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edirorial | KATHERINE WILSON & NATHAN HOLLIER

UTOPIA? AUSTRALIAN IDEALISM

THERE’S A STARTLING asymmetry in Australian pub-
lic commentary. Those who’ve followed its course
over many years have learnt that the Left cannot
speak for itself; it must be spoken for. Rarely are its
apparent claims directly published or quoted; in-
stead they are caricatured and then derided. You
ratbag Trostkyites. You disgruntled relativists left
over from Stalin’s purges. You whinging ideologues,
stuck in irrelevant dogma, contemptuous of the real
world, devoting all your gravy-train funds to the
production of revolutionary propaganda.

We saw this clearly in the media response to
Margaret Simons’ book, The Meeting of the
Waters (see Overland 171 & 172), in which mis-
representation and personal attack were substituted
for rational engagement with the issues. We see it
daily in columns by the motley journalistic jugband
of the Australian Right: Andrew Bolt, Janet
Albrechtsen, Christopher Pearson, Piers Ackerman,
Michael Duffy, Miranda Devine, P.P. McGuinness
et al. So successful is the smear campaign that ‘Left’
is understood not as a broad and dynamic frame-
work of ideas, but as a term of abuse. How Labor
cringes when the government accuses it of leaning
to the Left.

A trend is emerging as a consequence; a situa-
tion reminiscent of the office colleague who asserts:
“I believe in equality for women but I’'m no femi-
nist”. Those who advocate equality or social justice

teel compelled to qualify their positions as ‘neutral’.
Thus Clive Hamilton, of the Australia Institute, re-
sponding to accusations of leftist sympathy, says:

While declaring its commitment to social justice,
the Institute has taken the view that we need to
move beyond the ideologies of the past.

We’ve yet to see chambers of commerce or busi-
ness councils declaring their dissociation from past
ideologies.

Elsewhere Hamilton writes:

The Left has been wandering in the wilderness,
continuing to declaim while no-one listens,
mouthing the old slogans to a world that is no
longer interested, distraught at its irrelevance, but
not knowing where to turn. So bereft of ideas has
the Left been that the vacuum has been filled by
the pallid apologetics of the so-called Third Way—
Thatcherism with a human face.

Perhaps if he substituted ‘the ALP’ for ‘the Left’,
this assessment might ring true. But where are these
people, these pathetic whingers and slogan-
mouthers? And if they can’t be found or directly
quoted and challenged, why do they pose such a
threat?

This is where the campaign contradicts itself. On
the one hand, the Left is depicted as an irrelevant
minority, nostalgic for a welfare-state moment of
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black skivvies and Che Guevara T-shirts, and on
the other, as a dangerous threat to the Australian
way of life. While it is unrelentingly negative, of-
fering no positive alternative, it also silences
practical-minded folk with its endless, loudly-pro-
claimed visions of utopia.

So pervasive is this myth that many within the
ALP swallow it as eagerly as those on the hard
Right. In a recent article for Murdoch’s Austral-
ian, a newspaper which casts such liberals as
Robert Manne and Philip Adams as the voice of
the Left, former Beazley-staffer Michael Costello
wheeled out this tired assortment of contradic-
tions again. In ‘Left whingers wallow in loss’, he
claimed that the Left’s “lust for utopia and con-
tempt for reality is keeping Labor out of office”,
writing:

It is a pity that so many of the Left voices in
Australia are of a kind that wallows in nostalgia
for glorious defeat and contempt for the tough,
pragmatic political demands of democracy; that
is, get 51 per cent or die.

That’s right, Michael. If Beazley had only
stopped listening to the Left back in 2001, and
paid attention to those pollsters trying to stop
him going on about the Government’s disgrace-
ful treatment of asylum-seekers, its sycophancy
towards the United States and its shameless trans-
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ferral of wealth from low to high-income earners,
he would have surely won in a landslide.

Costello refers readers to Orwell’s Australia, a
book by Simon Crean’s speechwriter Dennis Glover,
endorsing Glover’s view that “the publications of
the intellectual Left are generally negative and lack
constructive suggestions”. The alternative, Costello
suggests (apart, one assumes, from heeding popu-
lar demands for lower wages, fewer social services
and other benefits of economic rationalism) is an
“Orwell-like . . . obsession with factual accuracy”
that he has observed in the commentary of Gerard
Henderson, who “skewers unerringly blowhards and
hypocrites of both Left and Right”. This would be
the same Gerard Henderson who, in his syndicated
Fairfax column, accused Iraqi intelligence
whistleblower Andrew Wilkie of fabricating a quote
from John Howard. Describing Wilkie as a “re-
markably self-indulgent”, “resentful” “publicity
seeker” whose fame has lulled him into “a
Pythonesque trance”, Henderson claimed Wilkie
spoke at a conference with a “wall-to-wall leftist”
attendance, and that he had become “a hero of the
Australian Left”. Having implicated him in this light,
he claimed that Wilkie made up a statement attrib-
uted to John Howard.

