




















treats behind che wall of authority,
retusing to deal with any ot the argu-
ments raised against her position.

Bishop Pell’s assertion that ‘there
is a scriptural basis for ordination to
the priesthoodin the New Testainent’
isquoted withoutany supporting scrip-
tural evidence. Ministerial feadership
was certainlv exercisee  omthe carli-
est davs of the church in a variety of
wavs, by hoth men and women. But
the establishment of an institutional-
1sed cultie priesthood was a gradual
development that did not originate in
the practice of Jesus. The bishopscems
to be unaware ot the ‘considerable
treedom in the exercise and develop-
ment ot this role” evidentin the lite of
the church.

Ms Woods' reference to the argu-
ment from women'’s civil rights is a
red herring in this discussion. It is not
anargument thatThave used, orwould
wish touse. As heroriginal document
states, priesthood is not a right but a
‘calling trom God'. Ordination is tor
service within the church communi-
ty, and is rightly dealt with in a con-
textof senpture and theology  though
a growing pereeption that the state
may be acting in a manner more con-
sistent with justice and human digni-
tv than is the church, necessarily rais-
¢s questions tor the Christian com-
munity.

The longevity ot a particular prac-
tice is not of itselt a sufficient reason
tor its continuation. Popes have been
wrong, before. Church practice and
teaching have been changed: slavery
and usury being but two examples.
Pope John Paul has publicly expressed
the contrition of the church tor centu-
rics of anti-Semitic theology. The
church is not, as Ms Woods scems to
think, a closed entity, and to declare
that a major question of church order
isaclosedissucisadenial of the Spirit.

Vatican H recognised this in Gau-
dim et Spes, which sct the church
the constant duty of ‘scrutinising the
signs of the times and of interpreting
them in the light of the gospel”. At a
time when the shortage of ministerial
leaders 1s denying the Eucharist to
many of the baptised, a full and open
discussion of the issue of sacramental
lcadership is of vital importance to
the continuance of the church’s life.

Pamela Foulkes
Svdney, NSW
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Canonically
speaking, again

From Gerard Gogrin

Andrew Ricmer would appear to be at
lastaddressing the poimntmade by many
critics of pedagogical arrangements in
English departments in Australia and
clsewhere tor the past 20 or so vears
VFureka Street, June-Tuly 1993), Name-
ly that the canons of literature and
culture at any particular historical
juncture are constituted in complex
relationships of power to the texts and
oppositional practices that they
exclude, including those of groups con-
testing powerful cconomic, social and
institutional arrangements.

Ot course, Riemeractually inverts
the terms of this insight and declares
that‘'most members of English depart-
ments, even those most vehement in
their desire to save the world through
the retorm of the curriculum, would
agree that the “producers” {otherwise
authors) of those texts who had been
marginalised by the canon -women,
blacks, working-class and regional
writcrs—were themselves profound-
ly influenced by the writers ot canon-
ical texts, no matter how much we
might lament the deleterious cffects
of such influence.”

As such, Riemer is engaging in a
rearguard action to shore up a sct of
texts and teaching practices that pos-
sess all the intellectual ballast of the
weekly columns of B.AL Santamaria,
as well as being distinetly inimical to
academic freedom.

In the service of this doomed
project, he peddles the cautionary tale
of Robert Hughes, We find that the
bright young bladc in the 19508 was
free to cut lectures and read what he
wished, just like Andrew Riemer. But
only because the necessary intellectu-
al wherewithal—some might say cul-
tural capital—had been imparted at
an carly age with the requisite disci-
pline.

What a load of self-serving obscu-
rantist nonscnse! Robert Hughes plays
a key role in Riemer’s not so antic
table due to his recent confused and
reactionary jeremiadoneducationand
culture in the US. This manocuvre

saves Riemer the inconvenicnce of
actually engaging with those develop-
ments in detail or gaining somce un-
derstanding of Australian debates.

Hughes caricatures a plethora of
arguments about what gets taught in
universities, whose cultural valuesare
scrved, and how traditions come to he
(disputes given a keener edge in Aus-
tralia in the wake of John Dawkins).

The growing importance ot such
arguments means that Riemer,
Protessor G.A. Wilkes and others have
to justity why cheir antediluvian
interpretations of culture and ideolo-
gy should persist as some doctrinal
basis of the teaching of English.

In essence, Riemer is objecting to
students and academics actually en-
caging intellectually with what is be-
ing taught, and deigning to ask why
certain things are taught and others
excluded or demonised. This sort of
critical inquiry and culwural polemics
were not apparently the provinee of
dilettantish young malces in the gold-
en age of the F) Holden and Robert
Menzies.

Fortunatcly, the English depart-
ment at the University of Sydney has
opted for an approach to teaching lit-
crature that will add some intellectu-
al vigour and sustenance—Iletting the
(which?) tradition out of custody — as
well as nodding its head gently to-
wards the fact that tecaching and writ-
ing literature is a political affair
through and through.

I studied in this department in
1988 and have returned this vear to
take upadegree. Itappears less hostile
to contemporary intellectual thought
than it once did—glasnost is in cvi-
dence.

1 do not think such changes will
provide very much challenge to dom-
inant sources of power and privilege
in the university or Australian socic-
ty, but it’s a start. This can only be to
the good of students, teachers, writ-
ers, or, dare one say it, other commu-
nitics outside the university.

What is at issuc in such debates—
Ricmer’s most recent offerings not-
withstanding—is not the loss of ‘rich-
ness” and ‘accuracy’ in our {whose?)
culture, but the demise of the meagre
and mean-minded gruel that has fed
much tcaching of canonical texts.

Gerard Goggin
Marrickville, NSW



JACK WATERFORD

HAVE A CONFESSION TO MAKE. If I could rewrite the
Australian constitution, I am not sure that I would want
to abolish the states or even strip them of much power.
[ am far from sure that doing so would make Austral-
ians better off. This is notwithstanding the fact that I
am a centrist who has taken pleasure at secing one nation
develop at the expense of state sovereignties, and the
fact that I think a lot of things might be better organised
at a national rather than a state level.

Britain is a unitary state with parliamentary sove-
reignty: there are few limits to what a determined exec-
utive with a parliamentary majority can do to interfere
with the lives of individuals. British judges are indepen-
dent, but since there is no written constitution they have
no power to strike out laws enacted by Parliament. The
Australian system has two restraints on executive gov-
ernment not present in Britain. Power is divided between
the Commonwealth and the states, and the judiciary
can strike out laws that constitutions do not authorisc.

The United States has a third layer of protection in
its Bill of Rights, which withholds some powers from
any level of government. It is curious that many Aus-
tralians who yearn for a bill of rights also seek to abol-
ish another protection against arbitrary government.

If one were drawing up state boundaries today, one
might draw them differently. And it is true that several
levels of government can produce inefficiency and a
duplication of services. Many state politicians, and not
a few of premiers, are a rum lot. In many spheres in
which the states exercise primary responsibility—envi-
ronmental protection, law and order, health, education
and welfare, for example—they have often failed in their
responsibilities and the Commonwealth has had to fill
the gap. But would a single entity do any better?

Would a national administration be more respon-
sive to community feeling? Would those given the extra
powers and discretions behave with more or less respect
for individual and group rights and sensitivities? In a
unitary state in which the overwhelming proportion of
people live in the south-east, would it pay politicians to
be attentive to the needs of people who live in the north
or the west?

Getting rid of the states has been an article of faith
among those on the left in Australian politics. But the
parrot cries belong to an age where the existence of the
states, and of the senate, was seen as a reactionary con-
spiracy to frustrate government intervention in the econ-
omy. Even those who still believe in the power of
government to achieve social change, however, recog-
nise that a more significant need today is the protection
of the individual from the all-encompassing state. It may
seem a paradox that this is more likely to be gained from
more rather than fewer governments, but there it is.

This melancholy avowal of the need for federalism
is prompted by two concerns. First, it now seems to be

Stick with the One
and the Many

recognised that the shift to a republic cannot be achieved
simply by crossing out the words ‘queen’ and ‘governor-
general’ in the constitution and substituting the word
‘president’. The so-called minimalist position was put
by thosc who did not want to burden their case with
other issues of contention. As minimalism unravels,
however, there comes the cry for a fundamental consti-
tutional rewrite, including the abolition of the states.

Even if a rationale could be invented for doing so,
there would be snags. State chauvinism is actually
increasing, not decreasing. Does any New South Welsh-
person imagine that a Queenslander could forget the
state-of-origin match, or cease to be tantalised by the
Sheftield Shicld? Could any Northern Territorian
suppress a natural detestation of Victorians? If Western
Australians and Tasmanians did not have outsiders to
hate and blame for all their mismanagements, would
not their very societies collapse?

Second is the imminent likelihood of the collapse
of another base of state revenue. One of the long-running
problems of current federation is what the economists
call vertical fiscal imbalance: the Commonwealth raises
tar morc moncy than it needs and the states far less than
they necd, and the states must go to the Commonwealth
with a begging bowl. In every $10 of state revenue, $4
comes from the Commonwealth; and, the states

complain, it increasingly comes with strings
attached.

ONE REVENUE BAsE the states have, however, has been
with business franchise fecs: disguised sales taxes over
things such as cigarettes, alcohol, petrol and, in the ACT
at least, pornography. Such taxes now raise more than
$6 billion a year—more than 10 per cent of total reve-
nue for most states. The legality of thesc taxes has al-
ways been in doubt—the constitution explicitly forbids
the imposition of state excise duties. In 1960 the High
Court let through a contrived way around the ban and
the states have gone to town with it ever since. But the
signs are that the latest in a long line of challenges will
succeed: no member of the present High Court bench
believes in the legal basis for such taxes.

The states will be in a pretty situation if they lose;
it's off to the Commonwealth to beg for more money.
The Commonwealth could agree to collect the moncy
for them, but in return for what? Only a referendum, of
the sort former Chief Justice Harry Gibbs now advo-
cates, could give the states the power—and that would
probably also involve a quid pro quo deal with the Com-
monwealth.

If Paul Keating rcally wants to get rid of the states,
or at least to reduce them to complete financial subser-
vience, this could be his big opportunity. | |

Jack Waterford is deputy cditor of The Canberra Times.

VoruMme 3 Numptr 7 o  EUREKA STREET 9









The constitution
attempted to
separate the
functions of

federal and state

governments, but

the division it laid

down has in
practice been
discarded ... The

same piece of

money, for a single

program, will often

pass through
each tier of

government.

12

be run in the interests of BHP, and the North Queens-
land region could become a political battleground
between the sugar industry and the tourism industry.
If we had 20 regions, wouldn’t we still have prob-
lems with artificial boundaries and the unequal distri-
bution of population and resources? Wouldn’t there still
be constant bickering among the regional governments,
and constant carping at Canberra? The problems are the
same, though the players might be more cantankerous.

The problems

There are, however, grave problems in onr system of
government, which sabotage our ecconomic efficiency.
Reform is imperative.

In December last year the union for which I work,
the State Public Services Federation, was contacted by
an officer of the Department of Employment, Educa-
tion and Training. His mission was to win our co-oper-
ation in the hiring into our industry of unemployed
people, with the help of subsidies from his department’s
labour-market programs. There were two con-
ditions: the new jobs must not replace any
existing jobs, and there must be a clause in
the award to govern the arrangement. To fund
this and similar labour-market programs, the
Commonwealth was prepared to run a large
deficit. To us, this seemed absurd in circum-
stances where the Kennett government in Vic-
toria was borrowing money to lay off 30,000
workers, where awards were being abolished,
and where reactionary new taxes, such as the
poll tax, were being imposed.

