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_j},l\ X HE DEPARTURE Of Sir Gerard Brennan

]ACi( WATE]’;FORD from the .High C()urt represents tl'lC end

N of an era in which a generation of judges

almost entirely reshaped the common

law, and settled, probably for a long time, most of the outstanding

constitutional issucs. It also venturedinto fields, with its Mabo and

subsequent Wik decision, which made the power and importance

of the court clear toall, and made the character and personalities of the
judges a matter of public controversy.

It is, of course, not a clean break. Mary Gaudron and Michacl
McHugh wcre there for the last part of the revolution, and Bill
Gummow and Michael Kirby—and probably even Ken Hayne—
belong to the broad philosophical set that marked judges such as Tony
Mason, Bill Deane, Gerry Brennan and John Toohey.

Most of the achievements and not a few of the controversies
{including Mabol of that generation of judges pre-dated the day
when Sir Gerard became Chief Justice and the court acquired the
shorthand title of the Brennan Court. But Sir Gerard was asignificant
force in both the Gibb and Mason courts. Because those courts were
often finely balanced, his was often the critical vote.

One might say that with a 4-3 or 3-2 decision, any onc of the
muajority votes is critical. But because Sir Gerard often had an
approach different from that of other judges, or drew the line in a
different way (often borrowing arguments from both sides of the
debatel, his tended to be the judgment which sct the limits of the
precedents created. The majority could use him for the result, but,
often, he wouldnot go as faras they wanted: theirjudgmentsrepresented
binding law only to the extent that he agreed with them.

Though few judges ever devoted as much time or as much space
to rigorous explanation of each stage of their reasoning, Sir Gerard
cannot be called one of the court’s adventurers. The morce likely
that a decision upsct settled law, or created new law, the less likely
thathe would write broad propositions going beyond the controversy
atissue. Others, such as Deane and Toohey, painted with flourishes
on big canvases, but Sir Gerard, while willing to make conceptual
leaps, tended to proceed incrementally, leaving the filling in of the
canvas for later controversies.

Somc of the otherjudges, forexample, wrote expansive judgments
on freedom of communication when they were considering, first,
laws restricting political advertising and strident criticism of
arbitration judges, then, later, several not-very-worthy defamation
cases. Brennan’s judgments were not expansive. The court’sretreat
to a safer position in the Lange case was possible because of his
caution. Similarly, though he copped the brunt of the abuse from
conservative quarters of the legal profession as a result of Mabo, his
was by far the most restrictive decision in a tight majority, and set
the limits of it. And when Wik arose, he held to the line of his Mabo
decision and found against the Aboriginal applicants. That Wik was
won was not because of any retreat by him, but because the
majority decision in Mabo was not followed, either by those who
had been therc before, or by the new judges on the court.

I saw Gerry Brennan do his first hearing as a judge—a not very
important matter in the ACT Supreme Court. He had gone there
after a career at the Brisbane bar in which he had become one of the
first Catholic barristers to cross a strong sectarian line and receive
briefs from the Protestant end of town {an achievement the more
remarkable because the big end of town had always hated his father

The Brennan Court
and beyond

and had for a long time visited his imagined sins on Gerry). He had
prosccuted in the Tolai murders in Papua New Guinea, appeared
for Fijian sugar farmers in a signal defcat of Australian colonial
interests, and had represented the Northern Land Council in the
Woodward royal commission hearings which hadled to the Northern
Territory Aboriginal Land Rights Act.

What struck me at that first hearing was his capacity to grasp a
point and to cxpress, in a proposition of only a sentence or so, the
idea it contained. Later, the playing with that point might involve
many pages of very technical and dusty reasoning but, if sometimes
difficult for the layman, it was reasoning with the end in view. At
the same timc, he was the foundation president of the Administrative
Appeals Tribunal, laying down broad principles of its operation
which have survived to this day, even if the institution itsclf is now
under sustaincd assault. There too he demonstrated something for
which he has received little credit in an environment of abuse of
judges for judicial activism: a fine understanding of responsible
government and of the line between judicial review and the

substitution of the judge’s value judgments on policy for
that of the legislature.

N THE FEperAL CourT, he and Deane and Toohey were grabbing
an expanded federal jurisdiction with a breadth of thinking which
was making their promotions inevitable. But Brennan also wrote
some brilliant judgments on civil rights—particularly with the
murders at Huckitta by some Aboriginal children—that will ring
loud long after the majority judgments are forgotten. Indecd, it was
when he knew he was outnumbered that he wrote his most brilliant
and expansive judgments: on the High Court the judgment which
most shows the measure and the passion of the man is his dissent
in Marion’s case, involving the sterilisation of a retarded girl.

The Chief Justiceship is largely a position of honour: the court
administers itself collegiately. Brennan has always felt diffident
about giving interviews or discussing the particular work of the
court; he fears that a court which issues press statements or
summaries of decisions for journalists will give such interpretations
a status they should not have, compared with the formal process of
reasoning. As a judge he was impervious to criticism of long
judgments from several individuals {making it uncertain, even to
the specialist, what the binding points were); he did not oppose
collaboration, but insisted that the responsibility for decision did
not shift from the individual judge.

Will the Gleeson court be much different? Murray Gleeson, like
Brennan, is intensely private, but probably better able to deal with
politicians. He may be somewhat more inclined to prop at fences
which involve radical shifts in judicial thinking, but likely to
follow the body of thinking the court has developed. The court has
few great challenges before it—largely because of the work of the
courts over the past 20 years——but there is plenty of room for consoli-
dation, and the prospect of the court’s getting a significant role in
settling any issues which arise from the shift to a republic. What is
unlikely, however, isavast change in style orin the output of the court.

Sir Gerard Brennan leaves a court in better shape than some of
the critics would suggest, having given it a legacy which extends
beyond those three years which will be called the Brennan Court

Jack Waterford is editor of the Canberra Times.
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Light fantastic

From Allen Volz, Toowoomba Turf
Club Secretary

Why is it when anything is done in
Victoria, Victorians assumec it to be an
Australian first?

Eurcka Street (March  1998)
featured a report by Peter Picree (turf
correspondent) that Australia’s first
night thoroughbred race meeting was
conducted at Mooncce Valley on
Australia Day.

Toowoomba Turf Club has been
racing twilight under lights at Clifford
Park Racecoursc since March 1992,
with an average of four night races
under lights every week.

The Club then staged Australia’s
FIRST full night race mecting with all
sceven events under lights {1000 lux on
track) on 4 Scptember 1996 followed
by Australia’s SECOND on Necw
Ycear's Eve T996.

Mooncce Valley shared the honour
of staging Australia’s THIRD night
race meeting with the TTC on
Australia Day this year.

Mining or recycling.
Exploitation or
sustainability.

Greenhouse gases
or solar energy.
Armaments or
community
enferprise.

Investors

can choose
Through the AE Trusts you
(an invest your savings
and superannuation in
over 70 different
enterprises, each expertly
selected for its unigue
combination of eamings,
environmental
sustainability and social
responsibility, and eam a
competitive financil
return. For full details
make a free call fo

1800 021 227
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T remerne

Your correspondent then stated

that Winter would provide the test for
night racing. Had he properly
researched his subject he would have
known:
i} That Moonce Valley was not the
first with night thoroughbred racing;
it} That ncither MVRC nor TTC plan
to conduct night racing in wintcr.

Please point these facts out to Peter
Picrce, if only for his own benefit.

Allen Volz

Toowoomba, QLD

Editor's note: Peter Pierce was born

in Tasmania and now lives in

Townsville.  He'll  be  visiting
Toowoomba soon.

‘C’ here

From Rev. Dr Christopher Dowd, or,
Dean, Munnix College

For Ms Uhr's information (Lctters,
Eurcka Street, April 1998}, the word
‘creed’ has at least two different
mecanings in Catholic usage. It can
refer either to those sct, specific, sclf-
contained texts sctting out the
foundational beliefs of the Christian
faith which were formulated at
particular stages in the carly centuries
of the Church and arc used in the
liturgy—the Apostles” Crec the
Nicene Creed, the Athanasian Creed,
etc.—in which casc the word is usually
spelt with a capital “¢’, or to the
entire, integrated corpus of doctrine
understood in a more generalised way,
in which casc it is spelt with a small
‘¢’. The creed which Ms Uhr says in

church every Sunday is presumably of
the former type whercas the word as
[ used it in my leteer refers to the
lateer.

There are many points of Catholic
beliets which are not found in any
capital ‘¢’ creed—Grace, the Theol-
ogical Virtues, the Decalogue, the
Moral Law, the Scven Sacraments,
the Immaculate Conception, Assump-
tion, Papal Infallibility, Purgatory and
so on—but which arc nevertheless
contained in scripture or have been
defined by Councils and Popes, are
therefore found in the small ‘¢ creed
and consequently require the adherence
of those who claim to be members of
the Catholic Church.

The reservation  of  priestly
ordination to men is not found in any
capital ‘¢’ creed, it is true, but it is an
example of a small ‘¢’ creed doctring,
established by the unanimous and
unbroken witness of the Great Church
in its castern and western mani-
festations and repeatedly reaffirmed by
modern Popes, most recently in the
present Pope’s  apostolie letter
Ordinatio Sacerdotalis of May 1994,

Ms Uhr asscrts that when
discussing the response of the
Congregation of the Doctrine of the
Faith, the Prefect, Cardinal Ratzinger,
stated that ‘thesc matters are not
contained in the deposit of faith’. It is
not clecar which response she is
referring to, but it is presumably the
one dated 28 October 1995 and signed
by Ratzinger which replied to a de ot
which had been raised as to whetner
the teaching of the apostolic letter,
that the Church has no authority to
confer priestly ordination on women,
belongs to the deposit of faith,

The words that appear in the
quotation ateributed by Ms Uhr to
Ratzinger do not correspond with the
text of the response itself: “This
teaching requires definitive assent,
since, founded on the written Word of
God, and from the beginning
constantly preserved and applied in the
tradition of the Church, it has been set
forth infallibly by the ordinary and
universal magisterium’ (cf. Scecond
Vatican Council, Dogmatic Cons-
titution on the Church, Lumen
Gentium, 25,2).

Thus, in the present circums-
stances, the Roman Pontiff, exercising
his proper office of confirming the
brethren (cf. Lk. 22:32), has handed on
this same tcaching by a formal
declaration, explicitly stating wh s
to be held always, everywhere and by















tentative, and perhaps necessarily unfair.

This year was meant to be a coming of
age—the year when Sydney’s festival would
ceasce to be poor cousin to Adelaide and
Melbourne, and demonstrate that the Sun
and Surf City could organise something
uniquely exciting.

The original vision was to make it a
spring writing festival by the water, in the
old international shipping terminal with
all of the Sydney trademarks of Bridge,
Opera House and Harbour in view.

As well, this festival was to have a
different sort of program, with a strong
Asia-Pacific focus and an appeal to a more
diverse group than the well-to-do middle-
aged women who always scem to swell the
audience when writers gather to talk.

But so long did the burcaucracy in the
office of the Minister for the Arts, Premicr
Bob Carr, take to make decisions that for a
while it looked as though there wouldn’t
even be a Writers Festival in Sydncey this
year.

At last the new venue got the nod, and
May was announcced as the date. The latter
was a surprisc to most of the industry.
Everyone had cxpected it to be September,
toticinwith the Premier’s Literary Awards,
and make co-opcration with the Melbourne
Writers’ Festival possible. Organisers were
left with close to impossible deadlines.

So has the vision been realised? Yes and
no. The biggest disappointment is that
attendances are well down. Most sessions
held to datc have been less than half full.
Even the landmark ‘Stolen Children’
cvening, heldin the Sydney Town Hall, was
only about three quarters full—a pity, since
those whohcearditwill remember Sir Ronald
Wilson's speech for a long time.

Another disappointmentis that the Asia-
Pacific focus hasnot beenrealised. Shuntaro
Tanikawa, the eminent Japanese poet, and
Samoan writer Sia Figiel were the only
visitors of note from the region. They were
all but ignored by the mainstrecam media,
which means their sessions were no better
attended than far duller fare.