There you have it. The Left is not only negative
and utopian, it is also fundamentally dishonest. As
Manne has observed: “One of the more unpleas-
ant practices of certain members of the Howard
Government is the strategic leaking of material to
friendly right-wing columnists to damage trouble-
some individuals . . . the campaign to discredit Wilkie
[has] moved well beyond political skulduggery”.
Within a day of Wilkie’s whistleblowing, a member
of John Howard’s staff circulated a story to sympa-
thetic columnists, suggesting marriage troubles may
have made Wilkie seriously “unstable”. A Coalition
senator described Wilkie as “unreliable . . . flaky
and irrational”. Henderson, like other columnists,
simply toed the line without checking his Hansard.

This is just one of the ways dissenters are dis-
credited by Howard’s culture warriors. As Tim
Thornton writes in this issue, there is a strong ideo-
logical and even financial relationship between the

Howard Government and supposedly ‘disinterested’
bodies, including certain institutes loosely termed
‘think-tanks’. Dissent is then apparently quashed
not by the Government, but by ‘authoritative’ par-
ties acting and speaking ‘independently’. The gate-
posts of debate are then set; anyone arguing outside
them is seen as extremist, or else has so much un-
ravelling and explaining to do that their essential
message is lost.

PERHAPS IF BEAZLEY did listen to the Left in the
lead-up to 2001, he may have done his party better
service in the long run. In this issue Carmen Law-
rence argues that it is in fact Labor’s loss of values
and idealism that has turned ALP voters toward the
party of Australia’s real Opposition Leader, Bob
Brown. Graham Maddox puts a case for the main-
tenance of the ALP socialist pledge, and Sean
Scalmer and Sarah Maddison give voice to the ac-
tivists and campaigners for social justice, so often
characterised and derided but so rarely heard in
mainstream media. Scalmer and Maddison find that
most of their interviewees, being actual people rather
than those imaginary beings who told Henderson
that Wilkie was their “hero”, are neither overwhelm-
ingly negative nor wildly utopian.

The history of student activism, discussed in this
issue by Jeannie Rea, Mick Armstrong and Ben
Rosenzweig, is similarly one of struggling against
the odds, finding comfort in small victories and
hoping that somehow a generally undesirable situa-
tion can be changed. In his review essay, Dennis
Glover is not completely wowed by the sometimes
ostentatiously ‘new’ directions advanced in promi-
nent books on Australian public policy. But as dem-
onstrated by Robyn Walton in her important
historical overview of utopian impulses in the Aus-
tralian imagination, and by Susan Hawthorne and
Samuel Pietsch in reviews of books detailing new
opposition to free-market capitalism, the desire for
a better world is not likely to disappear altogether
any time soon. This desire, as Ken Gelder demon-
strates in his highly original essay on epic-fantasy
fiction and global terrorism, is sometimes visible in
the most unexpected places.

FOR OVERLAND CORRESPONDENCE PLEASE VISIT OUR WEBSITE, <www.overlandexpress.org>.
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culture | ROBYN WALTON

UTOPIAN
AND DYSTOPIAN

detail from Rick Amor: The mill, 2002, oil on linen 116 x 176 cm,
courtesy of the artist and Niagara Galleries, Melbourne

IMPULSES IN AUSTRALIA

“THE END OF UTOPIA’ was the catchphrase at a uto-
pian studies conference I attended in Europe in
1989, soon after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the
publication of Francis Fukuyama’s essay ‘The End
of History?”.!

Feeling distant from the triumphalism of those
forecasting the imminent collapse of Communism,
and not having read Fukuyama, I did not take up
the cry. When I later read the essay I saw that not
only did some of the conference discussion of
Fukuyama’s claim misrepresent what he had ar-
gued,? but the bandied-about analogy to Fukuyama’s
words added a second layer of distorton. That is, if
such pronouncements were to be taken at face value.

My unease was indignantly put into words by
the Uruguayan historian Eduardo Galeanoin a short,
sharp essay published a year later. Welcome to the
fall of the Berlin Wall!” Galeano wrote:

But the other wall, the wall that separates the poor
world from the opulent world, is higher than ever
... Economic neo-liberalism, imposed by the North
on the South as ‘the end of history’, as the only
and ulamate system, consecrates oppression under
the banner of freedom.?

To consider the ‘end of utopia’ claim in perspec-
tive, I had only to remind myself that there had
been previous declarations in the 1890s that
utopianism had reached its apotheosis and that no
true utopias had been devised since.* Also, I recalled,
the mid-twentieth century had produced a variant
on the dead utopia claim: enthusiasm for industrial
progress had led to assertions that utopia was not
so much absent on sick leave as redundant.’ Since

such claims had continued to be repeated, the im-
plication was that utopia refused to remain dead.
Every time some idealistic scheme failed, scholars
felt obliged to re-announce utopia’s demise. By
1989 utopia had retired more times than Melba.