Here was the national government pump-
priming the cconomy to relieve unemploy-
ment while the ‘regional’ government sought
to undermine the same strategy. And both
strategies were imposing extra public debt on
taxpayers. The two tiers of government were
acting as though they were existing in differ-
ent economies—yet when those 30,000 re-
trenched in Victoria eventually find
themselves on the dole or on a pension, the
burden will merely have been transferred from
the state to the Commonwealth; from our right
to our left pocket. Australia should have only
one cconomy, and one national budget.

The states’ poverty trap

The second major problem with the present
system is the progressive impoverishiment of
the states. Existing methods of tax collection
leave the states poor and the Commonwealth
comparatively rich, but the states continue to
be responsible for huge areas of community

spending.

The figures below establish that the states carry far
heavier responsibilities for government activity than
their sources of income allow them to sustain. The
states’ dependence on the Commonwealth for financial
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survival cnables the Commonwealth to dictate what
policics the states must pursue.

The states’ financial position declined sharply
during the 1980s and continues to decline in the '90s.
Keating, believing that the states were slow to restruc-
ture, attempted to starve them into consuming their
own body fat. But the recession caused the states’ inde-
pendent sources of income to dry up and forced them to
borrow moncy at high interest rates. At the same time,
the demand for their services increased markedly as the
recession hit more and more companies and more and
more people.

Several states, notably Victoria, South Australia and
Western Australia, suddenly acquired massive cxtra
debtes because of the failure of loosely supervised pub-
lic-sector banks. These banks had become involved in
private-sector entreprencurial activitics that were scut-
tled partly because the Commonwecalth pursued a
severely contractionary monetary policy. The states are
heavily dependent on contractionary taxes such as pay
roll tax or stamp duty, which makes it difficult for them
to raise the funds necessary to pay for public services—
especially during a recession. This poverty trap gives
risc to such inequitable taxes as Kennett’s poll tax and
to increased charges for gas, electricity and water.

Thrice is better

The third major problem in the present system is that
everything is done in triplicate. The constitution at-
tempted to separate the functions of federal and state
governments, but the division it laid down has in prac-
tice been discarded. Many areas of public policy are
influenced by cach tier of government: health, educa-
tion, roads, Aboriginal issues, water supply, public trans-
port, taxation, borrowings, industry development,
uncimployment, conservation, power generation. And
the costs of doing business in Australia are compound-
ed by the rules and regulations applied by each tier. The
same piece of money, for a single program, will often
pass through each ticer of government. This means that
its passage will be examined by three auditors-general
and three agency auditors, that the state will employ
officials to monitor the use of the money by local
authorities, that the Commonwealth will employ offi-
cials to monitor the state officials, and that they will all
write submissions and reports to each other.

Prospects for abolition
These problems explain the motivation of the abolition-
ists. But is abolition politically possible? Abolitionists
would need to convince a majority of people and a
majority of states. What role will state politicians take
in a referendum that seeks to abolish them? One can
imagine them dusting off television footage of the last
emotional state-of-origin win for their ‘no’ campaign.
Would Tasmanians, for example, vote to abolish
Tasmania and replace it by four regions, each with the
same status as Sydney, Melbourne or the ACT? That
can only be a rhetorical question. There might perhaps
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few. They need people who can stand against the tide of
corruption which is always rcady to wash over the af-
fairs of state. Such civic virtue involves reliable beneti-
cenee on people’s part—their beneficence must not be
just a fact predictable in current circumstances—but it
doces not require a pure, uncocrced love of the good. The
general, republican supposition is that virtue will only
be maintained by an arrangement in which checks and
balances make virtue the best policy and in which the
attitudes of the populace make it necessary for the
enjoyment of regard or honour.

Why a rule of law? Why an order of checks and
balances? Why a regime of virtue! What
unifics the republican web of ideas? My sug-
gestion is: a distinetive, republican notion
of liberty or freedom. The Roman republi-
cans contrasted the Iiber, or free person,
with the servus, or slave. To be free meant
not having to have to live at the merey of
another, even another who might be well
disposed towards you: it was to be at the
other end of the spectrum from slavery.
Thus the servas sine domino, the slave
without a master, did not count as free. The
slave without a master might succeed in
enjoying a high degree of non-interfercence
from others, whether through good luck or
native cunning. But frecdom required more
than a fortuitous absence of interference; it
required being secured, and manifestly sc-
cured, against interference. It required be-
ing incorporated within a protective law and
empowered, cqually with the best, against
any interference that others might attempt.
Such freedom was clearly not enjoyed by
the slave without a master but only by the
full civis, or citizen. Civitas, as the
commentators tell us, was coterminous

with Iibertas in this republican
ay of thinking

w .
-» » E CAN SEE WHY republicans emphasisc

a rule of law, an order of checks and bal-
ance, and a regime of virtue, once we real-
is¢ that theirmain concern is the promotion
of freedom in this social scnse. The usual,
liberal way of thinking about frcedom—cs-
sentially Hobbesian in origin —is as the ab-
sence of interference, without any need for
security in this absence. If we think of free-
dom in this way, then any connections with
the republican themes will look artificial
and contingent. Any rule of law, and any order of check
and balance, will be themselves an invasion of liberty,
as 19th century liberals recognised, even if those inva-
sions do more good t  n harm. And any regime of vir-
tue—any regime of reliable beneficence as distinet from
beneficence predictable in the cin ns ¢ 7ill be
surplus to the needs of liberty. But things take on a dif-
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ferent complexion when we think of freedom as
the sore of social and political and legal status
which provides a due sceurity against inter-

ference

IF PLOPLE ARE TO BE FREE in this richer sense, then they
must not be at the merey of an autocrat who stands
above the law; they must have the fortunc to live under
a rule of law which gives them each the best that can be
offered by way of protection. If people arce to be free in
this sense, then again they must not be at the merey of
any individuals or groups which can abuse a position
attained under the law to serve their own particular ends;
they must enjoy the fruits of an arrangement where those
in power are subject to an order of check and balance.
And, finally, if pcople are to be free in this republican
sense, then it is clear that they must be able to rely on
fair trecatment at the hands of their fellow citizens,
especially when those citizens occupy official roles; they
must be able to benefit from the security associated with
a regime of virtue: a regime of reliable beneficence.

Republicanism is rightly praised for the legacy of
thinking which it has given us on the proper shape of
law, on the most effective checks and balances to impose
on public officials, and on the role of ¢ivie virtue in sus-
taining political life. But perhaps the most important
bequest of republicanism is this distinctively social
notion of personal freedom, this notion of personal free-

PEOPLE OF AusﬂzAuA D0 YOU WANT To BE
0 GLORY IN REAL FREEDOM, AND

exanc.\sa THE VIRTUES OF THE CITIZEN OF

A QEPUBLIC — OR DO YOU WANT TO CONTINVE

TO SUFFER THE IGNOMINY OF A SERVILE

SUBTECT IN A MONARCUY ?

WHO GETS
MORE HOLADAYS 2

dom as citizenship in a free or well-ordered society. One
good term for such a social concept of freedom might be
‘franchisc¢’—franchisc in the old scnse in which the
franchisc of a community involves a much richer array
of powers than the right to vote. Another, which John
Braithwaitc and I have used elsewhere, is ‘dominion’:
dominion in the sensc of the power of an individual to
control a certain sphere of his or her life, without having
to fear or defer to others.

The republican ideal of promoting franchise offers
anice perspective on what our polity and society should
be doing for its members. First, it is an 1deal thdt ()Lu,ht
t¢ peopleont’ ne uer Ut
the uncral notion of liberty attractive to so many. Atter
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Council, was this year made a social
justicc commissioner with the Human
Rights Commission, with special
responsibilities to look at the rights of
indigenous Australians.

In July, he went to Geneva to ad-
dress the United Nations working
group on indigenous populations. He
spoke about the Northern Territory’s
recently passed legislation to legiti-
misc mineral leases on Gudanii land
at McArthur River. According to Dod-
son, this legislation infringed article
two of the international covenant on
civil and political rights, in which the
signatories undertake to treat citizens
cqually, without regard to race.

Daodson said the Territory’s legis-
lation cffectively climinated the Gu-
danji people’s right tohold any form of
enduring title. It made their ability to
own land less than that of non-Aborig-
inal Australians. ‘The impact of the
grant by the Northern Territory Act
falls uniquely on Aboriginal native
title holders, "he said. Dodson lament-
cd the fact that his powers asa Human
Rights Commissioner did not extend
to reviewing state legislation for
breaches of Australia’s international
obligations, and hc appealed to the
federal government to exercisc ‘its
clear constitutional power’ to make
this a possibility.

Inachmatcof hysteriaabout Mabo,
Australia, farfromrighting past wrongs
in the Year of Indigenous Peoples, is
still passing legislation that discrimi-
nates on the grounds of race.

Mecanwhile, Aborigines them-
sclves are divided over fundamental
questions: does the future lic in recon-
ciliation with white Australia, or is
that selling out? There arc tensions
between government-funded organi-
sations like the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait [slander Commission (ATSIC)
and those who believe Aborigines
should retain a voice independent of
government, and between the tradi-
tional Aboriginal landholders who
may benefit from Mabo and those
who live in cities and have little to
gain. Should Aborigines be compro-

mising, and looking tor the best deal
they can get from Australian politi-
cians, or should they pursue recogni-
tion in international forums as an
independent, sovereign people?

Below, four Aboriginal leaders give
their views about what, if anvihing,
has been achieved in the Internation-
al Yearof Indigenous People, and what
remains to be achieved.

Michael Mansell, icad of the Aborig-
inal provisional government:
‘Nothing special has been achieved
this ycar. There was a conference for
Aboriginal youth, that was about it.
The main cvent this year has been
Mabo, and the public hate campaign
that has it triggered off.

‘If white Australians were against
Aboriginal pcople, then that campaign
has hardened theirattitudes. Whether
there has been a change in the overall
numbers of anti-Aboriginal Austral-
ians is hard to say.

‘What should have been achieved
this year, and what needs to be done,
is a thorough discussion about the
political relationship between Abo-
rigines and Australia. Until that hap-
pens, and people are exposed to and
discuss the issues concerned, we will
continue to be involved in one ad hoe
campaign after another.

‘As Isce it there are three options.
Firstly, Aboriginal pcople can be en-
tirely part of Australia, and continue
to campaign, as they have done for 200
years now, as a minority group with
special interests.

‘Secondly, they could be part of
Australia, but with more independ-
ence, and a right to scelf-government.
They would have complete power to
look after their own aftairs, similar to
the powers of a focal government, but
not haveany foreign relations powers.

‘The third option is for a separate
Aboriginal government to run on all
of the Crown land arcas, and raisc its
own resources and be entirely inde-
pendent of Australia. 1 don’t know
which way the Aboriginal communi-
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ty wants to go. There is a very strong
undercurrent of Aboriginal opinion
that we want to run our own lives, but
so far there is no clear view of how the
community wants to achicve that.’

Ian Delaney, ATSIC commissioner

and head of the International Year of

Indigenous People committee:

‘The single greatest thing in terms of
raising awarcness was the Prime Min-
ister’s Redfern speech launching the
year. It was an cxcellent speech. For
the lcader of any country to speak that
strongly on an issuc of this sort is
significant.

‘Apart from that, a great deal has
been achieved. One of the best things
was the conference of youth in Dar-
win in July.

