and 
took care of her until I arri ved later in 
the aft ernoon. I knew neither of these 
wom en and had never spoken to them 
until my phone call yes terda y. How­
ever, I felt secure and confident tha t I 
co uld re ly on them as I could on any­
one in my own parish. 

There is som e intangible bond and 
unspo ken allegiance between people 
in m y ge nera t ion of Au stralian 
C hurch . This bond is not dependent 
on a personal knowledge of the other, 
nor is it res tricted by dis tance . I was 
drawing on th e power of a shared past 
and pilgri mage which have provided 
me with an und erstanding of belong­
ing. This is one facet of Church which 
makes up for some of the disappoint­
ments and disillusion of formal 
Church. 

Therese Vassarotti 
Hackett, ACT 

Colonial hangover 

From Bill Tom asetti 
T he three articles o n Pa pua N ew 
G uinea commencing on pi S of Eurelw 
Street, September 1995 are timely; and 
I wish to comment very briefl y on the 
first and more full y on th e third . The 
first piece, Rowan Ca llick 's, makes an 
informative contras t with the third, 
th a t of Professo r Eme ritu s Jam es 
Griffin. 

The first is marked by perceptive 
description and analysis, and one com ­
pletes a reading of it with the feeling 
that the material rewarded that read­
ing. The third recalls the school of 
anti-colonialism which effl oresced in 

the late 1960s at Waiga ni (in Port Mo­
resby), the echoes of which still make 
jaded reappearan ces from time to time. 

In the third, of several points that 
warrant mention , one t hat suggests a 
serious misunderstanding of di stri ct 
administra tion has been selec ted. 

In 1962 I acco mpani ed the UN 
Visiting Mission aro und the Eastern 
Highlands Di strict . At Kainantu the 
Missio n m et with a n assembl y of 
village offi cial s and other notables 
invited to meet th e M ission. In discus­
sions they m ade clear to th e Mission 
that they opposed (indeed, resented) 
the UN pressure on Australia to has­
ten the transfer of sovereignty to PNG. 
They asserted that they were not yet 
ready for that transfer, and would say 
so when th ey were. T here was a corn ­
parable asse mbly at Kundiawa with an 
address to the Mission asserting Chim ­
bu views s im il ar to t hose of th e 
Kain antu , excep t t ha t the C hi m bu 
specified what th ey saw as prereq ui­
sites for independence: which includ­
ed the es tablishm ent and opera tion in 
the C himbu of both a min t and an 
armaments factory-serious matters . 
I ha ve no doubt that these opinions 
corresponded (in general) to tho e held 
by very man y Highlanders in 1962. 

In 1968 th e then Australian Min­
is ter for Territori es, Barn es, made a 
public statement concerning the forth ­
coming national electi ons, in which he 
was criti ca l of politica l parti es. With 
reference thereto and to the Western 
Highlands, in his articl e Prof.Em. Grif­
fin writes: ' But- can yo u beli eve it 
now? - .. hi s l<iaps [sic ] (o ffi ce rs) 
actively discouraged them and warned 
that early independence could threat­
en Australian aid and that it would 
m ean Highlanders would end up as 
'grasscutters' for the more advanced 
coastals'. 

I find it impla us ibl e that kiap 
would waste their full y extended re­
sources to put around ideas which th ey 
would have known Highlanders had 
crystallised and refi ned during (a t 
least) the last six years . It may be re­
called that it had always been th e pre­
scribed fun cti ons and dail y tas k of th e 
l<iap to influence th e condu ct of pub­
li c affairs-of co urse subj ect to the 
appro pria te legisla t ion and relevant 
poli cies. (Exampl es of these fun ctio ns 
are th e redu ction of inter-society vio­
lence and the establishment of local 
governm ent co un cils.) T hus it is sur­
prising that th e continuing exe rcise of 
that function in an event as important 
as a nationa l elect ion excites com -



ment. Bu t one should also recall that 
it has long been a common mistake to 
see Highlanders I indeed all Papua New 
Guineans) as the passive absorbers of 
exotic ideas . 

The 1968 general elections in elec­
torates in the Western Highlands is 
explored in Th e Politics of Depend­
ence: Epstein A.L. , et .a l. , leds), 1971, 
pp21 8-274 and Free elections in a guid­
ed democracy, by Colebatch H .K & 
Peta, Reay Marie, & Strathern A.J., 
A.N.U. Press, Canberra. It examines 
and describes the complex relation­
ships between the various influences 
an d interests at work in the lead-up to 
the election. It notes the public domi­
nance of the District Commissioner 
lin this instance markedly so) and th e 
work of his staff of l<iap in the field in 
the conduct of th e election . It men­
tions that, some months before the 
electi on, the District Commissioner 
'called a meeting in Mt Hagen of the 
MHAs and the council presidents and 
vice-presidents, with Keith Levy as 
chairman, to discuss the nature and 
function of political parties .. .. and war­
iness about self-government led peo­
ple t o reject the n otion of parti es 
without debate' jpp224/5) . 
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The material in that chapter lends 
itself to a variety of interpretations, 
but Prof.Em. Griffin's comment, with 
its note of shocked surprise Iabove), 
seems to me to ignore much of the rel­
evant material. Would it seem relevant 
here to suggest that simplistic doctri­
naire views do not help towards an 
understanding of complex situations? 

But why quarrel about a display of 
antique scholarly anti-colonialism? 
Chapter XII, Article 76 lb) and ic), of 
th e UN charter, requires a trustee pow­
er 'to promote the political, economic, 
socia l and educational advancement of 
the inhabitants of the Trust Territory 
and their progres ive development to­
wards self-government or independ­
ence.' And also to encourage respect 
for human rights and for fundamental 
freedoms for all. When the Australian 
Government entered into the Trustee­
ship Agreem ent with the United 
Nations for PNG, it agreed to do so. 

Thus, did not the Australian Gov­
emment, as the sovereign authority for 
PNG from 1946 to 1974, have an anti­
colonial policy? Have not the anti­
colonial fea thers been wrongly worn 
for far too long by the late starters of 
the Waiga ni efflorescence? 

Bill Tomasetti 
Wentworth Falls, NSW 

All in good fun 

From fohn Grey, managing editor, The 
Catholic Leader 
Paul Chadwick !'Cracking the Code' 
Eureka Street , Nov ember 1995) 
appears to share a common misunder­
standing- that journalism jgood and 
bad) does not exist outside politics, or 
even outside Canberra. 

He is dismissive of what he calls 
'entertainment' and separates journal­
ists from entertainers as one would 
sheep from goats. 

Even in my most penitential 
moments, if my profession did not 
require m e to read uewspapers la nd 
religious journals) I would not pick one 
up unless I was going to enjoy th e 
experience. 

If you want to educate, inform or 
otherwise intellectually stimulate a 
reader, first catch your reader. If your 
target market wan ts only serious ver­
biage, print it unadorned. If you want 
a wider market, you must step up to 
!not stoop to)'en tertainment '. 

John Grey 
Clayfield, QLD 

AN OPPORTUNITY TO LIVE & WORK IN 
ANOTHER CULTURE 

Australian Volunteers Abroad (AVAs) work in cha llenging 
positions in developing countries . The work is hard but satisfying 
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T HE M EDIA 

Inside story 
The proprietors 111onopolise m edia 

coverage, but what about the 
workers in the fourth es tate~ 

Mark Skulley reports. 

All journalists are 

familiar with the 

emotions which 

prompted a scribe 

of yesteryear to 

carve some TS. 

Eliot into the press 

gallery bench 

overlooking 

I ,N Mo"'M"'' cmn vowMc oe MCMO<" h" been 
praised as an exercise in great wit and good manners 
in which his emotional life of 20 years is hidden be­
n eath layers of discussions of Rex Harrison, Laurence 

Olivier and the Sex Pistols' use of the word 'bot­
locks'. It 's rare for journalists to be accused of 
having great wit or good manners, but we often 
smother our emotions with anecdote and argu­
ment . There are, however, frequent formularised 
exceptions such as mock outrage and mawkish­
n ess. 

As Margaret Simons wrote in the first issue 
of Emel<a Street (March, 1991), journalists are 
in many ways like pol ice: 'An air of anti­
intellectualism pervades both police stations and 
newsrooms. Thinking is not encouraged and, in 
any case, there is hardly time for it-' 

On the other hand, much of the gathering 
of raw material comes down to a reflexive way 
of dealing with people which is gleaned from 
experience and instinct rather than text books. 
For example, the novelist and biographer Blanche 
D' Alpuget said in a recent television profile that 

Western Australia's 
she had found that prominent men tended to talk 
about themselves when she talked about another 
prominent man. 

Legislative 

Council: 'I have 

measured out my 

life with coffee 

spoons.' 

Tom Wolfe wrote in his introduction to The 
New Journalism anthology that reporting could 
be tedious, m essy, physically dirty , boring, 
dangerous even. 'But worst of all, from th e 
genteel point of view, is the continual posture 
of humiliation. ' 

The reporter started out by 'presuming upon 
someone's privacy, asking questions he has no 
right to expect an answer to- and no sooner has 
he lowered himself that far than already he has 
become a supplicant with the cup out ... adapt-

ing his personality to the situation, being ingratiat-
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ing, obliging, charming, whatever seems to be called 
for ... ' 

Wolfe was writing about in-depth feature report­
ing, but the handmaiden principle is still generally 
true (even if it only lasts as long as it takes to gather 
the story) . Tales of complaisant journalists sit uneas­
ily with documented cases of arrogance and bullying, 
such as the hounding of the family of the Australian 
backpacker, David Wilson, after he was taken captive 
in Cambodia, but such behaviour is really only an 
extension of Wolfe's argument in the sony direction 
of 'whatever-it-takes'. 

As a reporter myself, I ruminate over non-fiction 
books such as Helen Garner's The Firs t Stone, of 
which Dr Jenna Mead has said that her rea l-life 
character was split into 'six or seven different charac­
ters' in the book- a legally required distortion about 
which Garner has expressed some post-publication 
regret. 

Then there's John Berendt's absorbing story about 
murder in Savannah, Georgia, Midnight in the Gar­
den of Good and Evil . Berendt was quoted in a recent 
interview saying that he has shuffled the sequence of 
events of his narrative. Berendt is working in mixed­
media territory, and he's been honest enough to admit 
his shuffling. I have more pedestrian worries, like 
how do you record such extended southern Gothic 
conversations' Do you risk spooking somebody by 
pulling out a tape recorder? Do you have perfect short­
hand or are the conversations re-creations? 

Admittedly, the classic form for 'n ews' stories in 
newspapers, the inverted pyramid, is unable to repli­
cate what exactly happened as it happened (what is 
sometimes known in the trade as ' the true facts'). Life 
doesn't fit any consistent format , let alone one in 
which the most important or 'sexies t ' facts are in the 
first paragraph and thereafter in descending order of 
importance down through the story . Inverted pyra-



mids are often hammered into round holes or squares. 
They can look even stranger when stretched on the 
rack of a roya l commission . 

This almos t-but-maybe-not-quite rendering of 
events while racing the clock can be exhilarating and 
enervating at the same time. The taxi drivers who 
say brightly: 'Journalism must be an interesting job', 
are both right and wrong: there are long fallow periods. 
All journalists are familiar w ith the em otions which 
prompted a scribe of yesteryear to carve some T.S . 
Eliot into the press gallery bench overlooking Western 

Australia 's Legislative Coun cil : ' I h ave 
measured out m y life with coffee spoons.' 

R ISK BRINGS EXHILARATION. The only journalists who 
n ever make mistakes are those who n ever write 
anything, or at least very littl e, and the n eed to 
ac kn owl ege mis t ak es ca n go again s t th e pi ss ­
and-vinegar attitude one needs to hang in there. But 
as Margaret Simons wrote in Eurel<a Street, journal­
ists should not hesitate to be as critical of themselves 
as they were of others. Her insistence was los t on some 
of th e reporters from the now defunct Melbourne 
Truth. who privately complained that research on the 
n ewspaper for a 60 Minu tes report had 'invaded their 
privacy' . 

In a profession marked by daily or even hourly 
demarcations, it doesn ' t take long to get a personal 
history which is widely known among one's peers . 
Even cadet journalists are regularly in the crowd 
scenes of public life dramas. But there's often a yawn­
ing chasm between the dream and the reality . As Tom 
Wolfe wrote about wanting to get into journalism in 
the first place: 'Chicago, 1928, that was the general 
idea .. . Drunken reporters out on the ledge of the News 
peeing into the Chicago River at dawn ... Nights down 
at the detective bureau-it was always nighttime in 
m y daydreams of the newspaper life ... '. The daydream 

changed over time to include inves tigative reporters 
who looked like Robert Redford, but i t was always 

, still nighttime. 
Compare all of that with a black and white 

photograph circa 1965 of the old Age newsroom 
in Collins Street, Melbourne. A bunch of blokes 
in thin-lapelled suits are hunch ed over typewrit-
ers perched on tiny desks with ashtrays on them. 
T hese guys were smoking inside the building! 

Strangely, an as-yet -unnamed law seems to 
mean that every advance in newspaper technol­
ogy brings deadlines forward rather than back. 
T his lunacy is compounded by th e industry's 
increasing tendency to devalue, or simply not 
employ, experien ced sub-editors (let alone the 
extinct proof-reader). Who else will insist that 
desks be called desks, not work sta tions! 

There also seems to be less boozing amongst 
journalists in general nowadays. It's all profes­
sionalism . Tertiary and work qualifica tions have 
long been the go for would-be cadets. Younger 
(male) jou rna lists seem to have switched in the 
late 1980s from quoting HunterS. T hom pson to 
quoting P.J. O 'Rourke, although quoting writers 
seem s to be going the way of public joke telling. 

Australia has only this year seen the first 
appointment of a wom an, D eborah Light , as 
editor of a national paper, The Australian Finan­
cial Review. (Michelle Gra ttan was briefl y the 
editor of the Can berra Times .) There is still no 
career path for younger journalists of either sex. 

Another ch ange is the dominan ce of T V 
news. One topic that has not been covered on 
the ABC's Frontlin e is the simmering tension be­
tween TV and print . N ewspaper journalists pride 
them selves on 'setting the agenda', and grind their 
teeth while attending m edia events custom -made for 
TV consumption. Both branches prefer to overlook 
radio where possible, which is a considerable fea t giv­
en the reach of radio in Au stralia. 

James Fenton 's reportage on the end of the Marcos 
regime touched on the twitchy nature of mixed-media 
competition: 

There's a special kind of vigilance in the foye r of a 
press h ot el. Th e s tar TV correspond ents m ove 
th rough, as if waiting to be recognised, spotted. When 
they com e back swea tin g and covered with the dust 
of the road, they have a parti cul ar look that says: 'See, 
I have com e back swea ting, covered with the dust of 
th e road ' . When they leave in a hurry on a hot news 
tip, they have a look that says: 'What ? Me leave in a 
hurry on a hot news tip ? N o, I'm just sloping off to 

dinner' . Everyo ne is alert to any sudden activity-the 
arriva l of a quotable politician, th e sudden disa ppear­
ance of a rival crew, the hearty greetings of the old 
hands. When th e foyer is full , it is like a stock ex­
change for news. When it is empty, you think: Where 
are they all ? What 's going on ? 
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The only 

journalists who 

never m ak e 

mistak es are those 

who never write 

anything, or at 

least very little, 

and the need to 

acknowlege 

mistakes can go 

against the piss­

and-vinegar 

attitude one needs 

to hang in there. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt 
conducting a presidential 
pre s conference. 
Photograph from The 
Newspaper: An 
International History by 
Anthony Smith 
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Jlhzstration of a w ess 
used for printing 
The Times in the 
early 19th century, 
from The Newspaper: 
An International History 
by Anthony Smith. 
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I once attended a (very) early morning press con­
ference at Melbourne's Tullamarine for the arrival of 
an Australian hostage released during the early days 
of the Gulf War. The TV crews had set up and one 
cameraman cleciclecl to save time by doing a 'two shot' 
of his reporter nodding gravely and taking notes before 
the arrival of the interviewee. I was sitting next to 
the camerman's reporter and was asked if I would 
mind 'making like' I was taking notes. I blearily tried 
to explain that it would be better if we stuck to our 
own approximations of reality, but the cameraman 
took umbrage at the lack of fraternal co-operation. 

For a (decreasingly) knockabout group, journal­
ists are surprisingly conscious of personal status when 
they begin to climb the professional ladder. This is 
not that surprising because journalism is like boxing­
to paraphrase the great American journalist A.J. 
Leibling-in that everybody gets done over sometime. 
These falls can come from within and without, 
professional jealousy and elbows-out competition 
being found at all levels of journalism, along with 
gen erosity and friendship. 

Contrary to popular opinion, Canberra and the 
problems it poses for reporters trying to do their job 
properly are not unique to Australia. Hugh L1.mn's 
Vietnam: A Reporter's War told of Saigon-based jour­
nalists being present when US President Lyndon John­
son flew in to Cam Ranh Bay. The local reporters were 
hindered when trying to file stories and 'put on a bus 
that didn't go anywhere.' Lunn later discovered that 
the White House press corps were being given time 
to land in Bangkok and file their stories before the 
local reporters. 'It was an example of what all presi­
dents, prime ministers and premiers know: that if they 
are nice to the people who report on them clay after 
clay and let them get, exclusively, the biggest, most 
interesting stories, then they will get a better press.' 

Adam Gopnik wrote in The New Yorker last 
December that one of the overlooked turning points 
in American journalism came in 1864, after General 
Meade, the hero of Gettysburg, publically humiliated 
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a journalist he disliked. The Yankee hacks retaliated 
by blacking out Meade 's activities, with the conse­
quence that today everybody knows that Robert E. 
Lee was the noble general defeated at Gettysburg. Who 
remembers Meade? 

According to Gopnik, an access culture developed 
after the Civil War in which a journalist's advance­
ment depended on his intimacy with power. He argues 
that this has changed in the past 20 years to an 
aggression culture in which success can also depend 
on a willingess to stage 'visible, ritualised displays of 
aggression' and which avoids any relation to serious 
political ideas because of the need to at least appear 
ob jective. 

In between, says Gopnik, Richard Nixon replaced 
the access system with a system of prepackaging: 

That system-of spin control and prepackaged 
information-became an all-p urpose model for deal­
ing with the press, used by everybody from a politi­
cian running for President to a celebrity running from 
(or to) Vanity Fair. 

Conventional wisdom has it that the press became 
more aggressive in order to mean that the more au­
thoritarian the figure in power, the more aggressive 
the press's reaction. Just the opposite seems to be the 
case: the more authoritarian the figure, the more com­
plaisant the press. Anyone with his own narrative of 
aggression to relate has to be treated respectfully ... 

Australia, lagging behind most American trends, 
has a mixture of access and aggression journalism. I 
agree when Gopnik argues that the 'morality of being 
a reporter is really the same as the morality of being a 
person.' As my old cadet counsellor, a laconic Scot 
named Jim Dunbar, used to say: if you have a think 
about it, you l<now when it's fair. 

But I disagree when Gopnik argues that it doesn't 
make sense to talk about professional ethics in jour­
nalism-as something apart from simple ethics­
because journalism is not a profession (my emphasis). 

Gopnik reckoned that editors demand a 
'particular kind of belligerence' because it sells, and 
reports of conflict and mayhem often have staying 
power. The first entries in The Faber Book of Report­
age include the plague in Athens 430 BC, the Death 

of Socrates, Caesar invades Britain, Rome 

J 
burns and Vesuvius erupts. 

OHN CAREY WRITES IN THE BOOK'S INTRO DUCTION that 
reportage provides modern man with a reassuring 
sense of events going on beyond the immediate hori­
zon, a release from trivial routines and an habitual 
daily illusion of communication with a reality great­
er than himself: 'When we view reportage as the nat­
ural successor to religion, it helps us to understand 
why it should be so profoundly taken up with death 
.. . Reportage, taking religion's place, endlessly feeds 
its reader with the deaths of other people, and 



therefore places him in the position of a survi­
vor ... ' 

That sounds impressive, but may also be 
serious twaddle. Reportage constitutes only a 
fraction of the daily media bombardment. More 
people appear to be Out There with fictional TV 
shows rather than via reportage. 

The Faber Book of Reportage includes three 
eyewitness reports on the sinking of the Titanic, 
although a 1980 article in Punch magazine 
concerning Miss Eva Hart, who was a seven­
year-old passenger when the ship went down, is 
more memorable. 

Miss Hart, a musician, insisted that the 
Titanic's orchestra was not playing Abide With 
Me, but possibly a song called Autumn which 
had a similar beginning. She recalled her fath er 
standing on the deck and her mother reaching 
out from the lifeboat for her hat, a 'large deco­
rated thing ... It 's hard to believe but almost 
every woman took her hat. ' 

Nowadays, Miss Hart would perhaps be 
grilled for Repressed Memory Syndrome. • 

Mark Skulley is a reporter with the Australian 
Financial Review. 

L M£D~ HAVE~~~:~~~'~'~;,; a:}~~~~ again. You know, 
that all-purpose description of any useful advance in science and medicine, 'the 
breakthrough'. 

The recent announcement of the discovery in Australia of a genetically 
defective strain of the HIV virus was billed as a 'world breakthrough'. And, given 
long years of work and a certain amount of good fortune the strain could become 
the basis of a vaccine against AIDS. 

But while the researchers, to their credit, have been trying to stress how 
much effort such a successful outcome would involve, reporters are not so 
circumspect. They have been falling over themselves to ask AIDS support groups 
for comment on how wonderful the future will be. 

To give the HIV research its due, it certainly seems significant. It really might 
be a turning point in the fight against AIDS, but how can you tell? 

And that's part of the problem the media has in reporting science. Reporters 
with little background generally present snapshots of the continuous process 
which incrementally adds to the patchwork of knowledge. For the most part, 
because they don't understand the process, journalists report results without 
context. And in a misguided attempt to make those results more interesting, out 
pops the word 'breakthrough' on cue. 

The impact of this 'breakthrough' syndrome is much wider than the debas­
ing of a word or the dilemma of the boy-who-cried-wolf. Using the word 'break­
through' actually reinforces the old stereotype of scientists as boffins, odd people 
who sit and cogitate all day, occasionally jumping up to cry 'Eureka!' That image 
is not good for funding. People who function like Archimedes surely do not need 
or deserve expensive equipment, facilities and human resources. 

But perhaps of even greater concern is that it gives none of the flavour of 
studies which raise more questions than they solve, which show the world to be 
an increasingly complex place. And for every study which gives a clear answer, 
how many more are inconclusive? 

Almost a year ago, Dr Jeff Friedman and colleagues from the Howard Hughes 
Medical Institute in New York announced that they had found a gene which, 
when disabled, made mice grow extremely fat. They called their gene Ob, the 
obesity gene. It was responsible for a hormone, leptin. When injected, leptin caused 
mice to shed fat. And there was a similar substance found in humans. The media 
were quick to forge the connection between the Ob gene and a 'breakthrough' 
that would revolutionise the diet industry, a fat pill. 

But there is much more to the Ob gene story. No-one has yet been able to 
show any impact of leptin outside of rats and mice. Leptin is already known to be 
present in fat humans. Obese people not only manufacture leptin, they seem to 
make it in proportion to their weight-so they actually have more of it than their 
slimn1er friends.Their problems do not seem to lie with a defective gene, but 
with the fact that its product is not triggering slimming. Already the system is 
starting to look too complex to be rectified by swallowing a simple fat pill. 

Meanwhile a group of Australian researchers, led by Dr Frank Ng at Monash 
University, has found another compound which causes mice to lose fat in fat 
tissue. This compound is a small section of the human growth hormone (hGH) 
molecule. It is not surprising that hGH should be involved in regulating fat: hGH 
is the chemical messenger that regulates growth and development. And growth 
and development need energy, which the body stores as either fat or sugar. Dr Ng 
has also found that another part of the hGH molecule regulates insulin, the enzyme 
which controls the breakdown of sugar. This finding provides a biochemical link 
between obesity and diabetes, a link known at a practical level for years. 

From the 'breakthrough' Ob gene and the prospect of a fat pill, we've suddenly 
leapt into a complicated world of growth, development, diabetes, and energy 
metabolism-not so straightforward, but far more interesting. • 

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer. 
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THE N ATION: 1 

MOIRA R AYNER 

Muzzling the watchdogs 

relationship with government sours. 
Criticism is always inconvenient and 
som etimes politically painful. Pow­
erful interes ts move in to criticise or 
even seek to muzzle them . DPPs 
have been the target: in Victoria, 
where Bernard Bongiorno finally left 
his position after a scandal over the 
Attorney-General's secret plans to 
legislate away his autonom y, and in 
NSW, where DPP Nicholas Cowdrey 
QC was forbidden to give evidence 
about his concerns over proposed 
mandatory sentenci ng laws to a 

Who are they? 

known for her effective advocacy of 
the rights of children . At th e time of 
writing she had been cursori ly 
in vite d to ' consid er h er career 
options' because, it was claimed, she 
had not welcomed the integration of 
what had been her independent office 
into a department with other policy 
priori ties. 

In other words, when govern­
m ents establish guardians of the 
public interest to protec t the rights 
of individuals that may be overlooked 
or overridden, th ey quickly become 
uncomfortable and seek to deprive 
them of the capacity to perform that 
task. 