The impending fall of East-Central European
Leninism certainly indicated that one old utopian
giant was losing its grip.® And there was no lack of
evidence of more recent grandly-intentioned pro-
grams producing fatal outcomes: the late 1970s
genocide in Cambodia/Kampuchea had taken place
too close to Australia to be readily overlooked.”
Wasn’t such horror enough to make me believe that
any remaining hope of bringing about utopia was
misguided, that this time around the death of uto-
pia was not a premature announcement?

Call it temperamental inclination, but I did not
want to believe humans would abandon for all time
such a user-friendly, all-accommodating, resilient
and non-aligned mode of speculation. Nor did I
think we could afford to lose the hopefulness intrin-
sic to the exercise of the utopian mode. It was
scarcely credible that all future speculation would
be dystopian and that all of our futures must be
commensurately bleak. We at the 1989 conference
had coasted through any ideological crises associ-
ated with the coming and going of 1984. We would
most likely survive the millennium.

Looking for support for my faith, I considered
late twentieth-century evidences of utopianism. Dur-
ing the 1960s, seventies and eighties, Australia had
produced very little positive utopian literature, I had
to admit, but we had seen the multiplication of coun-
ter-culture communes; feminist, black and gay iden-
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tity rhetoric; and calls for low-tech, ecologically sus-
tainable ways of living. In the northern hemisphere
there had been some utopian publications, and it
was claimed authors were using a new ‘critical uto-
pian’ form. Instead of following More’s static uto-
pian model, some authors were imagining a utopian
process which contested both prevailing systems in
the industrialised West and the authoritarian ten-
dencies in utopian projection.® I recalled the fre-
quently sceptical, pragmatic, anti-utopian tenor of
Australian social thought, our rapid uptake of ma-
terial advances and new information combined with
our tendency to self-protective scoffing at idealis-
tic suggestions. It seemed to me Australians were
old hands at their own variety of critical, passive-
aggressive testing and contesting of utopian ideas.’

The task now is to provide a reconsidered over-
view, and I am conscious of some problems en-
demic to writing about utopias. As social theorist
Peter Beilharz has commented, authors in the uto-
pian field marshall more information than they can
interpret.!® The tendency to reductionist interpre-
tation is present. Those texts, ventures and influ-
ences chosen for mention can only be partially
representative, and the begging of questdons is im-
possible to avoid.

NINETEENTH-CENTURY UTOPIANISM

Of the European nations, France made most un-
constrained imaginative use of the Southern Hemi-
sphere in utopian prose and plays before Britain’s
annexation of Australia encouraged French utopists
to look away to other planets and to the future.!!
With Britons contemplating with distaste their own
body politic’s waste products and disputing the like-
lihood of a respectable society ever emerging in New
South Wales, it remained for Germans infused with
enthusiasm for Enlightenment values and the natu-
ral sciences to identify utopian possibilities in the
penal colony. The infamous literary character Baron
Miinchhausen effecavely became the first figure in
German literature to make contact with Botany Bay,
after he fell through the earth’s core to the South-
ern Hemisphere. Burger’s Miinchhausen remarked
that the area had been so generously gifted by na-
ture that it ought to have been made a place of
reward rather than punishment.!? The first novel in
world literature to be set in the Australian penal
outposts is believed to be Therese Huber’s 1801
Abentheuer auf einer Reise nach Neuholland (Ad-
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ventures on a Journey to New Holland)."* Having
fled from the French Revoluton in hopes of recov-
ering his equanimity in a pure young land, Huber’s
protagonist found at Sydney Cove bountiful natural
conditions, which would reward diligence, but also
a lamentable convict population. On Norfolk Is-
land he encountered emancipated felons who illus-
trated how dignity could be regained through land
ownership and honest work.

By the third and fourth decades of the nineteenth
century Australia had its own free-settler and na-
tive-born residents ready to attract needed emigrants
by picturing a place of unbounded material oppor-
tunities.'* However, the convict presence remained,
and the Indigenous population had failed to match
Romantics’ expectations of noble savagery. The
few English writers who attempted to use nine-
teenth-century Australia as a site for utopia located
their worlds well away from Botany Bay. An in-
stance from 1837, Account of an Expedition to the
Interior of New Holland, depicts a group of com-
munities founded by English and German Chris-
tian refugees.!®

The European revolutions of 1848 represent an
obstacle for anyone wanting to follow Hegel in
equating the ‘end of history” with the 1806 victory
of forces aligned with liberal democracy. For dis-
tant Australia, one flow-on effect of the 1848 revo-
lutionary failures was the arrival of some
well-educated and politically alert emigrés. South
Australia’s ‘Forty-Eighters’, from what was to be
Germany, brought with them enthusiasm for the
unified democratic nation-state.'® Australia’s first
known utopian commune, Herrnhut, was founded
in 1852-3 on idiosyncratic religious principles by
an ecarlier German immigrant.'”