‘In the tuture the priority still has
to be to raise awarceness. Prejudice
against Aboriginal people is largely a
matter of ignorance. We need to get
the two peoples mixing more togeth-
cr, and white Australians need to be-
come more aware of our culture and
our plight.

Marcia Langton, rescarch officer for
the Cape York Land Council:
‘Awareness has been raised because of
Mabo, but also because of that, atti-
tudes to Aboriginal people have plum-
meted, and the tendency to racism in
Australia has been whippedup. At the
moment I think Australianshavebeen
polarised and there doesn’t scem to be
much of a good basis for reconcilia-
tion or any negotiated scttlement.

‘In spite of that gloomy outlook,
you would have to say that we arcina
better position now than we were he-
fore 1992 because our rights have
been asserted by the High Court. |
think Kcating has been doing his best,
but the opposition to his views is
enormous. He hasall the statesagainst
him. They won'’t even sit down and
talk about it.

“The problem is they want to deny
Aboriginal people any rights to the
sub-surfacce of the land. The risk is
that the lowest common denomina-
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tor will rule, and many Aboriginal
people will end up with fewer rights
than they have now.

"The way ahead is hard to see. The
simple fact is there can’tbe any recon-
ciliation process until the Mabo issuc
isresolved, and obviously if they deny
us our common law rights, then re-
conciliation is at an end. That is obvi-
ous. How can there be reconciliation
if the injustices of the past are being
perpetuated?

‘Otherwise, the way forward lies
inwhat Aboriginal pcoplc have always
done: negotiating, litigating, fighting
tor our rights.’

Christine Wilson, coordinator of the
Aboriginal Catholic Mission and
chairperson of the National Aborigi-
nal Day organising conmmiltee:
‘There have been some good things
happening this year. Alot of programs,
films and festivals have been funded
which have helped to lift awareness of
Aboriginal people in the general pop-
ulation.

T think wc were making signifi-
cant inroads until the Mabo decision.
The Mabo decision is a good decision
for those who still have links with the
land, but for people like mysclf in an
urban situation, it is of no bhenefit
whatsoever. What it has done is kick
off a whole propaganda war against
Aboriginal people.

‘We notice it when we go into
schools, which T spend a lot of my
time on. We were becoming quite
cftective there, talking about Aborig-
inal history and culture. Now the sorts
of questions we get from the children
have changed. They are asking ”Are
Aboriginal pcople going to come and
take away our houses?”,

‘T have never had any faith in the
reconciliation process. Tohave recon-
ciliation you have to have had a war.
We have never had the war, and we
have not got a treaty.

‘T think what Aboriginal people
need most is recognition. We want a
national holiday in the second week
of July to mark Aboriginal Day, so that
the significance of our people in this
country can be recognised by everv-
one, and all Aborigines can benefit.

Margaret Simons is a freelance jour-
nalist.
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Talking terms

[ would like to begin by citing an editorial published in my own
newspaper 45 vears ago. It has the title:

NOT THE CHOSEN PPEOPLE FOR AUSTRALIA

Widespread public misgivings in Australia at the entry of Jewish
refugeesinto this country are not without ajustification that should
command a more conservative attitude from the Ministry of Immi-
gration ... In the large metropolitan areas of Sydney and Melbourne,
Australians are finding themselves being brought into a state
resembling economic servitude to Jewish interests. Where black
markets and illegalities flourish, the experience is that Jewish
tefugees are plentifully in evidence. Australians, particularly ex-
servicemen, are finding themselves elbowed away by the money
power which the refugee class exercises, and Australians find
themselves being exploited by all manner and class of snide business
tricks which have been introduced to this country. Moreover, the
historically proven experience that Jews are incapable of governing
others and unwilling themselves to be governed is being repeated in
the lack of Anstralian sentiment by this class of immigrant.

THINK ANYONE WOULD FIND these
words offensive today. Even those who
might believe that the author had a
right to say them would agree, hope,
that his opinions should be repudiat-
edl Thave chosen this appalling spec-
imen because it may be relevant to a
modern debate about what can and
cannot be said.

Inanarticle published in The Aus-
rralian in July, P.P. McGuinness
defended the right of Henry Bosch to
say what he thought about Aborigi-
nes. McGuinness characterised
Bosch’s views as ‘objectionable and
repellent’, but defended Bosch’s right
to say what he did, and disapproved of
the federal government’s dismissal of
Bosch from an advisory position.

The government’s action, accord-
ing to McGuinness, was ctfectively an
assault on free speech. To my mind,
his argument was weakest here: I do
not sce why the government should
accept as its representative, ina grace
and favour position, someone whosc
social outlook it finds objectionable.

Six months ago, at a conference on
the media and Aboriginal affairs, |
spoke about how the media had
reported Aboriginal issues over the
years. Most of the conference was, as
Thad expected, the usual sort of finger-
pointing by Aborigines and the usual
sort of breast-beating by the media. I
am sick of such nonsense. I have
worked for Aboriginal organisations

and [ malke no sceret of my sympathy
for Aborigines and their aspirations.
But I think that many trends in Abo-
riginal affairs are disastrous.

In that speech I cited a number of
issues that no one was willing to dis-
cuss. Isaid that Aboriginal concepts of
religion and social organisation were
often treated, even by avowed scep-
tics, with a degree of reverence not
accorded tofundamental ideasin west-
ern society, and which went well be-
yond what is required by the notion of
respect for other cultures. 'spoke of a
tendency to romanticise Aboriginal
life, denying any Aboriginal responsi-
bility for things that had gone wrong.

I spoke of how we were sustaining
communities in which there was no
real work to be had and no prospect of
it, but where we had created expecta-
tions that someone would pay the bill
indefinitely. I spoke of the addiction
of welfare burcaucrats to petty coop-
cratives and participatory structures
that had always failed to work, and of
how the system discouraged personal
initiative and a pride in personal
possession.

My argument was not that my
views were necessarily correct but
that issues of this sort ought to be
discussed. Many Aborigines have
made it clear that they agrec with me.
I believe that the interests of Aborigi-
nal Australians are best promoted by
open debate, but there are many peo-



ple who disagree with that. Some say
that it is for Aborigines themselves to
decide what the problemsare and what
should be done. Yet the public is in-
volved because public money and re-
sources are involved, and all citizens
have an interest in ensuring that they
arc well used.

Other people resist the idea of an
open debate because they fearit would
stir up a deeply ingrained racism in
Australia. There is a very ¢litist no-
tion at the root of such fears: those
who hold them do not trust the good
sensc of the population at large, or do
not believe that we live in a society
where arguments arc won on their
merits.

It is not as if Australia lacks a
tradition of vigorous debate that could
incorporate a discussion of Aboriginal
affairs. But some things fall outside
the limits, and the two gravest sinsare
fairly clear. The first involves ascrib-
ing inferior status to groups of pcople
on the basis of some sccondary char-
acteristic such as race. Racism is oug,
and I think most people agree about
this, evenif they cannot quite agrec on
what is or is not racist.

The sccond sin arises in connec-
tion with onc’s attitude to culturcs
other than onc’s own. Holding an op-
timistic view of cach person’s poten-
tial does not mean that one has to
accept as worthy or reasonable every-
thing that they may think or belicve.
And it certainly does not mean that
onc has to accept that things can only
bejudged from within theirown lights.

Idcas arc fair game, but there is a
difference between attacking the idea
and attacking the sensc of self-worth
of the person who, however foolishly,
believes in the idea. The moral obliga-
tion to respect other people often sim-
ply comes down to good manners.

We have all had our fun with polit-
ical correctness, but it would be silly
to be too intolerant about it. It was
once enough to destroy enemies by
calling them witches, and we have
lived through times when it was al-
most cnough to destroy them by call-
ing them Bolsheviks. That the com-
monplace ignorances or stupiditics of
a gencration ago are no longer regard-
ed as acceptablc is not a bad thing.

How docs this apply to Aboriginal
affairs? It is too much to demand that
every person who wants to take partin

the debate should be motivated only
by a sincere desire to advance Aborig-
inal interests. Even by my good man-
ners test, there is nothing wrong with
anyonc joining in to defend their own
interests. It does not follow from that,
howcver, that their contribution must
focus on demeaning or belittling Abo-
rigines.

It has been argued that the Mabo
issuc is the perfect opportunity for
redressing all the wrongs that have
been done to Aborigines. T do not
believe that Mabo has any great capac-
ity to upsct scttled legal relations be-
tween citizens, or to create uncertain-
tics about the ownership of private
property. Clearly, the High Court re-
jected the idea that the overwhelming
majority of Aboriginal Australians had
any continuing claim, based on law,
to land.

Paul Keating showed no interest
in Aboriginal affairs until he became
Prime Minister. He now wants, how-
cver, to make a personal mark on
Australian history—to be scen as
statcsmanlike, to harness some com-
mon ideals that fit in with his under-
standing of our nationhood. But the
nature of Australian politics is not
such that change occurs once a Prime
Minister becomes morally convineed
that it is necessary. Change has to be
sold, which mcans there has to be a
debate—Dbut Keating has resented any
suggestion of a debate, and attacked
anyone who has put thetr head up.
The Tim Fischers, Marshall Perrons,
Richard Courts and Hugh Morgans—
even the Henry Boschs—of the world
can look after themselves, but Keat-
inghasalso attacked ordinary citizens
who have expressed concern or alarm.

I mention Tim Fischer, Marshall
Perron, Richard Court and Hugh Mor-
gan because Ialso believe that many of
theircontributions have been unhelp-
ful to a real dchate on directions in
Aboriginal affairs. First, because they
often posit an Aunt Sally to attack—
theidea that most Aborigines are push-
ing for separatism or sovereignty, or
that granting Aboriginal demands will
undermine our own civilisation. Al-
licd with this scems to be an assump-
tion that the moral claim which Abo-
rigines make is bascd upon history,
and that, if onc canupsct their version
of that history, the claim disappears.

I do not sce the intersection of
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cultures cither as a competition tor
supremacy in which there canonly be
one winner, yet the kinds of argument
that I'm rcferring to sometimies are
presented this way. Take the phrase
‘Stone Age’, forexample. Itis truc that
pre-contact Aborigines did have a
Stone Age culture, but people who
wince when they hear the phrase doso
not becausc it refers to a level of mate-
rial culture or social organisation, but
because they take it to imply that
those who come from such a culture
have some diminished cranial capac-
ity. Ido not accuse the fourmen Lhave
mentioned of holding that view, but 1
think such an implication actually
was contained in the words which
Henry Bosch used in referring to Abo-
riginal people.

Ithink thatanyattempttodemean
Aboriginal spirituality is doomed to
be counter-productive, not least
because it will be seen as anattack on
onc of the few assets that Aborigines
have. When Aborigines spiritual val-
ues are posited to contlict with some-
thing like mining development, the
automatic support that the Aborigi-
nal claim will get in some quarters
does not necessarily flow from nature
worship, or some kind of cultural rel-
ativism. It somctimes comes from a
condition of our own socicty—a feel-
ing of ycarning and spiritual empti-
ness that, for one reason or another,
our society fails to satisty.

I think that all Australian citizens
have a right to aspire to ¢njoy the
goods and scrvices, material and spir-
itual, that this socicty is capable of
producing. And the state has a role to
play in ensuring that those who are
disadvantaged can compete on fair
terms. But the state cannot liberate
Aborigines. They can only do that for
themselves. A lot of well-meaning
sympathy has in fact helped many
Aborigines to think of themselves sim-
ply as passive victims of oppression. It
is right for the media to point out the
systematic disadvantages suffered by
Aborigines, but it 1s frankly racist to
deny that Aborigines are themselves
actors in their own history.