One of the ways we show respect 
for people is to take th eir interests 
seriously. By definiti on individual 
claims or complaints challenge oth ­
er perceptions of 'the public inter­
est' or the common good. One of the 
most obvious recent examples in Vic­
toria was th e way in which the con-

cerns about the education 
of Aboriginal s tudents 
were dismissed when a 

Directors of Public Prosecutions protect the public interest 
and confidence in the proper administration of criminal justice. 
Community services for the most vulnerable people are overseen 
b y officer s s u ch as (in NSW) a Community Servi ces 
Commissioner, in South Australia the Children's Interests 
Bureau, or (in Victoria) a Public Advocate (for people with 
intellectual disabilities). Concerns about medical and hospital 
treatment may be addressed by Health Services commissioners 
or complaints bureaux in NSW, Queensland, Victoria and now, 
federally, for complaints again st private h ealth insurers. 
Governments se t up complaints mechanisms for facilities such 
as superannuation or insurance, telecom.munica tions; or for 
facilities which were once the business of government but are 
now the business of industry (such as the Victorian Electricity 
Ombudsman) and'independent' regulators of commercial inter­
ests which have consequences for the fabric of society-casinos, 
major international events such as the Olympic Games or the 
Australian Grand Prix. 

particularly effec tiv e 
school, Northland Second­
ary College, was closed. 
The students complained 
that this depri ved them of 
their access to public sec­
ondary education because 
of th eir race, and a series 
of courts found thi s to be 
the case. Nonetheless the 
Victorian Education Min­
ister argued that their 
individual rights claims 
were inconsistent with, 
and therefore unreasona­
bl e to uphold vis-a-vis the 
public interest in a stream ­
lined and economical! y 
efficient education system 
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Parliamentary committee. In South 
Australia the welfare bureaucracy 
seems bent on-and is likely to suc­
ceed in-abolishing the function per­
fann ed since 1984 by the Children 's 
Interests Bureau. Its director, Sally 
Castell-McGregor, is in terna tionall y 
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which could not 'afford' 
to con tinue that service. Through no 
fewer than nine legal proceedings 
over two years the courts upheld 
that challenge, which was m ade 
through the then Victorian Equal 
Opportunity Act, one of m any 
sta tutes which refl ects the public 

interest in a private rights claim. 
Before it was fina lly forced to reopen 
the school, in 1995, the Victorian 
government th en legislated to pre­
vent any furth er claims under State 
anti-discrimination laws, by amend­
m ents to the Victorian Equal Oppor­
tunity Act, and a Constitutional 
amendment which removed the 
jurisdiction of the Suprem e Court so 
to do, entirely . 

Wha t does thi s say about the val­
ue society places on individual rights 
to be equal before the law? 

Citizens acquire their ideas, 
standards and values, their criteria 
for making judgments about their 
own best interests, through part ici­
pation in a community . Recognition 
that they have such interests m eans 
holding them to be, intrinsically, 
worthy of protection even when gov­
ernments do not find this conven­
ient. 

In 1968 the Comm on Law courts 
first asserted the citizens' right to 
challenge governme n t decis ions 
when the House of Lords decided 
that a reques t to produce govern­
m ent documen ts in legal proceed­
ings could no longer be au tomatical­
ly and successfully resisted on the 
ground of ' the public interest'; in­
stead, the court must test the merits 
of th e claim to determine whether or 
not the public interest in keeping 
such a document confide nti al should 
properly outweigh that other public 
interest, that justice be done and be 
seen to be done. Since then govern­
ments in the Common Law tradi­
tion, as Australia is, have sought to 
allow, in a more systematic but 
increasingly limited way, citizen 
access to government information: 
rights under FOI legislation, to writ­
ten re<lsons for administrative deci­
sions, or access to sta tutory tribu­
nals such as the Administrative 
Appeals Tribumal.. 

There has been growing reluc­
tance to continue a long this path . 
The Victorian Attorney-General, for 
instance, appears to be of the view 
that Parliamentary elections arc suf-



ficient m echanism s for individuals 
to register their protests. Addressing 
a seminar on the Victorian Consti­
tution in October 1995, Mrs Wade 
asserted that while ' legitimate' crit­
icism of government action had a 
value-'keeping us on our toes'­
this did not require access to a rem­
edy for loss of civil rights and liber­
ties. 

Mrs Wade dismissed widespread 
concern about the growing Victori­
an practice of preventing citizens 
from seeking redress for lost rights 
and damaged interests by legislation 
which included Cons tituti ona l 
am endment to deprive the Supreme 
Court of jurisdiction. The m ost con­
troversial legislation in the last 18 
m onths seeks to protect commercial 
con tracts for government-supported 
projects-such as the casino, th e 
Australian Grand Prix and the new 
City Link tollway- from public 
disclosure. It m akes it possible for 
citizen s to commit offen ces by 
ob jecting to their implem entation 
and- in each case-amends the Con­
sti tution to remove the Supreme 
Court 's jurisdiction in significant 
respects. Removal of access to a Sta te 
Supreme Court also in effect deprives 
the ci tizen of th e right of access to 
the Commonwealth's High Court . 
The Ikea case is presently challeng­
ing such provisions on the ground 
that th ey are inhe re ntly 
unconstitu tiona!. 

Form al political structures them ­
selves-parliament, the executive, 
the courts-protect the public inter­
est in a representative democracy, 
but these are not in themselves the 
source of the public interest . The 
public interest in individual inter­
ests exists because of the fundam en­
tal principles of a representative 
democracy, which require individu­
als to be protected against encroach­
m ent upon their rights by the polit­
ically powerful. 

When governments seek to allay 
public concern about their adminis­
trative acts by appointing 'watch­
dogs'-they have enthusiastica lly 
embraced quasi -'ombudsmen ' or 
commissioners particularly- it is 
instructive to observe how they have 
treated those which already exist. It 
is arguable that an y office or office­
holder which is resourced at the dis­
cretion of the executive and may be 

abolished or its officers dismissed 
without redress is not, technically, 
independent at all. What value do 
they have if, when they do what 
their job requires, the government 
undermines their legitimacy? 

For example, on 10 November 
The Age reported that the Victorian 
Health Minister had severely at­
tacked her health services commis­
sioner simply because she had pre­
sented a paper at a case mix confer­
ence in Adelaide which referred to 
Victorian complaints of shorter stays 
and earlier discharge, shifting hu ­
man and financial cos t to the com ­
munity. Mrs Tehan had apparently 
objected to this ' behaviour' in the 
strongest terms, asserting that the 
commissioner should not m ak e any 
public comment unless she had first 
reported to Parliament or to the min­
ister. It might well be argued that 
there is no point in es tablishing such 

offices if their duty to speak rr about their work is denied. 

.1. HE PEOPLE DO HA VE OPINIONS about 
' legitimacy' which goes beyond the 
forms of law. Twenty years on we 
still care about th e conduct of the 
Governor-General not so much be­
cause of the technica l legality-or 
illegality-of his acts, but because 
h e acted furtively-and, apparently, 
to protect his own position. Victori­
ans are concerned about the laws 
which es tablish commercial enter­
prises which considerably affect pub­
lic interests, because their govern ­
m ent has fallen into the habit of 
protecting them by concealing in­
formation, granting immunities to 
private corporations, and limiting or 
den y in g citizens ' ri ghts and 
freedoms: because they raise funda­
mental questions about competing 
assessments of the public interest, 
individual rights vis-a-vis the State, 
and the proper uses of power. They 
raise questions about the principles 
of the rule of law, which are infre­
quently discussed, but underlie our 
sense of the legitimacy of govern­
m ent. 

These are the principles which 
do not permit a public servant to 
exercise arbitrary discretions; which 
say that everyone is equal before the 
law and subject to the same laws, 
administered by ordinary judicial 
institutions, to which everyone has 

the right of equal access and to be 
trea ted properly in them . The un ­
written rule of law gives individuals 
essential rights vis-a-vis the State: 
freedom of expression and m ove­
m ent, equal protection from threa ts, 
violence or exploitation, and proce­
dural guarantees such as due process 
and natural justice. 

When it is denied or misunder­
stood the rule of law becom es tenu­
ous, even in a community which 
considers itself to be free. When its 
principles are overridden as a m atter 
of course, or advoca tes are threat­
ened or silenced, the institutions of 
democracy are deeply undermined. 

Australians have a civic duty to 
understand and preserve the funda­
m en tal principles of the rule of law­
constraints on discretionary power; 
equality before the law; and an inde­
pendent and accessible judiciary­
and to object to their removal. They 
protect the public interes t in a soci­
ety where individual and minority 
rights not only matter: they are the 
reason for the State's existence. • 

Moira Rayner is a lawyer and 
freelance journalist. 
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THE NATION: 2. 

RAIMOND GAITA 

Reflections on the 
euthanasia debate 

W "" SOMt 'W'" so omRMWW to change 
the law in Victoria, now that euthanasia is, de facto, 
permissible? I think an important part of the answer 
is this: many people are persuaded by Peter Singer's 
vision of a new, ethically mature, society to replace 
the old one sustained (they believe) by religious 
superstitions and an infantile moral absolutism. They 
believe the old order is dying on its feet . Some of them 
find this inspiring, even some who find aspects of 
Singer's vision abhorrent. 

That would go some way to explaining why many 
of the campaigners for more liberal laws appear not 
to take their opposition seriously. The Age provides 
an example. It called for a 'ra tional debate' on eutha­
nasia. It also said that 'compassion demands' a change 
in the law and that the present state of affairs is hypo­
critical. That doesn't look like a position from which 
one can concede much to the opposition. It makes 
the call for rational debate look less like an invita­
tion to a discussion than a summons to have one's 
hard-heartedness and hypocrisy exposed. This 

incapacity amongst many 
campaigners for euthanasia 
to take seriously the other 
side of the argument goes 
back a long way. 

It shows itself in their 
incredulous response to the 
question, why do not those 
who ask a doctor to kill 
them or to h elp them die, 
consider killing themselves 
instead? Of course, some­
times they cannnot do it, 
and when they can the con­
sequences are sometimes 
terrible. Such facts are cited 
often enough, but never 

against any position that needs seriously to be re­
minded of them. It is a remarkable fact that support­
ers of euthanasia have been under no real pressure to 
explain why many of those who ask others to kill 
them could not kill themselves. 

Why should there be such pressure? The answer 
is obvious to anyone who believes the considerations 
for and against euthanasia yield ample material for 
dilemmas. The person who is willing to assis t in your 
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suicide or to kill you today, may tomorrow be per­
suaded by the other side of the argument and suffer 
grievous remorse. That possibility flows from the 
acknowledgment that there is a morally serious case 
against euthanasia, one that could persuade someone 
of sense and goodwill, whether or not they are reli­
gious . In most cases no one could know how real that 
possibility of change is for the person who has agreed 
to assist someone to die or who has killed someone. 
Given how serious the remorse would be if it were a 
lucid response to the reasons that should inform it, it 
is reasonable to ask, what kind of person would ask 
someone to risk it rather than suffer a fail ed suicide 
attempt? 

If the person appreciated the nature of the risk, 
the answer would often have to be harsh. However I 
think that they do not appreciate it. I suspect the main 
reason why they have not been moved by the fear that 
the doctor who kills them might later suffer grievous 
remorse, is that they cannot see how someone who is 
not religious could find in euthanasia grounds for such 
remorse. They take religion to be a form of supersti­
tion and believe that the road from superstition to 
enlightenment is usually, at least in the life of an 
individual, one way . They therefore assume that a 

non-religious doctor who favours euthanasia 

H 
can be relied on not to lapse into unreason. 

OW DOES ONE EXPLAIN THIS FAILURE of moral 
imagination? By pointing, I think, to forms of 
dissociation-of some of our beliefs from others and 
of some of our beliefs from experience. The former is 
caused by a fai lure to distinguish what we believe from 
what we believe we believe (as Bernard Williams puts 
it in Shame and Necessity). The latter is caused by 
our failure adequately to conceptualise what is at issue 
in the distinction between knowledge of the head and 
knowledge of the heart . That failure expresses itself 
in a distinction between reason and emotion that 
distorts our understanding of one of the most 
important facts about the ethical- that we often learn 
by being moved by what others say and do . The two 
forms of dissociation feed one ano ther. 

The dissociation in our beliefs often shows itself 
in our inconsistencies. We som etimes take as obvious 
something that contradicts other things we believe, 
and som etimes we do it for reasons that are more 



interesting than the fact that we are always vulnera­
ble to inconsistency. In this case it arises from obscu­
rities in the concepts of morality and religion, and 
the concepts of the psychological and the spiritual, 
which are connected with them in close and complex 
ways. We sometimes fail to understand the nature of 
our moral beliefs-not only about what we should or 
should not do, but about what we take morality to 
be, and therefore, what we take to be of moral concern. 

Many people believe that only religion could 
justify (by providing premises for valid arguments) the 
claim that euthanasia is always morally wrong be­
cause suicide is always morally wrong. They also take 
the following beliefs about suicide to be obviously 
compelling for anyone who is not religious . First, that 
there can be no moral objection to suicide unless the 
person who commits suicide harms others or exhib­
its a vice in committing it, a vice, for example, such 
as cowardice. Secondly, that there can be no justifi­
cation for interfering with suicides unless they are 
acting against their best interests or harming others . 

Many of the same people are often closer to reli­
gious ideas about suicide than sits easily with their 
(sincerely) professed beliefs about religion and suicide. 
The religious objection to suicide, put generally, is 
that people can wrong themselves analogously to the 
ways they wrong others . In particular-this objection 
goes-when they kill themselves, they wrong them 

selves analogously to the way murderers 
wrong their victims. 

R LIGIO HAS OFTE READ that analogy closely, de­
scribing suicide as self-murder. One can believe that 
reading to be a mistake while agreeing that one can 
act morally against oneself, that most suicides do so, 
and that that fact partially informs our sense of the 
nature and seriousness of murder. Those beliefs are 
inconsistent with the belief that there can be noth­
ing wrong with suicide if it harms no one and if it 
expresses no vice. I suspect that many people hold 
those inconsistent beliefs . 

Certainly many people take seriously the idea 
that some forms of acting against oneself, some forms 
of reckless disregard for one's life or health, and some 
forms of suicide, may be objectionable in ways con­
veyed by the thought that to do these things is to hold 
one's life cheap. Some will go further and speak of 
those deeds as forms of ingratitude. They may speak 
of life as a gift while rejecting the need to answer the 
question-who gave it? Or, if they will not speak this 
way on their own behalf, they may understand and 
be moved, in ways that are in tension with their 
officia l at titudes, by the fact that o thers do. 

I have conjectured that many of the people who 
believe such things also believe that there can be no 
ethical objection to suicide when it harms no one and 
does not manifest a vice. If that is true, and if the 
reasons for it are deeper than our ordinary disposi­
tion to inconsistency, then the task to determine what 

we most deeply believe is likely to be more difficult 
than either side of this argument appears inclined to 
acknowledge. 

One of the doctors who challenged the Victorian 
law said that he assisted the suicide of a young man 
dying of AIDS who had become severely incontinent 
and could not bear the indignity of it. You don't have 
to be religious to be uneasy by what that says about 
when a life might reasonably be thought to be no 
longer worth living. People have lived through such 
humiliations to find and to express a sense of value 
that transcends them. We sometime express that 
sense of value by speaking of a deeper sense of dignity, 
or of an inalienable dignity. However, I suspect that 
the concept of dignity cannot really sustain such dis­
engagement from appearances. Dignity is inherently 
alienable by indignities . Its vulnerability to shame 
makes it unsuited to express the ethical content of 
the idea that all human life is sacred. Those who rely 
on the concepts of inalienable dignity and of quality 
of life, often look desperate when they try to express 
what hum.an life may mean in the face of severe and 
degrading affliction. 

People do maintain dignity in the face of terrible 
indignities and humiliations. However, I think that 
the cases in which this is possible-the cases in which 
dignity is the right concept to capture the demeanour 
that remains possible for them-are fewer than is 
needed by those who are morally troubled by eutha­
nasia in many circumstances . I am sure that those 
who are opposed to euthanasia in all circumstances 
are whistling in the dark when they talk of inalienable 
dignity. Simone Weil, whose writings on suffering and 
affliction, and on our tendencies to seek consoling 
illusions are amongst the most insightful I know, 
wrote of 'those who have been struck the kind of blow 
which leaves the victim writhing on the ground like 
a half crushed worm ' . It is possible even for such peo­
ple, nourished by a saintly love and seeing things in 
the light of that love, to speak of their life as a gift. 
We know it is possible because it has happened. If it 
had not happened, we would have no reason to think 
it even intelligible, let alone possible. But they do not 
find it possible to speak that way because they have 
tapped within themselves a deeper source of dignity, 
or because they have found some quality of life up 
their sleeve. The possibility of such a response to af­
fliction has always seemed mysterious to those who 
have wondered at it and felt obliged to testify to it. 
They persistently invoke concepts like Goodness (of 
the kind that invites a capital 'G'), love, purity and 
grace. These are concepts that stand in a different re­
lation to the will (and, as I shall presently suggest, to 
the range of natural human goods) than does the con­
cept of dignity and those, such as courage and nobili­
ty, that go with it. 

It is unfortunate that the concepts of dignity and 
'qua lity of life' should dominate discu ssion of 
euthanasia. Both are of the kind Simone Weil called 
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intrinsically mediocre, that is, they are intrinsically 
inadequate to the spiritual realities we sometimes try 
to express with them. The latter is worse than the 
former. Talk of quality of life seldom conveys the 
considerations that impinge on a person's sense of the 
meaning in his or her life. It is a banal expression in 
most of its uses, especially when it hardens into phras­
es like ' the argument from the quality of life' or 'con­
siderations of quality of life' . Their repeated use tends 
to make us tone deaf to the language we need in this 
discussion. That exemplifies the second kind of dis­
sociation. We become tone deaf but do not notice it. 
Favoured theories about the relation of the cognitive 

and the affective reduce our 
chances of seeing what a 
handicap this is. 

That is one reason 
why we should all be wary 
of talk of 'quality of life ' . 
But there is a reason partic­
ular to those who oppose 
euthanasia. Talk of quali­
ty of life tilts the argument 
against them. It tends to 
be tied to the ongoing ful­
filment of wishes and de­
sires, the pursuit of projects 
and such like. It is there­
fore well suited to support 
th e apparent truism that 

life may cease to be a good to its possessor. It sup­
ports the natural thought that life is a space of oppor­
tuniti es in which the characteristic human goods are 
won and lost, and that a humanly good life is one in 
which the good outweighs the bad. It is obvious that 
according to this conception there may come a time 
in someone's life when their sufferings are so great 
and their disabilities so extensive, that life ceases to 
be a good for them , and dignity impossible. The con­
ceptual and spiritual reach of talk of quality of life 
ends just where the transforming power of an uncon­
ditional gratitude for the gift of life begins. I cannot 
argue this in convincing detail here, nor even hope to 
show that there is something intelligible here for ar­
gument to defend. I have tried to do so at length in 
Good and Evil: An Absolute Conception . Here, I can 
merely try to map some of the conceptual landscape. 

Could such considerations, suitably elaborated, 
sustain the belief that euthanasia and suicide are 
always impermissible7 I think they could not, but it 
does not matter to the ethical significance of the idea 
that all human life is sacred. It is again unfortunate 
that the argument over that idea has been hijacked 
by the claim that its ethical content is captured in 
the principle that it is always morally wrong inten­
tionally to kill an innocent person. Even if the claim 
that all human life is sacred entails that principle, its 
ethical content is not revealed in its exceptionless 
character. Its content has always been connected with 
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a particular sense of the preciousness of each individ­
ual. That preciousness is interdependent with the 
modalities that express the fact that we are a unique 
kind of limit to our own will and to the will of oth­
ers. Elaboration of that interdependence reveals to us 
the particular kind of seriousness that ethical consid­
erations have for us. Kant tried to capture it in the 
authority and seriousness he attributed to the cate­
gorical imperative. 

The nature of that authority and seriousness is 
best shown in lucid remorse. Remorse reveals how 
extraordinary it is that oth er human beings could 
matter to us as much as and in the way that they do. 
Dostoyevski explored this with passionate insight. It 
is cause for astonishment that we should routinely 
find it understandable (if badly mistaken) that people 
should sometimes kill themselves in their grief over 
the realisation of what it means to have murdered 
someone-even when the person they murdered mat­
tered not a fig to them or to anyone one else, and 
would have been mourned by no one if he had died of 
natural causes. Elaboration of what it means to wrong 
someone will generally disclose the relevance to that 
meaning of the victim's desires and interests, projects 
and so on. But reflection on remorse reveals two 
things. Firstly, how extraordinary- how unnatural­
that it matters so much to us when we illegitimately 
interfere with someone's interes ts or override their 
autonomy. Secondly, that its mattering that much and 
in that way to us informs and is informed by, our a 
sense of the way human beings are precious. 

Remorse is the horrified-and often bewildered­
realisation of the meaning of the wrong one has done 
and what one has become by doing it. When one tries 
to elaborate what it means, many of our theories about 
the nature of morality seem inadequate. 'My God what 
have I done. I have violated the social contract, or my 
freely chosen principles, or botched my chances of 
flourish ing! ' And so on. These elaborations of a 
remorseful sense of what one has done are parodies of 
moral seriousness because they diminish the impor­
tance of one's victim, or because they are inadequate 
to a wrong-doer's remorseful sense of what it means 
to have made this person their victim. That is the 
deepest lesson that remorse offers to moral reflection . 
It reveals to us- in a way that argument over princi­
ples of conduct does not-what it m eans to wrong 
someone and the way that connects with the idea that 
human beings are precious, an idea we sometimes ex­
press by saying that they are unique and irreplacea­
ble. But remorse does not reveal that wrong-doing 
means what it does because human beings are irre­
placeable (or precious). Rather-and this is critical­
it discloses the way in which our sense of what it is 
to wrong someone is interdependent with that sense 
of individuality and its value to us. Morality-or 
rather, this conception of it- is imbedded in a pre­
ceding sense of human preciousness which sustains 
it, but which it then transforms. The idea that hu-



m an beings are sacred is such a transformation- the 
m ost sublime in the history of m oral thought. 

Many of the examples with which we probe the 
concept of the sanctity of life are of extremes. In the 
argument over euthanasia they are often of extreme 
suffering. In other cases they are of people who m ay 
not be suffering, but who lack to some radical degree 
the normal capacities of human beings. In still other 
cases, they are of people who have done such evil and 
whose characters are so wicked, that it is natural to 
think that they deserve to be treated like vermin. Such 
examples may incline people to think that the idea 
that human life is sacred is properly expressed in 
exceptionless moral principles, for in their exception­
less character those principles take us to the extremes. 
But the conception of the preciousness of each 
individual that may be revealed in reflection on such 
extremes, is not of that of an individual whose 
preciousness exists only at extremes. The absolute­
ness of that conception of absolute value which finds 
expression in the idea that all human beings are 
sacred, is not captured in the thought-even here one 
cannot do such and such. It is found in the meaning 
of the wrong we do even when it is quite ordinary 
and uncontroversial. 

If the insistence on exceptionless principles is not 
to appear merely lunatic-an instance of what Jack 
Smart called ' rule worship'-then it will have to make 
clear its relation to a sense of the meaning of wrong­
doing that is interdependent with the sense that each 
human being is unconditionally precious. Casuistry 
over hard cases which are intended to test exception­
less principles has distracted attention from this need. 

I think that in order adequately to deal with the 
difficulties th rown up in the argument over 
euthanasia, we need to explore more deeply than we 
have whether morality is usefully distinguished from 
the ethical, how it relates to the religious, whether 
we need a concept of the spiritual distinguished from 
the religious and from the moral, and how in relation 
to all this, we should place the psychological. I don' t 
mean that we need to think about these things in the 
abstract. We should think about them under the pres­
sure of the examples which reveal the need to do it . 
Schopenhauer said that if there are moral arguments 
against suicide, they go deeper than those to be found 
in ordinary morality. I have already indicated why the 
seriousness of suicide cannot be fully captured in the 
vice it may exhibit, or the harm it doe to someone 
else. It cannot be fully captured in the thought that it 
is always immoral or wicked or evil, nor, of course, 
in the thought that it is terribly sad that anyone should 
be driven to taking their life. The difficulty of deter­
mining what kind of terribleness attaches to suicide 
when it is not moral or psychological terribleness is 
not a trivial matter of classification, or a merely ver­
bal matter. It is a difficulty generated by weaknesses 
in the concepts of the moral and the psychological. I 
believe that the same is true of the terribleness of some 

acts of euthanasia and assisted suicide. 
Attention to the differences between the moral 

and the ethical, the religious and the spiritual, will 
show, I think, how implausible it is that an excep­
tionless prohibition against suicide and euthanasia 
could rationally be au thoritative for someone who is 
not religious. It is implausible that the moral content 
of the idea that all human life is sacred will yield an 
understanding of what it means to commit suicide or 
euthanasia that will support the claim that these are 
always morally impermissible. The terribleness that 
from a religious point of view always attends suicide 
and euthanasia, will not be revealed in the moral 
content of the idea that life is sacred, insofar as that 
content is binding on an enlightened secular 
conscience. It needs to be expressed in specifically 
religious concepts-the concept of sin, for example. 

It is therefore desirable and inevitable that we 
should think again about the relation of religion to 
morality and of both to law. If the work of reason is 
really to be done, as so many are urging that it should 
be, then its first task must be to rescue the phenomena 
from over-simplification. That will not be a morally 
neutral achievement, because what one takes the 
phenomena to be is to some, inexpungeable, degree 
determined by one's ethical sensibility. It is a mis­
take to think, as Singer does, that an account of 
morality or the ethical can recommend itself over its 
competitors on the grounds that it gives the most 
economical account of all the relevant phenomena. 
One's sense of what is relevant, and then, of whether 

it is adequately characterised, is not neu-

s tral as between those competing accounts. 

OMEONEMAY OBJECT THAT WHATEVER MERIT there may 
be in what I have said, it is irrelevant to the argument 
over euthanasia, because I have been talking about 
morality and religion whereas the argument has been 
about their relation to law. The argument (this objec­
tion continues) has been about whether respect for 
th e autonomy of adults together with certain 
principles of the liberal state require that in certain 
circumstances the law should permit voluntary 
euthanasia and assisted suicide. 

The demand for autonomy can be a superficial 
thing. It sometimes amounts to little more than the 
irritated demand that other people mind their own 
business. Of course it can go deeper. Tamas Pataki, 
writing in the July/Augu tissue of Quadrant said: 

There are ... people who, with their support for the 
existing laws and other forms of advocacy, seek, 
through the instrument of the law, to intrude into 
that relationship [between mortals and their death J 

and to regulate how and when, and so with how much 
suffering, with what degree of self-respect, by what 
means and at what time, the dying should be allowed 
to die. I am simplifying, but it comes down to that, 
and I can scarcely think of anything more indecent, 
reprehensible or presumptuous. 
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take seriously 

the idea that 
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of suicide, 
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that to do 
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Remorse is the 

horrified 

-and often 

bewildered -

realisation 

of the meaning 

of the wrong 

one has done 

and what 

one has beconw 

by doing it. 