Popular journalistic speculations about a bounti-
ful future were not unusual in the 1830s and for-
ties. Addressing a local readership in 1832, a writer
using the pen-name ‘Mephistopholes the Younger’
took a secular, practical viewpoint: his ‘Australia
Advanced’ of the year 2032 promised suspension
bridges and fast locomotives. Another writer,
‘PGM’, championed copper mining as the source
of the wealth which would by 1945 produce an en-
viable South Australian port and electrically-simu-
lated agriculture.'®

Coast-based colonists were often unnerved by
their ineffectuality in dealing with the vast scale and
consuming vacancy of the country’s interior, by the



It seemed to me Australians were old hands at their own variety of

critical, passive-aggressive testing and contesting of utopian ideas.

“threat of an encroaching, engulfing emptiness”,
as Jennifer Rutherford puts it.! It is unsurprising,
then, that defiantly hopeful discovery fantasies ap-
peared throughout the nineteenth century. Readers
found reassurance in imagining that such daunting
regions as Central America, Africa and Australia
had supported marvellous cultures long before the
contemporary indigenous peoples came; whites were
therefore justified in mentally and physically travers-
ing and where possible reclaiming these lands.?*
Colonists were also willing to entertain the belief
that Australia was a remnant of the lost Atlantis-like
land mass of Lemuria.?!

Those eager for individual enrichment were lured
inland by prospects of minerals and superior graz-
ing land. Others sought recovery from the physical
and moral debility of the Old World. And there were
rare cases, such as that of William Buckley, in which
an outcast or escapee from the local white commu-
nity adopted a hermit’s existence or lived with an
Aboriginal group.? The 1847 nouvelette which seems
to constitute the first published utopia by an Austral-
ian writer—°‘Oo-a-deen or, the Mysteries of the In-
terior Unveiled’?*—combined all of these motives
for penetration of the interior in a story within a
story within a story format. At the ficton’s centre
was a neo-Medieval community of herders living
with virtuous simplicity in a Place of Perfect Rest.

Although British-governed India was an object
of admiration for colonists,?* a xenophobic aware-
ness of mobile, migratory Asians sprang up in the
1850s, when ethnic Chinese were attracted to the
Australian goldfields, and it soon found expression in
dystopian invasion stories. An 1856 artcle in Mel-
bourne Punch, for example, described Mongolians
ruling Victoria in 2000 AD.* After it opened to
Western trade in the 1850s, Japan was well-regarded
for its aesthetics and orderly government.?s How-
ever, Australian writers became more defensive as
they saw an increasing likelihood of injurious contact
with the ‘awakening East’. As urban culture devel-
oped, with sociability filling the perceived void in the
landscape, there was also a strengthening of moral

prohibitions and of deterrent gestures directed at
outsiders who threatened to steal what Australians
had. Good intentions were often cited to camou-
flage racism and other exclusionary ways of think-
ing and to justify middle-class campaigns to alter
working-class behaviour.?”

It was not until the 1870s and eighties that book-
length utopian novels in the traditional descriptive
format were published by residents of Australia.
Robert Ellis Dudgeon’s Colymbia (1873) is the
earliest known Australian utopian/science fiction text
in book form. Remarkably, the author located his
alternate society outside Australia, implying that lo-
cal European society was so intractably troubled that
a clean start, far from contaminating influences, was
required. Alarmist invasion tales, socio-spiritual al-
legories in the manner of Bunyan, and critiques of
the Old World taking their tone from Gibbon, made
up the bulk of 1870s and eighties utopia-related
publicadons. A future prime minister, Alfred Deakin,
was one of the allegorists. His biographer points
out links between syncretic Spiritualism,
Millenarianism, belief in a new Dispensation, nas-
cent nationalism, the labour movement and calls
for land nationalisation.?® Had Catherine Helen
Spence’s Handfasted—another offshore utopia—
been published at the time it was written, in the
1870s, it immediately would have stood out as not
merely one of her well-constructed novels but as a
comprehensive social document.? One could ar-
gue it was a ‘critical utopia’ in that it allowed for
compromise, conceded its limitations and anticipated
change. (US culture was expected to infiltrate, bring-
ing both benefits and complications. ) Spence’s other
utopian fiction, a novella tiled A Week in the Fu-
ture, was published soon after it was written, being
serialised in 1888-9. It too was pro-socialist and
applied openly-borrowed ideas, chiefly those of sci-
entific meliorist Jane Hume Clapperton.