Jack Waterford is deputy editor of The
Canberra Times and Fureka Street’s
Capital Letter columnist. This article
is an cdited text of a lecture he gave to
the Samuel Gritfiths Socicty in July.
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A tribal culture
and spirituality
cannot extend
beyond the
tribe. In most
such societies,
the word for
‘people’ is that
for the tribe.
Outsiders are
not human
beings in the
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its fashions in sympathics as well as in clothes and
music. In the 18th century, it became fashionable in
Europe to look on the Pacific islands as a paradisc (a
word with which the region has been cursed ever sinee,
as if it were wholly inhabited by mythical beings or tour-
ists), free of the constraints of ‘society’.

A century ago, only the fittest were presumed to
survive, and the indigenous people of settler nations in
Australasia and North America seemed doomed to ex-
tinction. Salvation was available only through assimi-
lation. In the Cowboy Hall of Fame in Qklahoma stands

James Earle Frascer’s six-metre high statue, The End of

the Trail. Created in 1915, it portrays a native Ameri-
can on horscback, with rider and horse equally drained
ot hope and energy, it not of dignity. The end of this
trail, the viewer might be led to feel, was also the end of
an era, that of the ‘noble savage’.

At the other end of the world, Trollope wrote of
the Maori after a visit to New Zealand: ‘There is scope
for poctry in their past history. There is room for
philanthropy as to their present condition. But in regard
to their tuture—there is hardly a place tor hope.” The
Australian Handbook of 1888 states that in ‘scttled
parts’ Aborigines are now ‘tew and inoffensive and arc
fast passing away.’

In fact, at least in numerical terms, they have not
only survived but flourished. And there are some today,
in both indigenous and Western communities, who
would invert the old white racist hicrarchy of cultures,

exalting tribal values and thereby creating a new
notional hierarchy of land and of blood—themes
of the right now adopted by the postmodern
vestiges of the left.

Almost as we cherish notions of childhood
mnocence, we yearn with Rousseau for the in-
tegrity of the noble savage. And, informed dim-
ly by the covers of books by Malinowski and
Mecad, we are excited by the apparent sexual
openness of folk socicties (though a Papua New
Guincan triend from the Trobriand Islands once
described the genesis of Malinowski’s The Sex-
ual Life of Savages this way: quickly aware that
the anthropologist was especially cager to de-
scribe sexual behaviour, as good hosts they
obliged him with the sort of stories he liked).

Hcarts leaped as we read recently of a ‘lost
tribe’ in Papua New Guinea. Could these peo-
ple somehow be kept pure, free of materialist
Western taing, the letter-writers to newspapers
asked rhetorically (and perhaps unconsciously
asked of themselves). The truth—that these
people were mere victims of the national dis-
grace of the crosion of scrvices in rural arcas,
forced to return reluctantly to a raw, nomadic
lite—was of considerably less interest to the new
Western sensibility.

Cultures have never been static, or ‘pure’. Few
native peop  are homogencous. Most have constantly
intermarried with ncighbours, invaded rivals’ territory,
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or been driven out. In our region, there have been count-
less movements of peoples, with the Polynesian
migrations to Hawaii and New Zealand (now called by
some Maoris ‘the land of the wrong white crowd’) per-
haps the most dramatic. The Tongans created vassal,
slave states on islands far from the centre of their mili-
tary cmpire. Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara, proud Fijian and
Prime Minister for 20 years, is also a cousin of the
Tongan royal family. A former prime minister of PNG,
Rabbic Namaliu, is a member of the Tolai tribe which
invaded the area around Rabaul not much more than
100 years ago, driving the then inhabitants, the
Bainings, up into the hills. Who there is
‘indigenous”?

AM AN INDIGENOUS ENGLISHMAN, a migrant to Austral-
ia. As far as Tam aware, my ancestors have lived in Eng-
land for many hundreds of years. Yet in those Robin
Hood legends recently reborn in film, great play was
made about the difference between the Anglo-Saxons
{indigenous goodies) and the Normans (invaders, so bad-
diest. At what point did the Norman clement of English
culture cease to be oppressive and invasive? T confess to
finding it hard to work up much excitement on the issuc.

Therc is an element of racism, of guilt-ridden rac-
ism, in the Western perspective on indigenism common-
ly encountered in academe and the media. This
perspective is formed by a dominant culture in which
discrimination, in any sense, is viewed as wrong, The
indigenous person in such a construct is almost incvi-
tably a victim. In Vancouver recently, at the spectacu-
lar Muscum of Anthropology, I came across a ‘cultural
amnesty’ box, a sin bin, in which visitors expiate their
racial guilt by depositing items such as red plastic mod-
el warriors, fluorescent cowboy and Indian key-rings,
and Edmonton Eskimos football team bumper stickers.

QOddly, though, it was only after contact with the
West had diminished warfare between tribes, and had
provided the technology that increased both leisure time
and the intricacy of carvings that could now be fash-
ioncd—that many indigenous cultures reached their
highest achievements. This was certainly the case for
the Maori, and the native people of north-west Ameri-
ca. And today, new technologies are capable of hugely
enhancing tribal lives. Who would see a water pump as
an unacsthetic intrusion in the lives of those countless
Papua New Guinean women who continue to rise at
four, walk a couple of kilometres to a creck, carry water
in a bowl on their heads, light a fire and cook break-
fast—all before daylighe?

But if new technology has improved lives, what of
new values, religions? Has Christianity, for instance,
not incvitably arrived in European clothes? If so, what
can be done about it! Change the clothes? Change the
gospel? The message of the Christian gospel for this Year
of Indigenous People, is the message for those who have
suftered all kinds of loss due to the greed of others: theirs
is the kingdom of God. But 3 notr ’
cultures are per se divine. In the mud 1970s Tattenacd a



conference, run by a British Anglican organisation, about
the cultural revolution in China. Such was Mao’s
achicvement in persuading the Chinesc to live by sheer
altruism, we were told, that the gospel was now super-
fluous.

There are some who would take a similar sancti-
monious attitude towards indigenous cultures today.
Something of this awe of indigenous people’s spiritual-
ity, perverscly common among those who are otherwise
profound sceptics, emerged during the Coronation Hill
debate. Bob Hawke famously told a Catholic girls” school
in Sydney, immediately after announcing that mining
was to be banned because of the Jawoyn people’s belief
that the site was inhabited by the spirit Bula, that such
belicts were cquivalent to Christian belief in the Trinity.

A World Council of Churches congress that I
attended in Canberra a couple of years ago focused heav-
ily on indigenous beliefs. Its opening liturgy began: ‘With
grateful hearts we gather as the churches in this mect-
ing place of an ancient people. God was with them before
we came’. This echoed the theme of a painting [ saw in
a Solomon Islands church—Christ standing on the shore
with the islanders, welcoming the first missionarics as
they landed.

But despite the exotic attraction for Westerners,
which perhaps reached its zenith in the SBS TV series
Millennium, tribal life has never been a Shangri-La.
Cannibalism and infanticide were widespread in the
South Pacific region. The wives of Fijian chicts once
wore around their necks the cords with which they
would be strangled once their husbands died. George
Ambo, an Anglican bishop in Papua New Guinea whose
life has spanned the conversion of his tribe trom
animism, says: “The worst enemy of my people is fear.
And Christianity, he says, helped keep fear at bay: fear
of sorcery, of enemy attack, of carly death by discase.

The Maori hunted the moa to extinction. Many
species of marsupial suffered similar fates in Australia.
Pcople have been limited, in their impact on the envi-
ronment, chiefly by the technology available to them.
In the past, ncar mortal blows have been struck to
indigenous peoples, by measles, by intermarriage, by
military assaults and by a new materialism. Yet the
greatest challenges have been wrought by ideas, by an
awareness of a world wider than the hermetic native

universe, rendering redundant the mechanics

of sorcery.
IHOSE WHO BELIEVE it is possible to reconstruct an

Arcadian age of indigenous life are deluded or mischie-
vous. The region’s indigenous people deserve a bigger
role, but in a future that lies in competing and commu-
nicating more effectively in a wider world, not in
retreating from it. Stephen Hawke, intriguingly echoing
his father, has written: ‘1 believe that not only the spir-
itual heart of Australia, but to a large extent the cultural
strength of the country, lies in the Aboriginal people.’
Yet a tribal culture and spirituality cannot extend be-
yond the tribe. In most such societies, the word for ‘peo-

ple’ is that for the tribe. Qutsiders are not human be-
ings in the same manner at all. Strangers can never share
in a dreaming that is linked intimately with the land,
the ‘second skin’. Tribal religions, common-
ly animistic, assume a mechanistic, mostly
hostile universe in which guilt or shame can
prove fatal. Death, sickness or special suc-
cess must be attributed to ritual manipula-
tions. Only recently, a man was burned to
dcath in Fiii because angry villagers accused
him of sorcery.

The significant elements that indige-
nous people have to teach, are not in ‘world
music’ or fabrics, or attitudes to the environ-
ment, but in such unfashionable areas as their
sensc of the reality of the spiritual world; their
respect for their clders, which grows with age
rather than diminishes; and their self-sacri-
fice on behalf of their extended tamilies.

Georg Lukacs described the condition of
the modern Western mind as ‘transcenden-
tal homelessness’—in which Westerners
yearn for tribal ‘homes’ and harmony. Rob-
crt Edgerton, professor of psychology and an-
thropotogy at the University of California Los
Angceles, spoils this party of complementari-
ty, however. In his implacably unfashionable
new book, Sick Societies: Challenging the
Myth of Primitive Harmony, he cudgels the
cultural relativists, who contend that cultures
can only be evaluated on their own terms,
and for whom a person from a different cul-
ture must remain for ever Other, exotic and—
as distincet from Ryckmans’ China, or cven
my own Papua New Guinea—unapproach-
able.

Edgerton writes, “"We know that drug use, gang vio-
lence, child abuse, poor prenatal health care, rage and
hopelessness are not good for the impoverished and
embattled people of our inner cities. Why should cul-
tural relativism prevent us from cvaluating the feuding,
wife battering, inadequate diets and inefficient medical
knowledge of many folk socicties?’

Such cnervating it honest considerations appear
remote from the exotic worlds of Indiana Jones and of
designer tribalism—and of Conrad, who filled his Kurtz,
a hollow man, with his version of the primitive as the
brutish, yet potentially the sacred. But the tramlines of
‘safe’ intellectual debate in Australia have largely
prevented the clear-eyed exploration, even—perhaps
especially—in this Year of Indigenous People, of either
the inflated and distorted expectations that many West-
ermers have of folk sociceties, or the often harsh realities
of tribal lives today. Tribal people and westerners remain
yoked in a pact of mystification and exploitation.

Rowan Callick, a journalist with The Australian
Financial Review, worked in Papua New Guinea from
1976-87
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Hicweo FrricaTinar

Teasing out the texts

Robin Gerster goes to the 1993 Association for the
Study of Australian Literature conference.

— el (TERATURE CONFERENCES always
make me think of Rodney Wainright,
the character in David Lodge'’s satire
Small World who agonises fruitlessly
over a paper called “The Future of
Criticisn’. It is hardly surprising that
the Englishman Lodge, in a novel of
stereotypes, should make the academ-
ic no-hoper an Australian—in Britain
Australian literary scholars arc often
regarded as more boozy than brainy.