When one tries 

to elaborate 

what it 1neans, 
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theories about 

the nature of 

morality seem 

inadequate. 
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Pataki referred to Freud's response to a related 
matter. Anyone who knows Freud's work will be able 
to hear more fully the tone of Pataki's indignation. 
Rhetoric aside, it commands respect. Yet, in my 
judgment, it is Simone Weil who gives the deepest 
account of the considerations that cluster around the 
concept of autonomy. In 'Human Personality' and 
elsewhere she writes passionately of the obligation 
to respect each person's 'power of refusal'. She grounds 
that obligation-its strictness and the seriousness of 

its violation-in her account of what it 
means for a person to be sacred. 

H ER ACCOUNT AND PATAKJ's very different one (as 
it is implicit in what he says) achieve their authority 
from their conceptions of the preciousness of each 
human being. Those conceptions are interdependent 
with their accounts of autonomy. When those ac­
counts are elaborated they show the different things 
it can mean to fail to respect autonomy. Respect for 
their autonomy is an essential part of how we express 
the way people matter to us, but it is only part of it. 
What we take autonomy to be and the weight we give 
it, will vary according to the ethical perspective from 
which we view it . 

Just as talk of autonomy will not decide between 
seriously competing ethical conceptions in which it 
is imbedded, so it will not decide disputes about the 
relation of morality to law. Someone could rationally 
defend the existing law on euthanasia, and even 
stricter enforcement of it, by arguing that the law 
expresses and supports that ethical conception of the 
individual within which autonomy is most seriously 
respected. They might warn that in the name of 
autonomy we are undermining the practices which 
condition our deepest sense of why it must be 
respected. But they could not clear-sightedly believe 
themselves to be appealing to a morally neutral 
conception of autonomy. The qualification 'deepest', 
as I have used it to expound such a view-what it 
would come to when elaborated-is reliant on the 
ethical perspective it recommends, rather than an 
independent reason for adopting that perspective . 

There are many conceptions of human dignity 
and of the way we are precious to one another. Sup­
porters of euthanasia are right to say that liberalisa­
tion of the law will not of itself drive us to barbarism. 
Societies which did not have anything like the idea 
of the sanctity of life as it has been part of the religious 
tradition of the West, have had serious conceptions 
of the preciousness of persons even when they 
permitted infanticide and euthanasia. One need only 
to read Homer and the Greek Tragedies to know that. 
But it is also true that one need only read them to 
know that the ancient Greeks would have found 
absurd the suggestion that no human being, no matter 
who they are or what they have done, may be killed 
in the spirit of ridding the world of vermin. Some of 
the argument must be over whether that matters. 
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There is no neutral point which could yield deci­
sive arguments about law and morality that would 
settle what divides parties to this dispute. That being 
said, it should at least be acknowledged by all 
concerned, that despite the distinguished place in le­
gal philosophy of the view that law and morality are 
radically separate concerns, in our practice they have 
always been interwoven. Murderers could not express 
to themselves the ethical sense of the evil they had 
done to their victims by elaborating the wrong they 
had done to society. The murdered dead will not haunt 
their murderers only in the legal persona of a mem­
ber of the community. 'My God what I have clone. I 
have killed someone with whom I had (at least im­
plicitly) a civil contract not to do this sort of thing!' 
The sense of the evil of murder, as it is revealed in a 
lucid remorse, informs our sense of its criminality. I 
know of no compelling argument why it shouldn't; 
which of course does not imply that the criminality 
of murder is just the evil of it . 

The law against euthanasia does not exist only 
to prevent abuses that might follow its abolition. It 
exists also, I think, to expresses the recognition that, 
as things stand, our sense of the evil of murder de­
pends on a conception of the preciousness of the indi­
vidual that is threatened by the idea that voluntary 
euthanasia is the sort of moral issue that the law 
should leave to conscience. 

Is this consistent with liberalism? It is probably 
not consistent with classical liberal theory as we have 
it in John Stuart Mill, or perhaps even as it has been 
developed after him. It relies on a sense of the expres­
sive function of law, and on an idea of ethical value 
as sui generis, which is probably inconsistent with 
any concept of harm that is true to the spirit of classi­
cal liberalism. It has long been recognised that the 
moral/conceptual difficulties in determining what 
will count as harm creates problems for the liberal 
doctrine that the law should act against individuals 
only when their actions harm others. Of course peo­
ple who oppose euthanasia believe that it harms those 
who are killed in that way (and the person who kills 
them), but the harm is of the kind they believe sui­
cides inflict on themselves by holding their life cheap. 
It is doubtful whether liberalism can acknowledge that 
kind of harm without distorting exactly what made 
it an attractive doctrine. That is probably why oppo­
nents of euthanasia have (for the most part) not ar­
gued the case for the recognition of that kind of harm 
in order to preserve their liberal credentials. 

Be that as it may: as with the legal philosophy 
that radically separates law and morality, so too with 
that theory of liberty. It has never been fully part of 
an existing free society. One can think of that gap as 
a reason for trying to take our society closer to the 
liberal ideal, or one can take it as a reason for reject­
ing that ideal, or much of it, because it cannot ade­
quately express our aspiration to liberty. I think the 
second is the better option. Liberalism is in trouble 



on many fronts. The challenge is to free our aspira­
tion to liberty from its distortion by liberalism. 

Finally, liberty is not the central political issue 
in the euthanasia debate. Pataki's protest expresses a 
strong sense of when the state has no right to intrude, 
but no elaboration of the good of liberty will be ade­
quate to the outrage he expresses when he says that 
he can scarcely think of anything that is more 'inde­
cent, reprehensible or presumptuous'. 

Does the kind of weight I have given to the mor­
al connection between objections to suicide and to 
euthanasia, make me vulnerable to the objection that 
the law is inconsistent in permitting suicide but pro­
hibiting voluntary euthanasia? I think not. The pros­
ecution of a poor wretch who has attempted suicide 
is an obscenity that discredits the law, just as there­
fusal to bury in hallowed ground someone who has 
succeeded is an obscenity that discredits religion. Nei­
ther of those judgments entails that the law should 
make all means of suicide readily available to com­
petent adults, and neither entails that those who as­
sist others to kill themselves, or who kill them after 
they have requested it, are merely the morally neutral 

means to the efficient realisation of some-

A 
one's fully competent desire to die . 

LAW THAT EXPRESSES THE CONCEPTION of human 
life that I have been trying to reclaim for serious con­
sideration, will discourage people from asking doc­
tors (and others) to kill them and from doctors (and 
others) from agreeing to such requests. But the en­
forcement of such a law will also recognise that there 
are times when it would be indecent for law to inter­
vene, for the same reasons that it is indecent to pros­
ecute attempted suicides. They will be times when 
affliction and indignity are so protracted or severe, or 
both, that the law should not presume to sit in judg­
m ent on those who ask to die and those who assist 
them to die, or even who kill them. They are some of 
the cases that prompt people to say that 'compassion 
demands ' that euthanasia sometimes be lawful. But 
there are other cases when, in despair over the mean­
ing of their lives and in the name of a dignified death, 
people seize on the possibility of euthanasia to take 
control of their dying, and seek to die well before their 
illness makes any such thought about the 'demands' 
of compassion plausible. I do not say a law which per­
mits euthanasia or assisted suicide in this latter kind 
of case is incompatible with any sense of the precious­
ness of life, or that ours would be an evil society if 
the law permitted it. But we have reason to believe 
that such a law would not be consistent with the sense 
of the preciousness of the individual which presently 
informs our sense of the evil of murder, or with our 
sense that even the most radical evil-doers are owed 
our unconditional respect. The law would be justi­
fi ed in prosecuting such cases. 

The present state of affairs in Victoria more fully 
respects the divisions in our society than would any 

proposed change. Some who wish the law to be 
changed have argued that the present state of affairs 
brings the law into disrepute and that that must be 
reckoned to be a bad outcome by all parties in this 
dispute. But it is not always the case that a law which 
is not enforced and which is challenged to prosecute 
those who break it, falls into disrepute when it refus­
es to prosecute. It depends on perceptions of why it 
has not been enforced. I think that Victorians know 
that the present state of affairs is a serious response 
to serious situation-that it is not, as The Age says, 
hypocritical, nor even muddled. However it is true 
that the law cannot retain its authority if it is persist­
ently broken and mocked and yet does not prosecute 
those who break it. I fear that the zeal of those who 
are excited by the prospect of shaping a new moral 
order will allow them no rest until they have forced 
the law to change. 

Their enthusiasm for discrediting 'the doctrine 
of the sanctity of life', should make one wary of the 
claim that no one need fear that 'human life would 
be devalued' (The Age ) if the law were to permit eu­
thanasia. Those who are inspired by Singer's vision 
must at least hope that the widespread sympathy for 
a more liberal law is an expression of the radical 
change in attitudes they applaud. They must also hope 
that a more liberal law will consolidate that change, 
and encourage more of just the kind feared by sup-
porters of the present · 
law. Of course, those 
who press for such 
change do not believe 
that it would express an 
objectionable devaluing 
of human life. Moreover, 
they believe that those 
who are now dismayed 
by its prospect may come 
to welcome it, and to 
agree that it is not at the 
bottom of a well-known 
slope, but at the end of a 
path clearly lit by reason. 

That path, insofar as 
we can infer its route from the professed beliefs of 
those who urge us to travel it, will lead to non-volun­
tary euthanasia, to (at least) argument about the de­
sirability of involuntary euthanasia, and to the killing 
of infant children for reasons which no one could se­
riously describe as the expression of compassion. 
Those who fear this believe that our reasons for trav­
elling this route are not transparent to reason and are 
not the expression of it. They will find no comfort in 
the reassurances offered them. • 

Raimond Gaita is Professor of Philosophy at the 
Institute of Advanced Research, Australian Catholic 
University. 
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Stand up and 
be counted 

Or, in the case of many 
writers, go away to your 
room, sit down, write and 
be counted. On the public 
platform, in their 
invented lives, in print 
or on television, 1995 has 
been the year of the writer 
and the year of controversy. 

This month Helen Garner, and 
Goenawan Mohamad talk about 
trials and tricks that go with the 
territory; Andrew Riemer 
discusses the way Germany 
is reacting to the controversial 
Marcel Reich-Ranicki, 
and Jim Davidson sizes up the 
Melbourne Writers' Festival. 
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WRITERS 

HELEN G ARNER 

A world apart 
In a talk given at the recent Melbourne Writers' Festival , Helen Garner 

E 
pondered what sort of responsibilities writers have to their subjects. 

CTION WRITERS ARE OFTE ASKED, challengingly, if The South African writer Nadine Gordimer 
they can morally justify 'hurting the feelings' of ' real tackles the topic in the introduction to her Selected 
people' that they supposedly write about. Perhaps I Stories ( 1975 ): 
can come at this question from a different angle, by Powers of observation heightened beyond the nor-
asking what sort of person becomes a writer. mal imply extraordinary disinvolvement; or rather the 

One evening, back in the '70s, some people were double process, excessive preoccupation and identifi -
dancing in the kitchen of a big communal house in cation with the lives of others, and at the same tim e a 
Melbourne where I lived. I was standing in the door- monstrous detachment. For identification brings the 
way with a woman friend, cheerfully watching. One superficial loyalties (that is, to the self) of conceal-
of the dancers, I noticed, was clicking her tongue in ment and privacy, while detachment brings the harsh-
time to the music as she bopped around among the er fideliti es (to the truth about the self) of revealment 
chairs. I remarked to my friend, 'Look how X clicks and exposure. The tension between standing apart and 
her tongue while she dances '. I m eant nothing by it- being fully involved: that is what makes a writer. 
it was just a neutral observation, as one might point If social life runs most smoothly when people 
out a bird on a twig or an unusual cloud-but my don ' t notice things, then it follows that a writer is 
friend leapt away from me someone you don ' t 

as if I had pinched her. She If social life runs most smoothly when particularly like having 
stared at me with distaste around. The unpleasant-
and said, ' Oooh. That's people don't notice things, then it follows ness of having a writer in 
creepy. You're creepy. the room-in your life-
You're too detached.' that a writer is someone you don't reminds m e of thos e 

This happened nearly particularly like having around. The scary posters that som e 
20 years ago, but I have fundamentalist Chris-
never forgotten the jolt of unpleasantness of having a writer in the tians have hanging on 
it. It was m y first outside · l'l · d f h th eir living room or 
confirma tion that some- room-m your 11 e-remm s me 0 t ose kitchen walls: Christ, the 

thing I had often sensed in scary posters that some fundamentalist unseen listener to every 
mys elf- de ta chm en t - conversation. 
was a bit weird : that if Christians have hanging on their living It 's sugges ted th at 

people found out about it, room or kitchen walls: Christ, the unseen people don 't like seeing 
they wouldn' t like it. themselves represented 

Virginia Woolf is only listener to every conversation. in fiction because it 
one writer who h a ' hurt s their feelings'. I 
remarked on this aspect of her character. She noticed propose that their reasons for objecting are more 
h er own detachment at a very early age, and wrote complex and interesting than that . 
about the moment, years later as an adult, in her diary . If som eone else gives an account of a situation 
She recalls that just after her mother had died, the you were involved in, the feeling of wrongness you 
whole household was summoned to stand around the get is-on one level anyway-aesthetic. It 's about the 
bed. The child Virginia noticed that one of the maids shape of the story. To you, its shape is all wrong. The 
seem ed to be faking grief: her tears did not look story opens at the wrong point, omitting certain de-
genuine. What appals Woolf about the memory, tails which you feel are essentia l, or including matter 
though, is that even while she herself, half stunned that you see as irrelevant. The rhythm of the story is 
with pain and loss, was standing there beside the dead all wrong: the stresses fall in the wrong places, the 
body of her mother, the noticing part of herself was pace is too slow or too rushed. 
still working-persistent, disobedient, involuntary. The dialogue is all wrong-you didn 't say that, 
She sensed this split in herself as som ething alarm- or you said som ething much cleverer and m ore to the 
ing, and felt relieved when she came across Guy de point-and besides, the order of quote and events is Photograph of 
Maupassant commenting on the same thing in him- also wrong. The balance of the story is out of whack. Helen Gam er, p28, 
self and other writers. The style is m ediocre. The meaning is distorted-and by Pan ch Hawl<es. 
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wors t of all (this is w here aes thetics and psychology 
overlap)-you are not the main character. You are a 
secondary character. You are a bit part . You are only 
an extra, a walk-on, in som eone else's drama. It won' t 
help if I tell you, as well, that the writer almost 
certainly stopped th inking of h er character as you a 
long, long tim e ago. 

I know this is n o comfort, no excuse. I'm trying 
to empathise here, not to justify. I'm trying to describe 
a process. 

Then there is the question of m otive. I used to 
th ink that if I examined m y m otivation as ruthlessly 
as I could, I would be able to do bet ter than just write 
stories which were 'settlings of accounts' with people. 
I thought I'd be ethically in the clear as long as I wrote 
'in good faith'-that is, if I laid m ysel f on the line as 
well, applied to m yself the sam e degree of analysis and 
revelation as I did to the other person concerned. I still 
happen to think this attitude is legitimate as far as it 
goes-but it 's based on an assumption of consciousness 
in the writer which I am obliged by experience to admit 
is over-optimistic to the point of being grandiose. 

I rea lise, especially since I publish ed Cosmo 
Cosmolino, that when you get down into the real muck 
of life-marriage and sex and God and death and old 
old friendships-you are working blin d. You think 
you're seeing what you're doing, but in fact you 're not. 

You get so engaged with the technical problems 
of making a story that the connection between its 
characters and what exists outside the book becomes 
less and less visible to you, and of less and less inter­
est. Pretty soon you forget which bits are 'true' an d 
which bits are made up. It can be years before you see 
with real clarity (if you ever do) what urges you were 
gripped by when you were writing that book. Often, 
what you thought you had a handle on turns out to 
have a handle on you. It's very sobering to be made 
aware what a small slice of the pie-chart of your 

psyche is actually conscious, when you're 

0 
writing. 

NCE, ABOUT TEN YEARS AGO, I heard the late, great 
Raymond Carver address a class at Sydney's University 
of Technology. I asked him whether there was a line 
he wouldn't cross, in writing about people he knew 
and things that had 'really' happened. There was a long 
pause. He said 'I think my job as a writer is to tell the 
truth as I see it.' Another long pause; then he added, 
'It 's a jungle out there'. At the time, though everyone 
laughed, his reply was not very helpful to me. Years 
later, however, he published a story called Intima cy. 
When I read it, I thought that now perhaps he had 
answered my question. 

In this story, the narrator pays an unexpected call 
on his ex-wife, when passing through the town she 
now lives in with her new husband. She rages at him 
for having left her, but more bitterly for having written 
about her and their life together-' for all th e world to 
see and pity'. The narrator says nothing. She rants on 
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and on, pouring out rage that has been bottled up for 
years. The narra tor doesn ' t try to explain or excuse 
himself. He just stands there and bears her reproaches 
in silence. And then suddenly he gets down on his 
knees and takes hold of the hem of her skirt. 

This strange gesture, with its biblical echoes, its 
grand m ys terious power, changes the ton e of their 
encounter. It swings it right around . Her harangu e 
loses its impetus. She falt ers . She speaks to him dif­
ferently, with a sort of ironic patience, with rough 
humour. It becom es a story about fo rgiveness, about 
acceptance of the pas t and the readiness to let it go 
and m ove on. 

Som e years ago I published a story that an old 
friend of mine was very angry about, and wounded 
by. I thought the story was full of love, a complica t­
ed, angry, frightened sort of love, but love nonethe­
less. But he rejected m y protests wi th bitterness . I 
realised that there was no point in trying to defend 
m yself or trying to force m y interpreta tion of the sto­
ry on him. So I left i t, and wen t away. 

I had to accept that I had los t a fr iend. I still 
thought, defensive to the last, that m y interpretation 
of the story was right and his was wrong. Several years 
passed, and I began to be able to see other aspects of 
the story-that is, i ts unconscious content started to 
become clear to m e, the things abou t th e me who 
wro te it that I had been unaware of at the time. I was 
appalled and sad. And I missed him. 

So I wrote to h im an d said I was sorry. I asked 
him to forgive me. He wrote back and said that 
forgiveness had nothing to do with it . He said that 
forgiveness was not appropriate, it was not required. 
He said that to talk in terms of forgiveness would just 
concrete over a relationship which was still alive. He 
said he had realised that my story was only another 
phase in a very long, deep and complicated friendship. 

That sort of generosity may be rare. Stories of 
lasting resentment and enmity may be more 
common-though not in my experience. But the ques­
tion of writers who write about ' real people' seems to 
me to be part of what is. I don't see it as one those 
problems that something 'ought to be done about' . 

There are writers in the world, watchers, people 
who notice things and have the urge to tell the stories. 
A writer who's any good won 't just steal a bit of your 
life for no good reason, or out of sheer malice, or to 
make a buck. A writer who's any good might find 
something richer than you knew was there-or take 
a literal experience and base an invention on it that 
will surprise and even enlighten you. 

A writer who's any good might save a bit of your 
life from oblivion. What a writer ' takes ' from you 
might otherwise have been lost. In the long run, may­
be that's what writers are for. Writers aren't 
necessarily nice people. Writers can be mean and 
lonely. But you need us. We exist. Live with it. • 

Helen Garner's most recent book is The First SLone. 



I COME FROM A COUNTRY WHERE CENSORSHlP has 
become almost a ritual. And like many kinds of ritu­
al, it can be brutal and at the same time empty-so 
empty that it is sometimes only partially observed. 
One well-known story is that of the 70-year-old writer 
whose name is Pramoedya Ananta Toer. He is the 
Indonesian author most famous in the world today, 
with his books translated into many languages-prob­
ably on account of his extraordinary fate. 

For 30 years the Indonesian government has 
forbidden his works to be read, even after he was im­
prisoned for 13 years. Yet this does not mean that the 
State has succeeded in mobilizing all its powers to 
ensure that Pramoedya remains unread. I had occa­
sion to meet with a senior government official who 
realised that this kind of censorship was not produc­
tive. He was an assistant prosecutor. At the time the 
government had not yet banned Pramoedya's books 
published shortly after his release from the prison 
camp; but voices were heard urging that such action 
be quickly taken, because Pramoedya's novels were 
considered to contain communist propaganda. In this 
meeting, I was for some reason asked to give an opin­
ion. I put it to the assistant prosecutor that the ban­
ning should not be carried out. He agreed, but for a 
more practical reason. 'I'm tired of making books into 
best-sellers, ' he said. 

In the end, Pramoedya's books were banned any­
way. Yet, people could still obtain them and nothing 
has happened, destructive or otherwise, in Indonesia. 
The country, including the government controlling 
it, goes on just as before. 

To view censorship as a kind of ritual, however, 
does not mean that it is of no consequence. Especial­
ly when censorship grips you not only from the office 
of watchful military officers or zealous bureaucrats, 

W RJTERS: 2 

GOENAWAN MOHAMAD 

Dangerous 
language 

but also from somewhere else, from something not 
far away from your first sentence. 

From an early age I knew what it meant to be 
afraid of words. But probably 'to be afraid of words' is 
not the right formulation: what disturbs people, 
actually, is their own inability to control the impact 
of words. When I was little I heard people with their 
nets, lines and hooks say that they would not utter 
the word 'fish' as long as they were at sea. People going 
to the forest to cut teak would not use the word 
' tiger'-but would refer to the animal by another 
name-in order not to invoke the anger of the king of 
the jungle. 

Words, in the awareness of those older people, 
do not simply exit from the mouth aimed towards 
some concept that they symbolise. Words push 
through their own physicality, as if becoming part of 
a dim world where danger spreads like a germ. 'Your 
mouth is a tiger that can devour you,' says a Malay 
proverb. 

Bringing the old Malay proverb into this discus­
sion, one may think that the idea of freedom of 
expression is not something based on a valid univer­
sal assumption. I am not very sure, although it fits 
nicely with the way people talk about values today to 
express a genuine need to exult differences. There is 
a powerful trend to recognise a variety of diverse cen­
tres of cultural expressions whose understanding re­
quires a large dose of empathy. I welcome such a trend. 
But I notice that the predominant tenor in the idea of 
'multiculturalism' is to use the word 'culture' as the 
synonym of' community' and a euphemism for 'race'. 
In other words, an impermeable human unit, com­
plete with its unshifting centre and clear-cut margins. 

What follows from this temptation of difference 
can be something that runs counter to the urgency to 
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celebrate empathy. At the end of the day, what you 
have may not be tolerance, but an apartheid of values. 
I say this as a cautionary note, especially when you 
deal with the question of freedom of expression, which 
entails more than just a public space to differ. To me, 
and I beg you to forgive my bias, the issue of freedom 
of expression is not about certain collective precepts 
and principles, or formulation of common values, but 
like other issues related to human rights, in the be­
ginning it is about violence and suffering. The issue 
starts from a certain sensibility. To quote Emmanuel 
Levinas, the French philosopher, it is a sensibility that 
takes place 'on the surface of the skin, at the end of 

the nerve' . In other words, it is a sensibility 

A 
when one looks at the face of the victim. 

LLOW ME TO TELL YOU ONE STORY I love tO use as a 
case in point in which the issue of freedom is tightly 
tangled not with a certain reading of Western canons, 
but with real murder and real fear. In June 1994, 

freedom and the absence of it. 
In the beginning, in a time when man had a lim­

ited technology of survival, and when social relations 
were created by traumas of repression and shared pov­
erty, words were treated almost like keris, the tradi­
tional dagger: at time an emblem of ceremony but, 
nonetheless, forever containing the possibility of 
harm. Because words can so easily incite aggression 
and conflict, they, like the k eris, are more often than 
not left silent inside their sheath. 

Later, when words entered the era of printing, 
the anxiety about what they would bring about, and 
the lack of freedom resulting from that anxiety, be­
came even greater. 

In many ancient literary works, which were writ­
ten in manuscript form and read aloud before a limit­
eel and intimate audience, writers could discuss Cod 
and sex without too much inhibition. In the Serat 
Centini, for instance, an 18th century Javanese poetic 
text in several volumes, erotic passages describe what 

is generally found in male sexu­

People are driven by anxiety, and seek wholeness in a final form of 
al fantasy: the endless desire for 
a woman's body, and even a ho­
mosexual episode between a lo­
cal big shot and a male dancer. 

purity. A work of literature, arriving with an innate drive to dissent 

from any kind of finality, can easily be seen to frustrate the search The world of a manuscript 
text was a world more or less 
shaped by proximity to an un­
fragmentecl community of lis­

and damage the sanctity of the utopia. 

Tempo, the magazine I worked for as an editor, was 
banned by the government together with two other 
publications. Thirty days later, I went to a remote 
village on the island of Madura, in the east of Java, 
more than 1000 km from Tempo's office. I was among 
people invited to take part in a public 'prayer of con­
cern', organised by a 100-year-old religious school in 
the village. About 2000 people attended, including 
about 50 ulemmas [Islamic preachers]. I used to think 
that such an expression of sympathy-in this case for 
Tempo, an urban-based publication-would only take 
place on campuses or among yuppies. So I asked the 
host why, of all people, he did it. The answer was 
forthright: two months before the banning, four peas­
ants from the neighboring village were shot dead by 
the military, when they staged a protest against the 
construction of a dam on their land. Tempo and oth­
ers sent reporters to cover the incident, and when the 
story was published, it attracted nation-wide atten­
tion, and the central government was forced to act to 
appease the anger of the Maduranese. By having inde­
pendent press coverage to publicize their plight, the 
Maduranese had found some kind of protection. Their 
fear was that with a press that could no longer work 
freely, more murders could take place unnoticed, more 
abuses unchecked. Anyone who says that when free­
dom dies, it dies alone, is absolutely right. 

The Maduranese episode has persuaded me to 
believe that there has always been a social history of 
horror, or at least anxiety, in the background of 
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teners. In that familiar space, we are able to speak to 
an audience with whom we immediately share val­
ues and metaphors. But then capital and print tech­
nology arrived, and there were no more works like 
the Centini. Writers-who since that time, moreover, 
could no longer be concealed by anonymity-became 
more cautious in expressing what they experienced 
in dreams and their daily life. Especially concerning 
Cod and sex. They no longer had direct aquaintance 
with the readership for whom they composed litera­
ture. They lost a lifeworld close to them, and entered 
a world easily shocked, suspicious, uncomprehend­
ing or angry at what they had to say. 

Perhaps that is really the paradox of words in an 
age when printing and book publishing are expand­
ing rapidly. Power, while seeming to fuse with words 
through the process of their multiplication and dis­
tribution, eventually causes words themselves to be­
come unfree. 