Two contemporaneous writers who opted for
radically new utopian locations were Joseph Fraser
and Henrietta Dugdale, both Melburnians reacting
against the congested, mercantile-minded city which
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had boomed around them. Astronomical observa-
tons in the 1870s had provoked speculation that
Mars could support life. Fraser, a phrenologist,
became probably the first Australian to use the Red
Planet as a utopian site when in 1889 he published
his novel Melbourne and Mars: My Mysterious Life
on Two Planets. Despairing of the unregenerate
faces he saw in Melbourne, Fraser’s merchant pro-
tagonist dreamed his way into a reformed civilisa-

tion on Mars.3! Dugdale (A Few Hours in a Far-Off

Age, 1883) scuttled Australia, replacing it with a
far-future land in which women’s parliamentary,
scientific and educational powers were the key to a
peaceful, humane community.3 Her prose style was
intemperate: to paraphrase an 1884 reviewer,
Dugdale castigated male ignorance and depravity
with verve, zest and savagely caustic tirades.® In a
more moderate vein, the Kalizoic (beauty in life)
Society, another protest product of 1880s Mel-
bourne, argued for improvements in the urban en-
vironment—but it had little impact other than on
interior decoration.*

Contnuing female calls for the emergence of a
‘New Woman’, who was emancipated and enfran-
chised in the fullest senses of both words, and em-
powered to change all aspects of society, caused
apprehension in both men and conservative women
throughout the 1890s. Although Millie Finkelstein
introduced a fully functional society run by women
in her The Newest Woman: The Destined Mon-
arch of the World (1895), her feeling about con-
temporary women’s participation in public life was
ambivalent. Susan Martin argues that Finkelstein’s
feminist Australia was ultimately dystopian.®* Ethel
Turner—remembered for her fiction for young read-
ers, particularly her Seven Little Australians
(1894)—foresaw a year-2000 Sydney which was
brilliantly advanced, but to the detriment of family
life. Her preferred alternative was a city where mod-
erate reforms prevailed with women’s beneficial
domesticity preserved.® The feisty radicalism of
Henrietta Dugdale reappeared, however, in Mary
Ann Moore-Bentley’s Woman of Mars, or Austral-
ia’s Enfranchised Woman which, although not pub-
lished until 1901, was a product of 1880s and
nineties antipodean thinking.?”

Present-day ecologists point to the non-viability
of small-holder farming and rural resettlement
schemes in the arid and El Nifio-subject Australian
environment.?® Yet early-1890s labour activists and
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liberal church people campaigned for public sup-
port and enabling legislation for farming co-opera-
tive schemes, seeing themselves as making prudent
use of ‘waste land’ in the cause of the needy unem-
ployed. They were anti-urban, anti-capitalist, and
also anti-pastoral, in that they wanted to free bush
workers from dependence on the squatters.? While
most projects were small and short-lived,* Tucker
and Strong’s Protestant initiative to create co-op-
erative villages was realised on a significant scale, as
were state-sponsored Village Settlement schemes
and German-style labour colonies.*!

The collectivist message was reinforced by the
publication of utopian novels depicting shared farms,
low-tech industrial production on co-operative lines
and the elimination of monopoly capitalism. A ma-
jority of these fictionalised schemes featured acces-
sible geographical settings and contemporary or
near-future time-frames, emphasising their authors’
faith in the achievability of at least some of the stated
goals. David Andrade’s The Melbourne Riots: or
How Harry Holdtast and his Friends Emancipated
the Workers came out in 1892, as did William Lane’s
The Workingman’s Paradise: an Australian Labour
Novel, which humanised and localised the senti-
ments behind Lane’s confronting offshore New
Australia scheme. An oasis of intensive cultivation
featured in Samuel Rosa’s The Coming Terror, or
The Australian Revolution. A Romance of the Twen-
tieth Century (1894, republished 1895 under the
title Oliver Spence, the Australian Caesar); the nov-
el’s benevolent dictator-hero led a middle class that
had been politicised by financial losses. Horace
Tucker’s The New Arcadia; An Australian Story
also appeared in 1894. And in 1897 an author
using the pseudonym ‘Eon’ published A New In-
dustrial Era of Wealth and Prosperity, or Social
and Other Problems Solved.

Socialist rhetoric was present in most such pub-
lications and schemes. This was despite the known
collapse of socialist communitarian ventures in Brit-
ain and the Continent from the 1820s to forties*
and their decline in the USA since the 1880s, when
expectations had shifted from the land to the grow-
ing urban entrepreneurial and industrial sectors.*?
Australian reformers of the 1890s persisted in see-
ing a romanticised Socialism as preferable to an un-
regulated, boom or bust capitalist system; the local
variety of Socialism was semi-rural, labourist and
relatively non-doctrinaire.**



Patrick White’s Voss acted out the self-sabotaging impulse which is the
dark side of utopianism. He illustrated Randolph Stow’s contention that

it is possible to “die of landscape”.

Although not published until 1905-06, Joseph
Furphy’s Rigby’s Romance can be mentoned here
as an extension of the political economy debates of
the 1890s.% While the book recalls nineteenth-cen-
tury novels of ideas, it can also be likened to Izaak
Walton’s classic The Compleat Angler; or, the Con-
templative Man’s Recreation (1653). Walton used
a placid rural setting and a mix of the pastoral,
dialogic and satire genres to commend contempla-
tive withdrawal. He implicitly counselled patience
to conservatives disconcerted by political develop-
ments in London.* Furphy’s scenario (men con-
ducting a symposium while they fished from the
banks of the River Murray) and his use of humour*’
were not dissimilar. However, forthright self-help
was endorsed by Furphy rather than quietism, a
term which in Australian political discourse has gen-
erally been given a pejoraive meaning.