The venue has heaps of potential, with
rooms strungalonga wharf, lots of space for
readers and writers to interact, and The
Rocks only a short walk away. Not all this
potential was realised.

Signposting to the festival venue was
totally inadequate. You didn’t know you
had arrived at the right pier until you were
right on top of it, and even then, locating
the rooms in which the various panel
sessions were to be held was a matter of
asking around until you found someone

A 0
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DURING AvrriL, church leaders irritated the Government by criticising its stand on Wik
and the wharf dispute. Coincidentally, many articles in this month’s periodicals ¢xplore
the extent to which churches should be countercultural.

In the most recent edition of the Lutheran magazine, Currents in Theology and Mission
(December 1997), Robert Kelly asks whether Luther’s basic insight that we are saved by
faith alone does not run clean counter to the modern Western belief that our success comes
by our own skills and hard work. There can be no middle ground between self-reliant
capitalism and justification by faith alone.

Kelly believes that in the United States, the dilemma is not even felt. In place of its
inheritance, the church has tended to adopt medieval liturgies, hierarchical bishops or
Jesuit retreats, or to become like mainstream Protestants. His diagnosis is clear, but his
remedy secms limp—to work co-opcratively and non-acquisitively, and to be deeply
countercultural in holding that salvation is through God’s grace alone. But would the
culture be troubled?

Claude Geffré treats the consequences of globalisation for the churches in Recherches
de Science Religieuse (1998.1). In the face of the temptations to collapse into a homogenised
Christianity or to retreat to a sectarian fundamentalisin, Geffré insists that churches
should retain their identity, but should focus on their relationship to the wider world. Life
will be countercultural when itis lived in love by a church sure of its identity and open to
others. True, but not much bite here.

José Gonzalez Faus, the doyen of Spanish theologians, who is unfortunately little
known in the English-speaking world, is more sharply focused. In Revista Latinoamericana
de Teologia {December 1997), he insists that if theology is based on a passion for God, it
must meet the greatest argument against God’s existence: the plight of the poor. Furthermore,
only through solidarity with the poor will we have no option but to come as beggars before
God knowing in our bones that our salvation cannot come from our own works. He
concludes that while poverty may not be an ultimate question, we can deal with ultimate
questions about the reality of God only when we grapple with penultimate questions.
Among these, the plight of the poor has precedence.

Gonzalez Faus concludes movingly:

If I was convinced that the Kingdom of God has nothing to say about the growing misery and
the demonic world structures, on the grounds that its laws are autonomous and ethically
neutral; and if I was convinced that God is only to be found in an cxperience of peace or
silence, exclusively interior, aesthetic and metaphysical, and is not to be recognised in the
passion to change the situation I have described, then Ibelieve that, out of solidarity with my
suffering brethren, I would have to abandon my faith in that God, and with Paul to be cast
away for the sake of the brethren. God would not want that.

In case anyone should believe that the tension between Christianity and Government
is new, Allen Brent writes on Ignatius of Antioch in Vigiliae Christianae (1998.1). Late in
the first century, Ignatius was arrested for being a Christian, and was sent under guard to
Rome to satisfy the Colosseum’s need for victims. On the way, he wrote ahead to the churches
he was to visit, and was accompanied by Christians from the cities which he had just left.

Brent argues that Ignatius deliberately choreographed his journey to make it a parody
and arefutation of the growing emperor cult. He went like a priest of the cult, accompanied
by other cultic figures. He was to be sacrificed in Rome, after the example of Christ, the true
Emperor, who died on the cross in order to destroy the cosmic powers involved in cmperor
worship. While Brent perhaps goes too far in making Ignatius a man of a single metaphor,
he shows strikingly how subversive of state ideologies was the Christian imagination in its
beginnings. When crucifixion was still a common punishment administered for reasons of
state, the God whose love was shown in a crucified man stood clearly against totalitarian
claims. Christian faith was creative in subverting the ideology of state control.

Both for Ignatius and for Gonzalez Faus, being countercultural leads inevitably to
visible conflict with the current idols. Australia’s currently troublesome Christians keep
good company. [ |

Andrew Hamilton sj teaches in the United Faculty of Theology, Melbourne.
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Fit to print

‘I could tell you a lot/ but you got/ to be true to your code,’
crooned Frank Sinatra in ‘One For My Baby'.

Margaret Simc s spent time in Canberra’s press gallery, bars, taxis and corrido:  of power,
analysing the codes and asking whether journalists s g that same old song.

EDROVE 1o e national capital on
an avtumn Sunday afternoon, past smooth
hills corkscrewed with the futile tracks
that sheep make, the g s chewed close to
the ground. T was sitting in the back. Four-
month-old Lachlan was asleep. Clare, ncarly
two, needed to be. T pretended to nod oft,
hoping she would mimic me, and she did.
Too well. Head on one side, cyclashes
brushing her check. But when Lopened my
cyestopeekat herl found she was watching
me back. Litdle lizard eyes—a slit of wet
between the lids, and a smile at the game
we were playing. Slowly, slowly, her cyces
fell all the way shut. Then the flicker, and
a wicked laugh when she caught me
watching.

So we continued. Pretending to sleep.
Prcetending not to watch. Catching each
other out. Watching me, watching you,
while the capital grew closer and the road
hummed and the gum trees were skerches
of grey on pasty margarine-yvellow. The
pretence took over. At last she turned
inward, and was sunk in her imprecise two-
vear-old dreams, her limbs abandoned to
gravity, the job of watching left to me. Twas
still watching as we rolled out of buggered-
up sheep country and into the low-risc
office block city, towards the immaculate
green mound of Parliament House.

There are four doors to Parliament
Housc. Four cyes looking out from under
the turf. The public entrance at the front,
hardly ever used by the people who work
there, is for tourists and for show.
The Scnate side door is to the west and the
Housc of Representatives door to the cast,
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but thereal ‘eye’ of Parliament House is the
Ministerial Entrance, which is at the back.
When you see ministers on television they
are likely to be standing at the Ministenal
Entrance. This is where they do ‘doorstops’,
which is the modern substitute for a sit-
down press conference. Onee upon a time a
doorstop meant being caught unprepared
by a watchtul media. These days, they are
ratherlike the spontaneous demonstrations
in Orwell’s Animal Farm. Doorstops are
announced by press releasce. The advantage
tor the politicians is that they can always
walk away.

The Ministerial Entrance is set up for
doorstops. Thereare special boxes setinto the
pillars. Open them up, and there are all the
plugs and special power points the television

crews need to broadcast to the
nation. Watching me. Watching you.

EARS aGo when T was a journalist on
The Age, carcer advice was given in the
pub, after ambition and cenvy had been
softened and sentimentalised by the wash
of beer. It was in the pub that the editor
surprised me one night by saying that [ was
a journalist in mid-carecr. I was only 25,
and had rather fancied I was still at the
beginning. ‘Carcer paths are shorter these
days,” he said, and told me that if I wanted
to be anything in journalism, [ must go to
Canberra and learn how government
worked.

Canberra usced to mean many things in
those days, but nevera city. In the headlong
rush to deadline in the evening, you would
hear the newsdesk say ‘Canberra is filing'

June 1998

or ‘Canberra thinks ..." In the pub, you
woulddiscuss what'we’, meaning the paper,
should be doing, and then it was, ‘There's
too much Canberra’, or 'Canberra is out of

touch’.
In this context Canberra meant our
bureau, and usually, a single person— et

political correspondent Michelle Grattan,
a woman with fuse-wire hair, thick glasscs
and hunched shoulders, legendary for her
capacity for hard work and her alleged lack
of a personal life. There were so many
stories about Michelle. One night when she
was madly typing, a pen tirmly between her
teeth, a drunken sub-cditor was said to
have drawn out his penis and laid it on the
desk in front of her, with a suggestion that
this was what she really needed. Tut it
away cobber,” she was meant to have said,
without a pausc. ‘Put it away.’

There was another story about how she
had, many times, sat by the bedside of a
colleaguc’s dying child. They say Michelle
used to read her fairy stories. Lots of people
told you this story, and they would always
begin by saying: ‘Not many people will tell
vou this about Michelle, but ...’

I wonder if any of the stories were true?
To junior reporters like me, Michelle was a
collection of such storics. And of course,
she was her copy, which usually dominated
the front page.

Incvertook my editor’'sadvice. Tused to
take pride in saying that it was a carcer
ambition of mine to avoid the capital
[ presented this as principle, butreally, cach
time the opportunity was presented it was
really some doomed love affair or personal



timidity, a cleaving to the intimacy of the
office I knew, that kept me in Melbourne.

Now, 12 years later, my editor had been
proved right. Twenty-five had been mid-
career, and now that career was behind me.
AtlastIwasin Canberra, but this time I was
there to watch the watchers. I had enough
contacts—former colleagues and friends—
to getasecurity pass and adesk. Not enough,
Ithought, to be compromised by what I was
sure was a club.

The truth is, of course, that as soon as
you get in touch with old friends you are
compromised. They were good to me. They
fetched me coffec, invited my family for
dinner, spoke frecly and looked offended
when it became clear I meant to quote
them. Michelle Grattan’s first words to me
were: ‘You don’t happen to want a cat
do you? Ifound this kitten wandering
around outside Parliament House last night,
all alone, so 1 took it in. But you see, [ have
dogs ...’

And so sometimes I found myself want-
ing to pull my punches. Wanting to be nice.

‘The reason Graham Richardson was so
powerful was because he did things for
pcople. He is a very nice man,” said
Fia Cumming, chicf political correspondent
for the Sun-Herald.

Alittle later, she asked me to treat what
she had told me about her own private life
‘sensitively’. Fia Cumming was co-author
of the first article published that named the
former student with whom Cheryl Kernot
had had an affair.

Was that a legitimate story? I asked.

‘Absolutely,’ she replied.

Margot Kingston, correspondent for the
Sydney Morning Herald, and the gallery’s
tokenradical, said it all in one of herarticles
about the whispers that were circulating in
corridors when the Liberal leadership was
up for grabs: ‘Journalists can only tell you
what’s really going on in code. Politicians
only talk to us because both sides play by
strict rules. We can’t tell you directly what
they really say.

‘Wemustsolemnly report bogus pledges
of loyalty and hypocritical media bashing.
With this type of story, it is absolutely
necessary to slant stories one way or the
other—that is, engage in some comment in
news picces, to give the public an inkling of
what’s going on. And to write unsourced
comment pieces going as far as we can to
explain, as far as we know, what we have
judged might be happening.’

To deal with people, to be part of a
community, is to make alliances and
compromises, and in Parliament House the

conversations in cafeteria and corridor are
about code, about shared knowledge, and
what is and is not done. You do things for
people. You become powerful. In thesc
things, the press gallery’s politics are like
thosc of any other office. Notices in the
tearooms for people to wash up their mugs.
Photos of parties on the wall. Shared jokes.

Sharcd views. But these people are

watching for us.
IT s NINE o’cLock on the morning of

16 February 1998. Australia is poised to
send troops to a foreign war. The High
Court is shortly to make a decision on the
Hindmarsh Island case. The Federal
Parliament is considering the Wik
legislation. The Government is talking of
changing the way we are taxed.

The preceding week, Cheryl Kernot,
Labor MP-to-be, has attacked journalists
for intruding into her private life, writing
about her 20-year-old affair with her former
student. It hasbeen said, in various columns
and letters to the editor and even in
cditorials, that something has changed in
the way the Australian media do their
work—that they are more willing than ever
to intrude into the personal.

The offices of the parliamentary press
gallery take up the whole of the second
floor of the Senate side of Parliament House.
Thisisaplace of glecaming parquet corridors
and pink carpet. At this hour the offices of
the nation’s media companies are mostly
deserted. Only afew juniorradio journalists
are on duty.

Meanwhile, Parliament House is being
manicured. The high windows are being
cleaned with mops specially designed for
the nooks and crannies. The lawns and
garden courtyards are flawless. They use
specially designed mowers to mow between
the flagstones. The drink fountains arc being
stocked with cardboard cups. In the four
weeks I spend in Canberra, I never find a
drink fountain that is not adequately
stocked with cardboard cups. It is so
unusual, these days, for a public building to
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be properly maintained that this adequacy
feels like excess. And all this work is done
unobtrusively in these early hours, when
the rush to the six o’clock news is still a
long way away, and the television monitors
on the second floor of the Senate side of
Parliament House are tuned to Humphrey
B. Bear.