Through all these changes, as I have suggested 
elsewhere, the writer has become a monument build­
er. People have dreams and nightmares about him. 
This creates a delusion of grandeur and the origin of 
censorship. 

During the 1940s, when modern Indonesian 
literature was mainly circulated among a small cir­
cle of literati, there came to the fore an amazing poet, 
Chairil Anwar. He not only wrote lyrical and moving 
poems, he wrote of things that had never been written 
of before. His creative period was that of Indonesia's 



new independence, when hopes, like fireworks, were 
displayed to celebrate the dream of a free country. 
Chairil Anwar's poetry was fresh and insolent. 'Al<U 
sul<a pada merel<a yang berani hidup,' 'I prefer those 
who dare to live/ he said, and 'Aka suka pada mere­
l<a yang masuk menemu malam', ' I prefer those who 
enter and confront the night.' For Chairil, it seems, it 
was of no concern that the night held danger, sin, blas­
phemy, demons or syphilis. For him there was no fear, 
no administrative sanction, no religious doctrine, no 
censor, or any other limiting factor. 

One of his poems, with a tone of ridicule, speaks 
of heaven using imagery popular in Indonesian Mus­
lim circles: 

Bersungai susu 
dan bertabur bidadari beribu 
(Complete with a river of milk 
and stocked with thousands of nymphs) 
The poet asks whether among those nymphs 

there are any as arousing as the young girls on earth. 
In other words, his attitude celebrates this life more 
than the next, in a rejection of religious convictions. 
In another poem, Di Mesjid, he even portrays an en­
counter with God as a kind of conflict: 

Ini ruang 
Gelanggang kami berperang 
(This space is 
the arena in which we battle each other) 
Chairil Anwar died young, before the 1940s 

ended. In the history of Indonesian literature, his was 
the first and the last insolence. 20 years later, the ed­
itor of a literary journal was convicted and given a 
suspended sentence following a loud protest concern­
ing a short story. The editor, H. B. Jassin, published in 
the magazine Sastra an allegory about the degenerate 
morals of the times, in which God was pictured wear­
ing golden eyeglasses, sending the prophet Muham­
mad, disguised as a bird, to witness the present 
destruction on earth. A number of religious leaders 
were angered by this story, and a group of youths broke 
up Sastra's office. They considered that story, Langit 

Makin M endung (The Sky is Getting 
Darker), offensive to God. 

Tns o ccuRRED IN 1968. Nearly 20 years later, Aya­
tollah Khomeini offered a $3 million reward to who­
ever managed to kill Salman Rushdie. The times had 
changed. Or, the times once again confirmed the feel­
ing of fear and vigilance, in a new form, towards those 
who produce words, as though the potential for 
violating sacred norms were inherent within them. 
Today, no writer in Indonesia would dare to provoke 
such a feeling of fear and vigilance. He or she may 
even have internalised the need to be censored. 

In short, many things m ay have happened after 
Chairil Anwar fought with God in the mosque. Many 
things, but let me just describe two. 

First of all, the change occurred after one large 
segment of society-people who half a century ago 

would never read works of literature-increasingly 
had the chance to express itself, complete with all its 
dreams and prejudices. At the same time this segment 
of society also increasingly had the chance to con­
front a new and different world. Tension, confusion, 
feelings of inferiority and superiority emerging from 
collision with 'the other' have become very acute, 
while the interaction taking place in that encounter, 
or collision, has shaken, even brought down, a host 
of certainties. 

People are driven by anxiety, and seek wholeness 
in a final form of purity. A work of literature, arriving 
with an innate drive to dissent from any kind of 
finality, can easily be seen to frustrate the search and 
damage the sanctity of the utopia. 

The second explanation is the 'media-isation' of 
words. The community of listeners surrounding the 
storyteller in former times has been fragmented for 
the 20th century writer. Poetry, the short story and 
the novel have gradually become part of a process 
linked to information dissemination. They are being 
'translated' into a language that is increasingly dom­
inant, the language of the mass media. Those who 
nowadays read Chairil Anwar's poems Sorga or Di 
Mes jid, or Rushdie's Satanic Verses, generally tend 
to 'read' them as an event highlighted by none other 
than its newsiness, and yet the 'new' is perceived as a 
regular, typical and homogenous item. This repeti­
tion of the new reduces pathos into a flat surface of 
impressions. In other words, a novel, a play, or a poem, 
no longer transforms what Walter Benjamin refers to 
as Erlebnis into an experience with a different quali­
ty: something having continuity with remembrance 
of the past and dreams of the future, something that 
opens a person to the sensation of a unique encoun­
ter, something that cannot be expressed in any other 
way, something that is extraordinary. 

No wonder, we have seen examples of how liter­
ature is muzzled in the history of this century-a 
century which has created great difficulty in provid­
ing literature with space and time to play, to be heed­
less of consequences, to be free. 

Yet somehow, stories and poetry have become 
too much a part of our lives. In its finest manifesta­
tions, literature once again shows us how words can 
do unexpected things, can explore uncharted territo­
ry, leaving only footprints that mock every kind of 
fettering. And thus it proves how empty is the ritual 
of censorship, and how difficult for anyone to submit 
toitforever. • 

Goenawan Mohamad was editor of the Indonesian 
magazine Tempo until it was banned in 1994. This 
article was originally delivered as the inaugural lec­
ture to the World PEN Congress in Perth, 29 October 
1995. He would like to thank Mary Zurbuchen for 
translating the first version of th e speech from 
Indonesian, and Tessa Piper for checking the English 
in the present version . 
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WRITERS: 3 

ANDREW RIEMER 

Stirring Germany 

M ARCCC RucH-R AN>CKO, AN <XC>TAm 'nd 
garrulous septuagenarian in a crumpled suit, is 
undoubtedly the most influential literary figure in 
Germany today. In the last days of August, Reich­
Ranicki became the focus of national interes t through 
his public outbursts over Gl.inter Grass's latest novel, 
A Wide Field, five years in the writing, an 800-page 
account of 20th century Germany. 

He took exception to Grass's latest work on what 
he claimed were solid literary grounds. Grass, he 
insisted, is not a true n ovelist, being incapable of 
sustaining coherent narrative structures. A Wide Field 
is marred by its parasitic reliance on the life and works 
of the late 19th century novelist Theodor Fontane. 
Nevertheless, despite the literary tenor of Reich ­
Ranicki's misgivings, politics inevitably coloured his 
view of Grass's fall from grace simply because most 
aspects of German cultural life are governed by polit­
ical preoccupations. 

During the week leading up to the publication of 
A Wide Field, when Reich -Ranicki 's nam e and 
photograph appeared daily in the press and on televi­
sion, the 75-year-old critic emerged as the champion 
of traditional German literary culture. Grass, he 
claimed, had infringed the German writer's sacred 
duty to disclose the political and moral experience of 
the age, preferring instead to flirt with postmodern­
ism in the games he played with Theodor Fontane. 
To prove his case, Reich-Ranicki invoked the 
pantheon of German writers of the last two hundred 
years. Here was, therefore, what seemed like a nasty 
case of cultural nationalism: the best-known German 
writer of the day had been caught bedding clown with 
Gallic flippancy . When one of the panellists on a pop­
ular literary television program suggested that Grass 
may have been doing no more than relaxing, h aving 
fun, writing his Der Rosenl<avalier in a way, Reich­
Ranicki exploded in a shower of saliva and indigna­
tion: a German writer should n ot trifle with the 
history of our time. A carefully posed photograph of 
him tearing apart a copy of A Wide Field on the cover­
page of Der Spiegel provided a telling emblem of that 
indignation; it also stirred disturbing mem ories of the 
book-burnings of the past. 
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For all that, public opinion seemed largely to sup­
port his uncompromising stand. Nor was there much 
resistance to the other ground for Reich-Ranicki 's 
censure of the new novel: that Grass had no business 
to insist that the unification of Germany after the 
collapse of the CDR ran the grave risk of consolidat­
ing right-wing sentiment and nostalgia in the former 
West Germany. In such circumstances, an outsider 
could be forgiven for deciding that Reich-Ranicki 's 
uncompromising stand represents a tendency by the 
recently unified Germany to slip into bigoted nation ­
alism . A few details of his life are sufficient, however, 
to demonstrate how far from the truth such an as­
sumption would be. 

He was born in Poland in 1920. His fa ther was 
Polish by birth, his mother a woman from Berlin. The 
family's everyday language was German, the lingua 
franca of educated people in pre-war Central Europe. 
For that reason his m other never learnt Polish fluent­
ly, never felt at home in provincial Poland where she 
spent many years of her life. She yearned for Berlin; 
after her husband went bankrupt in 1929 she found 
some consolation when she realised that the family 
would have to move to Berlin-at least she could live 
in her beloved home-town once more. 

Nevertheless, they did not think of themselves 
as German. In their own eyes, as much as in the eyes 
of their German or Polish neighbours, they were 
simply Jews. That, as the young Reich-Ranicki found, 
was a source of many of the difficulties in the Berlin 
of the early 1930s. Even at the time when the family 
moved there, many Germans were already insisting 
that Jews should not be allowed to pollute the soil of 
the fatherland . In 1938 the Reich-Ranickis were 
expelled, forced to return to Poland; they ended up in 
the Warsaw ghetto. But during the years he spent 
growing up in Berlin, Reich-Ranicki came to be 
absorbed by German culture, and to find his intellec­
tual and imaginative life defined by German philoso­
phy, litera ture and music-even the operas of the 
passionate anti-Semite, Richard Wagner. So when at 
the age of 18 he left Berlin, with nothing but a spare 
handkerchief and a book in his luggage, he took with 
him an immersion in German civilisa tion that was 



to prompt him more than half a century later to 
emerge as the champion of German literary culture 
when he mounted his attack on Gunter Grass's fail­
ure to live up to its noble traditions. 

The fortunes of Reich-Ranicki's family, most of 
whom perished in Treblinka, represent the common 
experience of the millions of people for whom Ger­
man culture and the German language provided 
stability and fulfilsment in an often treacherous world. 
Many, though by no means all, were assimilated 
secular Jews who thought of themselves-as my fam­
ily did-as belonging to the German-speaking world, 
even though they were citizens of Poland, Hungary 
or Czechoslovakia. For all that, though, German lit­
erature and music gave their lives a sense of coher­
ence and conferred on them membership of a cultural 

community that transcended the barriers of 
language, nationality and race. 

E R MOST OF THE FEW WHO SURVlVED Nazism and the 
systematic extermination of European Jewry, the 
horror of those years led them to abandon that sense 
of cultural allegiance, breeding in them instead a 
contempt of all things German. Others-and Reich­
Raniki is perhaps the most notable representative-

attempted to retain an awareness of the difference 
between the broad achievements of German civilisa­
tion and the aberrations of a decade and more of 
tyranny and barbarism. Very few chose to live in Ger­
many, but those who did, like Reich-Ranicki him­
self, found that Germans (at least in the west) were 
also making strenuous attempts to deny the discred­
ited assertion that German culture is the sole property 
of the German people and a reflection of their unique 
racial characteristics. 

The constitution of the postwar Federal Republic 
reflects in political and administrative terms the 
determination to detach German culture (in the broad­
est sense of the word) from concepts of nationalism, 
therefore making it possible for German civilisation 
to embark on the road to recovering its former inter­
national respect. Half a century after the defea t of the 
disastrously nationalistic Germany, the consequenc­
es of that decision are to be seen in almost every aspect 
of German life in a curious though significant form. 
For contemporary German citizens-even those who 
lived until recently in the totalitarian east-regional 
identity seems more important than nationality. 
People speak of themselves as Franconians or Bavari­
ans, as Rhinelanders, Saxons or Thuringians . The 
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administrative structure of the Federal Republic, a rel­
atively loose confederation of largely autonomous 
states, mirror that sense of regional identity. One 
notable consequence of Germany's determination to 
distance itself from the doctrines of Nazism, espe­
cially the Nazi insistence on 'one people, one nation 
and one leader', has been the revival of regional 
dialects among the educated classes, many of whom 
move easily between their local patois and the High 
German of cultural life. 

It is significant therefore that it is left to an out­
sider like Marcel Reich-Ranicki- who is not and does 
not claim to be German, and resembles, moreover, 
the caricature Jew of Nazi propaganda- to articulate 
a sense of national cultural heritage and to act as the 
spokesman for German literature in a world where 
people are dismayed by the concept of nationalism. It 
may be that with the privil eged licence of one who 
had been reviled and persecuted by the fury of German 

In one respect though, that regional awareness, 
ubiquitous in contemporary Germany, has become a 
source of tensions and resen tments, which were 
reflected in Reich-Ranicki's attack on Grass's attitude 
to the unification of 1990. For centuries, conflict 
among the German states and principa lities was 
played out across the grea t division between the 
Protestant north and Catholic south. After 1945 the 
axis shifted 180 degrees: nowadays tensions are much 
more obvious between the prosperous west and the 
eastern regions which are slowly recovering from dec­
ades of appalling neglect and mismanagem ent. 

Few in the former East Germany will speak out, 
at least in public, against the unification of the two 
parts of the country. Where most aspects of life are 
concerned, it has to be admitted, there would be little 
reason for them to do so. There are signs everywhere 
in the former East Germany-in East Berlin, in Leip­
zig and Dresden, as mu ch as in small towns and 

villages-of large-scale re­
construction and restora­

Everyone-a small number of skinheads and neo-Nazis 
tion. Economic li fe is 
reco vering even though 
pockets of massive unem­
ployment remain . Yet 
given the frenzy of public 
works- from the rebuild­
ing of Dresden's splendid 
baroque monuments 

apart-seems anxious to avoid giving the least impression of 

racist or anti-Semitic attitudes. That Reich-Ranicki's family 

was Jewish is never mentioned, except by himself. 

nationalism , he is able to cater for a fundamenta l need 
that few if any Germans are willing to acknowledge. 
The respect he has earned among his readers and tel­
evision audiences may indeed be a result of his 
expressing that suppressed, perhaps even illicit sense 
of a national identity which has been so strenuously 
discouraged in the half-century since the end of the 
Second World War. As an outsider, a Jew who could 
gain n o comfor t from the resu rgen ce of violent 
nationalism, Reich-Ranicki may be able to speak the 
un speakable and remind th e cit izens of mod ern 
Germ any that they possess a rich and complex na­
tional culture, not m erely an aggrega tion of related 
though distinct regional cultures . 

Almost every literary and cultural figure I m et 
during a month-long visit in August seemed far m ore 
circumspect: none of the writers, publishers and lit­
erary journalists I was introduced to showed much 
willingness to speak about German cultural or-if it 
comes to that-political identity. Instead, I encoun­
tered pride in th e distinctive cultures of the different 
regions of the federation, a pride which clearly em­
braced much more than an interest in quaint fo lk 
cus toms and festivals. Only through their dedication 
to regionalism could German citizens live in harmony 
with each other, several of these people assured me. 
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destroyed by the infamous 
air-raid of 1945 to the re-
laying of Leipzig's crum ­

bling sewers-there can be little doubt that everything 
possible is being done to improve the quality of life 
and to provide employm ent for the people of the 
former CDR. In spite of that, there are som e in the 
eastern parts of the country who do not regard being 

yoked to the prosperous, materialistic west 
as an unmixed blessing. 

T HESE ARE NOT ONLY SEVERAL FORMER communists 
who are experiencing som e politi cal success, princi­
pally in Brandenburg, the region just beyond Berlin 
centred in the city of Potsdam. Their number indi­
cates even som e of those who had suffered hardship 
and persecution in the years before the Berlin Wall 
came down. Their resentment is unders tandable. The 
east has, in a sense, been coloni sed by the more 
developed western parts of the nation. West German 
law, West German financial and commercial institu­
tions have replaced the inefficient and repressive so­
cial and political structures of the CDR. That does 
not preclude, however, a suspicion that those unfor­
tunate enough to have lived in the east are being 
patronised by their more confident compatriots from 
Stuttgart and Dusseldorf. 

The reaction is at times wistful, as with one of 
the publishers in Aufbau, East Germany's most 



independent-minded and highly regarded publishing 
house, who now has to obey the orders of an entre­
preneurial owner and work with a financial wizard 
brought in from the west to make the firm commer­
cially viable. With others, as with a member of the 
East German branch of PEN International I met, the 
reaction is more pronounced, 

suggestion of the anti-Semitic prejudice which was 
always an adjunct of German nationalism. 

Such resolve is touching and impressive: what­
ever else might be said, it is undeniably better for 
Germans to be hypersensitive than complacent about 
their past. Yet, as I met intellectual after intellectu-

on the edge of anger and d~- ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

may. 
The constitution of PEN 

International requires that the 
two German branches of the 
organisation be merged now 
that Germany is a single polit­
ical entity. Opposition to the 
m erger is very strong among 
m embers of the western 
branch. Many of th em fled 

. .. Reich-Ranicki's insistence that the humanism of Goethe, 
Schiller and Thomas Mann represents the German spirit as much 
as Hitler did, or that the Wagner who created matchless works of 
art is not to be confused with Wagner the bigoted anti-Semite, is as 
necessary now as it was 50 years ago ... 

from East Germany; now they ~------------------------~~--~~~~~~~~~~~~_. 
refuse to belong to an organisation which includes 
writers they look upon as collaborators, even perhaps 
as traitors. 

Such problems, together with the sense that some 
valuable aspects of social and cultural life in the 
former GDR are in jeopardy after unification, are usu­
ally mentioned in public only obliquely. The predic­
ament of several intellectuals in the eastern part of 
the country serves nevertheless to give some justifi­
cation to Gunter Grass's argument in A Wide Field, 
as well as in some of his earlier writings, that unifica­
tion involved risks and perils which could have been 
avoided by a looser confederation of the two sover­
eign states. Such a view is, however, close to heresy 
in the present political and cultural climate. For that 
reason, therefore, Reich-Ranicki's attack on Grass pro­
voked little reaction or censure from a public remark­
ably tolerant of an old lion's pugnacity. 

The tolerance is an oblique indication of the 
extent to which most Germans are determined to 
en ure that the nationalistic fury which destroyed 
their nation 50 years ago will never arise again. Jews 
are treated with great respect in political and intel­
lectual life-despite what people may mutter behind 
closed doors. And yet, ungenerous though the sug­
gestion might seem, there is something disturbing in 
the highly public awareness of the burden of the guilt 
the Germans still claim to bear and acknowledge with­
out apparent misgiving or embarrassment. 

Everyone-a small number of skinheads and neo­
Nazis apart-seems anxious to avoid giving the least 
impression of racist or anti-Semitic attitudes. That 
Reich-Ranicki 's family was Jewish is never men­
tioned, except by himself . Indeed, an article dealing 
with his career in an earlier issue of Der Spiegel was 
widely condemned because it seemed to imply, in a 
very roundabout manner, that his behaviour revealed 
certain typical Jewish characteristics. Contemporary 
Germans are determined to stamp out the least 

al-in a folksy Munich Beirstubr, in the sprucely 
modernised coffee shop of East Berlin's Hilton, at the 
Leipzig office of the regional broadcasting authority 
of Saxony-one assertion kept recurring with the in­
sistence of a Wagnerian leitmotiv. Germans must be 
eternally vigilant, these people insisted, because of 
the intrinsic flaw of the German character: its 
tendency to hatred, barbarity and destruction. That, 
as one quizzical and ironic writer who continues to 
live and write in the eastern part of Berlin said, is the 
German destiny. Was all this, I began asking myself, 
merely an inversion of the old supremacist arrogance, 

the conviction that the German people were 
marked out for a unique destiny. 

FoR THAT REASON, REICH-RANI KI' s insistence that the 
humanism of Goethe, Schiller and Thomas Mann rep­
resents the German spirit as much as Hitler did, or 
that the Wagner who created matchless works of arts 
is not to be confused with Wagner the bigoted anti­
Semite, is as necessary now as it was 50 years ago 
when a disgraced Germany lay in ruins, destroyed by 
its Wagnerian fantasies of a national destiny. The time 
has surely come for Germans to acknowledge that 
there are positive and invaluable elements in the cul­
tural achievements of Germans-not m erely of 
Saxons, Barvarians or Rhinelanders. That way they 
may at last be able to come to terms with their past 
and to forgive themselves-not to forget by any means, 
but to admit that German culture embraces the mag­
nificent as well as the infernal, that (like any other 
nation) Germany is made up of the base and the no­
ble, the humane and the brutal. 

That Marcel Reich-Raniki, the Jew from Polish 
backblocks, should be the one to remind Germans of 
their cultural achievements at a time when so many 
are consumed by self-lacerating guilt may be the only 
way to recover a pride in the excellence of German 
culture which once used to be shared by anyone-
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Jew or Gentile, German or Pole-who had access to 
the German language. Yet as I watched him ranting 
away on television about Grass's failings and derelic­
tion, I could not entirely banish the thought that here, 
perhaps, was another alarming figure of authority 
capable of bewitching and enthralling his adoring 
studio-audience which seemed to hang on every one 
of his words. And that, in turn, made me wonder 
whether there was, after all, something in the Ger­
man character that marked it out for a dubious desti­
ny, making it vulnerable to those that arouse passions 

and sound stirring calls-to-arms even if only in the 
name of literature. 

Surely, I remember thinkin g during the days 
around the publication of A Wide Field, when there 
seemed to be no other topic of conversation or interest, 
when passions ran high and no-one had a good word 
to say for Grass, it is only a novel, one of hundreds 
published in Germany each year. • 

Andrew Riemer travelled to Germany as a guest of 
the Federal German government. 

WRITERS: 4 

TIM DAVIDSON 

Reading 
the write act 

IT como "' o>Sc""o 
as a party with brains: 
four days of talk, drink­
ing, catching up with old 
friends and making new 
ones, and all against the 
backdrop of two discus­
sion sessions and per­
haps a book launch going 
on at the same time. Eve­
rybody has to make an 
individual choice as to how they negotiate the Mel­
bourne Writers' Festival, but in the formal program 
you will encounter more stimulating ideas popping 
up at random, and more stylish wit, than you are likely 
to run across elsewhere in months. 

Even Jeff Kennett, in the days when he used to 
attend the Premier's Awards dinner rather than the 
Hard Rock Cafe, rightly remarked on the 'energy' of 
the occasion. This year's dinner, the most high-pro­
file element of Writers' Week, was no exception. There 
wa Richard Flanagan, receiving the new fiction 
award, who bega n brightly by pointing out that 
Demidenko backwards reads 'Ok, N ed, I'm Ed'. In a 
considered, scene-stealing statement Flanagan then 
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averred that while the 
matter of evil might be ac­
ceptable material for fic­
tion, it certainly wasn't 
when based on historical 
and personal falsehood. A 
hard act to fo llow, unless 
you're Barry Dickins. 
That writer spoke of the 
subject of his award-win­
ning playscript, Ronald 

Ryan, as 'a bungler, not a burglar', someone who was 
'a charismatic ... (Dickins looked serious) ... dickhead'. 

But the outstanding performance of the evening 
was that of Robert D essa ix, the gu es t speaker. 
Suddenly, after a variety of witticisms and pointed 
remarks, he spoke of spells, ensorcellment and 
charms, almost eriously. For Dessaix was calling for 
less economic rationalism, less manageria lism, and a 
grea ter sense of where we have been placed. We must 
listen to the land, and learn from its indigenous people; 
note, how even such a city as Bologna, with its violent 
past and its vicious class oppression, has neverthe­
less managed to come through as a wondrous kind of 
'stone garden'. Its architecture is an outgrowth of 



strong roots, of a shared civilisation. Mel­
bourne, on the other hand, now has lit­
tle sense of being a city we share and love 
in common; public culture here and else­
where is 'on its knees'. We need, more 
than ever before, our repositories of cul­
turalmemory, which is what university 
English departments ought to be. But, 
said Dessaix, the era of postmodernity 
finds the contemplation of death diffi­
cult. It is that capacity to ' look mortali­
ty in the eye'-to accept the challenge 
and to leap beyond it-which gives Bo­
logna's architecture its authority and its 
seeming unity. 

In expressing a need for 're-enchant­
ment', Dessaix turned out to be giving a 
keynote address. There is a spiritual hun­
ger out there, and quite early in the piece 
the Festival session 'All That Is Sacred' 
was sold out-despite the trendy coun­
ter-attraction of a session on grunge. (Per­
haps the polarity of the two attractions 
parted the Sunday morning audience as 
if they were the Red Sea.) Elsewhere there 
was a striking seriousness about the pro­
ceedings. Instead of PoMo playfulness­
although visiting English writer Peter 
Ackroyd did his best to turn everything 
on its head-there was a concern with 
truth, and how history and biography 
measured up; and with responsibilities, 
and how journalists and fictioneers dis­
charged them. But just in case you're 
thinking it was all Melbraic earnestness, 
there was also that grunge session, with 
others on lesbian writing and writerly 
decadence, to bring in a touch of the 
Sydnitic. 

There were also, of course, the hour­
long spotlights on various writers. Those 
on Frank Moorhouse and David Malouf 
interested me particularly because some 
years ago I conducted lengthy interviews 
with each of them. And yes, there was 
Frank, still choosing his words carefully, still fully 
engaged with the question, determined to think 
through its implications as if he would carry them 
forever more; only older now, and having lived in a 
foreign-language culture, his utterances sounded more 

hard-edged, more authoritative than perhaps 

A 
even he meant them to be. 

0 THEN DAVID MALOUF, always polished and ur­
bane, his answers adroit and square-on, except that 
often he would unexpectedly continue and modulate 
a response into seemingly new and unexpected areas 
of feeling. This, of course, is entirely characteristic of 
a writer who had a sense of 'foreboding' about being 

categorised after fohnno. And so he moved away from 
it as far as he could: in more ways than one the suc­
ceeding novel was An Imaginary Life. Indeed this was, 
Malouf now believes, 'a valedictory book', and he has 
been exploring the ample terrain between his first two 
fictions ever since. 

Malouf emerged as a novelist in 1975, 
Moorhouse's first book appeared in 1969. What about 
the upcoming generation-and their unbecoming 
concerns? One of the burdens of nostalgie de la boue 
(since few people can negotiate the French these days) 
is that a new word has to be thought up for it every 
ten years. Not so long ago it was sleaze. Now it's Cartoons by Peter Fraser 
grunge-a word the Americans invented just after we 

VOLUME 5 NUMBER 10 • EUREKA STREET 39 



were using scunge for the same sort of disagreeable 
grime and muck ... a twist to a souvenir of a torrid R 
& R in Kings Cross, perhaps? 