As a still sparsely populated and unprotected pair
of islands supporting a cluster of colonies far from
their imperial mother, Australia saw itself as vulner-
able to infiltration, infection and takeover by older,
wilier and stronger powers. Australia’s first contri-
bution to what was to become a huge international
body of ficion about germ warfare appeared in 1892
after the germ theory of contagion became public
knowledge.*® Charles Pearson’s 1893 Nadonal Life
and Character: A Forecast caught worldwide at-
tenton with its predictions about the progressive
‘Asianisation’ of Europe and eclipsing of ‘Anglo-
Saxon democracy’.*’ Dystopian fiction continued
to show attempted military invasions by ‘Asiatics’
and Russians and the taking of Australian jobs by
foreign workers.

Distant, unreachable and uninhabitable locations
appealed to those of a radically utopian cast of mind.
Perhaps the authors reasoned that since their dras-
tically different imaginaries would never be actual-
ised they might as well be sited in impossible places.>°
In 1896 W.H. Galier set his ‘Blestland’ on another
planet, describing a society in which there were no
equivalents to Earth’s “unhappy masses” and “sec-

tarian hate”. William Little (1897) sent his traveller
to a non-specific destination called Topos to wit-
ness the beneficial effects of such up-to-date prac-
tices as eugenics and thought transference. G. Read
Murphy chose the Arctic: in his Beyond the Ice:
Being a Story of the Newly Discovered Region
Round the North Pole (1894) he described a regu-
lated, technologically advanced society practising
selective breeding. The Antarctic was an odd choice
for an author recommending country living, yet G.
Mclver (1894) located his Neuroomians at the South
Pole, in a green, cultivated land ringed by active
volcanoes—a land which the now legendary Ant-
arctic explorers of the early twentieth century would
fail to find.

EARLY TO MID-TWENTIETH CENTURY

Federation coincided with the assumption by gov-
ernment of responsibility for and funding of a
number of hitherto lacking or privately-provided
services. Australia was becoming a more regulated,
uniform society. Progressives welcomed the con-
solidation of unionism and formation of parliamen-
tary Labor parties, legislative gains by women, access
to free secular education and moves to improve
public health and housing. Applications of technol-
ogy were making everyday life easier and creating
jobs. The populace looked forward to affordable
automobiles and telecommunications, powered flight
and fast rail transport.

If the collective mood was jubilantly optimistic
and collective thinking was directed to the public
sector, this did not translate into sweet-tempered
utopian fiction. Competent authors produced a
string of overtly political novels lambasting socialist
activism. Ambrose Pratt’s The Great ‘Push’ Ex-
periment (1902) showed a young visionary cam-
paigning for election on a socialist ticket before
recanting his beliefs. Randolph Bedford offered a
cynical study of politcal conduct in his 1905 The
Snare of Strength. In his 1906 Hortense: A Study
of the Future, a writer using the name Lancelot
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Lance described the return to civilisaton of the de-
scendants of the founders of a South Pacific uto-
pian colony. And in The Electric Gun: A Tale of
Socialism (1911) Harold Johnston told how in 1950
a group opposed to Australia’s socialist rulers led a
revolt to regain small-scale local government and
self-management. About twenty-five other writers
also published predominantly reactionary political
fictions and plays in the first fifteen years of the
twentieth century.5!

America’s so-called Gilded Age produced a
number of pragmatically utopian novels in which
market mechanisms, such as incorporation, were
the means of producing enrichment for citizen-
stockholders. Rational, enlightened self-interest was
expected to bring into being and maintain a mid-
dle-class mass consumer culture which, in its all-
embracing character, was every bit as radical as any
previous utopian vision.*> However, in Australia the
economic recession of the early 1890s had hit hard
and resentment continued against the banking and
other capitalist groups which populist Labor stig-
matised as the ‘Money Power’.53 While the Edward-
ian period in Australia was characterised by a
mercantile ethos, with a particular desire for greater
land productivity, promotion of ‘national efficiency’
was less emphatic than in Western Europe and the
USA.3* Early twentieth-century Australian fiction
texts embodying a buoyant commercial spirit linked
to social answerability are scarce. The allied idea
that general prosperity serves as inoculation against
dissent was also rarely expressed. A few local writ-
ers suggested redistributive reforms with philanthropy
covering needs in the meantime. T.P. Deegan, for
example, in his whimsical novel The Rescue of Vic-
toria, the Beauuful Nihilist (c. 1909) had a young
idealist propose a worldwide Millionaires’ Sodality
for the more impartial distribution of wealth: “[ T ]he
trend of modernism is to break down the greatness
on which Capital has so securely and selfishly es-
tablished itself .5