The heavy-hitters of the gallery are still
in bed, or eating toast, or in their dressing
gowns reading the newspapers and listening
to AM, or feeling guilty about not reading
the papers and not listening to AM, because
they are trying to juggle the rest of their
lives.

Laura Tinglc has just resigned as
Canberra bureau chief for The Age. This is
the third time she has changed employerin
the last five years, but she has moved a total
of about 25 metres along the pink corridors.
This morning she has no job to go to, and
has dozed off listening to AM, and woken
just in time to hear’... and now in financial
news ...’

Her husband is Alan Ramsey. Once he
was a Michelle Grattan equivalent, a God
correspondent. Now he writes a twice-
weekly column tor the Sydney Morning
Herald. Foronce she won’t have to give him
her standard line about why she has to goin
carly. ‘'Some of us have to file more than
twice a week, darling.’

Margot Kingston is sitting at home
playing solitairc and chewing nicorettes.
She is invited regularly on to ABC Radio to
give commentary on politics, but is
restricted from doing so in her own paper.
‘Do I want to be a hack all my life?’ she is
asking herself. She won’t make it into the
office much before lunchtime.

Laurie Oakes, chief political correspond-
ent for the Nine Network ... who knows
what Lauric Qakes is doing? Ask anyone in
the gallery, or any of the political minders,
who theybelieve to be the leading journalist,
and they all say ‘Laurie Oakes’. He breaks
the stories—about John Sharp’s expense
claims, about Howard’s directorship of the
Menzies Centre. All manner of stories. The
Prime Minister appears frequently with
Oakeson the Sunday program, Oakes writes
a column for The Bulletin.

‘Lauric is something of an amatcur
anarchist,’ says Russell Barton, news editor
for the ABC. ‘If Laurie turns up to a doorstop,
your hcart sinks,” says Innes Willox, press
officer for Alexander Downer. ‘If Laurie
mutters “That was bullshit” after your press
conference, you know you are done for,’
says one of the Prime Minister’s press
secretaries.
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Senate side of Parliament House. People are
moving fast. They are excited. What is it?
I wander out into the pink corridor and sce
film crews urgently lugging equipment.
I catchaglimpse of Michelle Grattan’s blue
dress disappearing down the corridor.
Michelle will know what ishappening.I'set
out to follow her.

Down the pink carpet corridor. Down a
white staircase, along more parquet, round
a corner, through heavy glass doors high
cnough to allow access for giants. Down
another corridor. She keeps getting ahead of
me, but always there is that glimpse of the
blue dress, the click of her heels on the
parquet.

Then suddenly we are in a cool stone
courtyard, anditis clear that we have arrived.
A circle of reporters is grouped around the
heavy wooden doors at the far end. Almost
directly above is the giant Australian flag
that sits at the apex of Parliament House,
and on cither side of the wooden doors there
is another, normal-sized flag. There is a
lectern in the middle, and the tlags arc
spaced just the right distance from the
lectern to appear in any shot of the speaker.

This is a courtyard of stonc and water—
a fountain surrounds a four-humped
sculpture in the middle. Wisteria covers
trellises on cither side, but the green barely
softens the stone. A man in a suit and tic
comes up to me.

‘“Who arc you?’ he demands

‘Margaret Simons. Who are you?!’

He looks at me. [ expect to be expelled,
but he moves on.

Now the Prime Minister is standing at
the lectern, and he is announcing that
tomorrow, our troops will lecave for what
looks as though it is going to be another
Gulf War. The Prime Minister says he knows
that all Australians will wish them
Godspeed.

As we walk away, one of the Australian
reporters says, ‘Lunny didn’t get to ask any
questions.’

‘What about?’

‘His greenie story.’

‘Ah.’

But now therc is no time. The press
conference was called just in time to make
the six o’clock newses, not in time for the
reporters to gather any dissenting opinion.
In the public areas of Parliament House,
the last tourists arc leaving. The sun sets.
The lights come on. Clatter clatter go the
keyboards on the second floor of the Senate
side of Parliament House.

Now the six o’clock newses are playing.
‘Godspeed’ say the little topic boxes behind

the heads of the television announcers.
Then the television offices gradually empty.

In the newspaper offices, the clatter
continues for an hour or two. Then the
gallery goes home.

‘Godspeed’ says the headline on the
Duaily Telegraph the next day.

Mecanwhile, The Australian is the only
paper to follow up comprehensively on the
National Heritage Trust story. The Age
carrics a small item pooh-poohing it. The
Financial Review and the ABC carry straight
reports of the allegations, and the
Government’s response. Most commercial
television newses do not cover the story.

By the end of the week, the environ-
ment story is dead.

The next day, I ask Margot Kingston
how the gallery suddenly knew about
Howard’s press conference. 1 had seen no
announcement, heard no telephone calls.

‘They probably rang the bells,” she said.

She tells me that when something
urgent—or fake urgent—is happening, thosc
putting press releases into the boxes or
posting notices on the board ring a bell so
that everyone will know to go down and
have alook. The bells, I find out later, were
rung ten minutces before Howard’s press
conference to announce the departure of
Australians for a foreign war.

‘The bells, the bells,” T say, doing my
hunchback of Notre Dame impression.
Margot doesn’t smile.

Thenext week, Ido twointerviews with
Government media minders.

Innes Willox was once my chicf of staft
on The Age. Now he manages the media for
Alexander Downer. He says thatsometimes,
when someone in the gallery breaks a story,
the rest of the gallery kills it. There is a bias
against breaking ranks.

He says, ‘Last year Lindsay Murdoch on
The Age broke a story about Downer
supposedly not paying duty on some cigars
he brought into the country. It wasn’t
a story. He didn’t have to pay the duty,
but when 1 woke up and read that story,
I thought, “Bugger, there goes my week.”
I thought I'd have to spend the whole week
killing that story. But when I wentup to the
gallery and began to talk to people, I found
they had already killed it. The reporters on
other papers were calling it a beat-up. They
were quite sympathetic to me. I didn’t have
to do a thing. They killed it for me.” He
pauses. ‘The gallery kills its own.’

My second interview was with John
Anderson’s press secretary. He spent a lot
of time explaininghow he handles different
media. He writes two press releases on
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many issues—onc for the country media,
and one for the boxes in Canberra.
‘The gallery can interpret political spcak.
The bush can’t.’

He also said his
Minister was often
frustrated at not being
able to get on the six
o’clock news. Rural
issucs were rarely good
television, but soonthey
were going to have an
item to do with sniffer
dogs at airports. ‘Cute
dogs, cute minister. That
will make it.’

And the big success
story of the previous year [
had been an announce- S
ment of drought assist- E
ance grants. The press B
secretary had organised
the media conference
on a Sunday, on a farm _
property near Quean-
beyan, and the entire
Sunday-rostered gallery
members had attended. The Minister had
copped some flak, he said, for holding the
conference near Canberra, rather than
somewhere like Longreach, where the
moncy was actually going to be spent.

‘1 told him, do you expect the gallery to
decamp to Longreach? No. And the fact is
that we got on all the newses that night,
which we wouldn’t have done any other
way.’

Lasked whether any reporters had asked
to sec the documentation on the National
Heritage grants that both Anderson and
Hill had said was available to anyone who
asked.

Not one reporter had asked for it.

‘Can I see it?’ I said.

His eyebrows went up. ‘Well, it’'s a huge
volume of stuff, you know. Very dull’

‘But I can see 1t?’

‘T'll have to check. Did he really say
that? Did he really say it was available?’

‘Yes.'

‘Um. I wasn’t aware of that.’
MARGOT KinGgsToON was the only
person I wanted to interview whom I had
forewarned of my arrival in Canberra.I knew
she would tell me the gossip. Kingston is
not only a reporter, but also a player of the
game of politics. She talks quite plainly
about how various stories she has written
have influenced the course of events. Other
reporters don’t put it this way. They talk

¢ EUREKA STREET 19



about ‘breaking’ news. This means they
publish something first. Sometimes the
breaking news is a leak of a report or an
opinion due to bereleased anyway. Breaking
itsimply mcans gettingit first. Other times,
breaking news means publishing something
that would otherwise remain seeret, such
as Lauric Oakes’ breaking of the stories
about ministers’ abuse of expense accounts.
But reporters rarcely examine, let alone talk
about, how they decide what to break and
what to let lic.

Kingston is what a journalist should
be—discriminatingly indiscrect.

How does the press gallery cope with
her?

Shesays, ‘Tthink the structuralists think
Lam probably a good person to have around.’

‘The structuralists?’

‘The ones who think about the whole
animal of the gallery. They would think
that I fill a positive role.’

To others, she is anathema.

Onc of her tormer bosses said to me:
‘Ah, Margot. Yes we were always talking
about how to manage Margot, but of course
the truth is she is quite unmanageable. But
then she does break stories.’

And Innes Willox said to me: ‘Margot
will pick up stories that nobody clse will
touch. She must have the hide of a
rhinocceros to do that in this place.’

I got to know Margot when we both
worked out of the Fairfax newspapers’ office
in Brisbane. She was writing for the Times
on Sunday and [ was correspondent for The
Age. She was a chain smoker—impossibly
thin, impossibly pale—always dropping
cigarctte ash over my desk while she asked
formy opinion on some current event of the
day. She didn’t always listen to my reply. It
I got angry with her, she would just blink,
and keep talking. She sat at her computer
all folded up like a tortured paperclip, and
tapped away. I liked her immenscely, which
docs not at all conflict with the fact that
there were times when she was hard to stand.

Now, ten ycars later, Margot and [ mect
at Ossics, the coffee shop in the non-public
arca of Parliament House where Ministers
and reporters and office workers queue
together for their excellent cappuccinos in
a sclf-conscious show of camaraderie, an
¢lite sort of egalitarianism.

I have just come from another staged
doorstop cvent, where ceveryone was
polished and reasonable. Margot was late,
depressed, ina T-shirt and a waistcoat with
atorn shoulder seam, blinking palely in the
sunlight of the manicured courtyard.

Since she came to Canberra, Kingston
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has broken stories, and pursued others after
they had been dropped. She broke the story
about Nocl Crichton-Browne telling a
journalist he would ‘screw her tits off” if she
quoted him. She pursued Ros Kelly over the
sports rorts affair long after the rest of the
gallery had dropped off the story. Eventually
they were forced to pick it up again. She
also broke significant aspects of the story
about Graham Richardson and the Marshall
Islands affair.

‘The gallery went very soft on Richo,’
she says. “You sce the perception was that
he would survive, so they didn’t go for him.
And when he got back on to the front
bench, there was hardly a murmur.’

The gallery, shesays, doesn’t necessarily
like a scoop. The National Heritage story
wouldn’t have been picked up because,
‘There would be pressure—because they
had it and we didn’t—to talk it down. To
say thatit wasn'tagood story. Andeveryone
hates the Oz anyway, because they never
attribute follow-ups. If we follow up an Oz
story we'll say where it came from, but they
never do that when they follow up ours.’

Butinspite of everything, Margot, always
in love with her work, likes the gallery. She
even claims to like the fact that it runs as
pack. 'I think it’s good for journalism,’ she
says. ‘Everyone knows if you've made a
mistake. Everyone knows if you’ve broken
astory. Wepolice cach other tosome extent.
We all watch cach other.” She claims that
the gallery did not promote Pauline
Hanson—that was done by radio talkback
shows and non-gallery journalists. The
gallery members who did give Hanson what
the pack judged to be too good a run were
constantly chaffed about it, she says, And
how hard is it to run your own race within
the pack, with such ‘policing’ going on? She
blinks and docsn’t really answer. Marg

just does what Margot does. Utterly
vulnerable. Utterly undentable.

N THE INTRODUCTION to The Faber Book of

Reportage, John Carey, Merton Professor of
English at Oxford University, talked about
how reporters must resist the slide of
languagc into samencss, and distancing from
the rcal. He talks about how language can
cither confront us with the vivid, the
frightening or the unaccustomed, or do the
opposite—mutftle any such alarms.