Anyway, none of the writers assembled wanted 
much to do with it. As the chair, Sophie Cunningham, 

pointed out, grunge seems to mean 'I don't 

G 
like what these people are writing about'. 

runge is a label arising more from the subject 
matter than the kind of writing. True, nihilism and 
drugs and unconventional sex may have been writ­
ten about before-and sometimes less flatly-but a 
rising generation all these occupy a larger space in 
the landscape than was the case even twenty years 
ago. Fiona McGregor may look awesome in her leath­
er pants and cropped blue hair, but she is a serious 
writer capable of painterly descriptions in her short 
stories-and often a quite sympathetic portrayal of 
family relations. But, as she says, she is interested in 
catching the truth inherent in a moment of feeling, 
whether it is that of a mother gazing upon a depart­
ing child, or some man cruising a public toilet. 

In this session there were also spirited 
contributions from Linda Jaivin and Andrew 
McGahan-very much a roaring boy. And there was 
a riveting manifesto issued by Christos Tsiolkas, who 
explained that he was as much concerned with 
Australia as the racist site of successive waves of 
migration, as he was with writing as a gay man. Eth­
ics and commitment, he declared, is what he was 
about; which is why he loathed a government which 
cheerfully consigned people to the scrapheap. He 
thought of Victoria's Premier, Jeffrey Kennett, going 
out of his way to woo the Greeks in Athens, with his 
opportunistic support of their position on 
Macedonia-while here Greek migrants like Tsiol­
kas 's ageing parents, uneducated, unemployed, won­
der whatever is going to happen to them. 'Jeff Kennett, 
you are an arsehole, you are death! And that,' Tsiolkas 

concluded as he stormed back to his seat, 'is grunge!' 
At some considerable remove were two sessions 

concerned with history-writing. The one I attended 
considered how the past may be used to address the 
present. Henry Reynolds explained that when he went 
to Townsville in the 1960s, he was shocked by the 
nature of race relations there, and was motivated to 
ascertain how this state of affairs had come about. 
'What I was after was reform', he said, 'the righting of 
historical wrongs'. In similar fashion Greg Dening 
spoke of giving a voice to the dead of the ill-named 
Pacific, and how it was necessary to pass into the 
world of myth, dance, symbols and artefacts in order 
to do so. Concerned to 'disturb moral lethargy', 
Dening pointed out that the legacy of the Enlighten­
ment is too limited to deal with the condition of post­
modernity (quite different, he reminded us, from 
PoMo gamesL and that a broader approach has become 
essential. Even so, the two men in this session were, 
alas, a pair of ponderosos, inclined to play God and 
see the dead as but putty in their hands. Joy Damousi 
pointed out that the past is not a separate terrain, but 
also something which informs the mindset of the 
historian; there is, she argued, simply not enough 
discussion of the relationship between self and 
historical text . Rather, the emphasis is still too much 

on complete accuracy and closure; distilla-

J 
tion often means control. 

O URNALISTS T OO WERE CONC ERNED about the nature 
of the record. Present at the Festival was John Berendt, 
whose book Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil 
has been a runaway bestseller. This affectionate por­
trait of Savannah was centred on a murder; Berendt 
explained how he had deliberately moved it, for 
reasons of effective narration, to a point after his 
arrival in the town. But, he explained, while he used 
fictional techniques in his account, it sought to be 
truthful; some of the characters appeared under their 
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real names. Since everybody knew he was writing a 
book, Berendt continued, there could be li t tle sense 
of personal betrayal, even if a wri ter turns things to 
his or her purpose in ways the subject had not dreamed 
of. Helen Garner's problems were quite different. [See 
pp23-24 for Garner's talk]. The two young women in 
the Ormond College case which was the subject of 
Th e First Stone were determined to be inaccessible. 
'The more frustra ted I became', said Garner, 'the more 
determined I was to go ahead with it'. But this does 
mean that there is 'a hole in the book' . 

A matching session, in which Garner participated 
again, considered the question of whether writers have 
any obligation to the people they write about . It is 
not that simple, said Carmel Bird; there is always the 
possibility that you are activating a memory when 
you think you are inventing something. Never trust 
a writer, seemed to be the purport of Kate Grenville's 
remarks; but if she did cannibalise people, then she 
would be careful to give them a limp and a Hungarian 

accent. The real responsibility is to the 
,.,..., reader; a point Helen Garner endorsed. 

.1. HE DEMIDENKO AFFAIR FINALLY RECEIVED the Spotlight 
at the end of the Festival. 'A good hoax', said Michael 
Heyward, 'is a snapshot of the zeitgeist of the age.' 
Robert Manne agreed: in presenting herself as ethnic 
and working class, Helen Darvall scored a bullseye 
on three cherished 'middle-class su sceptibilities'. 
Manne then addressed the qu estion of anti-Semitism, 
arguing that it could be found not only in the struc­
ture of The Hand that Signed the Paper, nor just in 
its dialogue and presentation of the characters, but in 
the way Darvall had raised it in interviews, on one 
occasion going so far as to say that Jews would be 
taught some 'hard lessons'. That the book should have 
won three prizes was most unsettling for any Jewish 
person; inevitably one no longer felt completely at 
ease in a country which was home. But, Manne con­
ceded, in one sense all this pointed to a lack of seri­
ous anti-Semitism in Australia; otherwise the issue 
would have been instantly politicised. 

A less temperate response from one of the 
audience underlined the great strength of the Festival: 
it is anything but a writers' closed shop. Indeed, 
attendance figures for 1995 rose by 22 per cent, so it 
is just as well that the space available is being 
extended next year. Perhaps the organisation could 
be a bit smoother, with writers better briefed and left 
a little less to their own devices. But a visiting Pom 
can always be relied upon to even the score. One 
visitor combined abrasiveness, hypersensitivity and 
condescension so artfully that it brought back tender 
memories of the kind of English departments that are 
with us no more. • 

Jim Davidson is Associate Professor in Humanities 
at Victoria University of Technology. He edited 
Meanjin from 1974 to 1982. 
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R EVJEW EssAY 

P ETER STEELE 

The Best of a Bad Job 
The Oxford Book of Exile, John Simpson (eel.), Oxford 
University Press, 1995 . ISBN 0 19 21422 1 6 RRP $45.00 

A T ODD MOMENTS, I AM VISITED BY ONE OF THE MORE ASTRINGENT HASIDIC SAYINGS: 'Rabbi 
Hanokh said: "The real exile of Israel in Egypt was that they had learned to endure it."' 
This, I find, is kept fresh by public events, as well as by private ones. 

It seems that the human versatility in folly is matched only by our ingenuity in denial, and that 
when even this fails , there is always the option of bluster. We use our mirrors for pragmatic, rather 
than for contemplative, purposes, and we do not find this strange. Habituated to the black 
vaudeville that makes up the bulk of news reports, we respond with frissons of ruefulness, or with 
brief canters towards son1.e friable moral table-land. An un-named god of cynicism has invisible 
shrines in countless spots, constantly ready, it seems, to foster our emotional callousing or our 
embitterment. So it goes: life goes on: we learn to endure it: welcome to exile. 

S TILL, THE HASIDIC MASTER was no 
unique exclaim er. Romeo-whose 
very name betokens pilgrimage and 
so an elem ent of the insatiable­
Romeo, told that he is banished from 
the city and so from Juliet, says' And 
sayest thou yet that exile is not 
dea th? ' Those nin e words might be 
the epigraph for a library of books 
which quarter the globe and span the 
centuries, books engendered by a 
smouldering or a flaming sense that, 
so far as may be, exile is not m erely 
to be endured, not merely to be borne. 
This campaign of refusal, sometimes 
of revulsion, may adopt many differ­
ent m easures when it is literal trans­
porta tion that is at stake. There are 
the pinings and wheedlings of Ovid 
at the Black Sea, the aquiline resent­
ments which show from time to time 
in Dante's Commedia, and the 
brooding reappropriations both of 
Russ ia and of the West which ani­
mate Joseph Brodsky 's poetry . 

Those three are poets. I single 
them out, not from som e guild ­
loyal ty, but because poetry (the bent, 
the hunger, the proficiency, the yield) 
is the best instance! know of a formed 
way of th e human race's addressing 
our interl eaved exiles. For of course 
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'ex il e' is a plurifor m n o ti on­
branching, tentacular, throbbing­
and part of the ache of exile is pre­
cisely in its ungoverned reverbera ­
tions . Someone-emperor, flunkey, 
malicious family member, envious 
colleagu e, ' them'-consigns you to 
discontented lodgement at another 
spot on Earth 's surface, and thereup­
on, for the first time, it becomes 
clear to you that just where you are 
can be eloquent about who you are, 
even about what you are. When, ear­
lier in this century, the expression 
'Displaced Persons' was coined, only 
those with long cultural memories 
could have anticipated, spontane­
ously, how terrible a designation that 
wa s . For many peo ple, to have 
nowhere to be, strongly, is to have 
no-one to be, strongly. The exiled 
m an or woman can feel like a candle 
whose flame has been pinched out, 
and whose wick has then been 
extracted. 

Itis notalwayssowith th e figures 
represented in The Oxford Bool< of 
Exile. The logical outcome of what I 
have been touching on is that this 
title should mean, equivalently, 'The 
Oxford Book of Distress'. But, by a 
familiar paradox, retrieval becomes 

the order of the day, and in one way 
or another those who, page after page, 
are hustled out of their preferred 
milieux, here achieve or a t least are 
awarded some consolation in the 
midst of direness. After the mis­
shaping, the ripping up of the map of 
oneself, words are webbed together 
to provide some alternative pattern. 
Consistently, I find this touching, 
but I do not find it surprising, since 
I think that this is how all art has 
com e about- the deepest thirst 
draws up th e deepest song, and the 
blacker the as h, the brighter the 
phoenix . 

But this is a paradox, and myste­
rious, not some obvious outcome. 
Art 's handling of exile's horror is 
something which, at leas t occasion ­
ally, ought bring us to a stand. Kafka, 
one of the greatest of m odern expo­
nents of the trope of exile, wrote that 
'A book should se rve as an axe for 
the frozen sea within us', and the 
great exilic works go on chipping 
and chopping at iced-up sensibili­
ties, iced-in hea rts. There is not much 
to be said for the quasi-barbarous 
contemporary dismissal of the clas­
sic writings of the western world, 
but at leas t that ressentiment may 



provoke a new gaze at those works. 
Seen afresh, they show themselves, 
century after century, as haunted by 
exile. There are moments of exhila­
ration, even of ecs tatic joy, in The 
Odyssey: but before and after Odys­
seus comes hmne, he is hos t to an 
insatiable heart. In The Aeneid, its 
hero is plumed and fl etched with a 
destiny, but for all the m agis terial 
elegance of Virgil 's writing, there is 
no such thing as a serene page in the 
w h ole poem. As for eith er the 
Hebrew Bible or the Christian redac­
tion of i ts revelation , who could 
seriously dispute that the spindle 
around which they both turn is the 
experience of exile? 

The poets will not let up on this 
hag-riding. Dante, writing from a 
distance to the citizenry which has 
expelled him, signs himself, 'Dante 
Alighieri, Florentine, exile undeserv­
edly.' A.D. Hope, in one of his most 
famous poems, 'The Death of the 
Bird', speaks of that tran­
sient 's 'exiled love mourn­
ing within the breast.' 
Richard Wilbur, think­
ing of a sma ll boy 
looking through a 
window at a snow­
man, imagines the 
melting being's giv­
ing such a' goclforsak­
en stare/ As outcast 
Adam gave to Paradise.' 

Of course, on the rare 
occasions when anybody 
takes any notice of poets, some­
body is likely to exhort them to pull 
themselves together and stop making 
such a fuss- which naturally con­
firms their agitation. But they are 
unlikely to co-operate, since poetry 
habitually murmurs that there are 
more fissures around in life than is 
pretended in the general cultural 
glibness. That said, there are a couple 
of questions to be asked of The Ox­
for d Baal< of Exile. The first is as to 
how far it advances beyond being 
that half-awake thing, a bedside 
book: and the second, whether or 
not it can prick us in the present. 

Well, it 's not so much a bedside 
as a deskside book, full of stimuli, 
provocations towards reflection. It 
harbours many ways of writing about 
its distressing subject, and it can 
deal either with a single outflung cry 
or with a revolving of the intracta-

ble. About 200 AD, the captured 
Lady Wen-Chi, carried off to Inner 
Mongolia and forced to marry a local 
chieftain, writes, 'No- there is no 
answer to my cries from the vast 
barbarian sky;/ And yet the moon 
that shines there is our C hinese 
mooni it must surely recognize me?' 
In the nineteenth century, as Robert 
Hughes reports: 

Withers was wri ting to his brothers 
from Van Diemen's Land: I have 
sent 2 letters to My Wife an Cant 
get heny Answer from her Wich 
Causeth Me a great deal of unbapy· 
ness fori think she have quite for­
go tten me an i think she is go t 
Marred to some other Man , if she is 
pray send m e word. 

Eleven years later, he heard from 
her. 

Through Simpson's pages, there 
parade many well-known figures, 
some nobly and some ignobly exiled. 
Pascal thought that the figure we all 
cut is that of dislodged royalty-a 
view which has plenty of biblical 
warrant , among other things: but 
then, there are royals and royals, as 
one realises anew from reports h ere 
on Napoleon, Mary Queen of Scots, 
Bonnie Prince Charlie, Edward the 
Eighth, the Shah of Persia, the Aya­
tollah Khomeini. The last, enchant­
er of many but surely no body's sweet­
hea rt, asked by an accompanying 
French correspondent on the plane 
bringing him into Iranian air space, 
'What are your em otions after so 
m any years of exile?' replies 'H ichi'­
'nothing'. It is a Beckettian moment, 

excep t that Beckett was sedulous in 
keeping his hands off other people's 
lives. 

'Exile being the human condi­
tion, no government subsidy can pro­
vide the chariot that will carry us 
home.' So ends a reading, a couple of 
years old, from Germaine Greer . 
Right or wrong, she is offering a 
deeply traditional view. The Oxford 
Book of Exile is, though, interested 
besides in more mundane matters­
witness a spy's report on an earlier 
figure well away from his home base: 

In private life he is an extremely 
disorderly, cynical human being, 
and a bad host. He leads a real gypsy 
existence. Washing, grooming and 
changing his linen are things he 
does rarely, and he is often drunk. 
Though he is often idle for days on 
end, he will work day and night 
with tireless endurance when he 

has a great deal of work to do .. .. 

Some will wish that he 
were oftener drunk and of­

tener idle, for he was Karl 
Marx. 

In 1987, in the 
month he accepted the 
Nobel Prize for Litera­
ture, Joseph Brodsky 

spoke in Vienna at a 
conference on 'Exiles'. 

His credentials to do so 
were impeccable. First, he 

had been an internal exile in 
Russia, th en h e was e jected 

beyond the Motherland: and most of 
the time he had in any case been an 
inhabitant of an imaginative terrain 
which is inaccessible to the bustling 
rest of us. 

He was, as he remains, one of 
those whose jersey bears a big yel­
low 'E'. But he says, in 'Th e 
Condition We Call Exile', 'Whether 
he likes it or not, Gastarbeiters and 
refugees of any st ripe effectively 
pluck the carnation out of an exiled 
writer's lapel. Displacement and 
misplacement are this century's 
commonplace .' 

Australia has no Gastarbeiters, 
officially at least, but our endearing 
island has uncounted inhabitants 
who might say, in a variety of 
tongu es, that they feel themselves 
to be in exile. 

To that, responses vary. As you 
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read this, somebody, somewhere in 
Australia, is reciting a prayer which 
looks to a post-temporal condition, 
' after this our exile', where things 
may or may not be better, but will 
certainly be other. At the opposite 
pole, there are exhortations agains t 
taking the notion of 'home' as any­
thing other than a manipulative fan­
tasy, and bracing calls towards reso­
lute discontentm ent. I know where I 
stand on this one, but either position 
will do as provocation for attention 

to the extracts in The Ox-

1 
ford Book of Exile. 

T MAY BE THAT WE H AVE HERE-aS we 
did in Oxford Books of Garden Verse, 
or of Villains,-involunta ry 
illustrations of th e fact that you ca n 
drop a plumb-line anywhere you like 
out of the void, and strike the heart 
of the human. After all, if you were 
determined to be at once mythic, 
experiential, literary and contem­
pora neous, you could put together 
The Oxford Boo]< of Gardens, 
Villains, and Exile, which would 
address at once some notable features 
of Western m yth and history, and 
the agenda for th e nex t Federal 
election. 

But in t en years' time only 
politicians and th eir chroniclers will 
remember anything whatever about 
that election, and I would hope that 
some other words will endure. 

William H . Gass, thinking about 
exile's various modes, talks about 
'poetry', by which he means not 
verse, but language in its ero tic 
pow er, its authority, and its 
distinctiveness. He assumes that for 
most of us, most of the time, it is in 
exile-a ruined king, a s tateless 
magician. 

His concluding words seem to 
m e apposit e not o nl y to the 
haemophiliac state of much of our 
culture, but, by contrast, to many of 
the extracts in the present volume: 

But of course poet ry, if it returns, will 
never make us pay. No. It will not put 
us to dea th or in prison o r send us, as 
it was sent, so sad ly away. It will 
simply put us to shame. • 

Peter Steele has a Personal Chair at 
the University of Melbourne. 
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B RUCE WILLIAMS 

Secco Eco 
or 

Time isn't what 
it used to be 

T"""m" SIZE . You reach 
the middle of th e 
detective story, 
th e scene in 
which the grea t 
detective, pipe in 
hand, sums up 
developments so 
far, whil e th e 
stolid village po­
li ceman tak es 
notes. ' How 
much do we rea l­
ly know about 
that crowded few 
minutes just be­
fore Celia e n ­
tered the library?' etc. At this point, 
you, the Reader, put the book down 
and consult your own pencilled time­
table of events alongside your me­
ticulous sketch of the library, shrub­
bery and purlieus. 'Of course' you 
murmur. Besides detective stories, 
you delight in cryptic crosswords, in 
palindromes and acrostics. When it 
comes to more serious fiction, you 
cut your teeth on Borges, you know 
which sentences in Donald 
Barthelme are th e jokes and you are 
close to identifying the algorithm 
from which all 500 pages of Life: A 
User's Manual were generated. You 
delight in learning, the more miscel ­
laneous and recondite the better. You 
are drawn to the pre-scientific ages 
of the world, in which authority is 
vested in chains of texts which slow­
ly wind, with many a labyrinthin e 

coil, from antiquity 
to th e present . 

Does this de­
scription fit? If so, 
yo u are th e Model 
Reader of Umberto 
Eco's novels. 

As a th eo ri st, 
Eco, together with 
E.D. Hirsch and oth­
ers, has contributed 
the concept of a read­
er implied by the 
text , the o n e a t 
whom the t ex t 
seems to aim. In 
these accounts, to 
read adeq u a t e ly 

means, for the space of the book, to 
assemble appropriate bits and pi eces 
of the everyday self into that Model 
Reader who will pick up th e clues, 
spot the references and thus take 
whatever pleasures and rewards the 
book might have been designed to 
give. How difficult this is will de­
pend on whether you have the right 
bits and pieces in your kitbag, which 
may explain why readers sometimes 
get the feeling that they are beside 
themselves. 

The Island of the Day Before re­
sembles Eco's previous novels, The 
Name of the Rose and Fouca ult's 
Pendulum: its ingredients area small 
quantity of action , a larger amount 
of plot, and a vast amount of infor­
mation. 

Unscrambled, the main narrative 
would run something like this. It is 



the 17th century, the Thirty Years 
War is underway. Roberto la Griva, a 
young Italian nobleman, goes with 
his father to defend the besieged city 
of Casale. Here, out in the world for 
the first time, he is exposed to the 
haphazard destructiveness of power; 
he is lectured on the art of statecraft; 
he m eets Padre Emmanuele, who 
has invented an Aristotelian ma­
chine for constructing metaphors, 
based on ' the ability to perceive 
objects under ten Categories'. Rob­
erto (thus far) is that familiar charac­
ter, the impressionable innocent, 
through whose eyes the reader sees 
vanity fair. 

We are, however, supposed to be 
interested in Roberto quite as much 
as in what he sees, and to that extent 
the novel is a Bildungsroman, trac­
ing the growth of a mind and sensi­
bility through the formative years . 
From Casale, Roberto goes to Paris, 
w h ere he frequents a sa lon of 
precieuses and learns to play their 
intricate erotic and intellectual 
wordgames. He falls in passionately 
rhetorical love with the inevitable 
Lady, but is too inexperienced to 
take advantage of the opportunities 
she provides, so sh e remains a 
Distant Beloved. 

It should already be obvious that 
the reader of this book wi ll not be 
swept along by a torrent of events. 
Things do happen, but on the whole, 
people, including th e author, hold 
forth, they fill in the background, 
they contextualise, they discourse, 
instruct and explicate . The book is 
full of 17th century ideas about nat­
ural science, medicine, theology, 
navigation, rhetoric . . . This is noth­
ing like as dull as it may sound. 
Eco's fictive expositions share in the 
playful spiritedness of his non-fic­
tion; given these premises and these 
rules of inference, he seems to say, 
look what fun you can have. See how 
reasonable it was for them to have 
thought this way. 

But to resume: Roberto falls foul 
of Cardinal Mazarin and is sent off 
on a voyage . His mission is to spy on 
ano ther Englishman, one Byrd, w ho 
is trying to solve the problem, strate­
gica lly crucia l in the age of nascent 
imperialism, of getting an accura te 
fix on longtitude. His ship is wrecked, 
and he finds himself cast up, by a 
quirk, on another ship, anchored just 

offshore. The ship is deserted, al­
though fu lly provided with food and 
water, with a garden, an aviary and a 
roomful of clocks; Roberto cannot 
swim. 

There, in fact , the novel begins; 
the preceding events we learn as we 
go along. Nor is this time-manage­
m en t, replete with parallels and 
cross-references, the only narrative 
complication. The tale purports to 
be reconstructed from Roberto's own 
writings-thus the narrator keeps 
reminding us of his own work of 
interpretation and the problema tics 
of fiction . There is also a double, a 
wicked figure called Ferrante who 
may or not be Roberto 's illegitimate 
brother. Ferrante-fa ll aw this 
closely, reader- may or may not be a 
character in a romance narrative of 
Roberto's own devising. He is every­
thing Roberto is not: confident, 
vicious, a man of action, not tossed 
about on the currents of ideas or 
mooning over Distant Beloveds but 
driven on by an over-mastering 
hatred of his brother. 

'Ferrante stands for your fears 
and yo ur shame' explains th e cynic 
Saint-Savin. 'Often men, rather than 
admit they are the authors of their 
fate, see thi s fate as a roma nce nar-

ra t ed by a fanciful and 

N 
scoundrel author.' 

OW THERE'S AN ESSAY TOPIC for 
you, that's where the seminar might 
begin. And that 's where my difficul­
ties becom e acute. Let me acknowl­
edge that in one way I am far from 
ideal for thi s book. I read detective 
stories for the locales, the charac­
ters, the argot and the jokes, tran­
quilly indifferent to the question of 
who actually did what to whom. 
That 's why I like Simenon, who 
clearly didn 't care either, and dislike 
Agatha Christie, for whom the guess­
ing game is the main point. 

Not easy, then to become a Model 
Reader of Eco. Yet I delight in Bar­
thelme, in Borges, in Calvina, and I 
stayed with Georges Perec's Life: A 
User's Manual through every one of 
those 500 pages. The question then 
arises: what is the difference between 
those, compelling, examples of post­
modern fiction and this lates t book 
of Eco's, which I take to be a turkey? 

The short answer is that the 
fiction itself is badly m a naged. 

Roberto, says Eco, 'had been educated 
to discover new lands only through 
the telescope of th e word ' . So much 
might justly be sa id of an author who 
constructs his characters out of oth­
er characters: Shakespeare's Mercu­
tio stands behind the materialist 
Saint-Savin; Ferrante is Iago crossed 
with the Secret Sharer of Conrad's 
tale, and a right stagy mixture that 
makes. More damaging still, Roberto 
himself only flickers into life every 
fifty pages or so, then winks out 
again. Throughout the book, the per­
son who dominates the proceedings 
is the author, learned, ingenious, 
generously sharing the wealth of his 
reading with us and constantly set­
ting small and large tests for our 
readerly percipience. 

Gen erous! y-and garrulously . 
The lec tures and lecturettes and 
expositions all proceed at a similar, 
even, unruffled pace; the narra tive, 
too, moves steadily along, or better, 
sways back and forth like the 
anchored ship itself. It is not possi­
ble to find a passage both represent­
ative and brief enough to quote. As a 
result, it is hard to think of a single 
m om ent of intensity, of surprise, of 
ga th e red force or particular 
eloqu ence. Calvina, whose fiction is 
compa rab l y self-conscious and 
highly-wro ugh t, provides such mo­
ments in abundance. 

As the book progresses, Eco seems 
less and less interested in reconcil­
ing action with discourse. The early 
adventures on the ship, and the siege 
of Casale, are comparatively rich. In 
Paris , th e proportion of talk 
increases-and there are some small 
but revea ling chinks in verisirnili­
tude, as when Roberto is alleged to 
take several months of freque nting 
the same talkative sa lon as his be­
loved before finding out her name­
this in a period when names and 
introductions were essential to so­
cial life. In the later chapters, the 
action slows to a trickle, while accu­
mulated masses of learni ng begin to 
loom. The sense of an ending, in this 
novel, will be achieved only by that 
reader who is willing to piece to­
gether all the various motifs-Aris­
totelian word machines, at traction 
at a distance, parallel universes, land­
scapes and bodies-into some sa tis­
fying or intriguing whole. 

One whole chapter is devoted to 
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a history of the device of the Dove 
which is to this novel what the Rose 
was to The Name of the Rose. To 
Roberto (we are told ) it becom es 'a 
compendium of every passion of his 
loving soul ' : 

'It was not clear to him (nor can it 
be to us) whether the bird had be­
come the Island, or Lilia, or both, or 
the yesterday to which all three were 
relegated, for Roberto's exile was in 
an endless today, whose future lay 
only in arriving, some tomorrow, at 
the day before.' 

Model Readers quiver at this. And 
read on, gladly, through: 'som e notes 
for a future monograph that could be 
called Columba Patefacta, and the 
pro ject does not seem to m e com-

pletely otiose, considering that oth­
ers have devoted whole chapters to 
the Meaning of the Whale.' 