Few fiction authors tried to convince their fellow
Australians of the transformative and regenerative
qualities of Art and Spirit. In a prose piece pub-
lished in 1902 poet Christopher Brennan imagined
an Australia of fifty years hence which, thanks in
part to the influence of universities, was pervaded
with spiritual and cultural values, with no corner left
for barbarism, vulgarity and materialism. The for-
mation of a Christian church for artists was put for-
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ward by E.H. Tottenham in The Man from Mars
(1903).% Although Arts and Crafts and Art Nouveau
influences were visible in Australia, their impacts
were superficial.¥” Myths and medievalism inspired
by William Morris’s New From Nowhere; Or, an
Epoch of Rest (1890), or by Wagnerian rhetoric, no
longer accorded with the secular busyness of the
masses in the newly-federated nation.’® Nor did Fu-
turism and Cubism receive popular endorsement.®®

Rather, the local emphasis remained on
physicality, on the embodiment of faith in progress
and self-protection. By the end of the Edwardian
era programs for the promotion and preservation
of racial purity and vitality were even more widely
endorsed than they had been in the previous cen-
tury when Francis Galton, himself the author of
two utopias, introduced the notion of racial better-
ment. Optimists regarded the Australian stock as
having improved, in spite of its convict origins, the
region’s enervating climate and the colonies’ ac-
ceptance of debilitated immigrants (among them
tuberculosis sufferers).®® Pessimists fretted that Aus-
tralia’s white population was headed for ‘racial sui-
cide’ and ‘racial decay’. While the Great War neared,
both groups busied themselves with hopeful pro-
nouncements that eugenics and ‘mental hygiene’
would increase the number and proportion of whites,
fill Australia’s empty land, improve health and re-
productive fitness, and fortify the populace to repel
uninvited immigrants.®!

Horrific First World War casualties, the defeat at
Gallipoli, the psychological and physical injuries of
returned combatants and the international influenza
epidemic all served to increase consciousness of
Australia’s susceptibility to harm and need for bod-
ily and moral fortification.®? Writers on both the left
and right tested public willingness to contemplate
drastic measures. Labor-movement writer Henry
Boote depicted revolutionary socialism and First
World War-style tactics in his The Human Ladder
(1920). In Out of the Silence (1925) Erle Cox used
a popular plot device, the discovery and reanima-
tion of a superhuman from another civilisation, to
give voice to ultra-rationalist proposals for popula-
tion control and selective extermination.®

Although the 1929 Depression demonstrated that
external economic factors could have as telling an
effect on individuals as could heredity, narratives of
biological engineering and child rearing under con-
trolled conditions persisted into the 1930s. Two



In Bliss Peter Carey was one of the few authors to portray an idyllic
drop-out culture. However, it was a case of the devil
having all the good tunes . . .

examples were Eleanor Dark’s Prelude to
Christopher and Ambrose Pratt’s Lift Up Your
Eyes. A real-life instance of a child-rearing endeav-
our with goals dating back to turn-of-the-century
ideals was the Hopewood experiment in New South
Wales.* By the end of the 1940s almost all previ-
ously respectable eugenist organisations had dis-
solved or changed their names and emphases.
However, public knowledge of what Nazi scientific
programs had entailed did not lead to cessaton of
experimentation which put populations at risk—as
illustrated by the postwar testing of nuclear weap-
ons in the Southern Hemisphere.® Here was a con-
tnuation of the spirit of W.T. Pearson’s The Temple
of Sahr, published back in 1932 under the pseudo-
nym ‘William Pengreep’. Pearson described a Cen-
tral-Australian Aboriginal group being used in the
development of an electrical appliance for anaes-
thesia.

It is against the backdrop of the considerable
public sympathy for isolationist White Australia poli-
cies that we should recall the existence between the
world wars of rural vigilante, counter-revolutionary
and secessionist movements. Rank and file mem-
bers unaware of the existence of urban-based, proto-
fascist instigators like those fictionalised by D.H.
Lawrence in Kangaroo (1923), believed they were
subscribing to anti-urban, ant-industrialist, anti-com-
munist and anti-big government forces to safeguard
traditional values.®” Their ‘country-mindedness’ was
not nostalgia for a lost utopia—Andrew Moore re-
counts how 1931 allusions to ‘delightful arcadians’
and ‘rural simplicity’ provoked indignation and an
electoral backlash®—but had more to do with the
decline of the dominance of the property-owning
sector.

By contrast, architect-author William Hardy
Wilson’s voice was one of a minority recommend-
ing not fear of neighbouring populations but ap-
preciation of Asian philosophies and acceptance of
Australia’s oriental geopolitical posidon.®® In his Cow
Pasture Road (1920) Wilson had described an ideal
town, Celestium, designed on zodiacal principles

and set on the outskirts of Sydney. In his fantasy
novel Yin-Yang (1934) he went further, depicting
the Australian city of Celestion, which had replaced
Sydney and was a model of aesthetics and planning.
Drastic reform was required in other consumer-
capitalist nations also: Wilson turned his attention
to America, wiping out its mass production, and to
Europe, where a Rousseauesque return to Nature
was judged necessary.