“The good reporter must cultivate the
innocent eye, but he must not be innocent,’
Carcy claims. The reporter must talk about
blood, and killing, and war, not adopt the
cit  1locutions of casualtics and offences
and strategy.
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Yet the reporting of the Canberra press
gallery is full of such distancing. Politicians
have knecjerk reactions. They call for things.
They condemin things. They appeal to things.
They doallsorts of things thatare presented
in a coded language, a sort of politics-speak
that is not only distant from the way things
rcally happen or are decided upon, but also
masks the personal clement, the aching
heart, the compromised belief, the friends
and encmies and who drinks out of whose
coffec cup, and who lies to whom, and who
loves whom, and all the other whispers 1d
shouts and joys and sadnesses that happen

in that big well-kept building
under the smooth green lawn.

HE TERM ‘God correspondent’ needs to
be explained. e comes from Laura Tingle,
wife of Alan Ramscy who used tobe one. Or
perhaps still is.

Ask gallery members and political
minders to describe the stratification of the
gallery, and they tell you there are three
levels. There is only a small amount of
disagreecment about who belongs on which
level. First there are the young and the
restless—junior reporters who come in,
attend whatever events and press
conferences they need to attend, churn out
their stuff—he says this, she says that—and
go home, or morce likely go on to a hectic
social lifc.

On the highest level (and again there is
only a small amount of disagrcement about
who belongs on it} are the gallery lcaders.
These are, most agree, Glenn Milne, who
works for the Scven Network, but also
writes a weekly column in The Australian;
Paul Kclly, when he is in town; and Laurie
Oakes, although some put him on another
level, all by himself. These people have the
power to lead gallery opinion. Some of the
cx-God correspondents arc on this level.
Others are no longer part of the gallery, or
have shifted sideways. Michelle Grattan,
now working for the Australian Financial
Review, is generally agreed to be running a
different race because she writes for what
many journalists decem a ‘boutique’
publication. Of course, the fact is that the
Financial Review is one of the few outlets
for lengthy articles on policy.

The gallery can also be led by people
who aren’t actually there. The ABC's 7.30
Report is influential, although its anchor,
Kerry O’Brien, works from Sydney.

Then in the middle are the heavy-hiteers,
and Laura Tingle is onc of these. They are
people in their 30s or 40s. They hold senior
jobs and cover important specialties.






least the press release folded into the front
cover will have to be read. Or scanned.

The monitors are on along the pink
corridors, but pcople arc only half listening,.
The proceedings are sleepy, routine. But all
that changes at two o’clock. The bells ring.
| The bells, the bells.) Question time, the
main cvent, begins in the blue-green
chamber of the House of Representatives.

On the sccond tloor in the public arca,
[ sce people queuing up to be searched,
metal-detected and fet in, but I don’t want
to sit with the public. T want to sit with the

urnalists. If only T walk
around the chamber for long
enough, Imust tind the press
gallery door, T think. And so
[ begin, down green-grey
corridors. Now ques n
time has begun. I can hear
the voices, great angry boom-
ing malc voices, through the
corridors. Qccasionally
I catch a glimpse down into
the chamber, and T can sce
suited bodies lolling on
Government and Opposition

enches. But most of all there
is the noise. Roars and
booms, as T walk around on
the sccond flooron the House
of Representatives side of
Parliament House, trying to
find a way in.

I give up on the second floor, and go
down to the ground. Again, the booming,
again the glances through windows, except
now Lam on the same level as the speakers,
and what T can sce is the people in the
public gallery above looking down—pink
poiscd faces, like characters ina Rembrandt
painting, and above them in a special
glassed-oft area, the rows of falling socks
and scuffed knees on the legs of the school
children, brought to sce democracy in
action.

On thislevel thereare several entrances,
but all of them are marked ‘locked door’,
‘no entry’, or ‘members only’.

Up to the third floor then, far above the
performers, and here chere is more light
than anywhere clse. The ceiling of the
chamber is a great window, and you fecel
that vou arc ncar the surface of things, at
the top of the sea, where the sun can be seen
and cven felt, but the big tish—the lite of
this aquarium—arce down below. Boom
boom go the voices in the grey-green
chamber.

Eventually, back on the second floor,
[ find the unmarked wooden doors that give
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an entrance to the press gallery. There arce
four rows of ticred scats. The heavy-hitters
of the gallery sit close to the front. Isit in
the back row. The only other person in this
row is Paul Kelly, whoisonly half listening,.
He is rcading a hook by Opposition tfront-
bencher Mark Latham. In a column
published later in the week, Kelly will
describe it as a heavy read, but a genuine
attempt to redefine what Labor might stand
for in the cra of footloose capital and
predatory multinationals. Now he is
absorbed in his reading, but occasionally he
looks up and smiles down at the
big fish, with the air of someonce
who has heard it all before.

Below us the heads of the
press gallery are like coconuts.
Each one has a notebook and
from here it is possible to get a
good view of their doodles. They
draw circles, and tents, and
turrcted castles with flags on
them. One draws a scries of
interconnecting staircases.

The Trcasurer, DPcter
Costello, is on his feet. He is
replying to a Daorothy Dixer,
asked with almost comic
weariness by a backbencher: ‘Is
the Treasurer aware of ... will
the Treasurer cxplain the
Government's position on .../

‘I thank the member for her
question,” starts Costello and then
launches into anattack. Boom boom. Hands
on hips. Leaning forward over the table.
The Opposition assumes attitudes of disdain
and mockery. Then the reply. Boom hoom.
A pointing of the finger. Roars of laughter.
The occasional titter from the gallery,
accompanied by a cessation of doodles and
the beginning of note-taking. Costello is
attacking Mark Latham, and through him
the Labor Party. Latham’s ideas don’taccord
with Labor Party policy, you sce.
Inconsistency is weakness. Inconsistencey
is bad.

Question time finishes, and suddenly,
there is a great exit. All the big fish leave.
The press gallery empties. The eddies settle.
The booming stops. On the floor of the
Parliament a solitary figure stands and rcads
out petitions.

Later, Peter Cole-Adams, chief political
correspondent for the Canberra Times, tells
me over coffec that question time has been
very rowdy lately. The rumour is that Leo
McLcay, the Opposition whip, has a pot of
moncy on his desk for the first ALP member
who gets expelled by the new Speaker,
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lan Sinclair. Sinkers, knowing this, is
supposcd to be reluctant to expel them,

I congratulate Cole-Adams on his
account of question time the previous day.
‘Politics is mostly theatre,” he says. ‘I this
someonce ought to review it

Cole-Adams is something of a wisce old
man of the gallery. ‘There are an awful lot
of youngreporters around who tend to write
things like ‘in an unprecedented move .7
he says. ‘What it really mceans is, “I don't
remember anything like this happening
before, and 1 have been here nearly three
years.”’

And on another occasion, he says, ‘Like

most human activitics, politics is
deeply comic.’

AM SITTING in the Prime Minister's press
office. There are about half a dozen staff
here, mainly well-dressed young women,
sitting at word processors. They have on
disk transcripts of cvery press conference.
of every radio interview, and they can ¢
themup to order. [tis one of these transcripts
[ am waiting for.

While I am waiting, onc of the minders
tells me that Parliament Housce is actually
not very good for media. The blue room,
where press conferences are normally held,
is all wrong. The Minister or Prime Minister
is standing up. The journalists are sitting
down—too comfortable. "We've got stuck
in there for 55 minutes sometimes, with
them just lolling around throwing in
quuestions.’ That is why the Prime Minister’s
courtyard—that place of stone and water—
is being used more often. But what this
minder would really like is a set-up like
that used by Jeff Kennett in Victoria. There
the Premier is scated on a dais, and the
reporters are in ranks beneath him. That
works well.

The radio in the pressroom is tuned to
John Laws. Whilce I wait, onc of the yo g
women makes a teleph o call to some
media monitoring service. She wants a
transcript of something on the John Laws
show. ‘It was about twenty minutes ago.
Somecthingabout tax. It was only short, just
a throwaway linc and a bit more, but we
want it. Yes. Thanks.’

In a recent article published in AQ
Mugazine, Paul Kelly commented that when
he was a boy, John Laws was a disc jockey.
Hce played music. Kelly used to listen to
him when he did his homework. Now John
Laws is the most important political
commentator in the country.

Meanwhile, Kelly wrote, the influence
of the newspapers (natural home of the God



correspondent) has declined, and in any
case they no longer engage regularly with
deeppolicy issues. Kelly wrote, “‘When have
you read something worthwhile about the
health system in this country, or about the
difficultics in the education system?
I belicve that the press gallery is a declining
force and a declining institution. Pcople
may applaud that but the question is, what'’s
substituting for it? Who really cares about
the old-fashioned political story? What
happened in Cabinet yesterday? When did
you last read what happened in Cabinet
yesterday? It rarely happens because of
modern media management.’

I meet a former God in Ossices. Like all
the former Gods, this correspondent does
not want tobeidentified. The correspondent
agrees with me vigorously when I say that
[ have been tollowing the gallery around as
it troops from one cvent to another, and
that reporting in the gallery seems to me to
be very stagey.

The correspondent says that the gallery
has had three distinct eras. In the old days,
immediately after the war, the gallery was
much smaller, and briefings from politicians
were frequent and intimate. This was the
cosy stage. Then came something else—a
period the correspondent has trouble tag-
ging—through the ‘60s and '70s. Then, in
the ’80s and '90s, it has become theatrical.
This is the stagey stage.

Ipress the correspondent to find a tag for
the '60s and ’70s, which were of course the
period when the power of the God
correspondent was at its peak. After much
pressing, the correspondent calls it the ‘free
market’ period, when people went in
different directions, when they developed
their own contacts across a broad field,
within the bureaucracy as well as within
Parliament. It was also the time when
policy-makers in the burcaucracy and the
politicians read the papers, and could be
influenced by what they saw there.

The former God correspondent tells me
that the young people in the gallery these
days are far more cynical than the older
people. This, the former God says, is part of
broader trends. It is a sadder world, a more
cynical world, and people are cynical about
politics. This is, of course, partly because it
is reported to them cynically.

‘I suppose we came from a generation
that didn’t have much to be cynical
about.’

‘We were part of an intellectual
community. The gallery lcaders were part
of a whole intellectual community in this
town that was part of how policy was

developed,” the correspondent says. Now,
the gallery is on the outside.
‘Is there no influence then?’
‘The media influence how the game is
I played. We don’t influence policy .’

HAVE seEN told T must go to Manuka
while Parliament is sitting, because that is
where the social life happens. The Grange
bar, particularly, is meant to be the scene of
many affcctions and defections, although
Laura Tingle says she hasn’t been there for
a long time. It’s more for the young people,
shesays. “The youngreporters and the young
staffers go there, and I guess it is uscful it
you are new, to develop contacts, and hear
what is going on, but I think you’d only get
low level gossip there. The senior people
have a different scene ..

Nevertheless, I go. It is the night that
the Wik legislation goces before the Senate
for the second time. It is the day before the
High Court hands down its decision on the
Hindmarsh Island case. It is a fine and cool
night. The taxi drops me off outside The
Grange.

The dark and silky quict of well-off
suburbiais only a few hundred metresaway,
but here the strect is lit up, the cafés have
tables on the footpath and piped music
comes out of every little catery. Men in
baggy coarse-weave pants and black skivvies
and women in little black dresses wander
along the sidewalk. The restaurants are all
full. They have windows almost down to
ground level, so you can look through and
see who is cating with whom.

The Grange is quict tonight, the bar
staff almost leaping over the counter in
their eagerness to serve you a drink. A man
and a woman, still in workday clothes, are
sitting in a booth. He is a reporter. Sheis a
junior political staffer. They have a bottle
of wine empty between them and are
leaning towards cach other—cvery touch
or lack of touch significant.

At the bar sit another couple. He is on
the mobile phone for almost an hour. She
plays with her straw, occasionally using it
to pick her teeth. ‘Tell me mate,” he says
into his mobile, ‘Is it amarginal seat? If it is,
no worries ..." He sees me, and looks at me
suspiciously.