Indeed: but the book that con­
tains the Whale also contains Aha b. 

In the end, I was reminded of 
Michael Frayn's splendidly funny 
noveC The Tricl< of It, in which a 
scholar marries the novelist on 
whose work he specialises, and, af­
ter quite failing to convince her that 
he knows better than she what book 
to write next, resorts to becoming a 
novelist himself. Hen ce the title: he 
gets it, he thinks, this thing that 
marks h er off from him, 'the trick of 
it '. 

The Island of the Day Before is a 
book of an increasingly common kind 

B OOKS: 2 

MIKE TICHER 

whose point is its interpretation, as 
though fiction existed for the semi­
nar. But, to adapt Heidegger, the pri ­
mary characteristic of fi ction is to be 
there. Thi s one is not th ere; it fakes 
an interes t in telling sto ries in order 
to promote an interes t in story­
telling. 

Postscript : apart from mums and 
Distant Beloveds and a marginal trace 
or two there are no women in this 
novel. It is possible to argue that an 
author who sports with the deeper 
meanings of the universe ought to 
put some proper ones in. • 

Bruce Williams is head of the school 
of Art s & M edia a t La Trobe 
University. 

Disorder in the house 
Slaughterhouse: Bosnia and the failure of the west, David Rieff, Random House, 
Sydney, 1995 . ISBN 00994783 15 RRP $17 .95 The Death of Yugoslavia, Laura 
Silber and Allan Little, Penguin, Melbourne, 1995. ISBN 0140249044 RRP $16.95 

WN Yuco""" "'c'" TO 

disintegrate in 199 1, the idea of 
Europe seemed irresist ible . With the 
European single market coming in to 
force the following year, common 
defence and foreign policy m echa­
nisms seem ed the logical n ext step. 
Th e e uph oria of communi sm 's 
demise in the east had not ye t 
resolved into the hard grind of eco­
nomic reconstruction. 'The age of 
Europe has dawned/ Luxembourg's 
for eign minist er Jacques Poos 
proclaimed, as the EC confidently 
waded into the Yugoslav fray. 

By the time a Serb mortar killed 
3 7 people in Sarajevo in August 1995, 
it had been obvious for years what a 
bitterly false dawn that was. A 
woman who brought flow ers to the 
site was quoted in the London 
Independent: 'None of them were 
my relatives/ she said, 'but they 
were all m y fellow citizens, regard­
less of their names or religions. I am 
sick of the world. I am sick of Eu-
rope.' 
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In retrospect, the signs that the 
common European home was a house 
built on sa ne\ were already there 
when communism collapsed. The 
most fervent wish of thefonner east­
ern bloc countries was to ' return to 
Europe', yet it was not so clear that 
the Europe th ey idealised even exist­
ed. In his book We The People ( 1990), 
Timothy Carton Ash wrote: 'Travel­
ling to and fro between the two halves 
of the divided continent, I have some­
times thought that the real divide is 
between those (in the Wes t ) who 
have Europe and those (in the East) 
who believe in it.' 

What were the characteristics of 
tha t Europe they believed in? The 
perception of shared cu ltura l bonds, 
albeit partial! y interrupted for 40 
years, was certainly there. But that 
guaranteed nothing. After all, hadn ' t 
the Jews trusted that their immer­
sion in German (and Europea n ) 
culture wo uld entitl e them to be 
trea ted as Germans and Europea ns? 
There was affluence too, but that 

was an aspiration, not a right. More 
important, surely, was that European 
institution instinctively cited by the 
a non ym o u s Saraj evo woman: 
citizenship which guaranteed equal­
ity before the law (regardless of name 
or religionL in contrast to the Nazi 
and communist tyrannies endured 
in the past 60 years . Furthermore, 
the supra-national institutions under 
construction in the EC clea rl y im­
plied the indivisibility of those rights 
across Europe. Scots and Greeks and 
Danes could claim them alike. With 
communism dead, logic clemanclccl 
that they be extenclccl also to Poles, 
Czechs and Hungarians-ancl 
Yugoslavs. 

Among those who believed in 
the rhetoric of pan-European soli­
clarity, as David Rieff makes clear in 
Slaughterhouse, were the cclucatccl 
middle-class of Sarajevo, and many 
ot h er cit ize n s of th e former 
Yugoslavia. They unders tood 'Eu­
rope' not only as a repository of con­
sum er goods and liberal democracy, 



but also as what Rieff calls 'a moral 
category'. They could not believe 
that actually existing Europe-above 
all Britain and France- could stand 
on the sidelines and watch the de­
struction of historic European cities 
and the genocide of a people who 
believed themselves to be Europe­
ans. 

Rieff, as an American Jew, is 

ideally placed to dissect the betrayal 
of that idea of Europe as both an 
insider and an outsider. True, his 
admirable book is sub-titled 'the fail­
ure of the West' , not ' the failure of 
Europe'. He cannot exclude his own 
government from complicity in the 
Bosnian slaughter-for Bill Clinton 
to utter the words 'never again' at 
the opening of New York's Holocaust 
Museum in 1993, when the butchery 
of Bosnia's Muslims had already been 
under way for a year was, he writes, 
' to take vacuity over the border into 
obscenity' . 

Yet Rieff writes best about the 
complex relationship of the constit­
uent parts of Yugoslavia to Europe. 
He carefully isolates the importance 
of being European to Croatian iden­
tity (in contrast to the so-called 
Byzantine' Serbs)-a yearning which 
should have provided the Europeans 
with a powerful lever to curb the 
fanatical drive by the Tudjman 
government towards an ethnically 
homogenous state. 

Instead of using that lever to insist 
that 'European' values be applied, 
however, the EC countries chose to 
' read Yugoslavia out of Europe' as 
Rieff puts it. It was redefined as 'the 
Balkans ', complete with supposedly 
ancient, bloodthirsty and immutable 
ethnic hatreds. Another quarrel in a 
faraway place between people of 
whom we knew nothing. Mass 

murder, the expulsion of whole 
populations, the destruction of 
hundreds of mosques and hundreds 
of thousands of houses-this is not 
how Europeans behave, therefore Yu­
goslavia could not be in Europe. 

The bewilderment of the Bos­
nians that Europe did not come to 
save them stemmed from the belief 
that their plight was a 'category 

error', that their status as Europeans 
would give them a protection not 
enjoyed by victims of similar atroc­
ities in Africa or Asia. It is the bitter 
disillusion in discovering their error 
that will help shape the mentality of 
a future Bosnian state and the iden­
tity of its citizens, just as the Holo­
caust transformed millions of liberal 
Jews into hardline Zionists. This 
means, above all the relentless 
reduction of identity to the specific 
sub-group targeted for genocide. As 
one of Rieff's friends in Sarajevo put 
it: 'First, I was a Yugoslav. Then I 
was a Bosnian. Now I'm becoming a 
Muslim .' 

Rieff is unashamedly, but not 
sentimentally, pro-Bosnian. He is 
scrupulously fair to both govern­
ments and individuals, which 
powerfully reinforces his indictment 
of those who have connived at the 
slaughter. 

In particular, he makes a clear 
distinction between the bravery and 
commitment of the UNHCR and 
the nauseatingly craven response of 
successive leaders of UNPROFOR. 
He explains convincingly how the 
United Nations quickly came to be­
lieve that 'peace' in Bosnia meant 
acceding to a carve-up of the country 
along ethnic lines. It was a view 
which led them to play down the 
massacres and expulsion which that 
entailed, and to see the Bosnian 

government as the main obstacle to 
that 'peace', while toadying up to 
and apologising for the Serbs, 
including those indicted as war crim­
inals in The Hague. 

Slaughterhouse is not without 
its faults. Rieff plunges into the story 
with little or no historical introduc­
tion, the book progresses without a 
discernible structure, and the 

urgency of his argument sometimes 
drives him into tortuous syntax. But 
these do nothing to obscure the 
damning clarity of his case. This is 
only enhanced by his thoughtful ex­
amination of his own professional 
ethics as a journalist: 

'I arrived in Bosnia having always 
resisted appeals to become indig­
nant about one cause or another. 
Indignation, I believed, was inimical 
to understanding ... since in the end 
it was informed by a sentimental 
and reductive reading of events . I 
don't know what I think now.' 

Certainly he is far from ashamed 
that the media became, consciously 
or unconsciously, ' the only depend­
able allies the Bosnians had': 

'What the press understood and 
the United Nations did not, was that 
to be fair and impartial was not the 
same thing ... It always seemed to 
me poignant that this group of pro­
fessional skeptics [the media] 
... turned out to believe more in 

'Western values' than their rr governments did. ' 

.1. HIS IS NOT A VIEW SHARED by Laura 
Silber and Allan Little, whose book 
is the companion to the BBC series 
recently screened on the ABC. It is 
hard to believe that it is not Rieff 
himself they have in mind when 
they rather sniffily insist that theirs 
is not a cri de coeur, a call to arms of 
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the 'Save Bosnia Now' type (though 
we believe that Bosnia could and 
should have been saved) . It is not a 
polemic against the failure of the 
Wes t to protect the weak from the 
strong. And it is not a book about 
journalism or journalists. 

Rather, it attempts to document 
dispassionately, in chronologica l 
order and copious detail, the unfold­
ing drama of the break-up of 
Yugoslavia . There are plenty of 
forgotten episodes here, and some 
surprising angles. T he haste and 
manner in which Slovenia declared 
its independence, for example, know­
ing the unenviable choices it wou ld 
leave the republics with far less ho­
mogenous populations, seems much 
shabbier than it did at the time. The 
Death of Yugoslavia is, at least, a 
magnificent reference book. 

Yetfora ll this valuable and pains­
takingly recorded information, the 
authors' achievement is stric tly 
limited, since they fail to draw the 
concl usions which follow from their 

own mass of evidence. In the intro­
duction they write that Yugoslavia's 
fai lure to take its place in ' the hope­
ful community of European nations 
... turned out to be Europe's loss as 
well as Yugoslavia's, and a mortal 
blow to many of th e core moral cer­
tainties of our age.' This is surely 
subject matter which cries out not 
merely for documentation, but also 
for analysis-passion, even. Yet, like 
the UN carefully counting the in­
coming shells, the authors tend to 
interpre t their ' mandate ' as 
journalists in the narrowest possible 
sense, to the exc lusion of making 
moral judgements about what they 
are observing. 

What conclusions there are tend 
to be inexplicably crass throwaway 
remarks. The dismal litany of fai led 
international initiatives leads them 
to sta te feebly at one point that ' in 
rea lity, there was little Washington 
could do '. Thi s immediately before 
they explain how the Americans 
painstakingly rebuilt the Muslim -

Croa t alliance, which drastically 
changed the course of the war in 
1994. This strange, semi-detached 
pseudo-objectivity, in stark contrast 
to Rieff 's angry, but self-critical 
engagement, makes The Death of 
Yugoslavia a much less impressive 
book than it might otherwise have 
been. 

The military map of Bosnia has 
changed substantially since both 
these books were completed . But the 
turning tide of the war has, if any­
thing, only hastened its essential 
outcome, th e same outcome to 
which Carrington, Vance-Owq1 and 
the rest shamefully gave their impri­
matur- th e destruction of a 
multi-ethnic Bo nia, and with it the 
Europe that flickered so briefly into 
the imagination between 1989 and 
199 1. That ideal lies buried with the 
thousands of nameless corpses in 
Srebrenica, Prijedor and a hundred 
other European towns. • 

Mike Ticher is a freelance writer. 
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Fighting time 
Home Before Dark, Ruth Park and Rafe Champion, 
Viking, Sydney 1995. ISBN 0 670 85739 4 RRP $35.00 

MY WALL AT HOME is a 
framed black-and-white photograph 
of Ernest Hemingway leaning over 
the ropes of a boxing ring. His hand 
are gloved, his chest bare, and there 
is a sly grin across his face. Before he 
blew his brains ou t in C ub a, 
Hemingway had what I rega rd as a 
wholesome attitude to life. One may 
have found the details distasteful­
his screwing the girlfriend of the 
notorious ga ngs ter Legs Diamond on 
the stairs of a N ew York speakeasy; 
his fascination with the blood and 
gore of bullfighting; hi s love of box­
ing-but these were the surface 
expressions of a deeply adventurous 
spirit. Hemingway confronted life 
head-on : he relished its challenges 
and searched out its risks. He was 
not a man to trade passion for the 
petit bourgeois securities urged upon 
so m any of us toda y. 

I thought of Hemingway again 
last month when I was coaxed out of 
'retirement' for a welterweight ex hi­
bition bout on the unclerca rd of the 
Australian Universities Boxing 
Championship. I also thought of Les 
Darcy. Amateur boxing is a long way 
from the slug-fest that professional 
boxing has become but is not all that 
far removed from th e 'manly art of 
self-defence' that Darcy and others 
practised earlier this century. Once 
you climb through the ropes the 
sensa tions are identical: the appre­
hension in the loins as you face an 
opponent; the taste of blood in your 
mouthguard; the thud of a hard right 
against the side of your head if yo u're 
silly enough to drop your guard when 
in retrea t. 

I copped a hiding. But I didn ' t 
regret it. For one more glorious night 
I was a m ember of the boxing frater­
nity again. It 's an exclusive club and 
membership of it also gave m e some 
unders tanding of Darcy's story from 
th e inside. 

Boxers can be colourful personal­
ities but they are rarely complex 
ones. Les Darcy was no exception. 
Like others before and after him, Les 

was lured to boxing because it offered 
a way out of the pre-ordained limita­
tions of working-class life. Before 
the First World War, boxing was a 
mass entertainm.ent sport. A top­
draw fighter could make more mon­
ey for one night's work in the ring 
than he could hope to make in three 
year's manual work. 

Money and opportunity versus 
routine and drudgery. For Les there 
was rea lly no choice. His father's 
reckles s drinking was rapid ly 
consigning his mother and her ten 
children to a life of near destitution 
and soLes took it upon himself to be 
the family breadwinner. As the purs­
es from his fights grew, so did his 
ambitions. Les's dream was to see 
hi s mother set up in a comfortable 
house of her own-and this dream 
becam e a demand aft er the tumble­
clown shack the family occupied near 
Maitland was all but des troyed by 
severe fl ooding in 1913. Then, as 
now of course, hom e ownership was 
an expensive proposition . Les had to 
fight and keep on fighting to earn 
enough to finish the new house. This 
explains his dedication to boxing, 
hi s reluctance t o cut s h ort a 
promising ring career to enlist in the 
Army, and his fatal decision to leave 
for the US and pursue the kind of 

high-paying contests he rr was being denied at home. 

.1. HIS SIMPLE PLOT has become the 
stuff of rich folklore ever since. Hom e 
Before Darl< is an attempt to s ift the 
fa ct from the fiction. Fiction: Les 
Darcy would have become the grea t­
est boxer of all time. Fact: He was 
almost certainly the best middle­
weight, and perhaps the best light­
heavyweight of his day but beyond 
that the discussion is meaningless . 
Fiction: Darcy was poisoned by ' the 
Yanks' beca use he was so good and 
threa tened US boxing interests. Fact: 
Darcy died from septicaemia proba­
bly contracted after Harold Harwood 
knocked out two of his teeth in 
1916-long before Darcy even set 

foot in the US . Fiction: Darcy was a 
coward and a traitor, a man who 
would feather hi s own nest while 
his mates died for God, King and 
Country in the First World War. 
Fact: Australians were eli vided over 
participating in Europe's war; 
Darcy's choice to defer enlistment 
was not extraordinary and his deci­
sion to stow away to America was 
made after attempts to leave openly 
had been closed, unjustifiably, to 
him . 

In unearthing the real Les Darcy, 
Ruth Park and Rafe Champion have 
produced an authoritative and high­
ly entertaining book. But have th ey 
explained the Darcy mys tique? On 
the jacket cover of Hom e Before 
Darl< is an elabora tion of the title: 
'The story of Les Darcy, a great Aus­
tralian hero'. Recently I asked Rafe 
Champion, who was ta lking about 
the book to a small ga thering at the 
Sydney Universi ty Sports Union, 
what he understood by the term 
'great Australian Hero'. Rafe's first 
response was to point to Darcy 's 
celebrity status but I wouldn ' t bu y 
that . Celebrities arc not heroes and 
our age is the poorer for paying too 
much attention to the former and 
too li ttle to the lat ter. Then he 
m enti oned Darcy's amiable 
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The photograph, 
above, of Les Darcy 
in evening dress 
hung over the desl< 
of family friend 
and mentor, 
Father foe Coady. 
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A PR shot of Les Darcy 
shoeing hor es in th e 
East Maitland forge, with 
fellow boxer and friend 
Fran!< Loughrey. 
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disposition and the fact that he en­
dured considerable physical suffer­
ing in silence. But that wo uld quali­
fy for hero-status a good many peo­
ple we meet every day of the week. 

Someone in the group submitted 
that Darcy was the master of his 
profession. Maybe, but in a sense so 
is Mike Tyson and you don 't hear 
anyone calling him a hero. Someone 
else (the question was obviously gen­
erating some interest) suggested that 
heroes arc social constructions and 
therefore we should be looking for 
sociological explanations of, not 
mythological qualifications for, 
heroism. 

It was at this point that Rafe, 
who'd been leafing dreamily through 

his book, stopped at the third last 
paragraph. T hi s was written by 
D' Arcy Niland, whose extensive 
research before his dea th into th e 
Les Darcy story inspired- and large­
ly directed-Home Before Dark. It 
is, indeed, the most evoca tive para­
graph in th e book. Referring to the 
Jun e 26, 1917 funeral of Darcy (the 
largest, proportionally, in Australia's 
hi story) Niland wrote: 

I don 't think all those hundreds 
and thousands of people, millions 
rea lly, were mourningforLes alone. 
Somewhere in the air was a vast 
sil ent lament for all the dead and 
ruined boys, the generation that had 
gone away laughing and singing and 

BooKs: 4 

James Griffin 

just vanished into thin air. In some 
mysterious way he was one of them, 
not a soldier but a battler, someone 
who did his best, came a cropper 
and didn't whinge about it. There's 
something profound, perverse if you 
like, in the Australian psyche that 
feels most love for the good loser. 
That's why Gallipoli means more 
to us than any victory. 

We remember Lcs Darcy less for 
what he was than for wha t he came 
to symbolise about these troubled 
years of the First World War. That is 
where his ' heroic' status-in a nar­
row sociological sense-lies . What 
Les Darcy was is something quite 
different from the stuff of mytholo­
gy. Darcy was masculine without 
being boisterous or brutal. He was a 
successful sportsman while also be­
ing accomplished at the blacksmith's 
forge and violin. He was someone 
who stood for what he believed in, 
whether that was confidence in hi s 
abilities or loyalty to his family. 

Les Darcy, in short, was a man. 
Hemingway's example reminds us 
that there arc no necessary virtues in 
this. But there was a rarity in Darcy's 
clay and th ere is an even greater one 
in ours. • 

Chris McGillion edits the opinion 
page for The Sydney Morning Herald. 

Ti1ne bilong 1noney 
The Min of the Papua New Guinea Star Mountains, Gerrit Schuurkamp, Publication sponsored by Ok 

C Tecli Mining, Tabubil, Western Province, Papua New Guinea, 1995. ISBN 9980 85 099 X RRP $70.00 

ERTAINLY A CO UPLE OF YEARS metres (13,675 feet) and are leached Fubilan (6837 ft) rose there with an 
ago one could, perhaps one still can, by rainfalls ranging for four to eleven unsuspected fifty metre cap of gold. 
come across Des Fi tzer bustling on metres ( 160 to 430 inch es), where 'A geographic hell ', said Fitzer, 
government business in Port Mores- one can wallow out of quagmires on and he had 'no hesitation in stating 
by-a bureaucratic amanuensis. I to 35-degree gradients, where the that there was no possibility of 
m ention Des because he led the first escarpm ents shake and their debris establishing a patrol post on the 
patrol in to the last parishes to be is swept away in pluvial landslides. Papuan side of the Star Mountains'. 
contacted on th e southern (Papuan ) 1963, that 's how recent and arduous However, in 1966 another patrol saw 
slopes of the Star Mountains in the it was meeting the m os t remote of watercourse rocks peacocked in blu e 
centre of geographica l N ew G uinea. the Wopkaimin, a subgroup in the and green. Not so unusu al that, 
It was 1963 and it took 124 cla ys in Minculturearea, 'Min' beingasuffix except that the geologist knew this 
theprecipitousgraniteancllimestone meaning just 'people'. Officially it was a region of tectonic plate colli-
mountains which rise to over 4000 was the last first contact and Mt sions and that there was a fair chance 
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of substantial mineral lodes. 
In the ea rly 1960s, with new 

ex traction techniques, it beca me 
profitable to mine low-grade ore 
bodies-and crea te enormities of 
sludge. In 1964 Conzinc Rio Tin to of 
Australia (CRA) realised th at 
Bougainville's huge porphyry cop­
per and gold deposits could be slur­
ried into sa leable concentrates al­
though grades were on ly 0.48 per 
cent of copper and 0.55 gms of gold 
per tonne. Quite different from the 
1930s when the ubiquitous alluvial 
prospector, 'Sharkeye' Park, had pon­
tificated : 'There's a lot of gold in 
Bougainville, but too much bloody 
Bougainville mixed up with it '. The 

grades at Ok T edi were 
much higher. 

CENTRAL B OUGAI VI LLIANS 

reacted very differently to the news 
that their sacred land was to be 
mined. They had fertile soil and an 
equable climate and they enjoyed 
palliative if limited welfare services 
from the Christian (predominantly 
Catholic) mis ions so that there was 
no desire for frontier mining camp 
development. Moreover, there was 
profound distrust and exasperation 
at having had several generations of 
contact through m ostly unreward­
ing plantation labour followed by 
the devastation of war-which did 
not even graze the northern Min . 
And since 1930 Bougainvilleans had 
had experience of sporadic (profit­
less for them ) gouging of their ground 
by uninvited, overbearing and less 
perceptive 'sharkeyes', a few of 
whom were staked by that wide­
ranging entrepreneur, Archbishop 
(Sir) James Duhig of Bri bane. 

Not so the Min. The outskirts of 
thei r region had probably been con­
tacted as ea rly as 1922 and the great 
patrols of Champion/Karius (1927) 
and Taylor/Black (1938) had passed 
thro ugh . On the New Guinea side 
Michael Leahy (see Connally/An­
derson's film First Contact) had 
crash-landed to establish a gliders trip 
at Telefomin in 1944 but, in spite of 
a post being established there in 1948 
and at Kiunga (Papua ) in 1950 near 
the confluence of the Ok Tecli and 
the Fly, there was little develop­
ment . Where Fitzer went, life was 
far from idyllic . Life expectancy for a 
male was 28-32 years; for a female 

less than 25 . Tribal fighting may 
have accounted for a third of dea ths 
without respect to age or sex. Stunt­
ing, as the re ult of poor nutrition, 
had the average weight for adult 
males (in 1978) at 56 kilos and height 
at 158 ems; for women 50 and 147. 
Those sceptics who think cannibal­
ism based on protein lust was a white­
man's fantasy can still find a few 
well-mannered participants in the 
Stars. Chronic anaemia, filariasis, 
shigellosis, typhoid, even sub-alpine 
malaria took a heavy toll. A Min 
traditionally knew virtually noth­
ing of life beyond a radius of 40 
kilometres: even then the earth did 
not seem under-populated and they 
fought over land. Taboos and sorcery 
promoted social cohesion but also 
an ethos of cra mping fear. 

Kennecott was the first large 
miner to challenge the tyranny of 
altit ude and terrain as well as dis­
tance a t Ok Tedi. It 
seems to have been 
enlightened in its self­
interest from 1968, 
when it took out its - - ...._......,..lll 

lease, until its with­
drawal in 1975. That 
was in part clue to its 
fear of the striden t eco­
nomic n atio n ali s m 
which emerged prior to 
independence and the 
drastic renegotiation of 
the Bougainville Cop­
per Agreement in 197 4. 
An odour also envel­
oped Kennecott with 
th e depo si tion and 
murder of Allende in 
Chile. But it did not 
know of the gold cap or 
anticipated the surge 
in gold prices, pegged 
at $35 an ounce before 

The govern m en t received K37 
million in direc t revenue; K58.9 
million was spent in goods and serv­
ices, 68 per cent from PNG supplies; 
Kl3 million is spent on education 
and training; K300 million has gone 
on infrastructure including Tabubil 
town of 10,000 people. Little wonder 
then that Port Moresby would like 
to see Messrs Slater and Gordon w ho, 
with their alluring contingency fees, 
cou ld incite downstream villagers 
to bring OTML to a halt , 
defenestra ted through their window 
of opportunity. So would the Min. 
But the alleged destruction by rnining 
waste of village communities along 
the Ok Tecli and the Fly, which has 
always carried millions of tonnes of 
sediment irrespective of OTML's 
contribution, is not within the scope 
of this book. 

A cynic or, better still, an over­
earnest environmentalist, will prob-

1973, to roughly $850 Smiles are still in order despite long hours and rules for work. 
in 1979. 

BHP was the beneficiary. With 
German involvement and a 20 per­
cent PNG government equity, Ok 
Tecli Mining Ltd was set up. Today 
BHP has 60 per cent and the manage­
ment contract . It took eight years 
and US$1400 million between 1976 
and 1984 to develop the mine. By 
1994, with the closure of the Bou­
gainville mine in 1989, Ok Tedi's 
export sales of 536 million Kina rep­
resented 20 per cent of PNG's total. 

ab ly say that this almost monumen­
tal coffee table ethnograph is no more 
than an attempt to justify the ways 
of a godlike multinational to Min. 
Sponsored by OTML it consists of 
some 800 full-colour photographs 
taken with a 'fill-in ' electronic flash 
and an interleaved standard succinct 
text which fits the book's modest 
subtitle. The superb photographs 
range from numinous silhouettes of 
the sublime (in Edmund Burke's 
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Caption and photo 
opportunity from the 
book. 
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sense) Hindenburg range at dawn to 
the intimacies of moss, lichen and 
th e local cuisine; from the scarlet 
effl orescence of the ' flam e of the 
forest ' vine to the bilas (personal 
displays) of villagers with their par­
adise fea ther headdresses and virtu­
osic penis gourds; from the weapon­
ry of hunting to th e m echani cs of 
verti gin ous hanging bridges and 
house making. There are ossuaries 
as mindful of mortality as a medieval 
monasti c nec ropolis but nothing of 
current m ortuary rites . The 'family 
album ' portra its arc all posed; all the 
children arc well laundered; th ere 
arc no candl e-grease noses. For a 
li t tl e vc ri s m o in fant s ar c n o t 
inva riably cheerful but pacifica tion 
seems to have left no one disgmntled. 