The annual conference of the
Association for the Study of Austral-
ian Literature [ASAL) uscd to be
notorious for its bibulous bonhomic.
Although that reputation was always
somewhatexaggerated, ASAL did tend
to be dominated by male academics
intent on cclebrating (both in their
papers and general demeanour] a fun-
damentally masculinist literary tradi-
tion. Their chauvinism was under-
standable, a product of the fight forthe
recognition of the national literature
in departments of English that
interpreted their name in the narrow-
st sense.

On the evidence of the fifteenth
ASAL conference held in early July in
Perth, Australian literary nationalism
of the pugnacious, cocky, male sort, is
dead and unlamented. On a bus shel-
ter near the beautiful University of
Western Australia where the confer-
cnce was held, someone had scrawled
‘Australial Love U 4 Ever’, an inscrip-
tion, perhaps, from the heady days of
the doomed America’s Cup defence.
This, inaweek of revisioning, reimag-
ing and reinscribing, was the only sign
of chauvinism [ saw in Perth.

The old nationalist orthodoxy has
been thoroughly dismantled, only to
be replaced by another of a different
kind. Or ‘Others’. So many margins
arc enthusiastically embraced in Aus-
tralian cultural studies these days that
the despised ‘patriarchal centre’ has
all but disappeared off the cultural
map, to be rediscovered, no doubt, at
some future conference. ‘Just how oth-
er,” the critic S.P. Mohanty has asked,

‘is the Other?’ For a concept supposed
to encompass the culturally colonised
and marginalised, ‘Otherness’ per-
vades contemporary criticism. Above
a replica of the Endeavour being con-
structed down at Fremantle harbour,
a banner enjoins people to ‘Be Excel-
lent to Each Other’ (my italics)—this
was a message taken to heart at the
ASAL conference of 1993,

Like theologians, literary academ-
ics are obsessed with dualities. Of all
the so-called ‘binary oppositions’ crit-
ically ‘negotiated’ during the confer-
ence, the mostinsistent was the male/
female dichotomy—inparticular, mas-
culing/feminine oppositions in the
construction of the Australian cultur-
al landscape and the casting of Wom-
an as Other in the ‘master discourse’
which has shaped the national identi-
ty. Gender issues permeated the
conference: there were papers on im-
perialism and gender, ethnicity and
gender, language and gender, ‘space’
and gender, war and gender, the liter-
ary canon and gender, film and

gender, even gender and

F gender.
EMINIST THEORY DOMINATED, i11 par-

ticular Julia Kristeva’s theories of fe-
male prohibition and abjection. Tak-
en individually, the papers in them-
selves were persuasive; but the cumu-
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lative effect was that of a chorus of
complaint, the sensec of an all-encom-
passing masculine conspiracy, and a
sort of intellectual plagiarism. Con-
tinual reference to Kristeva’s ‘abject’
had a somewhat dispiriting effect on
the delegates—towards the end, even
the paper-givers were mentioning it
apologctically. The phallus reared its
ugly head time and time again, pop-
ping up in all manner of feminist argu-
ment and analysis, as in the proposi-
tion that the male enjoys a ‘privileged
phallic position in relation to
language’.

The theoretical jargon was hard
going, it must be said. At the ASAL in
Sydney in 1988, a dclegate {not, I
believe, anacademic)indignantly que-
ried the continual use of the rather
inoffensive term, ‘trope’. She would
not have been happy with the critical
discourse of 1993, in which issucs
became ‘relativised’ and history ‘alle-
gorised’, the sclf became ‘self-reflex-
ive’ and indeed turned into the ‘self-
reflexive sclf’, a self engaged, perhaps,
in ‘sclf-narrativisation’ when not sub-
jected to 'hierarchisation’ or ‘the mar-
ginalising and resemanticisingof mas-
ternarratives’. If bemused by ‘alterity’
the listener could contemplate ‘slip-
page’ orgrapple with somethingcalled
‘a repressed uncanny’.

The problem with the jargon is not
so much its aural hideousness, nor its
scmantic obtuseness, but that it can
mystify ideas of an often mind-bend-
ing banality. The pressure to parade
theorctical savoir faire was evident in
the several papers given by post-grad-
uates. While these were often sub-
stantial and delivered with style and
spunk, they nonetheless tended to be
joylessly doctrinaire in language and
dispiritingly predictable in argument.
For the pessimists, here, perhaps, is
the future face of Australian academe.

During the course of the confer-
ence, it was sometimes hard to distin-
guish parody from the real thing. Isay
thissomewhat unwillingly, given that
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the academy’s contemporary cngage-
ment with the various theories that go
by the umbrella term ‘postmodern-
ism’ has provided new impetus to the
old Australian pastime of academic
bashing.

Litcrary academics have long been
despiscedin Australiaas self-indulgent,
effete inhabitants of the Ivory Tower.
Public abusc was once the special prov-
ince of the talk-back radio host; re-
cently the antagonism has surfaced in
the press. Complaints about the diree-
tion of contemporary intellectual life
have been given weight by the pub-
lished anxieties of academics them-
selves, such as Andrew Riemer in his
article ‘Canonically Speaking’ |Fure-
ka Street, June/July 1993).

Ricmer sees impending catastro-
phein the purported breakdown of the
pedagogical insistence on the canon of
great works in our universitics. His
article, whilc a specific response to
radical curriculum changes within his
own institution, contained some tell-
ing points. As he remarks, many of
thosc writers who had been marginal-
ised by the canon (‘'women, blacks,
working-class and regional writers’,

Irresistible reading!’” Meaghan Morris
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according to Riemer) derived much of
their artistic impulse from canonical
texts.

The problem with Riemer’s posi-
tion, asIsceit, isits intransigence. He
worries at vencerable works of ‘literary
value’ being left to ‘wither on the
vine’—inorder tobe saved from cours-
¢s called ‘Posteolonial Fiction” stu-
dents need to be led towards Paradise
Lost . He may be right, but he mounts
no substantial argument why, except
that a ‘free-for-all’ would scrve to con-
firm the ‘narrow precjudices’ of
students.

At least Riemer docsn’t fall for the
trap of blaming the state of the world
on something called ‘theory’. Some
dismiss litcrary theory as a fad (sce for
cxample therecentdebate in the High-
crEducation pagesof The Australian);
but it will not disappear. As with its
critical language, what is arguable is
how it should be used. Interestingly,
some of the more convineing and
‘scholarly’ papers at ASAL 93 werc
heavily theoretical [and uncompro-
misingly feminist)l—for example

Rose Lucas on Peter Weir’s
Gallipoli.

FRTAINLY ASAL, as the annual
showpiecc of the state of play in Aus-
tralian literary studies, induced some
real misgivings. In particular, the post-
modern breakdown of the former dis-
tinctions between ‘high' and ‘popular’
cultureshasbecome increasingly prob-
lematic in critical practice. Paradoxi-
cally, the contemporary academy’s
eschewal of this divide has led to the
encasement of the analysis of popular
culture in language the genceral reader
has no hope of understanding. That is
hardly a reason not to provide a
sophisticated analysis of the produc-
tion, consumption and reception of
texts, and the political or ‘cultural’
implications therein. But it does sug-
gest the outbreak of anew, pernicious
clitism—ironic, given the healthy im-
pulse to question entrenched notions
of what constitutes ‘art’.

Morcover, although the rhetoric
of postmodernism celebrates differ-
ence, marginality and plurality, those
who dare question theory are liable, as
Ricmer says, to be made to appear
‘retrograde and reactionary’, to be de-
rided as neanderthal realises or histor-
icists. They, in't i maw

cd fashion to view the jargon of theo-
rists as a form of intcllectual thuggery
when a more sensible view of its ox-
cessive use is to see it as a sign of
defensivencess, aregister of insceurity,
the cry of someone who has won the
prize but doesn’t know what to do
with it.

These concerns aside, ASAL 93
contained a breadth, diversity and
comforting conventionality of papers
toplacate theJeremiahs. Among them,
adiscussion of the ‘canonical anxicty’
of Australian literary culture in the
1930s and 1940s, betore there was an
academic apparatus to judge literary
‘greatness’; papers on explorer narra-
tives; the semiotics of domestic archi-
tecture; children’s literature; detece-
tive fiction; specific studies of signifi-
cant authors; papers on biography and
autobiography; on anthropological
stereotyping in the nineteenth-centu-
ry; and—appropriately for a confer-
ence held in a city very much on the
fringe—on regionalism, an ottenover-
looked aspect of Australian writing,
Hazcel Rowley’s paper on Christina
Stead’s critical banishment as ‘un-
Australian’ [becausce she spent so long
overseas) was a timely reminder of
just how small-minded the Austral-
ian literary scene used to be.

While most concentrated on ci-
ther prosc or film narrative, the papers
on poctry were among the most enjoy-
able, especially in terms of engage-
ment with audience. Lyn McCred-
den’s discussion of the ‘fairy godmoth-
crs of Australian poctry’, Gwen
Harwood and Dorothy Hewett, was
no less erudite for being aceessible.
McCredden argued that differing crit-
ical responses to the two poets—Har-
wood as the severe, ascetic ‘proper
poct’, Hewett as the voluptuous, age-
ing femme fatale —reveal what Aust-
ralian culture values and devaluces in
its titcrary women and the power of
image-making in defermining the fe-
male reputation. ” s paper, howev-
cr, drew the most pithy audience re-
sponsce of the conterence: ‘Harwood is
thin; Hewett is fat!” With this kind of
characteristic scepticism, Australian
literary studics should be able to nego-
tiate its postnationalist, postcanoni-
cal, post-postimodern future.

Robin Gerster is an academic and
author.
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Nukes 'n tutes

Nuclear Criticism, Ken Ruthven, MUP, 1993 1ssn 0 522
84491 X rrr $19.95. Cultural Materialism, Andrew Mil-
ner, MUP, 1993 1seN 0 522 84493 6 rrr $19.95. Metafic-
tions: Reflexivity in Contemporary Texts, Wenche Om-
mundsen, MUP, 1993 1sen 0 522 84524 X rrP $19.95

OME WEEKS AGO, the Melbourne
University Drama Festival featured
the communal building of a book
sculpture. A local publisher donated
26,000 books, otherwise destined for
the pulp mill. Passersby were invited
to open a book face upwards on the
university lawn and to hit a nail
through the front and back covers
respectively.

Eventually, row upon row of books
were fluttering their pages in the
breeze. It was an impressive sight. [
thought at the time that such a merry
and chaotic gathering was a far cry
from the solemnity that must at one
time have attended the burning of
books in universities. I also thought
that the occasion could surely inspire
further books and articles and that
these, in turn, might fuel further sculp-
tures.

Each of these three short mono-
graphs from Melbourne University
Press is about the troubled art of read-
ing. They are about books and lan-
guage and where these fit into our
troubled times. In theirown way, they
allow the reader a good deal of auton-
omy. So let’s take up their offer and
put each to the trouble of shedding a
little light on the book sculpture.

Ken Ruthven might be inclined to
see the endless rows of anonymous
white pages as a textual rendition of a
war cemetery. For him, ‘nuclear criti-
cism’, in a broad sense, ‘concemns it-
self with the inventions, applications
and reception of nuclear science as
cultural events’. He looks beyond the
recent proliferation of popular films
and novels that detail the destruction
of the world, to the manner in which
the nuclear age has come to inhabit
our language and habits of thought.
He is most engaging when reporting
onironiessuch asthose whereby atom-
ic weapons can be codenamed ‘Trini-
ty’ or ‘Little Boy’.