In a coffee shop across the way, a junior
ministeris dining witha woman. It emerges,
as I listen in, that she is divorced with
children, and he is single with a big house.
‘Ah, but at least your place is home,” he
says. ‘You say you’ve forgotten what it's
like to be alone, but at least you don’t go
home to an empty house ...’
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Tcatcha taxi from the rank opposite The
Grange to go back to my hotel. We whip up
to Capital Hill, where Parliament Housc is
floodlit. On the plaza at the front, a Japancse
man in a suit is standing in front of a
television camera, talking carnestly. Why
ishe there? What are they making? A company
video? An advertisement? A documentary?

Then as we turn north towards the heart
of the continent and the centre of the city,
the taxidriver says to me gruffly, ‘Have you
heard the good news?’ Thinking he must he
talking about Wik, I turn towards him, but
he is offering me a booklet about the Baha'i
faith. My instinct is to reject it, but I stop
mysclf. Afterall, itis only a shortjourncy to
my hotel. In the next few minutes, he shows
me several of the volumes of Baha'i literature
he carries with him, and tells me how the
great prophet carly this century got the
leaders of the world’s nations together to
encourage co-operation. But they didn't listen.

‘Unfortunately thatis why World War |
happenced, and World War 117 He shrugs.
‘But at least we have the United Nations.’

How long had he been sitting on that
rank, [ wonder; how long has he spent on
other Canberra ranks, how often has he
watched the people who know the corridors
of power, the people who analyse the texts,
and who write the texts, and who gain or
losc or regain their jobs on the texts.

How long had hc been sitting there,
with his taxi full of faith, thinking about
the reasons things happen, and a loncly
prophet who wasn’t listened to, and how
that has made all the difference?

But at least we have the United
Nations.

IHE NEXT DAY we drive out of Canberra.

It is a sunny day, but the forecast is for sleet
and rain, and we arc trying to get home
before it arrives.

Lachlan and Clare sleep, and wake, and
cry, and cat, growing older cvery sccond.

What side of the divide will they end up
on! Will they be on the outside, sitting in
the dark, turning to tales of prophets and
journalists?

Or will they be the ones on the inside,
amid the light and the chatter, confident
that they know, if not the answers, then at
least where the answers are to be had?

And if they are in the dark, how will
they find out what is going on?

Margaret Simons is anovelist andjournalist.
This essay, commissioned for Furcka Street,
is part of work in progress for a book of
reportage.
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The clash ot sy nbols

vaisoLs are the lifeblood of churches.
They are also of interest to politicians,
among whom Victorian Premier, Jeffrey
Kennett, is a master. So, Kennett’s decision
to make an issuc of his exclusion from
receivingcommunion in Catholic churches
descrves reflection.

The practice of Eucharistic hospitality -
the giving and receiving of communion
outside church bounda-
rics—ditfers among the
churches. Generally, the
Orthodox and Catholic
churchesdiscourageit, while
othermainstream churches
offer communion to thosce
who arce in good standing
with their own churches.

Underlying these differ-
ent practices arce divergent
symbolic framceworks. For
Catholics and Orthodox,
the central symbol is the image of the carly
church gathered in a common faith and way
of life under the Apostles. The united body
of Christ, the church receives the one
Eucharistic body of Christ. For a divided
church toreceive the Eucharist would be to
actoutalic. From this symbolic framework
it follows that those who are publicly
outside the faith and life of the church, such
as non-Catholics and the divorced who have
remarricd, may not receive the Eucharist.

For Anglican and most mainstrcam
Protestant Churches, the controlling
symbol is the practice of Jesus as it is
described in the Gospels. He ate with sin-
ners, fed the crowds, and embodied in his
life the non-discriminatory love of God. It
follows that the Eucharist should also be
inclusive, so thatall whoare baptised should
be invited to receive it In the Eucharist,
Christ feeds the hungry.

Each of these approaches to the Eucharist
is cohcerent. But conflict can arise when
cach party interprets e other's practice in
the light of its own symbolism.

Anglicans, for cxample, can sce the
refusal of Catholics to reccive communion
in their churches as self-righteous and
inhospitable, while Catholics can regard the
Anglican invitation to all to attend as
indicating a low esteem for the Eucharist and

24 EUREKA STREET

a lack of passion for the unity of the church.

[f Catholics accepted without any
qualification that the Eucharist can be
reccived only within church boundarices,
the desire of a Kennett or a Clinton to be
allowed to communicate would have been
scenas simply impertinent. But they do not
assume this, and with good reason. For
the Second Vatican Council emphasised

what Christians have in common their
baptism and following of Jesus, and as a
result, where there was exceptional benefit
to be gained, it allowced sacramental
hospitality under exceptional circum-
stances. On occasions like weddings or the
first communion of a child, for example,
the local bishop can grant the request of
non-Catholics to receive the Eucharist. So,
the symbolic link between communion in
the church and reception of Eucharistic
communion is not without exception.
Many Catholics, too, express discomfort
with their church’s Eucharistic discipline
because it scems to reflect a harshness that
should be forcign to the church. They believe
that the public life of the church should
express the values by which Jesus lived:
justice, hospitality and compassion. These
valucs appeared more clearly in the church
of an carlicr day, when the church
represented a fairly marginal group in
socicty, when the service to the poor,
especially by women religious, was visible
and massive, and when relatively few were
excluded from communion by their life
choices. Insuchachurch, astrict Eucharistic
discipline didnot argue against compassion.
Today, howcever, Catholic membership
is not distinctive, ministry to the poor i<
less visible and more subject to manageri
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criteria, instances of harsh treatment receive
wide publicity, and a very large number of
divorced and remarried Catholics are
cxcluded fromreceiving the Eucharist. Asa
result, many Catholics are troubled because
they cannot recognise in the church the
compassion of Christ, and so question its
Eucharistic discipline.

When Bill Clinton and Jeff Kennett seck
to receive communion at Catholic Massces,
therefore, many Catholics will be at least
ambivalent about their church’s position.
Ambivalence may be compounded by the
symbolism which attaches in the sccular
culture to admission to communion.

In public controversy, the issuc is
normally discussced in terms of inclusion
and exclusion, approval and disapproval,
and acceptance and rejection. To be offered
the Eucharist is a symbol of approval and
acceptance. To be refused is assumed to
indicate disapproval and rejection. Indeed,
it was commonly assumeced that the foss
made about President Clinton reflectec s
moral qualitics, and not his church
allegiance. The disapproval implied in the
refusal of communion has more weight
when it is held, even inarticulately, that
the churches have a unique access to God
and soreflect God’s approval ordisapproval.
Critics sce the denial of communion as an
offence against fair trading, and one which

undermines the claim of the church
to represent the whole community.

i pesire of Clinton and Kennett to
receive communion in Catholic churches
should perhaps be seen against this back-
ground. It would be too cynical to see in it
simply a pitch for the Catholic vote or an
opportunity to make a little mischicf for
their critics among Catholic Bishops. It
shows an appreciation of the symbolic force
of acceptance, inclusion and approval, and
especially of an approval which transcends
political and national divisions. It is as
closc toamctaphysical symbolof legitimacy
that a democratic leader can approach.

Catholics, like myselt, who can sce no
rcason why the church shouldaccommodate
its symbols to this kind of interest, may
find more food for thought in the decision
of Mary McAlecese, the President of the









which have gradually bought or enslaved
the regional stations. We have tortuously
introduced pay TV, only to find that this
first new ‘medium’ since the mid '50s is
controlled by the existing media.

This repeats an old pattern in Australian
media policy making: when Joc Lyons
oversaw the introduction of commercial
wireless, the press proprietors soon had it
within their keeping. So, too, when Bob
Menzies set the rules for free-to-air
television.

No surprisc, then, to find that the
Howard Government's recent decision on
digital television gave a massive advantage
to the existing commercial networks,
including a promise to immunise them
from direct competition from the introduc-
tion of digital television in 2001 until 2008.
The technology offers diversity aplenty.
But control of it scems to be falling to the
same players, who arc making formidable
alliances with each other: Rupert
Murdoch’s News Corporation with Telstra;
Kerry Packer’s Nine Network with Microsoft.

What docs the non-commercial media
offer as prospects for diversity? The
remarkable efforts of the Friends of the
ABC and its many supporters have beaten
back, fornow, what appcars to have been an
attempt to weaken the Australian
Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) so that its
audicnce could more readily be drawn away
by commercial operators hungry for vicwers
from theright ‘demographic’. Expect further
attempts.

The defence of the ABC is about more
than the protection of the single most
important contributor to diversity in
Australia’s information media. Toinsist on
the importance of the ABC is also to insist
on the idea that civic institutions still
matter. Thisis contested territory in a period
in which the state’sinfliction of punishment
through imprisonment can be seen as a
proper activity to subject to the profit
motive. In Victoria, the Premier has
routinely referred to the Cabinet as a
‘management team’.

This themece is briefly treated in the
British communications scholar Anthony
Smith’s 1994 T.S. Eliot Memorial Lectures
{published as Software for the Self: Culture
and Technology, Faber & Faber 1996).

Smith argucs that complete privatisation
of broadcasting is as impossible as
complete regulation in pursuit of quality.
But, speaking in the context of the BBC,
Smith is far less sanguine for Britain than
[ am about Australia’s capacity to
maintain the ABC both as a source of

diversity and localism in media and as a
pillar of civic life:

Broadcasting presents the stark logic of a
wider issue. If you are sceking the modern
canon of the arts, the universally accepted
texts, you have to look to the international
market. The airport lounge is our canonic
architecture. Japanese design in cars and
household goods offers us our canonic art.
American soap opera our canonic fiction.
Those are the great wells of common
allusion in a world of nations subject to a

global cconomy. Those have become
tlic materials of shared meaning.

E SELS THE PROGRESs of that global
cconomy as the continued working-through
of the victory of Reason, of Enlightenment
thinking. Drawing back to broadcasting, he
says:

. to the gencrations born between the
1920s and the 1970s, the disappcarance of
the public places and public spaces on which
public scrvice broadcasting was built
symbolizes the disintegration of the moral
housingof the political world. The cultural
conscquences of the loss of that
institutional power would be incalculable.

Smith thinks things will get worse before
they get better, but he does predict for
public service broadcasting ‘a painful way
back in the aftermath of the technological
upheavals of the present decade’.

Naturally the literature contains various
proposals to improve the diversity of the
current information media. Some would
be adaptable to Australians conditions,
others less so. Generally spcaking they
include:

e structural reform to reduce the size of
the largest players;

e use of competition law to prevent abusc
of market dominance;

e internal change to devolve power
through the largest organisations;

e encouragement of new voices through
public subsidy; and

* measures to improve access to media
for audiences so that pcople can do more
than just view and listen—they can also
speak.

L hold outlittle hope that any Australian
government, of whatcever political
complexion, would seriously embrace any
such reform proposals, with the possible
exception of competition law—Dbecause its
administrationisin the hands of a statutory
authority which sometimes shows a
surprisingly strong spine. From the
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politicians [ expect nothing that would run
seriously counter to the existing large media
organisations becausc:

o They are scared of them, and perceive,
rightly or wrongly, that their electoral fate
can be critically affected by the large media
organisations.

e Media policy is filtered by, and
sometimes originates from, the media
organisations. Both Labor and Libcral
Governments invariably have a squad of
staffers whomovebetween public positions
and executive or consultancy roles in the
major media organisations. I call them the
real Shadow Cabinet. Neither major party
has shown the expertise, motive or interest
independently to formulate policies which
would put the public intercest first.

¢ The media have conflicts of interest, so
there is rarely an opportunity for dissent or
serious alternatives to develop momentum
and public support. Alonc among public
policy issues, media issucs involve the
fortunes of the media outlets on which we
rely for information and debate about the
pros and cons of proposed action or inaction.
When major media policy is being
formulated, coverage tends to be cither
muted or self-serving. When matters are
scttled, then debate breaks out as a kind of
rucful post-mortem. Fresh approaches are
in this way foreclosed.

The digital television decision is an
example. Only after Cabinet had taken its
far-reaching decision did the media provide
in-depth reporting of the high stakes
involved and the intensity of the lobbying
which took place. So far, T have found no
coverage of the question: Having given such
a lot, what does the Federal Government
expect in return?