However, there is no need to be 
cynica l at th e sight of a Min operat­
ing a 190-tonnc dump truck or a 
co mputer in a control room . Or even 
about th e fin al exhortation in large 
fo nt italics on an embroidered page: 
'The Min must continue to take pride 

L ESE DAYS CONTACT WITH wild 
animals is rare. Recently, on South 
Australia's Kangaroo Island, I had 
chance to visit one of the few major 
colonies of Australian sea lions at 
Seal Bay Conserva tion Park. The 
tota l population has now recovered 
fro m th e depreda tions of 19t h 
century hunting to a total of about 
12,000. Six hundred of these are at 
Seal Bay. 

N ow sea lions have small brains 
and in the m ating season (which 
tends to come around about every 18 

EUREKA STREET • D ECEMBER 1995 

in their unique culture and heritage, 
it is a source of community strength 
and personal iden tity! Only you can 
pass along th ese cu ltural values or 
else they will be lost. ' 

This sounds like wormwood but 
Dr Schuurkamp is really expressing 
here respect for a ' time before' cul ­
ture and discreetl y backing off from 
specifying what 'heritage' can be dis­
till ed from it and how it will stand 
up to the dynamics of wes tern com ­
modifica tion . Attrition and what 
furth er opportunities arc available 
wh en OTMI closes around 2010 will 
determine th at . Meanwhile it is es­
sentia l that the Min arc not totall y 
alienated from th e consensual prac­
ti ces of th e past by the tyrann y of 
technology . 

In this rega rd Christian religions 
whi ch allow syncretic adjustm ents 
are sure! y to be preferred as agcn ts of 
change. Schnuurkamp rightl y de­
plores those western Rebaibalists 
(' revivalist' , but with plenty ofbaibal) 
who have kindled th e burning of 
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Trunlz call 

Ali ya: Stories of the Elephants of 
Sri Lanka, Teresa Cannon and Peter 
Davis, Airavata Press, Melbourne 
1995. ISBN 0 646 21408 X RRP $49.95 
(Christmas special price) 

months) they have only two things 
on their mind: territory and copula­
tion . The group of us on the beach, 
including children, went quiet for 
the whole time we were there. Peo­
ple spoke in whispers. The sea lions 
completely ignored us; they were 
too busy defending territory and 
warding off younger males. 

spirit houses. Only recently former 
Prime Minister, Rabbie N amaliu , 
complain ed that the Constitution 
guaranteeing freedom of religion 
made it imposs ible to do anything 
about them . 

Dr Schuurkamp, primaril y a 
hea lth worker rath er th an an anthro­
pologist, has given th e Min an admi ­
rably refl ective m emorial of th eir 
transition from the past. Obvious ly 
anything as neolithica lly ve rac ious 
as the Gardncr/Hcidcr Gardens of 
War 1969 (film ed as Dead Birds) 
photograph ed in 196 1 in th e Baliem 
Vall ey (Irian Jaya) was imposs ibl e. 
There are a few slips in the tex t: 
'New Guinea' (m eaning presen t day 
PNG ) had not been cla im ed in 1876 
when D ' Albertis flew his Italian flag 
up the Fly but Dutch New Guin ea 
had (p. xi ), whi lc ' loose' for 'lose ' 
(p276) and 'appcti atc' (s ic p 150) 
perhaps show his Dutch origin. • 

James Griffin is Emeritus Professor 
of History, University of PNG. 

Our silence resulted from a sense 
of awe, a sense of being in the 
presen ce of c rea tures th at were 
tota lly other than us. This is the 
terrible risk we run as we progres­
sively destroy more and more of the 
natural world. There is increasingly 
so little left that it is not som ehow 
controlled or been manipulated by 
us. With one hundred thousand vis­
itors to their beach at Seal Bay each 
year, one wonders what will happen 
to the sea lions, despite the best 
efforts of the National Parks Service. 





Clearly Australian writers Teresa 
Cannon and Peter Davis, share an 
even greater sense of awe in the pres­
ence of the Elephas maximus max­
imus-the Sri Lankan subspecies of 
the Asian elephant, the largest of all 
land-living mammals. But like the 
sealers who drove the sea lions to 
the edge of extinction, in the mid­
nineteenth century in Sri Lanka 6000 
elephants were des troyed by Euro­
pean hunters because they were con­
sidered to be 'vermin '. N ow there 
are an estimated 2000 to 3000 wild 
elephants living in the country and 
about 500 domes tic ones. 

Sri Lanka is smaller than Tasma­
nia with a population of 17 million. 
Cannon and Davis comment that is 
'a credit to conservationists and those 
involved in wildlife managem ent' 
that there are still animals alive in 
the wild. It is yet to be seen what 
damage the war on th e island has 
done to the animals. 

Cannon and Davis try to pla ce 
th ese extraordinary animals in an 

... Sri I anJ.:.1m Uuddhim1 Jw, giFen a mythic 
and \ilcred 'itotm to elephonh. 'HaFing 
been hom of cele~tiol ond divine rcolmo.;, 
the clcplwnt lw\ 1II'OFCIJ it' \I'll~ ' into 
111\'tholopy ond hccome a profound ~ymhol 
of 'trcngth. protection mul /mtune ... · 
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historical, cultural and religious con­
text and they describe in detail the 
role the elephants have played in Sri 
Lankan tradition . However, I found 
the historical and cultural material 
less interesting than the physical 
and zoological description of the 
animals and their intimate and intri­
cate social structure. 

What this part of the book does is 
re inforce the on-going ethical and 
m ora l reappraisal of the status of 
animals and of our relationship to 
them. Charles Birch in Regaining 
Compassion ( 1993) and Peter Singer 
in Animal Liberation ( 1991) are two 
Australian ethicists prominent in the 
discussion. 

Cannon and Davis make it clear 
that Sri Lankan Buddhism has given 
a mythic and sacred status to ele­
phants. 'Having been born of celes­
tial and divine realms, th e elephant 
has woven its way into mythology 
and become <1 profound symbol of 
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strength, protection and fortune ... It 
is a sacred creature providing life 
and sustenance and therefore deserv­
ing of deep gratitude, honour and 
reverence.' The elephant is closely 
connected with the birth of the Bud­
dha and, in fact, he was thought to be 

an elephant in a previous 

I 
incarnation . 

N THE ROLE IT ASSIGNS to animals, 
Christianity could learn a lot from 
Buddhism. Traditional Christian 
moral theology tends to see respect 
for animals in a neighbourly but 
strictly subservient sense. Bernard 
Haring, in Th e Law of Christ , de­
scribed the Christian view as 'ani ­
mals and all irrational creatures are 
objects of our wonder. .. We cherish 
all of God's crea tures for their Crea­
tor's sake, but strictl y speaking, noth­
ing irrational can be the object of the 
Christian virtue of neighbourly love.' 

Underlying this is the assump­
tion that animals are irrational. Thi s 
shows th e influ enc e of Ren e 

Descartes that animals are m erely 
natura l machines totally subservi­
ent to the force of instinct . Accord­
ing to Descartes they lack any form 
of consciousness, freedom or the 
ability to make decisions. They are 
simply led by their instinctual needs. 
In the light of modern biology this 
view is totally out of elate. Simply by 
focusing on the elephants and de­
scribing their complex social inter­
action, Cannon and Davis' book 
implicitly debunks this Cartesian 
view and also shows how el a ted 
Christian ethics have become in the 
area. 

The book desc ribes th e complex 
int errelati on sh ip s that exist in 
elephant herds. 'Elephants in the herd 
are intimately connected to each 
other in a rhythmic continuum of 
audio and tacti le communica tion . It 
is through this collective cadence 
that the spirit of the elephants finds 
expression and the consciousness is 

formed .' The herd is not just an ad 
hoc group. 'It is a complex and defined 
support structure of genetically 
related members, offering security, 
companionship a nd, above all, 
survival. ' 

Elephant society is matriarchal. 
The herd is guided by the larges t and 
oldest female. They care for each 
other and for the calves with sensi­
tivity. They have poor sight, 'vision 
beyoncl25 m eters is blurred' but they 
have a highly developed sense of 
touch, hearing and smell. They clear­
ly have a range of communal sounds 
and much of their communication 
m ay occur through infrasouncl. They 
also seem to be high on the sca le of 
intelligence. 

All of thi s indicates that 
elephants are so far from 'irrational ' 
as the Christian tradition suggests. 
As this book shows they are, in fact , 
extraordinary animals. Aliya, Sto­
ries of the Elephants of Sri Lanl<a is 
a tribute to them. T here are beautiful 
illustrations and it int roduces th e 

Sri Lankan people who care for the 
elephants, both dom es tic and wild . 
The authors clearly love the coun­
try, but they are not unaware of its 
shortcomings, not the leas t of which 
is the war that is at present raging. 

That is why the book ends with a 
note of warning. 'Since we m ade our 
first visit [to Sri Lanka], there have 
been more eleph ant dea ths than 
births. No one knows the exac t num­
bers. But the elephants are clearly 
losing. And inevitably, so too is the 
ecosystem. ' 

So the Sri Lankan elephant faces 
the sam e threat as the Australian sea 
lion and th e rest of the natura l world: 
human beings. It wou ld be a tragedy 
if this beautiful book were the Sri 
Lankan elephants' swan song' • 

Paul Collins is the author of the 
God's Earth, Religion as if mauer 
really mattered. 



Env c'" "'A o'HA m t<ib•l 
thing, so whenever I see an all -pur­
pose women 's an thology from the 
US or Britain m y first impulse is to 
see what Australians are represent­
ed. Starting with colleagues (Gig 
Rya n, say, or Jennifer Maiden ) I then 
m ove onto other contemporari es I 
admire (Rh yll McMas ter for exam­
ple); my eyes peeled for older figures 
I will always read and re-read (like 
Gwen Harwood or Judith Wright ). I 
am also vigilant for those w riters I 
ha rdly barrack for but whom, I know, 
possess a decent track record (Faye 
Zwicky or the late Jennifer Rankin ). 
Invariably I find few (Judith Wright 
is the one constant ) and this annoys 
m e. 

Certainly with the first three of 
m y above categories m y desire to see 
Aussies included is not out of token­
ism or jingoism; nor is it, at times, 
purely out of plain old-fas hioned 
friendship; ra ther it is a wish to sec 
certain fine challenging poem s in a 
position where they can be rea d by 
as m any people as possible. 

A volume like The Oxford Book 
of Australian Women's Verse might 
help redress this imbalance on be­
half of the female m embers of our 
poetry tribe (the Hampton-Llewellyn 
Penguin effort of a decade back has 
also assisted ). Maybe if m ore inter­
national verse power brokers see this 
book more of our poets will achieve 
a reasonable recognition. Not th at 
th e anthology ha been assembled 
purely for flag- flying. 

The Oxford Book of Aus trali an 
Women's Verse, Susan Lever (ed. ), 
Oxford Universi ty Press, Melbourne 
1995. ISllN 0 19 553505 7 RRP $24.95 

I found the book quirky and at 
times annoying; if not predictable 
then at least reliable; if conservative 
(though hardly Jam es McAuley con­
servative) yet with a sure ability to 
surpri se. Pieces I am glad I encoun­
tered for the first times included 
'Bachelor' by Anne Elder, the fiv e 
poems by Susan Hampton and the 
five by Margaret Scott, 'The Moun­
tain Road: Crete, 1941 ' by N an Mc­
Donald, and ' A Problem of Language' 
by Dorothy Auchterlonie. 

There are song lyrics but no con­
crete poetry, sound poetry, 'language' 
poetry and, although the editor might 
dispute it, little to no performance 
poetry . It may be that concrete, sound 
and language verse doesn ' t come 
within the editorial param eters but 
there should have been a disclaimer 
to this effect in the introduction . 
(More on aspects of this later. ) 

It is in the ea rlier verse where 
one of the book's strengths em erges: 
this is in the variety of vigorous 
poetry (s till living, not m ere muse­
um pieces) from colonial and federa­
tion tim es. Is there m ore such wom­
en 's verse to be assembled? Doubt­
less. Is there an editor to do the 
assembling and a publisher to present 
them ? We hope so. 

I confess a soft spot for the ballady 

and Kiplingesque from those days 
(as marked an influence, let 's face it, 
as any in li terature) particularly those 
that turn Rudyard on his head: hu­
manist, angry and leftist (not that 
Kipling cou ldn' t be humanist and 
angry). I'm pleased that Susan Lever 
discovered Marie E. J. Pitt 's 'Aus­
tralia's Tomm y Atkins', for exam­
ple; it has great vigour. Here though 
is an item I'd definit ely omit: 'My 
Country'. T his war horse, thi s chest ­
nut, has th e quaint Mary G rant 
Bruce- ish ai r of a colonial cousin in 
jodhpurs telling the distant relatives 
back 'h om e' a t the ancestral hall, 
swee tly as she can, a thing or two. 
Sure, it has served i ts purpose well 
for the bulk of this century. Now it 
should be put to sleep. True, it m ade 
the Hampton-Llewellyn nine years 
back, but they also included D or­
othea MacKellar's 'Anns and the 
Wom an' as Lever should have. A 
rem arkable piece, it is a brief verse 
essay on how a woman should defend 
herself when attacked; it gives the 
poet quite a new dimension . 

Should songs lyrics have been 
included? The reviewer equivoca tes. 
Certainly if a m an were presumptu­
ous enough to concoct as unlikely a 
volume as an 'Oxford Book of Aus­
tralian Men 's Verse' I doubt if he'd 
include 'The Road to Gundagai','Thc 
Pub With N o Beer', and 'Friday on 
m y Mind' . 

I cannot pass comment on Robyn 
Archer's 'Th e Menstruation Blues'. I 
can only guess that the reaction to it 
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The confronting face of 
T he Oxford Book of 
Australian Women's Verse 
is the former Patricia 
('Bambi') Shmith, now the 
Coun tess of Harewood, 
as photographed by 
Athol Shmith in 1947. 
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amongst women would range fro m 
ven era t ion to d isgu st. Gle n 
Tom a s e tt i ' s ro u s ing equa l -pay 
polemic 'Don't Be Too Polite, Girls ' ' 
I can appreciate and will promote. 
For apart from th e rhetoric of 
conscription and the Vietnam War, 
never did the Menzies Era es tablish ­
m e nt tro t o ut m or e fatu ou s, 

research ethics 

rem ember Billy 

that is polemical, socially engaged: 
the hand-to-hand combat of it all . 
Which is where, I suppose, the song 
lyrics can be slotted in. Are m en, 
perhaps, more likely to be found be­
hind the artillery of satire? Could be, 
though n ever let it be said that wom­
en 's satire doesn 't have the grip and 
snap desired of the form. Vicki Ray-

mond, absurdly neglect­
ed in Australia, is cer­
tainly in the running to 
be the nation 's Stevie 
Smith (with a dash of 
Dorothy Parker ). 

Billy the norman Did I find much that 
w as hum orou s in the 
book ? No t h eap s, 
though the fault m ay be 
mine. I rem ember how 
the cartoonis t Judy Ho­
racek bewailed the fact 
that m en didn 't see the 
joke in one of her pieces. 
Exac tly, I later th ought, 
we didn 't see the joke 
because we didn' t think 
i t funny! 

we used to split 
a hogshead fmm time to time 
at the river 

he always had 
a slate by him 

they say 
he's in Paris 
a doctm at the Sorbonne 
he defended the pmposition 
English is a dying language 
and won 

T hough space, if not 
taste, excludes p lenty 
fr om an y anthology, 
h e re are som e of th e 
more es tablished con­
temporary nam es that I 
feel are hardly done by 
wi th their exclusion: 

the bastard we'llnot see him Louise Crisp, T halia , 
Amanda Stewart, Alex­
an dra Sedd o n, C hris 
Mansell, Kate Jennings, 
Anna Couani, Stephanie 

back in Southampton 

Lee Cataldi 

patronising platitudes and lies than 
the arguments opposing equal pay 
for equa l work. Are Tomasetti ' s 
words then, like something out of a 
time capsule, the lyrical equivalen t 
to 'Blue Hills' ? N ot at all. The song 
grows more apt by the day. 

Perhaps a real shame is that the 
ultimate Australian women 's song 
lyrics, 'Girls In Our Town' (though 
much in the way that Messrs Cukor 
an d Sirk made women 's fi lms) , 
couldn ' t be included, since it was 
written by a m an. 

Given that wom en are at the 
cu tting edge of reproduction, sexu­
ality, and the dom es tic grind (or 
assume they are), then a volume of 
women's verse is sure to have much 
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Benn ett , C h ristin e 
Churches and Joyce Lee. 

Knowing what i t like to be omitted 
fro m anthologies do I bea t som e kind 
of vicarious drum on behalf of the 
excluded? I trust not . I admit I have 
n ever warmed t o the works of 
Mansell or Couani but feel I know 
their worth enough to be riled by 
th eir ab sen ce . C e rtainl y th e 
inclusion of Lily Brett annoyed m e 
considerably. T hat the sub ject m at­
ter of her verse (The Holocaust and 
its aft ermath ) is worthy of art goes 
without saying. The trouble is that 
perhaps a poet has to be a Paul Celan 
for that art to happen. 

I would not expect Lever to have 
included Ram ona Ba rry, Cass ie 
Lewis or Emma Lew, however, since 
at the m om ent they have only begun 

to taxi along the career runway. I do 
predict, though, that all three will 
take their readerships on long fl ights 
to places and states of mind exotic 
and enjoyable. 

It wou ld be grea t to have an 
Australia n w o m a n poe t w h ose 
int ernational s tanding in verse 
paralleled that of Stead in fic tion , 
Melba and Sutherland in opera or 
G reer in a ll -purpose stirr in g. 
Certainly we have produced wom en 
poets who have exceeded the talent, 
if not the influ ence, of the Ameri­
cans Plath and Sexton, two of thi s 
century's m os t overrated versifiers. 
Of equal certainty, no Austra li an 
poet, fem ale or m ale, has ever had 
the careers, produced the achieve­
m ents, or h eld the sh eer m oral 
authori ty of the Russians Akhmato­
va and Tse t eyeva. But then n o 
Australian poet has had to endure 
what fa te, history and ideological 
m al evo l e n ce ha d in store for 
Akhmatova and Tseteyeva (and Man­
dlestam , Pas ternak, Garcia Lorca, 
Hernandez, Machado, Neruda etc.). 

Put alongside Akham atova (for 
s tarters ) the com plaints of Mark 
O 'Connor and Les Murray, those 
bardic blowh ard s w ho recently 
haven ' t been able to get their way at 
the Austra lian Council. Every m em ­
ber of the Australia Council Reform 
Association should read a biography 
of Akhmatova just to help them 
attain a modicum of perspect ive and 
a smattering of h umility. Have any 
of ou r wom en poets gone in for such 

g rand s t a ndin g? N o n e 

S 
spring to mind. 

OUND POETRY AND perfo rmance 
poetry, though three dimensional on 
the stage and the airwaves, invaria­
bly shrinks to one dimension the 
moment it encounters an actual page, 
print often showing up the essen ­
tially conservative nature of the 
beast . For this reason, though much 
could have been made of it in the 
in troduction, many of the omissions 
can only be bewailed by crocodile 
tears . T he editor promotes Ania 
Walcicz and Joanne Burns as 'per­
formance' though both are worthy of 
m ore substan tial adject ives. 

Gig Ryan, Dorothy Porter and J. 
S. Harry are described as experimen­
tal, an d although all three write 
challenging poet ry, in not -qui te-



traditional forms, 'experiment' is 
hardly their category. Lever, I submit, 
has really not much idea what exper­
iment in verse in the nineties, could 
possibly be. You want a woman poet 
worthy of the term experiment ? Try 
the American Marjorie Wellish: no 
Australian has pushed the craft in 
the directions that she has, h er 
fractured assemblings making John 

Ashb ery appear the 

w: epitome of lucidity. 

H!C H BR INGS ME tO what might 
be Australia's most original contri­
bution to poetry, something no-one 
else in the world has ever done (and 
you can' t get more original than 
that! ): Thalia's concrete poems based 
on Pittman's shorthand. Now there 
may be decent aes thetic reasons for 
not including concrete verse, and 
Thalia's works are decidedly non­
mainstream and obscurely distrib­
uted. But this should not have pre­
vented the editor from locating and, 
at leas t, mentioning them in her 
introduction. She had, after all, the 
resources of the Australian Defence 
Force Academy and Oxford Univer­
sity Press at her disposal. 

A few years back I received, as a 
present, the Oxford publication 
Poetry by Canadian wom en, a fine 
book to expand the horizons of an 
Australian man. 'Now here's a poem 
that should intrigue ... ' I might say, 
showing a colleague, a student, a 
fri end. 'That it is by a Canadian 
woman is doubtless fine, it also just 
happens to be a good poem, inde­
pendent of any label. Whether Met­
aphysical or Augustan, Romantic or 
Modern, academic or performance 
and yes, Canadian, Australian or 
Women's, the bes t verse will always 
have the ability to shed any labels.' 

Buy this book and send it abroad 
to someone who might appreciate 
something so different . Those who 
have made the Lever listing deserve 
their place. In the way I return to the 
Canadians Margaret Avison, Jay 
McPherson, Gwendolyn McKeown 
and Bronwyn Wallace, so I'd like to 
think that someone overseas will 
return to Rosemary Dobson, Dorothy 
Hewett, Pamela Brown and Alison 
Croggan. II 

Alan Wearne is a poet and author of 
the verse novel Th e Nightmarkets. 

Dinner at the Internet Cafe 
OVER T HE PAST FEW MONTHS a number of internet cafes have opened up 
across the nation. 'Welcome to the Net Cafe' one flyer announces, 
'where cappucino meets cyberspace.' Coffee and connectivity . 'Get 
your feet wet on the internet' exhorts another pamphlet . 

Internet cafes give a human and social context to terms like 
'electronic frontier' and' cyberspace'. At the same time, internet cafes 
function as initiators. What can you learn between short blacks? 
Well, one of the things you can learn is that the internet consists of 
two basic formats: the International Relay Channel and the World 
Wide Web. 

The cyber cappucino set can cmise the International Relay Chan­
nel (IRC) chatting (that is, typing messages). This is done by joining 
'sites' which are normally determined by topic. There is no limit to 
the number of sites individuals can join at any one sitting; conse­
quently, it is possible to have many conversations at once on the 
IRC. Because of the cross-pollination between sites, a conversation 
on the internet tends to be disjointed, non-linear, and multi-layered. 

The second format, the World Wide Web (WWW- where people 
'surf' the internet) contains a mass of information which continues 
to swell. Anyone can put anything on the internet. In consequence 
much material is arcane, quirky, and off-beat. The WWW is the 
domain of the weird as much as it is a repository of information-a 
virtually unlimited encyclopedia of the human condition. This year 
there has been a 300 per cent rise in the number of visitors to the 
'Web'. RMIT puts the global figure at 9,000,000 per week. Little won­
der internet cafes, the social spaces for the electronic age, are also 
spreading across the world-the way tea and coffee houses once did. 

Is the cyber-milieu and its associated spaces, like these cafes, a 
form of recreation or re-creation? Much of the material on the inter­
net perpetuates a mythology, which is cyber-centric and shrouded 
in the internet's mystique. As its use as a fomm for all fields increases, 
the internet will inevitably change our world view. This is happen­
ing now, as the internet emerges, normalised, in internet cafes. 
Internet cafes represent a step forward in the electronic revolution. 
The amateur and the cyberphobe can relax in an environment where 
technicalities are the responsibility of trained staff. At a 'net cafe, 
the internet experience becomes user-friendly. What was once eso­
teric becomes a social activity. The internet has come out of the 
closet . .. 

So, heed N etiquette's (the on-line code of conduct) admonition: 
'When thou enter a city, abide by the custom' (taken from the 
Talmud). The same applies at an internet cafe: when entering, fetch 
a coffee, sit down and log-in. In a generation, none of this will seem 
strange at all. • 

Dan Disney is a freelance cyberphile. 
The Australian Jesuits have set up Web pages on Christian and Social 
Justice issues. The address is: 

http:/ fwww. vicnet.net.au/ - cardoner/index.html 
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THEATRE 

GEOFFREY MILNE 

Festival fever 
0 CTOOC. >SA MY TIMC for ar" f«· 
tivals in Australia . This year I managed 
to catch a fair sampling of two of them. 
First came the N a tional Fest ival of 
Australian Theatre in Canberra (the cap­
ital's fifth in all and Robyn Archer's 
third); then the tenth Melbourne Inter­

national Festival of the Arts (and Leo Schofield's sec­
ond as Artistic Director). 

In Robyn Archer's mind, ' theatre' can mean any­
thing from orthodox drama and dance to cabaret. 
'Australian' means two things in the context of the 
National Festival: all work is Australian-created and 
it comes from companies from all over Australia, al­
though this year the strongest presences were from 
Adelaide and Canberra. 

Dance was strongly represented by the Meryl 
Tankard Australian Dance Theatre from Adelaide 
(their Furioso was one of the hits of the Festival) and 
the national Bangarra Dance Theatre, with Ochres. I 
hadn't seen this company before and I am glad I now 
have. Ochres is in four sections, each taking its mood 
from one of the ochre colours: yellow, black, red and 
white. It opens with the giant figure of the ochre spir­
it (Djakapurra Munyarryun) daubing himself with 
yellow ochre in a centre spotlight, tentatively and 
gently at first, but by the end of the sequence yellow 
ochre is flying everywhere in a display of energy and 
enthusiasm which pervades the rest of the evening. 