But thereare parallel histories run-
ning in Ruthven’s book. The first is
the whole history of international re-
lations in the past 50 years or so, the
milestones of which have affected bil-
lions. The second is a paper history
whose milestones are such arcane
events as a lecture that Jacques Derr-
ida gave in 1966, which became ‘the
inaugural moment of poststructural-
ism’,and another Derrida gave in 1984,
at ‘the inauguration of a new nuclear
criticism’. Ruthven is desperate to
forge relations between these two his-
tories, but he finds it difficult without
coming close to a type of humanism
that he has marked as enemy territo-
ry. He might find the idea of under-
graduates working together to build a
sculpture as attractive as the camara-
derie of the Greenham Commonwom-
en. But I suspect that the swarm of
sculptors who tried secretly to pocket
a book for themselves would also
tempt Ken Ruthven asanimage of the
reader tryingto scavenge afew mouth-
fuls of meaning from the remainders
of a civilisation that has been meta-
phorically nuked.

Andrew Milner might be taken by
the material excesses of a culture
which produces books in such abun-
dance that they can be used for build-
ingsculptures. Orpossibly by the sight
of readers lunging for books like pa-
trons of a winter sellout. He tries to
resolve a ‘fundamental ambiguity’ in
our understanding of culture: wheth-
erweseecultureas‘art’ or ‘idealist’ on
the one hand or whether we see it as
‘social’, ‘utilitarian’ or‘materialist’on
the other. Drawing on Raymond Wil-
liams, the patron saint of Cultural
Materialism, he comesup with a kind
of compromise: culture is both a pro-
ductive process in itself, and also any
social use of the material means of
production. Thereis more than a whiff
of Marx in this, but Marx is only one
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of the names, great and small, that are
churned out of the book at such a rate
that they threaten to stifle Milner’s
own concerns which, given breathing
space, are probably quite vital.

Hammering home
a point: the book
sculpture at
Melbourne University.

Wenche Ommundsen’s Metafic- Photo:Norman Wodetzki

tions is far and away the most enter-
taining excursion of the three,
‘Metafiction’ is self-reflexive fiction,
the fiction about writing fiction. It is
the type of story that might be told of
a student who read the first page of
every book in the book sculpture and
thereby created an unlikely story of
his own. It is the narrative of a passer-
by, such as myself, who sifted through
the pile of books until he found a
biography of someone he didn't like,
then enjoyed hitting a nail through
the portrait on the cover but was then
haunted by that celebrity for the rest
of the day. But Ommundsen’s real
concern is reality. She wants ‘to chal-
lenge the perceived incompatibility
between reflexivity and involvement
with reality’. She does this by situat-
ing reflexive reading within a much
broader context than that of a narrow
band of literary theories.

The MUP series attempts more
than making theoretical ideas acces-
sible to a wider audience. The writers
want to put theirideas at the service of
ordinary people leading ordinary lives.
Ijust feel, as the Irishman said giving
directions, thatif Twanted to get there,
I wouldn't start from here. That is, I
wouldn't start from theory. The gos-
sip in me still wants to know what
these three writers dowith themselves
after work, on the weekend, at the e~
of the day, in the hour of death.

Michael McGirr §J is a regular con-
tributor to Eureka Street.
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Surfaces and interiors

Australia makes writers refashion their notions of paradise.
Margaret Simons discovered as much when she went bush to write
The Ruthless Garden, the novel that has just won her the
inaugural Angus and Robertson Bookworld Prize.

N HER KITCHEN WAl thereis a
satellite photograph of the Murray
Riverland. As you walk down the Fed-
eration gloom of the hall it shimmers,
likea Westem Desert painting—patch-
es of chrome and interlocking ochres,
bisceted by a ruffle of lizard blue. But
in her bright kitchen you can see the
science of it in glossy, high resolution.
She will beckon you forward and trace
the line of improbable blue, inserting
herself into it: “There, at that bend—
that’s my cliff.’

Somethingakin to this happensin
The Ruthless Garden, written while
Margaret Simons was livinginahouse
high on the cliff in the South Austra-
lian river town of Waikerice. The area
around Waikeric has alongand eccen-
tric history, much of which Simons
explores in the novel. She describes it
as having been Aboriginal land—Nga-
wait country. Later on, Captain
Charles Sturt came 1+ ough, with
seven companions. She notes that
‘When his exploring days were over,
Sturtbecame almostcompletely blind;
a result, the doctors told him, of his
journcys in the interior’.

It became settler land, the site of
early socialist experiments; then,
through irrigation, a citrus grove—
Eden in dry country. But with irriga-
tion came salt. The water table, the
vascular system of the  1derground,
shitted, and the salt rose.

In the novel the explorer, Sturt, is
‘aman capable of wonder, though not
of irony’. Simons is capahle of both.

She is adept at rendering the sur-
face, the skin condit of the ¢
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‘B
efore we left England in 1968 I had a teacher who used to
take us for nature walks, which was a strange thing to do. We’d
all put on our macs and track down to the local park. But what
was good about it was that she didn’t just show us birds and
leaves; she showed us things like oil on a puddle—all the
beautiful colours. I thought she was wonderful.’

try. In fact she revels in it. There is a
sharp, recording mind at work here,
butonce thatdocs more thanjust record.
Simons dramatises, in her characters
and their lifc in the land, an awareness
of the difficulty of understanding more
than the surface. She and her charac-
ters are implicated in the life of the
land. They arc in it even when they
don’t understand it, cven when they
abusc it. The systems that govern the
organic lifc of land and people don’t
just run in parallel—in the metaphor-
ical language of the novel they are
overlaid.

The Ruthless Garden opens with
its often monstrous central character,
AthenaMasters, delightinginherown
biological processes: ‘At the age of
twelve, Athena learned about the di-
gestive system. The tecacher drew
blackboard diagrams of the body’s or-
ifices and the pipes that conncected
them. The mouth was done in red
chalk and fringed with blue salivary
glands, looking like little rain clouds
... Athena was fascinated. She drew
arteries and veins in red and blue, and
bile ductsin green. Afterwards, sitting
lumpishly in the playground by the
ant hill, she placed her fingers on her
neck and felt the steady wriggling
animal of her pulse. She was thrilled.’

e wondercoexists with the adult

Athena’s bungling attemipts to love
her dour man, Sam, and to repair the
ruined, salinated country around her.
She fails in both. In the depiction of
Athena’s failure Simons exercises the
skills of scientist and ironist. There is
also a bone-sharp wit in the writing.

The sctting for the novel is New
Era, an carly utopian scttlement. By
the time Athena arrives in the town,
hope has croded with the name: ‘now
the locals pronounced it as though it
was “Nearer”, withonlyafaintslurred
suggestion of the “w” in the middle.”
Simons is English, precise in utter-
ance, withancarfor Australian speech,
for its way of blurring meaning, wear-
ing out distinctions. ‘When she first
learned about the name’s origins, Ath-
ena was surprised that it had been so
guickly corrupted, its meaning so to-
tally lost. Even some of the locals
assumed the town’s name was Abo-
riginal, yct it was only a few years
since the last of the original pioncers
who had named the place had died.”

Butif the highideals of the original
scttlers have dried out in the local air,
Newera s still a lively place. The
novelisbarsh butitisalsovery funny,
with its tumble of characters, and
village closeness. It is odd to read
about a crowd in the bush—we are set
s0 solic
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ed a pretty coarse attitude to the rela-
tions between the sexes. Which is
putting it mildly:

‘Don’t you think it’s ABSOLUTE-
LY SHAMEFUL that men have to pay
for women without BEING ABLE TO
SHAG the women aftecrwards AS A
MATTER OF COURSE?’

Unpleasant, of course, but in con-
textalso pathetic. With their complic-
ity was also competitiveness. In some
ways Kingsley was cverything Larkin
wanted to be: handsome, very suc-
cessful with women, with an ac-
claimed and lucrative career as a nov-
elist. In later life Larkin had only to
hear Amis’ voice on the radio, talking
about jazz (hisownspeciality)to think
himself‘a corpse caten out with envy,
impotence, inefficiency, laziness, lech-
cry, envy, fear, baldness, bad circula-
tion, bitterness, bittiness, envy, syco-
phancy, deceit, nostalgia, ctc.’

The pattern of Larkin’s life was
established virtually as soon as he left
Oxford in 1943. Knocked back by the
civil service, he appliced for and got a
job at the library in the small Mid-
lands town of Wellington, got engaged
toand broke off with arcgular borrow-
er from the library, Ruth Bowman.
Aftersimilarjobs at Belfastand Leices-
ter University College libraries, he
arrived in Hull in 1954, with two
modcratcely successtul novels and two
hooks of verse under his belt.

The poetry written up to this time
shows only in flashes the qualities
later to be identified as Larkinesque.
Hc had not entirely shaken off the
influence of Yeats and Auden; and he
had not let the influence of Hardy’s
attachment to the everyday fully into
his language. But from the start his
poetry attracted attention. His third
atcempt at a novel, on the other hand,
failed dismally after three drafts. Lar-
kin was, I think, in the end simply too
scltf-absorbed to be a very good novel-
1st, and what remainced of his gift for
fiction was cventually wholly sub-
sumed in the poetry. (Think how The
Whitsun Weddings, and Dockerv and
Son are rather like the short story of
small incident or epiphany—once of
his favouritc authors when young was
Katherine Mansfield—and on those
terms alone put most prose examples
of this manner to shame.)

Larkin’s carly fear of marriage re-
surfacedin hisrelationship with Mon-

EUREKA STREET e SEPTEMBER 1993

icaJones, a lecturer in English he met
while workingin Leicester. They spent
the rest of their life together, but only
at the very end lived in the same
housc, and then only on the pretext of
Monica’s illness. They had a no-non-
sense, companionable relationship.
(When Larkin was first pointed out to
Monica in the senior common room
at Leicester her first remark was, ‘He
looks like a snorer.’) They cnjoyed
private games: one wintcr holiday they
spent changing every single sentence
in an Iris Murdoch novel to filthy
double-entendres. Buton Larkin’s side
there was an ambivalence that never
lessened (he seemed not to mind very
much Kingsley Amis’ spiteful, mis-
ogynistic portrait of Monica in Lucky
Jim) and that resulted finally in much
suffering all round.

[t is interesting to learn how deep-
ly committed to his work as a librari-
an Larkin was. From the poctry, one
half-assumed that it was just another
job. But in fact Larkin was extraordi-
narily assiduousandactivein his time
at Hull University. He set up a poetry
fellowship whose recipients included
Peter Porterand Douglas Dunn, helped
to sct up a Dictionary of Labour Biog-
raphy, and almost immediately after
taking on the job set himself the task
of oversecing an extensive new build-
ing program. A colleague, ‘while
recognising that Larkin exploited his
own innocence of matters architec-
tural in order to get what he wanted,
was “astonished” by the amount of

expert knowledge he quick-
ly acquired’.

ULL ALSO BROUGHT HIM INto con-
tact with Macve Brennan, a junior
collcaguc at the library. For the next
20-odd years his relationship with her
waxed and waned alongside that with
Monica. Maeve was a Catholie, and
refused to sleep with him until late on
in the picce. But outside that—in part
because of it—their relationship gave
Larkin the romantic thrill his affair
with Monica could not. Possibly, and
rather paradoxically—Maoation docsn't
raise this himseclf—her day-to-day
proximity in the library gave him also
some of the regularity he so feared in
actual marriage.