The suggestions which I have for
improving the diversity of the current
Australian media scene are based on two
conclusions: first, structural reform is
unlikely and the trend is still to bigness;
sccond, toseek tighter regulation of content
would be a mistake.

If some sort of statutory tribunal were
to be set up to police journalism standards
it would be used, sooner or later, as a tool to
punish or suppress the best of journalism,
not the worst of it. That is what history
teaches. (The one limited exception would
be a statutory right of reply, which would
compulsorily add speech, not suppress or
punish it. This can be reconciled with free
speech principles and is a justifiable
response to the concentrated nature of the
Australian media, which has aspects of a
cominon carrier.)
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author offers new interpretations
of the relationship between the
sixties and the current political
and theoretical landscape.

May 1998 184 pages
0521620333 Hb $90.00
052162976 4 Pb $29.95

The Untouchables

Subordination, Poverty and the State in Modern India

OLIVER MENDELSOHN AND MARIKA VICZIANY

In a compelling account of the lives of those at the bottom of
Indian society, the authors explore the construction of the
Untouchables as a social and political category, the historical
background which led to such a definition, and their position
in India today. The authors argue that, despite efforts to
ameliorate their condition, a considerable edifice of discrimi-
nation persists.

May 1998 308 pages

0521 55362 8 Hardback $95.00

052155671 6 Paperback $36.95

Shelf Life

Supermarkets and the Changing Cultures of
Consumption

Kim HUMPHERY

A history and cultural analysis of the
supermarket in twentieth-century
Australia. It traces the ascendency of
the supermarket over the counter
service grocery store, drawing on
oral history among other sources. It
is also a critical discussion of con-
sumer society and of the work of
cultural analysts on consumption.
June 1998 280 pages
052162316 2 Hardback $90.00
0521 62630 7 Paperback $34.95

UNIVERSITY PRESS
10 Stamford Road, Oakleigh, Vie, 3166

28 EUREKA STREET -~

On these bases, my modest
suggestions would be:

* to cncourage greater conscious
separation by journalists of thcir
information function, which has non-
market consequences such as the
maintenance of an informed electorate
and the oiling of civil society, from
their entertainment function, which
belongs in the marketplace of fun.

e to protect and strengthen the ABC,
in particular its information function.
e to gencrate within media
organisations an expectation of
editorial independence.

When subjccted to public inquiry
the major media organisations usually
tend to claim that we need not be
concerned about concentration of
ownership hecause, although they do
own many outlets, they devolve
editorial power within the group.
Fairfax, forexample, has aformal charter
of editorial independence. Part of the
purpose of such charters is to separate
clearly the commercial dimension of a
for-profit media outlet from its public
dimension, in particular to avoid
conflicts of intcrest. But, even as
window-dressing, the grant of formal
editorial independence is in retreat. At
Fairfax in Sydney and Mclbourne, the
publisher’s position combines the
positions of editor-in-chief and scnior
business executive. As Michelle Grattan
recently pointed out in a speech at
Quecensland University, this ‘removal
of the church/state division and the
apparent acceptance that this is not
only necessary but an inevitable,
acceptable and desirable development’
is new, mostly unremarked and
happening at a timc when media
organisations tend to have awider range
of potential conflicts.

It is time for journalists and
audiences toactupabout thisblurring of
what has previously been seen as
a critical distinction. There arc good
reasons for separating the role of the
commercial  media  outlet  as
a busincss—subject to government
regulation and seeking custom from
advertisers—and its role as an institu-
tion with public responsibilities—
checking and antagonising government
and, if necessary, embarrassingadvertisers
through its journalistic disclosures.

Media organisations and individual
journalists could do much to add to
diversity if they took self-regulation
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more seriously. But the problem is that
media pcople do not believe a government
willlegislate and so think they can continue
to treat the question of accountability with
the kind of breezy arrogance we see, for
instance, in the television satire Frontline.
But if this is the journalists’ attitude, they
take a bigger risk. As profcssional users of
theright tofree speech, they need the friends
of free speech to be ready to linc up with
them when challenges arise, as from time
to time they will. How long do journalists
think they can take for granted the support
of those who love free speech when the

media organisations themselves

appear to he part of the problem?
BUT WHAT OF the new mcdia? What
the fresh prospcects for greater diversity? (By
new media I include the various discrete
sources of content such as CD-ROMs and
purpose-built program librarics. But chiefly
[ mean the internet.)

In sketching some of the preconditions
for improved diversity in the information
available to Australians citizens, I make
certain assumptions.

e First, that Australians hunger to be
treated more seriously as citizens. [ do not
believe people want to be ‘amused to death’.
The intcnsity of intercst in the recent
Constitutional Convention fortifies me in
this conviction.

s Sccond, that digitisation and compres-
sion techniques really will bring about the
‘end of scarcity’ which has limited so
severely the number of broadcasting
opportunitics and madc government
rationing of spectrum a necessity.

e Third, that some of the important
barriers to entry into newspaper publishing
will not apply in the on-line world,
especially the huge cost of printing presses,
newsprint supplies and a swift, broad
distribution system.

e Fourth, that rcasonably soon there will
develop a form of “digital cash’ which will
allow multiple low-price transactions
involving information products on the
mternet.

e Fifth, we should assume that our public
policy-makers will not so far tail us that, in
this age of technological plenty, Australia
repeats its historical pattern of allowing
thc dominantfew in the old media to become
gatekeepers of the new.

On the basis of these assumptions, what
is required for Australia to improve the
diversity of its information media?

We must have universal access to the
internet: city and country; rich and poor; to









republican presidency that McGarvic was concerned.

The extent of this anxiety became clear as further
details of the model emerged. The constitutional council
could consist only of governors and judges as, presum-
ably, only they would have the training and cxperience to
understand the proper operation of the Westminster
system. All retired, their ages could vary, but only from
65-79. The council would have no discretion withrespect
to the prime minister’s recommendations as to
appointment and dismissal. Whether proper orimproper,
the council would be obliged to give them effect. The
sanction for failing to do so would be swift and decisive,
Like the president, the council would be subject to
instant dismissal at the prime minister’s behest.

The thought that a president might act constructively,
albeit symbolically, to moderate the effect of overweening
exccutive government and hence enhance the quality of
Australian democracy did not inform McGarvie’s
conception. Instead, it was impcrative to keep Sir John

Kerr’s successors ‘on a short leasl’, to use Bill

Hayden’s most unfortunate expression.
A.T THE OPPOSITE END of the republican spectrum, the
convention delegates who supported the direct election
of the president were also ensnarcd by Kerr. Unlike the
McGarvie faction, thesc populist republicans were willing
to trust the election of the president to the people and to
trust that the presidentso chosen would act with restraint
as the symbol and representative of the nation. In the
climate of mistrust which prevailed, however, their path
to home would inevitably be a difficult one.

They arguced that a directly clected ceremonial
presidency could successfully be combined with prime
ministerial government and that overscas cxperience
demonstrated the success of the cohabitation. In any
casc, Australian democracy could only be improved were
the president and prime minister to check and balance
one another. Capitalising on the self-evident disillusion-
ment with conventional political practice and buoyed by
opinion polls which suggested that popular election was
the model favoured by most Australians, the populist
republicans pressed their case fervently.

A head of state nominated by a prime minister and
approved without debate or scrutiny by parliament,
irrespective of the required majority, could not by any
stretch of the imagination be described as representing
all Australians. Office holders arc bonded to those who
have the power to nominate, appoint and sack them. The
power of nomination is a sovereign power and in a
democratic republic can belong only to the clectorate as
both a symbolic and practical expression of the political
supremacy of citizens over State power in all its
manifestations.

The demotic appeal of this position was inadequate,
however, to overcome the pragmatism and mistrust so
present among convention delegates and the parallel
scepticism of the mainstream media. With editorial
headlines like ‘A Recipe for Political Mayhem’ even
public confidence in the direct election model began
steadily to erode. And again it was the events of 1975

which laid the ground for the final defeat of populist
stance. There were three main reasons for this.

First, the Australian Republican Movement (ARM]
argucd forcefully that there was considerable danger in
an Australian republican modcl that embraced direct
election becausce, unlike the position in other comparable
countries, the Senate retained the constitutional power
to block supply. Given this, it was almost inevitable that
the events of 1975 would reoccur. If they did, the prime
minister of the day would find him/hersclf confronted
with apresident having a strong popular mandate, making
it significantly more likely that the wounding constit-
utional strife of the time would be experienced yet again.

This possibility might be averted if the Senate’s
power to block supply were removed. But, the ARM
argucd, a constitutional amendment to this effect required
a degree of political agrcement that was nowhere to be
seen. As soon as the question was raised
among politicians or in the populace,
theoldenmitiesre-emerged resplendent.

Second, were the president to be
clected directly, it would be neccessary
at least partially to codify his or her
powers. Disagreements about 1975
would make this difficult, although the
problem is by no means insuperable.

Third, opponents of the popular
model made much of the argument that
a dircctly elected president would
constitute a new, competing and
destabilising source of democratic power
at the heart of exccutive government.
The bifurcation of power so created,
they said, would produce uncertainty,
confusion and conflict. Paul Kelly
{international editor for The Australian),
normally moderate in outlook, took off
his gloves whenever direct clection
delegates made their presence felt.

It will mean a new and powerful
politician in Canberra living at
Yarralumla (far more magnificent than
the Lodge); this would represent an cven
greater centralisation of power in
Canberra; it would institutionalise
rivalry and conflict within the heart of
executive power; it would create vast
possibility for strifc and conflict.

The unstated assumption here was
that a directly elected president would
be likely to spin out of control, trampling
Westminster convention, confronting
the prime minister and casting the
legislature aside. Yet apart from the
events of 1975, it is quite unclear why
such an extreme assumption should
necessarily have been made.

It is more likely that a new president, like the
governors-general who succeeded Kerr, would absorb the
political and constitutional lessons of 1975 and behave
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traditions.

't might be better
‘0 construct

1n Australian
wresidency on
the assumption
that the president
is to be trusted
rather than feared.

[f we needlessly
suppose that the
president will be

1 ‘tearaway’, we
may deny ourselves
consideration of
forms of presidency
which will enhance,
balance and improve
our democratic
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with that a raft of creative republican opportunities may
well have been lost.

The ARM had argued for several years that the
president should be elected by a two-thirds majority of a
joint sitting of the Australian Parliament. The
requircment for a two-thirds majority is calculated to
ensure that a successful candidate has cross-party
parliamentary support. This model is common in Europe
and appears to work well. Properly constructed, there is
no reason to think it would not be effective in Australia.

The ARM proposes {that) the head of state be chosen by
abipartisan special majority of the Federal Parliament. In
that way we will always have a head of state who has the
confidence of both sides of parliament and will be able, if
called upon, to act as the constitutional umpire without
allegations of political partisanship.

Cleverly, the ARM styled its model ‘bipartisan’,
making it linguistically difficult to challenge. It also
positioned the model between its two rivals, enhancing
the prospect that it would be adopted as a compromisc.
The model was carried through the Convention by a
committed and disciplined membership, it was tavoured
strongly by the Labor side of politics and when Jeff
Kennectt gave it his imprimatur in a short but decisive
intervention it finally shook off its competitors.

To ensurce the model’s success, however, its
proponents made critical concessions to populists and
conservatives alike. To attract the advocates of direct
election, the ARM madc the process of nomination more
open. To appcase McGarvie, it made the dismissal of the

president much easier. And it is here again that
Sir John Kerr’s influence is discernible.

RIGINALLY, the ARM had proposed that the president
should be elected and dismissed by a two-thirds majority
of parliament. In responsc to argument from McGarvie,
who suggested that no president would be removable if
a bipartisan majority were required, it modified its
position prior to the convention by suggesting that a
simple parliamentary majority mightsutfice for dismissal.
At the convention, in order to ensure that McGarvie'’s
supporters would not vote for the present constitutional
system in favour of the preferred republican model, the
ARM changed tack again, opting finally for the president’s
dismissal by the prime minister alone.

Like the McGarvie model, then, the ARM compromisce
institutionaliscs mistrust of the president. In doing so, it
places the fate of the head of state directly in the hands
of the prime minister of the day. It is worth reflecting for
a moment on the implications of such an arrangement.