If Bangarra's work is a combination of western 
and indigenous dance traditions, another show with 
an interesting fusion of ideas was When I am Old I 
shall Wear Purple. This was devised and performed 
by members of Canberra Youth Theatre and the Can­
berra Older Women's Network, directed by up-and­
coming NSW director Leisa Shelton. The nine older 
women's mostly solo reminiscences about their pasts 
(especially their work, marriages and sex) were n eat­
ly intercut with the eight younger women's specula­
tions about their futures. Still in women's community 
theatre mode, but in stark contrast, Somebody's 
Daughter Theatre, from Melbourne, gave an emotion­
ally charged performance of their Call my Name, a 
harrowing play about the horrific experiences of pris­
on inmates and 'graduates' . Somebody's Daughter's 
members are all ex-inmates (and ex-users) and the 
story they tell is true but it is not merely a 
documentary: the piece is so well-structured (espe­
cially with its series of witty and ironic songs) and so 
well-directed (by Maud Clark) that it achieves a poign­
ancy in the end that transcends its 'amateur' origins. 

Still further contrast-Archer's church is a very 
broad one!-was provided by three boys from Sydney, 
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called Pablo Percusso. This trio make percussive 
music and irreverent fun out of everyt hing from 
orthodox drum-ki ts to basketballs, with Otto bins, 
mobile phones, each other and industria l waste along 
the way. Their late-night cabaret gig was as joyous an 
evening of 'th ea tre' as I've had in a while. On the oth ­
er hand, the closest thing to an orthodox play in the 
Festival (Daniel Keene's Because You Are Mine, from 
Adelaide's Red Shed Company) left me stone cold. 
Ostensibly about the victims of war in the Balkans 
(and, to an extent, its survivors) this overwritten re­
alist drama had a curiously disengaged feel about it; 
it felt like documentary TV, especially in the daunt­
ingly wide spaces of the ANU Arts Centre. 

The two real highlights were both very theatrical 
and non-naturalistic performance pieces . The first was 
an adaptation of the 'Romeo and Juliet ' story, enti­
tled Verona, which came from Adelaide 's Magpie 
Theatre. Direc ted by Neill Gladwin and superbly 
designed by Shaun Gurton, Verona uses an unlikely 
but potent blend of mime, Buster Keaton-style silent 
comedy, miles of dirty linen swung back and forth 
between the two warring households on washing-lines 

that double as tightropes, plus 
r------=~-~~ new circus acrobatics, to 

render the classic love story 
in 80 minutes with an ex­
traordinarily gifted cast of 
only seven. Not a word is spo­
ken, but all the tragic detail 
of the original is left intact 
and a lot of slapstick humour 
is added. The whole affair is 
complemented by the Can­
berra Youth Orchestra play­
ing Prokofiev's Romeo and 
Juliet ballet score . This is, 

quite simply, a world-class festival piece. 
The other highlight, called Mum 's the Word-a 

puppetry/visual theatre piece about the relinquish­
ment and adoption of unwanted children-was a 
world premiere from Canberra's Company Skylark 
and, as a brand new work, it is not yet in quite the 
same class as Verona, which has the benefit of a 
reworking since its Come Out Festival opening in 
May. But this work (directed by Peter Wilson and de­
signed by Richard Jeziorny, with a text developed by 
Mary Hutchinson) already has the makings of a genu­
ine stayer, given its capacity to get under the skin 
through its moving portrayal of human experience in 
extremis and its very confident theatrical technique. 

Robyn Archer finishes up h e r Canberra 
engagement this year after a most impressive three 



year at the helm. She now goes to Adelaide to direct 
the next brace of Adelaide Festivals; Rob Brookman 
takes over the next couple of National Festivals in 
Canberra, having directed the theatre-rich Adelaide 

Festival of 1992. I ca n't imagine a better 
trade. 

'IE MELBOUR E INTER ATIONAL FESTIVAL is a horse 
of a different colour and it has been running long 
enough for us to discern some recurrent trends. Its 
headline acts are almost invariably international and 
most of them come to Australia solely for MIFA. The 
locally-produced content has mostly consisted of 
rushed premiere productions 
of new works or of extant 
plays from abroad, which suf­
fer by comparison with tried 
and tes ted festival pieces 
from high-profile foreign 
companies . Too rarely has 
this Festival brought in good 
extant productions by other 
Australian companies or 
even overseas companies 
who have succeeded in other 
Australian festivals like 
Perth, Adelaide and Sydney. 

The very canny Leo 
Schofield has cleverly addres eel these problems, with 
the result that the tenth Melbourne Festival has giv­
en us its most effectively balanced drama component 
to date, although Richard Wherrett definitely had the 
right idea. 

The classy Tiger Country (the lates t in the Sarah 
Cathcart/Andrea Lemon trilogy of monodramas on 
Australian women's experience) is a typical case in 
point. Not only did its dramaturgical vision and pro­
duction hold up well against last year's international 
monodramas (for example, Anna Deavere Smith 's 
Fire in the Mirror), but Cathcart's outstanding per­
formance skills eclipsed them. Tiger Country was giv­
en the chance to iron out such kinks as it might have 
had before it came to MIFA in a premiere season for 
Fremantle's Deck Chair Theatre a month earlier. Like­
wise, another of the Australian productions in 
MIFA10-IHOS Opera's To Traverse Water, by Kon­
stantine Koukias-was chosen after its Hobart and 
Sydney seasons had shown real promise. Even if this 
large-scale performance piece about the experience of 
migration ended up being rather illustrative of the 
obvious, in terms of its textual material, it was nev­
ertheless a well-calculated risk and its staging in a 
cargo shed at Victoria Dock, and the best of its im­
age-making, were truly remarkable. 

The major international drama attractions this 
year were impressive. Cheek by Jowl 's Duchess of 
Malfi (part of a world premiere season) was a clean­
limbed production of this gothic horror story, given 
in an unhurried pace that enabled Webster's surpris-

ingly mod ern-sounding language to achieve full 
weight. Cheek by Jowl remind me of the Royal Shake­
speare Company of the late 1960s, with their actor­
centred and highly det ail ed approach; even the 
potentially cliched setting in 1930s' Italy served the 
text intelligently. It was my Festival highlight. 

Practically everybody else's highlight was the 
other English company, Theatre de Complicite, with 
their version of John Berger's story, The Three Lives 
of Lucie Cabral. This re-enactment of the story of a 
French peasant family and its dwarfish daughter be­
gan with a bang. Its performers play multiple roles 
(human, animal, vegetable and mineral) with great 
energy and vivid dramatic imagination, although some 
of us remember this kind of performance-style well 
enough from the days of the famous Mill Community 
Theatre and elsewhere for us not to be completely 
blown away by it. In the second half, the rich theatri­
cality falls away a bit and the story ends sentimentally, 
but it's still a fine festival piece. 

Finally, a valuable Japanese/Australian cultural 
exchange gave us a Playbox production in English of 
a post-war Japanese play, The Head of Mary, with a 
Japanese puppet theatre production of John Romeril 's 
1974 classic, The Floating World, in Japanese. This 
was a very brave and worthwhile project, even though 
it only half worked. In trying to make the play do too 
much, and by trying to universalise a particular Japa­
nese experience, Aubrey Mellor ended up delivering 
too little with the Japanese play. But there was some 
exciting thea tricality in the Romeril play, particular­
ly because here were Japanese actors denouncing Jap­
anese war-crimes through an Australian text, but also 
because here was the bigot­
ed ocker victim of those 
atrocities, Les Harding, be­
ing held up to a biting satir­
ical mirror at the same time. 
Even though The Head of 
Mary was the acknowledged 
'turkey' of the Festival, I val­
ued the experience and (un­
like one rather vindictive 
element in the Melbourne 
press) would want to see 
more in the way of this kind 
of cultural exchange in 
future- with Playbox, too, if 
it had another good idea. 

If I had any other criticism of what was a really 
good couple of weeks of Festival drama, I still think 
MIF A could turn over a few more stones in the wider 
Australian theatre, especially in collaboration with 
the adjacent National Festival in Canberra. Magpie's 
Verona 1 for example, would have at very well indeed 
alongside Lucie Cabral and The Duchess of Malfi. • 

Geoffrey Milne teaches theatre and drama in the 
School of Arts and Media at LaTrobe University. 
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Diabolical intent 
Seven, dir. David Fincher !General 
release). The bizarre and distorted 
mind of the 'serial killer' seems to 
fascinate current movie-makers. 
Since Silence of the Lambs there 
have been a number of cheap im tia­
tions. But director David Fincher, 
who has clearly learnt a lot since he 
made the messy Alien 3, restores 
class to the genre with Seven, one of 
the year's best movies. 

Here the serial murderer is utterly 
psychotic. In an un-named city, where 
the sun never seems to shine, the 
bodies of the victims arc found daily, 
killed in sordid fashion. A pattern 
matching the biblical seven deadly 
sins quickly emerges and it seem s 
the killer considers that his victims 
deserve to die. 

His police pursuers are a world 
weary, disenchanted veteran about 
to retire !Morgan Freeman) and an 
impetuous hothead !Brad Pitt). As 
each victim is discovered it becom es 
apparent the clues arc not to be found 
in the forensic laboratory, but a t the 
public library, for this is an erudite 
murderer, steeped in Spenser, 
Chaucer, Milton, StThomas Aquinas 
and the Bible. 

At times dimly lit and frequently 
in sepia tones, the film maintains a 
brooding and m enacing atmosphere. 
Violence and cruelt y are seldom 
shown, only its consequences and 
then only fleetingly. The product of 
the most disturbing murder is 
sensibly left to the imagination. 

Highlights are th e restrained 
performance of Freeman and the m ost 
exciting foot chase I've seen in years . 

EUREKA STREET • DECEMBER 1995 

Pitt 's one-dimensional perform ance 
is the film 's only weakness; none­
theless this m ovie oozes class. 

-Gordon Lewis 

Heel Porky 
Babe, dir. Chris Noonan IHoyts) . This 
is not the first time the farm yard has 
been used as a metaphor for society. 
The most notable examples being 
George Orwell 's Animal Farm and, 
to a lesser degree, E. B. White's Char­
lotte's W eb. 

The film is set on a small farm, in 
a fairy tale valley, with a 'ginger bread ' 
farmhouse- the home of Farmer and 
Mrs Haggett IJames Cromwell and 
Magda Szubanski). Each animal on 
the farm has a clearly defined ro le 
and each is resigned to their fate. 

Into this well-ordered world 
comes Babe, an orphaned, innocent, 
yo ung pig who wants to avoid 
becoming C hristmas dinner, by 
becoming a sheepdog, er. .. sheep-pig. 

As in the recent American block­
buster Forest Gump, it is Babe's 
naivete that allows him to question 
the existing socia l order. This reveals 
the extent to which the social order 
is based on a set of largely unchal ­
lenged assumptions about what is 
appropriate behaviour. 

The ani mation and, in particular, 
the voice characterisation of the 
animal ch aracters, is superb. Babe is 
a wonderfu lly funny modern fairy­
tale tha t will appeal to both adults 
and children . I haven 't laughed till I 
cried in a film for a long time. 

-Tim Stoney 

Girls 'n' the hood 
Mi Vida Loca dir. Allison Anders 
!independent cinemas). Anders ' 
follow-up to her Gas Food Lodging is 
a solid venture into cinema verite. It 
shows the world of Mexican-Ameri­
can gangs from a woman's perspec­
tive via the snapshot portrait and it 's 
a view of the dislocation and vio­
lence of gang life which differs mark­
edly from the norm'. In place of styl­
ised murders and excessive gore we 
see grieving and em otional turmoil. 

Set in the Los Angeles suburb of 
Echo Park, it follows the lives of 
fema le ga ng members and their men. 
The life- long fri endship between Sad 
Girl lAngel Aviles) and Mousie ISeidy 

Lopez) is jeo pardis e d b y th e ir 
involvem ent with the sa me fellow, 
before he is shot and killed. As they 
try to com e to terms with his legacy, 
th e similar sto ries of other gang 
m embers are unravelled; the grid­
lock of living in a m ale-dominated 
environment is a shared experience. 
Giggles !Marlo Marron) is a few yea rs 
older and wiser, courtesy of a stint in 
jail for covering for her man's crim es, 
and urges the girl s to take control­
with inconclusive results . 

T he appeara nce of actual gang 
m embers in the cast lends the fi lm 
an authenticity its story sometimes 
lacks. A trap with this style of film­
making is to be too creative with the 
interpretation and portrayal of real 
life, and Mi Vida Loca does appear to 
play a little fast with the truth for the 
sake of getti ng a point across . How­
ever, you do get the impression the 
director is aware of this and redresses 
the imbalance with sobering force at 
th e end. 

-Jon Greenaway 

Light up 
Smol<e, dir. Wayne Wang !Independ­
ent cinemas). Smol<e is a story about 
stories and the people who tell them. 

Augie Wren !Harvey Keitel) 
manages a sma ll corner tobacco store 
in Brooklyn. He has an intriguing 
habit-everyday for 14 years he takes 
a photo from the same place outside 
his shop, at the same time of day. 

He meets people, listens to their 
stories and tell s a few in return . His 

Eureka Street 
Film Competition 

Judy Davis was nominated for an Acad­
emy Award in 1984 for A Passage to 
India. For the Eureka Street movie prize, 
the $30 question is: how many Austral­
ian actors have won academy awards 
and who are they? 

The winner of the October compe­
tition is Chris Ridings from Salisbury 
East SA who reckoned Marlon Branda 
was thinking: 'Send help ... being at­
tacked by m an-eating curtains ... send 
help now!' 



cu s tom ers include Paul (William 
HurtL a novelist struggling to write 
after his wife's death; Rashid (Harold 
PerrineauL who m ys teriously carries 
$5000 around with him in a paper 
bag; Cyrus (Forres t Whitakker), 
Rashid 's father who is running from 
a pas t rapidly ca tching up with him; 
and Ruby (S tockard Channing), an 
ex-girlfriend who appears in his shop 
one day and announces they have a 
crack-addicted teenage daughter. 

Adapted from a short story by 
Paul Auster, Sm oke is a film about 
life, with its relationships, connec­
tions, frac tures, absurdi ti es and 
ironies. It 's funny, beautifully writ­
ten and understated. 

Wang's direction draws strong 
performances from the cas t . He 
crea tes spaces with little action but 
infused with powerful imagery and 
symbolism . Unlike m any American 
films, it 's in these quiet moments 
the film speaks m os t . 

Winner of the Special Jury Prize 
and International Critics Prize at this 
yea r's Berlin Film Festival, Smoke is 
an u nusually good film that will 
linger with you for a long time. 

- Brad Halse 

Fighting Franco 
Land and Freedom, dir. Ken Loach 
(independent cinem as). Renowned 
Bri tish director Ken Loach under­
takes his m ost ambitious project to 
date in Land and Freedom, a study of 
the Spanish Civil War. 

The war, fought between 1936-
39, is often described as the last just 
war. Loach portrays i t as a complex 
ideological contest between facism, 
communism , nationalism, socialism, 
anarchy and democracy. He also sees 
it as a forgo tten war, perhaps over­
shadowed by the tremendous upheav­
als of WWII which followed. 

The story unfolds thro ugh the 
eyes of David (Ian HartL a young 
unemployed Liverpudlian caught up 
in the revolutionary zeal of the 1930s. 
He journeys to Spain to join the 
peasa nt mili tia fighting Franco 's 
fascis ts. But he sees the initially clear 
contes t between communism and 
fascism quickly becom e blurred by 
the internal battles for control of the 
revolution . 

Loach connects the film to the 
com temporary by framing it a a jour-

ney of discovery by David's grand­
daughter, as she leafs through his 
personal affects after his death. 

He takes a considerable gamble 
in trying to do justice to complex 
issues without oversimplifying them . 
At one point a round-table debate 
am ongs t a group of peasants about 
private own ership or communal 
farming of the village land lasts for 
over 20 minutes, without either los­
ing the audience or sacrific ing the 
integrity of the debate. This is cine­
ma verite a t its bes t! 

-Tim Stoney 

Insanity prevails 
The Madness of King George, dir. 
Nicholas Hytner (Village). 'There is 
a model everything these days-mod­
el farms, model villages, model man­
ufactories. We should be a model 
family', King George III (Nigel Haw­
thorne) admonishes his disaffected 
and dissolute son George, Prince of 
Wales (Rupert EverettL at the con­
clusion of this wickedly clever film. 

The ironies are obvious for ob­
servers of the foibles of George's late 
20th century descendants. But the 
film never spells them out . Except, 
as the final credits roll, we are told 
that 'George III probably suffered 
from porphyria .. . a disease that 
afflicts the central nervous system . 
It is recurrent, unpredictable-and 
heredi tary .' 

The king's illness has a physical 
cause, but it mirrors th e sta te of his 
mind. George is obsessed with trivial 
details, because the Big Picture is 
unpalatable to him: Parliam ent rules, 
he doesn ' t; and the empire (in North 
America) has been lost . His subjects 
mutter abou t reform, even a repub­
lic, and his heir conspires with them 
because he is entering middle age 
without much prospect of becoming 
king anytime soon. Oh, and the grea t 
love of the prince's life is Catholic, so 
she can never become Queen . 

The Madn ess of King George is a 
superior period piece, with contem ­
po rary pa ra lle ls pi led o n thic k 
throughout if you want them . All 
this is paraded pas t us with barbed 
understatem ent and delivered in su­
perb performan ces, especially by 
Hawthorne and by Helen Mirren, as 
Queen Charlotte. 

-Ray Cassin 

Love hurts 
Angel Baby, dir. Michael Rym er (in­
dependent cinemas). The opening ti­
tles run over a scene of three fairly 
chao tic characters in a bowling alley. 
That one sequence has some of the 
offbeat clownishness that has become 
a staple of the success of much recen t 
Australian cinem a; it also has as­
pects of the kind of benign amuse­
m ent which has been a long standing 
~vt; li:~1HW& '5 6E.COM1N& So 
L\1( €. 'THf; ~ll<Tif.S- SHORTS 
6!iFORE. it-If. feP.T~E. j 'THE: li:cl.EASt:. 
Of NEW eeAil.E.S SONGs; SIDE.IWRI'{S 
AI-JD M l>liSI<I~IS'- WH ... -r'5 
(,otNC, To COM£. 6AC.I( N€.1(1'? 

A l.ON&, 
f.ORIN&, L16U,M. 

GCVU1.r-11'\!:N f.' 

defensive reaction to som e kinds of 
mental illness. 

But Angel Baby soon carves out 
territory of its own . For Melbourne 
viewers especially, many of the loca­
tions are instantly recognisable. The 
genius of the film is to turn the famil­
iar aspects of an Australian city in­
side out and use them to explore an 
experi ence which is uncomfortably 
dark. 

Harry (John Lynch) and Kate (Jac­
queline McKenzie) both suffer schiz­
ophrenia. They do som ething as sim­
ple as fa ll in love and as culpable as 
conceive a child. They not only in­
sist on keeping the baby but decide to 
go off their medica tion during the 
pregnancy for the sake of the baby's 
health. 

The fi lm explores the ramifi ca­
tions of this decision for Harry's 
brother, Morris (Colin Friels), Mor­
ris's wife Louise (Deborra-Lee Fur­
ness) and for Harry's work prospects. 
More than anything, i t confro nts the 
ques tion of how free we are to fo llow 
our own advice. 

McKenzie's performance is in­
volving. Angel Baby is a humane 
work, yet is no less threa tening be­
cause of that. 

- Michael McGirr SJ 
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Cicero's ghost lives in 
Kensington Palace 

R <ADms wHo AR< ow <NOUGH TO n<M<Mm the fi'" 
Moon landing will doubtless also recall what they were 
doing at the time, and how they heard the news . Or perhaps 
saw it, because the astronauts caught it all on camera for 
us. My memories of 13 June 1969 are vivid, partly because 
of the landing itself, partly because I still marvel that no 
one was cmshed to death as hundreds of small boys clustered 
round the half-dozen or so television sets then possessed 
by Marist College, Perth, and partly because of Brother 
Liguori. 

Liguori was a Latin teacher, a humanist (it was not a 
pejorative term then) and the resolute fighter of a rearguard 
action against the encroachment of scientific and utilitari­
an studies. As the entire school, teachers and students alike, 
scrambled for a place near a TV screen to witness the 
fulfilment of an age-old human dream, Ligouri maintained 
a silent protest in the quadrangle. 'I refuse to be overcome 
by the mass hysteria that is sweeping the world,' he an­
nounced, and then spent the rest of the afternoon pacing up 
and down, reading the Odes of Horace. 

I never knew what Liguori thought of the monarchy, 
but I suspect that, although his political views were in other 
respects conservative, as an admirer of Cicero he would have 
had a sneaking sympathy for republican institutions. So, if 
he is still with us, I think he would have had mixed feel­
ings about the Great Interview-the one in which Diana 
Windsor, nee Spencer, enlisted a worldwide television 
audience of 200 million in her battle against her husband 
and his mother. 

If Liguori does have the republican views I imagine him 
to have, he would have rejoiced at the prospect of the 
monarchy falling apart under the weight of its own iniqui­
ties . But he would have been horrified to realise that televi­
sion had finally won. In 1969, it was merely an instmment, 
the means by which people around the world witnessed the 
event that was making the news. In 1995, a television event 
itself was the news. 

Liguori had always insisted that nothing but confusion 
and deceit could come from the medium. Even its name 
was a sham, preposterously combining a Greek prefix (tele) 
and a Latin verb (videre). Such linguistic poltroonery, he 
would solemnly tell a class comprised mainly of aspiring 
engineers, was only to be expected in a world mled by 
engineers and other illiterates. 

After the humanist rage had mn its course, however, 
Liguori might start to think differently about the interview. 
A true disciple of Cicero knows a rhetorician when he sees 
and hears one, and what a rhetorician she was. Liguori and 
other Ciceronians would not have been impressed by any 
of the talking heads, English and Australian, whom the ABC 
assembled to interpret the interview for us. Certainly not 
by the Australians, monarchist and republican, who decided 
that the wronged wife had put up a dignified performance 
and thereby either strengthened the monarchy or helped to 
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bury it, depending on your preconceptions. 
But neither would Liguori have been impressed by the 

Englishman who pointed out 'what none of the people in 
Australia (nai:ve fools that they are) appear to have noticed', 
namely that Diana had had voice coaching for the inter­
view, and had obviously prepared her answers. The whole 
thing might have looked spontaneous to you chaps out in 
the colonies. but it damned well wasn't, you know, so don't 
let that wronged wife act fool you. It was an act, and that's 
the point. 

Well, of course it was an act, Liguori might reply, and 
of course no television interview of that kind can be 
spontaneous, on either the subject's part or the producers. 
(The fact that the BBC got the whole thing recorded and 
edited for transmission in two hours just proves how slick 
they are.) But that's why one admires the rhetorical skill. 
Diana may have been playing the wronged wife, but that 
doesn't mean she wasn't one. 

By now Liguori would be in full flight, breathless with 
admiration for the woman (republican views aside) and, 
grudgingly, for the medium. What Cicero could do to only 
a few hundred people, she-with a little help from the BBC 
editors-could do to millions. So, of course, there is no way 
that a learned rhetorician like Ligouri, having been surprised 
to find himself on home turf with television after all, would 
have been convinced by that other English fool on the ABC's 
panel who opined that the monarchy would have no prob­
lems with this admittedly consummate performance by the 
wronged wife. 

'After all, ' Lord Something-Something declared, 'if the 
monarcy could survive Henry VIII and George N, it could 
survive anything.' Yes, my lord, but the rhetorical arena 
was different for those monarchs. In Henry's time it didn't 
extend much beyond the king's court, so there was no real 
limit to the king's will. Except the church, of course, and 
Ligouri was always careful to remind us what Henry had 
done about that. George IV was constrained by the will of 
the oligarchs in Parliament, but George's Parliament was 
not yet a democratic institution. Neither monarch had to 
worry about being popular, or about manipulating television 
images, which these days amounts to much the same thing. 

So Liguori, finding these Ciceronian echoes all through 
the Great Interview, might have been pleased to find himself 
reconciled to late 20th century inforn1ation technology after 
all. At least for 24 hours. Then, if he was still watching, he 
would have noticed another wave of mass hysteria sweep­
ing the world, in response to a song sung by one dead man 
and three live ones-and a lot of manipulation of television 
images in order to make some rich ageing Liverpudlians 
even richer. 

Sham and confusion again, brother, sham and 
confusion. • 
Ray Cassin is a freelance writer. 



Eureka Street Cryptic Crossword no. 39, December 1995 

Devised by Joan Nowotny IBVM 

ACROSS 
1 Representative has record in tax. (6) 
4 Being close to Janet, cad unfairly took advantage of her. (8) 
10 Norm, being on an equal footing, may strike back. (3) 
11 In fo rmer prison accommodation, gently decapitated the item thus perform-

ing superbly . (11 ) 
12 Muscle-building substance somehow does it right . (7) 
13 Confused Vatican duet, without a net, make for the bridge. (7) 
14 High command is hard to obey? (4,5) 
16 There must be a cause for this-the First Lady going to the 

Northern Territory! (5) 
18 The conditions an old hand knows! (5) 
2 1 Crazy gear used at his party with Alice at 'The Oaks'. (3,6) 
24 Mixed crop is a blessing, maybe, but is not exactly poetic! (7) 
25 Even a tiny m ap could direct you to 'The Drums'. (7) 
26 Am I in former race? Arranging it will be the test . ( 11 ) 
27 The main drink? (3) 
28 The unusual duet, says she, sings on weekdays . (8) 
29 What ' ll I do to identify the blossom ? Listen! (6) Solution to Crossword no. 38, November 1995 

DOWN 
1 He mixes 12-across in Post Office and puts it in the bank. (9) 
2 In Jaipur, cello concertos m ay interes t the composer. (7) 
3 Music in which quavers dominate the movem ent? (7) 
5 Released the lever . Died, sad to say, as a result . (9) 
6 Declare date of birth when asked about 10-across . (7) 
7 See, up the shaky tree, dux of the school with his arm thrust out. (7) 
8 Endeavour to reach street for the meeting place . (5) 
9 Some maniac identified the substance as sour. (4) 
15 Political sys tem in which you will see car come back in the h ea rtless dynas ty . (9) 
17 Finish work in order to m eet train as arranged. (9) 
19 Will process rob tape of its resolution? (7) 
20 Th e Fremantle doctor? (3,4) 
22 I cry in distress: 0 am I man enough to use the gas? (7) 
23 Cooked tart 's in passage-waiting at the airport. (7) 
24 Simple attire contains material arrangement . (5) 
25 Cut a neat figure? (4) 
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IF YOU'RE INTERESTED IN A DEEPER 
STUDY OF THE FAITH, WHETHER FOR 
PROFESSIONAL ADVANCEMENT OR 
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