Larkin did pretry well out of these
two women Maeve remarked rather
bitterly tc  otion that Larkin had the

best years of her life, curiously repeat-
ing a warning madec to Larkin’s fian-
cée by her disapproving parents. His
letters to Monica at one of the first
crises after the arrival of Maceve are
not pleasant reading: lots of explain-
ingand hand-wringing, not much pros-
pect of action. Larkin seems in some
ways to have been a to-understand-
all-is-to-forgive-all kind of person: a
rather novelistic view of the moral
life, one might say.

The letters quoted here are far
worsce in their way than the racism
and pornophilia that caused such a
fussin the Selected Letters {and appar-
ently led to calls for Larkin’s poctry to
be taken off the school syllabus, with
that weak-minded Hegelianism that
gets poetry and idcology and their
psychosocial effects all mixed up to-
gether. As it Proust’s love of Wagner
turned him into a pan-Germanic anti-
Semite!] Motion here rather loses his
patience with Larkin, calling him at
one point ‘not so much a retormed
character, as a more sclf-tormenting
liar’. He is also, morc tendentiously,
sharply disapproving of Larkin’s pro-
Thatcher sentiments—though if you
actually had to live surrounded by the
horrors inflicted by that government,
objectivity might be harder to call
upon.

The last 15 or so years of Larkin’s
lite were increasingly sombre. He was
by now famous and acclaimed, a na-
tional monument, involved more in
awards and competitions, the public
face of literature. But as the '70s went
on, he became less and Iess interested
in his work, drank more, and, most
crushingly of all, found it harder and
harder to write. His last book, High
Windows, collected poems up to 10
yearsold. His last great poem, Aubade
is amoving record of his fcar of death.
Hce lived in an enormous, ugly housc.
Larkin finally broke off with Maeve as
Monica’s health deteriorated and she
gave up herown housc outside Leices-
ter to stay with him. They lived on
booze and tomato sandwiches. His
death was piteous and slightly tacky,
in the modern manner. He was 63, the
sanmie age as the father whose charac-
ter he had inereasingly come to share.

Owen Richardson is a co-editor of
Scripsi.






A readable and original discussion ot contemporary
issues in bioethics. Max Charlesworth argues that as
there can be no public consensus on a set of core
values there should be a plurality of ethical stances as
well. On this basis he discusses issues such as the
ending of human life, new reproductive technologies
and the ethical distribution of limited health-care
resources, particularly hospital care.
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Australia has been diversified by the range of immi-
grants who have come to its shores, a diversification
that has been welcomed by some and vehemently
opposed by others. This book describes the  =rsonal
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came as displaced persons, refugees, on  isiness
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ism, based on the notion of Australia
as a bastion of white civilisation on
the edge of Asia, contained an ambi-
guity that worked in Steinberg's
favour. For many, if people of Anglo-
Celtic stock could not be persuaded to
populatc the north, a second-best prop-
osition was to consider Jews as ‘hon-
orary whites’ and allow them to sc-
cure the fronticr on whites’ behalf. As
once letter in The West Australian put
it: ‘Would it not be better to have had
a Palestine in Western Australia to
helpusdefend the empty north against
invaders.’

The challenge for Steinberg was to
mobilisc the friendly element of Aus-
tralian conservatism against the hos-
tile. It was a challenge that failed.
Despite support from the WA state
government and a considerable body
of allies, he fell ac the hurdle that
mattercd—approval by the federal
government. In 1944, after much pre-
varication, Canberra gave its final
decision. Prime Minister Curtin wrote
that his government could not ‘sce its
way to depart from the long-cstab-
lished policy in regard to alien settle-
ment in Australia’.

The project could never have been
a solution to the horrors of the Holo-
caust; at most, Steinberg hoped to
take 75,000 refugeces. But considering
the federal government’s miscrly
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proach to prewar Jewish immigration,
even that figurce ‘would have been a
substantial improvement’.

Gettler clearly regrets the project’s
failure. Apportioning blamec is more
difficult. Suspicions raiscd by Stcin-
berg's radical background, the role of
key public servants, the hostility of
Australian Zionists who resented the
competition the plan represented—
all played their part. But the single
biggest factor was probably the reluc-
tance of Australian governments to

open the doors to non-Anglo-Celtic
refugees. Cambodian boat people, sit-
ting in compounds not so very far
from where Steir :rg would have
founded his settlement, may feel that
Canberrahasyet toleam the lessor

David Glanz is a freelance journalist.

* An Unpromised Land won the 1993
Lysbeth Cohen award for contribu-
tions by aJewish writer to the Austral-
ian way of lifc.
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The melody lingers

LIKE TO THINK OF 1 May 1973 as a
night to remember. That was when [
played Solidarity Forever on the piano
at SKIFfor Frank Crean.1wasinspired,
attacking the union hymn with more
gusto than finesse; Crean’s presence
was an act of communion, a celebra-
tion of hope for the future.

SKIF was the youth wing of the
Jewish Bund, a democratic socialist
organisation established in the 1890s
torepresent Jewish workers in revolu-
tionary Eastern Europe. A member of
the Socialist International, the Bund
had ties to the ALP. But it was also
fiercely anti-communist. So when we
marched against the Vietnam War as
Jewish socialists, our elders accused
us of naiveté. The New Left, they said,
was just the Old Left in drag.

Such are the complexities of Jew-
ish radicalism, a tradition which for
nearly twocenturies has provided the-
oristsandactivistssuch as Marx, Trot-
sky, Lassalle and Goldman.

Philip Mendes’ book The New Left,
The Jews and The Vietnam War 1965-
1972, examines these and similar is-
sues that confronted Jewish students
in Melbourne’s anti-Victnam War
movement during the late ‘60s and
carly '70s. They ranged from Maoists
like Albert Langer to the conservative

commentator Robert Manne, whowas
briefly with the left in the mid-60s.
Whatever convictions they had, their
involvement was disproportionate to
the numbers on campus. At Monash
University alone, about one in five
left-wingactivists were said to be Jew-
ish, and most of them were in the
hardline Left. As one historian later
commented: ‘There were enough Jews
in the Labour Club to give {Leaguc of
Rightsleader] Eric Butler nightmares.’

Mendes identifies this experience
as one of the first examples of large-
scaleinvolvementin the political pro-
cess by an ethnic group during the pre-
multicultural era.

In a case study of 28 former stu-
dent radicals, he finds that the major-
ity had come from left-wing immi-
grant backgrounds. The key political
issues that defined their involvement
were in many cases insceparable from
their Jewish culture. Mclbourne
University Labour Club activist Doug
Kirsner challenged the moral con-
science of Australians: ‘How different
is our silence on Vietnam with the
complicity of many German people
during the Nazi regime?

Another dissident, Elliot Gingold,
condemned the South African gov-
ernment as ‘only one step better than



the Nazis’. And Tom Wolkenberg,
who has been active on Aboriginal
issucs, said: “The Jewish heritage of
oppression led me to identity closcly
with the Aborigines. It continues to
disgust me that not more Jews are
involved.’

The Arab-Isracli conflict and left-
wing hostility towards Isracl created
incvitable tensions. Most of the activ-
ists in Mendes’ case study were either
Socialist Zionist {‘Jews have to emi-
grate to Israel to guarantee the surviv-
al of the Jewish people and that surviv-
al should be on as cgalitarian a basis as
possible’) or supporters of a two-state
solution (‘I've always believed that
the Isracli people have a right to exist
and a right to their country. So have
the Palestinians.’). But a significant
number of their peers were uninter-
ested or even opposed. ) (‘It’s impossi-
ble to be both a Zionist and lett-wing,’
said Albert Langer).

The rise of anti-Zionism on the
left, and withitsignsof anti-semitism,
saw the emergence of specitically Jew-
ish radical groups such as the Radical
Zionist Alliance and the magazine
‘Survival’. Mendes identifics these as
‘carly multicultural trends in the
monocultural left’.

Jewish student radicalism scems
to have been more pronounced in
Melbourne thanin Sydney. Mclbourne
had more Jewish migrants from the
radical environmentof Eastem Europe,
and Sydncey got more Hungarians and
Germans. Although Jews were in-
volvedin Sydney’snew left, theirpeers
came from less ideologically-charged
traditions than those who scttled in
Melbourne.

Student radicalism of any sort is
now dead. And the trend towards mid-
dle-class status, the waning influence
of an immigrant left tradition, and the
anti-Zionist cxpressions by the left
have scen Australia’s Jewish commu-
nity become more conservative.
During the past two decadces, its politi-
cal activity has focused largely on
issues affectingJews and in particular,
Isracl.

I hope that Mendes’ study will be
the first step towards questioning this
reluctance tofind common cause with
broader socicty.

Leon Gettler is a journalist and
rCVICWCT.
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Life on the junk p'le

ICHAEL MiLken 1s a Califor-
nian financier who wore a fairly obvi-
ous toupee and carmned more than
$US714 million in 1986, easily top-
ping Al Capone’s rccord for gross
income in a single year. Milken again
made history in 1990 when he was
fined $200 million, the biggest fine
imposed on an individual. His
cmployer, Drexel Burnham Lambert,
was fined $650 million.

In the beginning, Milken was a
middle-class nerd from Los Angeles, a
mathematics wizard who was
obsessed by the bond market—the
[OUs that governments and firms issue
to raise money. US finance markets
traditionally focused on bonds issucd
by the 1000 biggest companies, but
Milken twigged that the right choice
of ‘junk bonds’ issucd by medium-size
businesses outperformed bonds with
better investment ratings. Junk bonds
also paid higher interest to investors
and a fatter commission to agents,
because they were perccived as a
higher-risk investment.

The young Milken wrote an
unpublished article for The New York
Times: ‘Unlike other crusaders from
Berkeley, Thave chosen Wall Street as
my battle ground for improving socic-
ty. It is here that governments, insti-
tutions and industrics arce financed.’
This avowal of crusader status sits
uncasily with Milken’s 1986 take-
home pay of $550 million.

Junk bonds no doubt helped many
legitimate businesses, with limited
cquity but plenty of cash flow and
ambition, to expand. But they also
funded‘arbitrageurs’ like Ivan Boesky,
who bought into companies lined up
for takeover ofters, or made nuisance
offers of his own and had to be paid to
go away. The bonds helped fund hos-
tile takeovers, such as the $US25 bil-
lion bid for R.J.R. Nabisco in 1988, in
which old companics were saddled
withnewdebt. In Australia, junk bonds
raised $A400 million towards War-
wick Fairtax’s ill-fated bid for John
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Fairfax. The minnow could now swal-
low the whale, and Drexel Burnham
Lambert’s standard letter tobanks that
it was ‘highly confident’ of raising
money for another improbable take-
over struck fear into America’s board-
rooms.

Highlv Confident suggests the US
establishment—Wall Street, the leg-
islators and the regulators—were out
to get Milken and that is probably
truc. An insider trader who had been
caught by chance dobbed in Ivan
Boesky, who then dobbed in Milken
to get a better deal for himself, secret-
ly taping his talks with the junk-bond
king. The US government filed a crim-
imalracketeeringand fraud suit against
Milken in 1986, but he pleaded guilty
three-and-a-half years later to civil
charges oncomparatively minorsecu-

Outcomes
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rities offences that did not include
insider trading. He was fined $200
millionand sentenced to 10 years'jail.

I can accept the hook’s suggestion
that the media were often manipulat-
ed by the prosccution. Some hacks
were clearly biased against Milken
and his $200 million fine and 10 years’
jailisout of proportion with the judge’s
ruling that Milken caused only
$308,000 damage in the matters be-
fore the court. But, under pressurc or
not, he pleaded guilty and rcad an
admission in open court. Many’s the
crim who has been convicted on true
charges and false evidence: rule
number one is to not claim you've
been set up because the judge and jury
won'tbelieve itandit’ll countagainst
you.