Above all, the head of state must act as the guardian
of the Constitution. The president stands for the
Constitution against those who might uproot or abuse it.
He or she acts to supervise the conduct of politics and
governmentand may intervene where either the executive
or legislature act beyond their proper legal or
constitutional authority.

Any sober analysis of the workings of our current
system of government will disclose that it is from the
executive that the most significant potential threat to

our democratic fabric will arise. As Sir Gerard Brennan
remarked in a speech in February at Bond University, the

system has become unbalanced, ceding
too much power to the executive at the
expense of parliament and the courts.
The traditional parliamentary mecha-
nisms for keeping the government in
checkare in considerable disarray. Primie
minister and party possess an unrivalled
authority. Without vigilance, ‘cfficiency
may give way to tyranny’.

In these circumstances, it would
have been prescient and sensible to
implement new  constitutional
arrangements which would ensure that
a president in the role of constitutional
guardian would have had a degree of
independence secured by tenure
sufficient to meet any political threat or
danger. And yet it is precisely the
opposite that has occurred.

In most Europcan presidential
models, in order to enhance his or her
role as guardian, the president is
guarantced a term of office which
is generally longer than that of any single
government and his or her removal is
made deliberately difficult. By contrast,
in Australia we have just delivered the
fate of the constitution’s protector
dircetly into the hands of its principal
antagomist. This is an error which, if not
rectified, we may live to regret deeply.

The Constitutional Convention
produced many positive outcomes.
Delegates agreed on a preamble of which
wemay genuinely be proud. They arrived
at a conclusion with a sufficient degree
of consensus to persuade the Prime
Minister that the republican question
should be put to the people and in doing
so they avoided the breakdown so many
had predicted. Perhaps most hearten-
ingly, they persuaded many of us that
inclusive, democratic forums of this
kind have a very constructive role to
play in the discussion and resolution of
important social issues.

But in taking a negative rather than
positive attitude towards the presidency,
the Convention may have missed a
splendid constitutional moment in
which to strengthen and entrench

Above all,

the head of
state must act
as the guardian
of the Constitution.
The president
stands for the
Constitution
against those
who might uproot
or abuse it.

He or she acts
to supervise

the conduct of
politics and
government and
may intervene
where either
the executive or
legislature act
beyond their
proper legal or
constitutional
authority.

Australia’s democratic heritage. Instcad, we have ausable
but flawed republican model borne of anxicty rather
than hope or aspiration. Sir John still has much to

answer for.

Spencer Zifcak is Associate Professor of Law at La Trobe
University in Melbourne, where he teaches constitutional
law. See also ‘Reshaping the republic’, pp37-39.
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Schubert’s Dog

The ladies are waving their declamatory scarves
To welcome back our darling ‘Little Mushroomn’,

And I'm at my old place behind his chair,
A furry pedal to his wandering art.

But I have ears to hear what they cannot:

A middle rage composed of poisoned swects
Inside Gemiitlichkeit, a breakdown of

The very air which carrics joy to them.

He won't live long and dogs live shorter still,
But what’s proportion got to do with it?

The ladics’ dresses reach right to the floor;

A dog might look at ankles and think breasts.
Franz pounds the pedal, several lyric dwarfs
Are strangling queens by shores of Alpine lakes.

Bitter and sweet, the clich¢ underlined—
We have these old materials, the flesh,
The hearing, logarithms elevated

For while he plays a slippered substitute

For life makes living sweetly pleonastic.

A big word for a dog and bigger still
For angels of the keyboard keyed to God

Like the Host and anchored everywhere.

What wished-for ending nestles in high waists?

He must go on, he says to Kupelwiescr,

Whom these respectables have camphored in
Their consciences, like silence after singing.

JUMIIN i

The storm of life will not blow out: the only
Cure for masterpicces is to dic.

Peter Porter

Reshaping the republic

AVID SOLOMON’s Coming of Age wins
the prize for being the first book to deal
with the February Constitutional Convention.
And given the Convention’s many
wordsmiths, it is unlikely to be the last.

The public debate over the republic is
about to enter an important new phase,
requiringunaccustomedinitiative from the
Government. The Conventionhas completed
its business and the republican ball is now
in the monarchist court of Prime Minister
John Howard. We can expect a statement
from the Howard Government about how it
will proceed to honour the final Convention
recommendation for a referendum on
proposals for a republican head of state.

Solomon’s book was written, sensibly,
well before the event. It is not an instant
history but a timely previcw of the range of
issues likely to arise in the wake of the
Convention. It might well have been
intended as something of a handbook for
the Convention, but it will survive that
cvent, and could become a standard

reference work leading up to the referendum,
because it provides an accessible and fair-
minded exposition of the options facing us.
Morc gencrally, it is a model of political
analysis written for the public at large (no
footnotes and quite limited references to
sources)yetit contains a very helpful index.

The book is more than an ¢xposition of
the options for a republic, but for many it
will be primarily useful for its calm and
careful listing of the debating points for and
against the many proposals for
constitutional change. Solomon isnotatall
impatient with the modest task of
assembling a kind of debaters’ kit of talking
points. Many of the ten chapters contain
convenient summaries of the key points in
dispute in the many issuces aired during the
Convention. For example, the contest
between republicans and monarchists is
reduced to dot points in three pages in the
chapter called ‘“The Republic—For and
Against’. So too the arguments over citizen-
initiated referendum.
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But the real value of Comingof Ageisits
attempt to reframe the republic debate in
terms of constitutional renewal that extend
beyond the narrow confines of the debate
over the president. The firstand last chapters
illustrate this.

The first examines ‘the system under
strain’ in an informative summary of the
record of recent commissions of inquiry into
system-wide scandals, from Fitzgerald to
WA Inc. The Federal Government also gets
attention through such iceberg tips as the
Colston affair. Solomon’s point is that the
voting public have good reason to doubt the
institutional integrity of our system of so-
called responsible government. Popular
demands for a say in the clection of the
president can then be seen to reflect a much
decper demand for popular control over the
system at large.

The final chapteris called ‘"The Coming
of Age’, which here refers to Solomon's
gencral thesis that it is time that the
Australian people excrcised their rights of
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popular sovercignty. The lesson is that
republicanism is about popular government
and the sad truth about the Keating
minimalist version is that it refines our
system of parliamentary guardianship rather
than rckindles our faith in democratic
self-government.

Solomon began writing on the republic
debate at the time when John Kerr
inadvertently launche  its modern phase
with the mobilisation of community
resentment against his sacking of Prime
Minister Whitlam (for whom Solomon was
press secretary). His adventurous little book
of 1976, Elect the Governor-General!, was
4 pioneering argument tor popular election
of the effective head of state. Coming of Age
can be scen as Solomon’s remake of that
carly story about democracy in Australia.
While the republican camp squabbles over
the merits of popular clection of the new
office of head of state, Solomon goces many
steps further and calls for popular election
of the head of government, which he hopes
the president will become.

He initially holds back on identitying
all the institutional conscquences of his
version of popular clection. His immediate
task is to draw attention to the merits of the
case for popular clection of a president.
In this sense, his book is the background
argument for the position put unsuccesstully
by such Convention delegates as the three
Labor opposition leaders in Western
Australia {Gallop), South Australia {Rann},
and Quecensland (Beattie). Solomon warns
monarchists as well as republicans that it
is ‘a scrious mistake’ to underestimate
the depth of popular fecling tor election of
the head of state. At one level, this means
that the republican movement will not
succeed at the ballot box if it turns its face
away from the calls for popular election of
the president. He insists that the electorate
‘clearly want to have asay’—a ‘real say’ and
a ‘dircct say’, not simply in the selection of

a head of state but in the way we
govern ourselves.

HLRE 1s ALsO i decper meaning which
relates to the intensity of community
cynicism about the established political
system. It is as though Solomon is also
warning conscrvatives that popularelection
is the price one has to pay for retention of
the rest of the inherited system of
government, and that withoutit, the system
will slowly lose its public legitimacy. We
fail to appreciate the task before us if we
dismiss the public crisis of confidence in
our current systems of government. Real
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republicanism may be the best hope we
have of regaining public trust in Australian
government.

Many establishment republicans
appreciate the threat that popular election
poses to the political c¢lass. Malcolm
Turnbull’s Australian Republican Movement
[ARM]) won the war of numbers in the
Convention with its warning to fellow
republicans about the dangerous consceq-
ucnces of popular election of a president.
The warning was that popular election
wouldundermine the powerand credibility
of the prime minister and of the system of
party government enjoyed by the majority
leader in the House of Representatives.

Solomon has no brief for the office of
prime minister or the parliamentary system
it represents. He is closer to the ‘real
republicans’ like Tim Costello and DPat
Q’Shanc in favouring popular election, but
asign of his distance from other republic:
is his elevation of the elected president into
the head of government as well as the head
of state.

Solomon’s book is both clever and bold.
It is clever in enlisting the rhetoric of the
conscrvatives in the causc of his radical
version of republicanism. For example, he
quotes at length from Sir David Smith
(former official secretary to many governors-
general and Australians fora Constitutional
Monarchy [ACM]} delegate to the Constitu-
tional Convention) about the growing fail-
ings of our Australian system of
government. The evidence of the last dee-
ade is indisputable, especially at the state
level, as uncovered by a gencration of com-
missions of inquiry, from Fitzgerald in
Queensland to the latest and most able, the
Commission on Government in Western
Australia. This certainly makes it difficult
for conservatives to make their case thatt
system ‘ain’t broke’, and implausible for con-
scrvatives to pretend that retention of t
monarchy is essential to the recovery ot
political health.

And the boldness of Coming of Age is
evidentin Solomon’s refusal to defend Prime
Minister Keating against charges that his
discovery of republicanism was ‘a political
ploy’. With this non-intervention in the
battle over the original intent of Keating's
minimalist model of a republic, Solomon
goes on to try to save republicanism from
the minimalist republicans. This is not
a book to warm the hcart of the federal
Labor party, the ARM, the ACM or the
Howard coalition.

Solomon’s ambition is to think through
the republican options and therehy to
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enhance public discussion of a republican
Australia. Neither the title nor the subtitle
explicitly refers to the republic. Compare
this with Turnbull’s The Reluctant
Republic or John Hirst’s A Republican
Manifesto or Tony Abbott’s The Minimal
Monarchy. The absence of the republic in
histitle accords with Solomon’s declaration
that hie has ‘no single agenda to imposc, but
many possibilities’” which he wants to
explore. But what is the general model of
republicanism which leads him on s
exploration of Australian possibilities? The
answeris disconcertingly clear: ‘something
like that in the United States’. Do we really
want to remodel Australia along American
lines? At first blush it scems misplaced to
try to move the debate over clecting a head
of state into the unexplored territory of an

imaginary republic loosely model-

led on US principles.

uT SoLomoN’s errorT of political
imagination pays off. It is a surprisingly
fresh picture of how we might reorganise
political power into three related
institutions. For him, the United States
version of republicanism is really onc of
many possible variations on the theme of
the separation of powers. It real republican-
ism requires a scparation of powers, then
we can come up with alocal versionad — ted
to Australian circumstances.

The first step is a remodelled political
exceeutive toreplace the prime ministership.
Popular election of a president shifts the
highest office right out of parliament,
bringing new public legitimacy to the
top joband enablingits incumbent to select
aCabinet from among’thc hest and brightest’
available Australians, not confined to the
predictable political class represented in
parliament. Second, parliament could then
be remodelled as a productive legislature
rather than the electoral college it now is.
Here the details get a litte fuzzy, but the
decisive reach of the reform does not: out
goes the Senate, and in comes something like
thenewly reformed New Zealand Parliament,
a unicameral assembly with substantial
proportional representation. Third, the High
Court gets a new lease of life as an
independent branch of government supported
in the best of worlds with a bill of rights,
inspiredinno small measure by the resurgence
of the Supreme Court of Canada in the wake
of that country’s Charter of Rights.

One could take in turn cach branch of
Solomon’s imaginary republic and
invest’ its it 7y acts. He spends
most ot his initial time on exccutive and






barbarism and civilisation is constantly
being interrogated. When it is time for one
of the Sceythian dances, we get it all right,
and with people in the costume of 1779—a
ncat way, you think at first, of putting
across its sense of stvlisation. But then it
becomes plainer that these courtiers are
playingwith tirc as well as with ‘barbarism’;
their movements become more disordered,
more threatening, until one person comes
close to lopping off the head of another.
First performed ten years before the French
revolution, what was intended as an
innocent tambourin becomes instead a
totentanz for the ancien régime.

But what can be radically insightful one
minute canalso be intrusive and distracting
the next. And so it was in the third act,
when both Orestes and Pylades plead with
Iphigénic—and with each other—for death,
rather than allow the friend to be executed
in his stead. This was shaping promisingly,
with the crescendo of their trio taken
daringly fast; but then, when there are great
supplicatory phrases hanging in the air as
Pyladesisbegging before Orestes, the Furies
suddenly went into overdrive, bouncing
around on the adjacent beds (yes, beds!}as if
participating in an orgy. It was crass, and a

woctul display of a lack of
confidence in the splendid music.

UCH WAS IXPLCTED of Tannhduser.
Word had come from Sydncey of all sorts of
novelties in the production, leading to
scrious disagreements between director and
conductor; but here in Melbournce it was to
be given under the baton of Simone Young.
What would happen when her skills and
considerable reputation were factored into
the equation?

Some splendid music-making, for one
thing. The third act prelude is the supreme
test: it always sounds as though Wagner
had lost the final version, and at the last
minute slipped in this draft as a substitute.
Young’'s rcading, with its carctully
articulated crescendi, came as near to
making a decent picce of music of it as
I would cver expect to hear. No less skilful
was the strong emphasis on the thythm in
the music of Tannhauser (including his
love song) and the competitors in the Hall
of Song; it actually sounded like the
minstrelsy it is meant to be. No detail was
too small to be overlooked: the definition
given to the winds during Tannhauser’s
Rome narration made them ccho the bells
he was then alluding to. But then the
capacity to shape a whole act was evident
too, most strilingly at the beginning,.
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Tannhduser presents a challenge in the
way it begins not only with an orgy, but a
stale one at that. The Venusberg scene can
often scem totally disjunctive from what
tollows; but here it was never more than a
simple contrast. A wonderful lightness of
touch pervaded the shepherd scene and its
casy coalescence into the arrival of the
hunting party. Here the audience was
positioned into cxperiencing something of
Tannhiuser'srelicfandjoy, both by the way
the music was handled and by the
dircection, cven if the latter allowed the
appearance of a dachshund—and a
predictable audience gasp—to upstage one
of the most stirring fanfarcs in all opera.

Indeed Elke Neidhardt’s direction was
highly effective throughout. Michael Scott-
Mitchell produced for her a Venusberg
bathed in cloud and shafts of light in
iridescent green, making it as dank and
throbbing as the obsession it postulates.
Later, the hunting party were in traditional
nincteenth-century German costume, while
in the Hall of Song the minstrels appeared
in suits, the Landgraf decked out as a comic
opcera baron. But it wasn’t simply a casc of
updating the opera to Wagner’s own tinig;
the Hall itscelf threw back to the audience
almost a facsimile of a contemporary
theatre, while Tannhduser's ambiguous
costume, alrcady sighted in the first act,
now served to pass him off as something
resembling a pop star. The master stroke,
though, occurred after his sexy lyric breaks
up the party; here, as is sometimes the case
with early Wagner, the composer’s rea
exceeded his grasp, and the music simply
does not risce sufficiently to mect the
challenge. Ncidhardt therefore found
another way to achieve the same cffect,
banishing part of the hall up-stage and
bringing forth the rest to achieve a
constricted sense of space, which was then
darkened. No less impressive was the way
that the third act, often simply a sequence
of splendid numbers, was clamped together
more effectively by placing it in an almost
ruined Hall, the site now of a corrugated
iron fence, while never for one moment
allowing a character to remain alone on the
stage.

And the famous sample bags in the
Pilgrims’ Chorus? These were not nearly as
jarring as onc had been led to believe. After
all, medieval religion was fixated on relics,
so this was not a wilful interpretation,
particularly as Bibles with crosses on them
were produced at a key moment. The
ar " nginof the pilgrims, rather than their
entering in a slow march, was much more
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questionable. As was the persistence of
wraith-like bat figures, who sloped around
in odd corners to remind us, no doubt, of the
claims of the Venusberg. But they were as
much supernumeraries as the hyperacrive
Furicsin Iphigénie. While dance in Austr - a
may now have come of age (as Dame Edna
would say] there is absolutely no need for it
to infantilisc opera.
Tannhduser was well-sung on the night
I went. Although ITfound Bernadette Cullen
a little too magisterial as Venus, Lisa
Gasteen was a splendid Elisabeth. She had
sungtherole here much carlierinher career,
when her voice was almost too light for the
part, but now it has both ballast and
flexibility. There had been complaints about
the nasality of Horst Hoffmann as
Tannhiuscr, but 1 was tar more struck by
the relative sweetness of his voice and the
zest of his interpretation. The surprise in
many respects was Michael Lewis as
Wolfram, since he brought to the part a crisp
firmness which at once enriched the sing-
ing and gave the role a strengeh it often lacks.
In short this was an outstanding
Tannhduser, capable of constructinga logic
at those points where Wagner had provided
little. It made greater sensc of the work for
me than any other I have seen. This, after
all, ts the one Wagner opera the master
could not lcave alone, tinkering wi it
right up to a few years before his death. It is
no wonder then that so many {0 crl
productions have not been quite
able to bring it into focus cither.

OMEONE Has to be the bad fairy. And
amidst all the praise that has been heaped
on Moffatt Oxenbould’s Madania Buttertly,
I have to say that it did not work for me. It
was elegant enough: the set with its screens
and neatly compartmented segm: s
suggested nothing so much as a modern
apartment, and certainly came into its own
in the love duct, since in this enclosed
setting the entire focust  on Buttertly and
Pinkerton. But everywhere else the opera
needs its Japanesc sctting to work properly:
the music itself often relies on an additive
of cherry blossom, and without a visual
prompt is reduced on occasion to almost
pointless scribblings in the orchestra. More
significantly, the story is the quintessential
orientalist tale, and in its own sentimental
way posits exotic innocence against
imperialist exploitation. Ken Russcll, in
his memorable production of some ten years
ago, modernised the set too; but he . o
magnificd the element of western
exploitation. If that is not done, then it is



best if Butterfly remains in a simple
dwelling, to remind us that all this is taking
place—still—in the third world. Otherwise
the work loses balance, and not even the
creditable performances of Cheryl Barker
as Butterfly and Jay Hunter Morris as
Pinkerton could save it.

Verdi’s Macheth, it has to be said, is not
much of an opera: the one really good tune
in it occurs as Lady MacB floats in as a
somnambulant, and then drifts off again,
without having remembered to give us the
aforementioned melody at full throttle. Still,
it can be made to work so long as you have
snappy direction and a first-rate cast.
Unfortunately, Opera Australiasawits listing
as an opportunity to drag out an ancient
production from the seventies,
which did nothing so much as to
remind us how farwe have advanced
since then. The chunky sets
suggested stone walls, dungeons and
portcullis, the dark costumes studs
ifnotleather. Thelate Frank Thring
would havelovedit. Now there was
some point in the recent revival of
a pleasantly fustian Lucia, since
there the story was filtered through
Sir Walter Scott’s romantic
sensibility. But there was nong in reviving
this production; it even seemed to bore the
singers. Claire Primrose was a spirited Lady
Macbeth, but Barry Anderson as the gent
himsclfsangtheroleina totally uninflected
way through thefirst two acts. Rather better
from that point of view was Arend Baumann
as Banquo; but then with the prospect of his
heirs becoming kings of Scotland, he had
something to look forward to.

It is a sad fact in opera that a production
israrcly as satisfying as it was the first time
round. In order to conceal a growing
tattiness, or to accommodate different
singers, perhaps to elicit a more direct
engagement on the part of the cast, the
thing is moved on, modulated—and
sometimes tarnished. When Opera
Australia’s present Cosi fan tutte was first
produced, the partnership of director
Goran Jarvefelt and designer Carl Friedrich
Oberle resulted in a revelation: to the light
and clegance of an airy set, supplemented
by ajudicious range of stage properties, was
brought an cconomy of gesture and a sense
of restraint, lecavenced by exuberant
behaviour. The second act duet between
the two girls, for example, took place in two
beds as they compared notes on their suitors.
Now the brass beds have gone. Elsewhere
stage furniture lies about with neither logic
nor elegance, while the exotic presences at

corners of the sct, intriguing in their
indifference, have been promoted to
multiculturals just itching to get involved
in the action. The spirited Despina, Amclia
Farrugia, tells the girls about love as if she
were a Brunswick Street punk. And there’s
much by-play, now, between the two boys
and the cynical Don Alfonso, who
incidentally could be a little more worldly-
wise, even rueful, than David Brennan
allows. Itis not all loss; the first glimpse the
girls get of the Albanians frozen in their
splendour was a nice trick. Even so, we arc
edged away from the eighteenth century
and even more from the quite specific setting
the opera hasin Naples. Cosiis an claborate
parlour game, a chamber opera built around

ensembles; its formalities should not be
loosened too much, or clse its emotional
geometrics come to seem as contrived as
theorems. Still, to hear ‘Un’ aura amorosa’
sung as beautifully as it was by David
Hobson alone made it worthwhile attending
the performance.

Poulenc’s Dialogues of the Carmelites
is a distinctly strange work. When sensual
people repent, or turn reflective, the result
is an opera like Parsifal or this one—mostly
sct in a convent, So suffused is it with
religious feeling that the empty scats after
the first interval suggested that anumber of
people who were not Catholic had wondered
what they were doing there. This is a very
wordy opera—with a libretto more
distinguished than the music—which
probably accounts for the decision to sing
the work in English.

The results were not as bad as feared,
although in a few places the right word had
clearly not been manoeuvred into the right
position at the right time. More seriously,
with the exception of the moment when
the death sentenceisread to the nuns, there
arc far too few places wherc one is struck by
the rightness of the musical setting. All
could not have been lost in translation.
A surprise, rcally, given Poulenc’s
reputation as a song-writer. But perhaps the
opera—despite the stunning climax—docs
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not really allow him to display his talents
for the bittersweet, the brittle or the
ncurasthenic. The two most memorable
performances were Rosamund Illing as
the sccond Mother Superior, powcrfully
and beautifully projecting great wisdom as
well as concern, and Claire Gormley as
Blanche, a wondecrfully differentiated
performance that kept offering insights and
displayed the capacities of her
voice impressively.

HE SEASON has been attacked as being
conservative, but in its own way, given the
nature of opera audiences, it was quite
daring. The Gluck was a bold choice, and
with the Wagner a palpable hit—to which

some would add the Puccini. Only
Macheth was a disaster, although
palming off The Carmelites as
representative of twentieth-century
opcraisabitofasleight of hand. All
indications are that when Simone
Young takes charge of the
company’s artistic policy in three
years’ time, we will seec more
twentieth-century works. There
mightalso bec amoveaway from the
French bias in the repertoire, a
marked characteristic of the company for
quite some time.

Nevertheless, traditional operatic fare
will remain the staple. This is not only
because of the laggardly taste of traditional
opera-goers; it is also because there is now
aclcavagebetween massed-force opera [cven
if it should be contemporary) and the newer,
fringe-theatre, increasingly mixed-media
contemporary form, which ¢ven in subject
matter often revels in its contemporaneity.
The gap may well prove unbridgeable.
Morcover, the new movementin opera may
come to seem—once a major figure comes
to work in it—as significant in its own way
as thereforms of Wagner or Gluck. But even
then, there will still be a place for what
could be termed muscum-culture opcra, so
long as the performances remain lively.
Radical productions will help ensurc this,
and are in fact essential to the process. For
opera is now the main way a large number
of people encounter the basic myths of our
culture. Once upon a time these were the
province of literature; people used to read
key scenes from novels out loud, or commit
the great Shakespceare speeches to memory.
Not any more. Now, forbetter or forworse—
and thanks to recordings—they arc mnre
likely to be familiar with operatic arias

Jim Davidson is Eurcka Street’s operacritic.
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