Milkenis paintedasaclean-living,
loving hushand and father who sin-
cerely gave time and money to chari-
ty. He ‘looks like an economics pro-
fessor who will never be a panclist on
a Sunday morning talk show. Every-
thing about him screams off-the-rack.
There's a second button on the cuft of
his blue Oxford shirt, a sure sign that
it was bought at a department store .../
In contrast, Boesky sits behind a con-
sole of 300 direct-dial buttons in an
office built for the Shah of Iran. ‘Talk
about a Faustian scene ... what really
mesmerised visitors was what they
saw as they faced Boesky. There
through the cast window and seeming
almost to frame his vulpine profile,
were three giant numerals on the next
building—666 the Satanic number.’

The author, Jesse Kornbluth, is a
contributingeditor of Vanity Fair who
got a break on other journalists by
being a neighbour of Milken’s press
mouthpiece. Kornbluth is mor¢ sym-
pathetic than the authors of two pre-
vious books on Miltken (The Preda-
tor's Ball and Den of Thieves), but
writes in the style of the celebrity
interviews in Vanity Fair under the
cditorship of Tina Brown, in which
the subjects’ view of their own impor-
tance is generally swallowed whole
and regurgitated by the reader. You
read about a few warts, but the image
is bigger than Ben Hur. Kombluth
makes improbable claims, as when he
suggests that a prosecutor was morc
ambitious than Madonna.

The boolk is hard to follow because
it does not give a simple list of the
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major players at the front. It has lim-
ited footnotes and doces not give de-
tailed sources at the back as in Bob
Woodward’s recent investigative
works. Kornbluth also makes big as-
sumptions, such as when he claims
that Millkeen exposes his bald pate dur-
ing an interview in jail in a ‘thought-
ful, obviously premeditated gesture ...
Milken’s decision to remove the base-
ball cap strikes me as a way of an-
nouncing that he has nothing to hide.
After years of cvasive conversation
and unenlightening interviews, he
wants to be heard ... Maybe, but may-
be Milken just wanted to take his cap
off—the jailers did take away his tou-
pee, after all. Kornbluth also reckons
that Oscar Wilde's An Ideal Husband
is the ‘best explication of the human
dimension of sceuritics crime’ he has
encountered; To me, this is like say-
ing The Magic Pudding is a good five-
year plan for food production. Maybe
he should have spoken to more ordi-
nary people trapped at the other end of
the financial food chain.

Drexel Burnham Lambert col-
lapsed soon after it copped the $650
million fine, as did many other busi-
nesses and deals financed by junk
bonds. The bonds themsclves have
since recovered and the Milken fami-
ly is convinced that Michacl was a
misunderstood genius whose time will
come. Kornbluth reckons that
Milken's responsibility is more cul-
tural than criminal: he let himsclf be
turned into a cult by people who were
making money off hisback.'Milken is
a tragic figure ... because it never wor-
ricd him that he mightbe breaking the
law. In his heyday, he threw off grecat
idcas all day long. 1t was the idcas he
hivedfor. Goony asitsounds, the men-
tal excitement those ideas gencerat-
ed—and, of course, their ability to
bring him hundreds of milllions of
legitimatcely carned dollars—Dblinded
him to such mundanc considerations
as bookkeeping and disclosure regula-
tions and other, scemingly trivial se-
curitics laws.’

Kornbluth seemsamazed thatJohn
Kenneth Galbraich dispatched Milken
in a single paragraph in a shortish
book about ‘financial cuphoria’ as an
cxampleof the financial schemers who
appear, almost on cue, every 20 years.
‘Milken’s competence and superior
diligence as a salesman, sc times

calledpromoter, isnotindoubt,’, wrote
Galbraith, ‘but the discovery that high-
risk bonds leveraged on limited asscts
shouldhaveahigherinterestrate hard-
ly stands on a paras an invention with
the clectrie light!

The higher circles of US govern-
ment, business and law enforcement,
as portrayed by Kombluth, show dis-
turbing signs of cgomania, sexism,
and anti-Semitism; mentally they
scem to be in the Skull and Bones
Club at Yale, or its equivalents clsc-
where. Therce’s also a blurred line be-
tween fiction and reality: an accused
financier appears at a conference with
prosecutor’s wearinga capsaying ‘Shit
Happens’ and a T-shirt calling for the
release of Sherman McCoy, the hero
of Tom Wolfc's Bonfire of the Vani-
ties. Milken’s wife sees the movie
Reversal of Fortune about Harvard
law professor Alan Dershowitz
defending Claus von Bulow, and Der-
showitz is hired by Milken. Reagan
Attorney-General Ed Mcecese suggests
that Ebenezer Scrooge suffered from
bad press because ‘if vou really look at
the faces, he didn’t exploit Bob
Cratchit’.

The trial judge, Kimba Wood, is
the only explicit link to Australia,
being named after the obscure South
Australian town rather than the white
lion of cartoon fame. Judge Wood later
ruled herself out as Attormey-General
in the Clinton administration after
revealing that she, too, had used ille-
gal aliens, as baby sitters.

Thebook hasotherinteresting triv-
ia, such as Milken mecting Mikhail
Gorbachev and musing that Reagan
and Bush would make very good lead-
ers of the Soviet Union, while Gorby
might make a better-than-average
President of the United States. And
Kornbluth reports that Michacel Jack-
son sat in on maths classes taught by
Milken.

But Kornbluth’s biggest mistakeis
believingthatit would have been more
appropriate to fine Milken rather than
send him to jail. In the US, as in
Australia, too many people think that
someone who holds up a service sta-
tion is a ‘real’ criminal, but someone
who rorts the stock market is not

Mark Skulley is a former husiness
reporter for the Svdnev Morning
Herald.
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OME NEWS STORIES just give you a
warm feeling inside. According to one
I read recently, so many mechanisms
in new cars are now controlled by
computer that when they break down
there’s often nothing the breakdown
service can do to fix them. T like to
imagine their owners cursing their
$30,000 worth of useless technology
as they try to flag down a cab on the
Harbour Bridge in the rain. What's
more, they’re probably the same sort
of people who insist {and with such
enthusiasim) that newspapers will be
obsolete before long because we’ll all
be able to get our news packaged and
delivered through the TV at the touch
of a button. Well, maybe we will it
why should we?

I know what you're thinking—
‘Luddite’. I'd prefer to describe my
views as a healthy mistrust of the
assumption that newer necessarily
means better (postluddism?). We're
surrounded by examples of how old
technologies can do certain things
better and if we’re smart enough we
can oose the most appropriate ones
instead of just the latest.

Take cricket. Since the 1977 Pack-
er revolution, the techniques of tele-
vising cricket have improved beyond
measure. More cameras with better
angles have made watching the game
on TV infinitely more enjoyable {be-
tween the ads at least). During the
same period, however, there has been
no corresponding improvement in the
quality of the commentators. Tony
Greig, I suspect, was obsolete before
he even came into production. Luck-
ily, there is an alternative—the radio.

Using the pictures from TV and
the words from radio has become the
most satisfying way to experience the
game for many (perhaps most) crick-
et-lovers. Other sports can provide
exciting radio events, but they don’t
generally allow the time for anything
much beyond mere description. And
some, like tennis, are just ridiculous
on radio.

Cricket’s slower rhythm m =s
analysis not only possible but essen-
tial, and the game’s relatively static
format allows the commentator to
paint a comprehensive picture at any
given moment. But that alone doesn’t
explain why even people attending
the matches themselves often listen
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to the radio commentary. More im-
portanthasbeen the development over
many years of an accepted style and a
familiar cast of characters so that the
coverage of test matches on the ABC
(or via the BBC) has become an enter-
tainment in its own right.

One key to the popularity of Test
Match Special is that it doesn’t need
to rely on the tension of the match
itself. In fact, the personalities of the
individual commentators are allowed
freer rein when the cricket is dull.
Thanks to England’s embarrassing
ineptitude on the field, this summer’s
Ashes series was a vintage season for
long-running in-jokes, arcane
diversions and sheer silliness.

The predominant atmosphere in
the commentary box in England is
unmistakably that of aboarding-school
dormitory, leavened with colonial
curiosities (our own Neville Oliver)
and one or two scholarship boys with
appropriate provincial accents {Fred
Trueman, David Lloyd). Apart from
the cricket, the favourite topic of con-
versation is invariably food, especial-
ly the numerous cakes sent in by ad-
miring listeners. Equally fascinating
are any unusual physical characteris-
tics of the players, which they pick on
with schoolboys’ characteristic glee
(‘Andy Caddick, six feet-five, promi-
nent ears ...} Women (more often
‘ladies’ or ‘girls’) are, of course,

conspicuous by their ab-
sence.

BRLAN JounsToN, an Eton-educated,
amiable, high-Tory version of lan
McNamara, sets the tone. When he’s
not covering the cricket, Johnston
spends his time visiting implausibly
rustic English villages to discuss jam-
making with the vicar’s wife for his
hugely popularshow, Down Your Way.
It’s Johnston who is primarily respon-
sible for making up ridiculous nick-
names for his fellow-commentators,
telling appalling jokes and appraising
the qualities of the cakes.

Johnston’s sense of the absurd, as
wellas hiskeen cricketinsights, make
him a unique broadcaster. At 81 (go-
ing on 14), he can still deliver lines
that reducc the rest of the class to fits
ofhelpless giggles ['Greetings to Keith,
who very kindly inflated my wife’s
tyres last week ...’}. On £ Hus
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Passing the test of time

occasion during amatch between Eng-
land and the West Indies, he shocked
his more prim devotees by informing
them that ‘the bowler’s Holding, the
batsman’s Willey.’

If Johnston is the lovable prank-
ster of the team, then Christopher
Martin-Jenkins is the head prefect.
‘Come on Lewis, you can do better
than this,” he exhorted during Eng-
land’s flabby capitulation in the First
Test. His intimate knowledge of the
game, despite having never nlayed it
professionally, also suggests  at he’s
something of a swot. Trevor Bailey is
even more pompous, and much more
irritating because he lacks the capac-
ity for self-denigration that serves the
others so well. Bailey is prone to
describing shots as ‘rather horrid’, as
though they were a dose of matron’s
castor oil.

The remarkable thing about Test
Match Special is that it is so rarely
boring, despite broadcasting for seven
hours at a time—a tribute to the com-
mentators’ originality and profession-
alisin beneath the veneer of childish-
ness. Admittedly there are times when
you wish Fred Trueman would stop
going on about how he was =t talk-
ing to Len Hutton the other aay, and
how things aren’t what they were in
his day, and how he just can’t under-
stand what’s going on out there. But
even Fred's tedious nostalgia is some-
how reassuring, a guarantee that Eng-
lish summers never change (that is,
they’re still not as good as they used to
be).

With ever-increasing competition
from other media, radio needs to nur-
ture its niche markets. Cricket is cer-
tainly one of them, a happy and endur-
ing conjunction of interests between
the event and the medium. Channel
Nine did their best to alienate the
radio audience this season by delaying
the screening of the first session of the
test matches by half an hour, thus
making it impossible to create your
own simulcast.More fool them for
takingtheiraudience for granted. I, for
one, prefer to keep my ear to the wire-
less and leave Tony Greig to fiddle
with his new-fangled gadgets on his
OwI. |
Mike Ticherisa Sydneyjournalist. He
denies anv responsibility for the Eng-
land te
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