In Europe the rise of fascism brought home the
realisation that a single reformer, well-intentioned
or otherwise, might achieve global rule if equipped
with sufficient charisma, propaganda, weaponry and
means of mass communication. Just a year after
Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World was published
in London in 1932, Australian expatriate Helen
Simpson produced a satiric novella portraying an
authoritarian and ruthless evangelist, the hermaph-
roditic Mrs Sopwith (‘Mother’). Omnipresent
through advanced telecommunications and seem-
ingly omnipotent thanks to her airborne weapons
of mass destruction, Mrs Sopwith had conquered
every nation except Australia, where resistors main-
tained humane practices and robust recreations.”

The women novelists who predominated in Aus-
tralia until the middle of the century tended to ad-
vocate egalitarian social reform through education
and moral culture. In Jungian terms Australia was
entering a ‘national individuation’ process, equiva-
lent to the middle-aged individual’s psycho-utopian
inner journey into wholeness.” Psychoanalytic tech-
niques were applied to character creation and plot-
ting, with an increase in mental journeying and
regression, inquisitive revisiting of eulogised past eras
and retrospectve analysis of idealistic communities.
Vivian Crockett’s Mezzomorto (1934) is an exam-
ple. Historically minded authors such as Brian
Penton setabout a contentious retelling of the coun-
try’s colonial past, a task for which they had been
set a high standard by Henry Handel Richardson’s
semi-autobiographical Mahony trilogy (1917-29).72
Robert Dixon points out the popularity between the
wars of books about travel in less developed neigh-
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bouring countries such as New Guinea. Vicariously
experiencing the hazards in supposed paradises,
readers felt a frisson of heightened awareness of
their own bodily fragility.”?

With war underway first in Europe and then also
in the Pacific, authors were inclined to long for a
peaceful retreat and also to fatalistically envisage the
imminent ending of Australian society as it had ex-
isted for 150 years. Valerie Chick’s Of Things En-
tire: A Fantasy (1941) was that rare thing in
Australian utopian writing, an Arcadia. Escaping
(even if only temporarily) from the horrors of war
and commerce, Chick’s Arcadians enjoyed harmo-
nious spiritual simplicity, welcoming refugees and
repentant materialists. In their far more ideologi-
cally, linguistically and structurally complex Tomor-
row and Tomorrow and Tomorrow (written during
the war, although not published until 1947) Barnard
and Eldershaw intercut warm-hearted social real-
ism, political warnings and anti-utopianism. They
portrayed the demise of east-coast Australian soci-
ety (following right-left contflicts, invasion and civil
war) and the operations of the technocratic replace-
ment society of 400 years into the future. This sec-
ond society synthesised all the features of a leftist
utopian’s dream—it was socialist, agranan, commu-
nal and free of war, crime, capitalist competidon and
violence—yet was chillingly unappealing, “over-uto-
pian” as Marjorie Barnard later explained.”*

The Allies’ victories in both theatres of war car-
ried the Western powers through postwar hardships
into two decades of high employment, rising living
standards and technologically based confidence. The
USA’s mixed mood of consumer buoyancy tinged
with Cold War fearfulness found its match in a
plethora of musicals, among them Lerner and
Loewe’s Brigadoon (1947) and Camelot (1960),
set in romanticised enclaves of the past; the more
thought-provoking Candide (Bernstein, Hellman,
Wilbur, 1956) was less successtul. In Japan, by con-
trast, the troubled years following the Second World
War produced a revival in serious utopian specula-
ton.”> In Australia the postwar years saw the con-
solidation of materially comfortable suburbanism, a
way of life which would later attract not only fondly
parodic memoirs but scathing anti-bourgeois cri-
tiques.”® The expatriate Sumner Locke Elliott used
his dystopian novel Going (1975) to express dis-
taste for coercive government and modern, lowest-
common-denominator customs.””
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The city, the environment in which a majority of
Australians now lived and in which most postwar
immigrants aspired to prosper, could be a risky place.

Why else did authors continue to depict citizens
forced from or annihilated in the port cides as inva-
sive forces struck? In the 1950s the best-known ad-
didon to this body of work was Nevil Shute’s On the
Beach, which showed Melbourne’s population fac-
ing death at the bottom of the world as radioactive
dust moved in from the devastated Northern Hemi-
sphere. Yet city and science demanded to be ac-
commodated in any applied, future-looking
philosophy. Harry Hooton was just one of the mid-
century poets who—echoing the Futurists—wres-
tled with ideas of art, anarchy, technocracy,
utilitarianism and militant materialism. The short
life span and rarity of appearance of Hooton’s peri-
odical 21st Century: the Magazine of a Creative
Civilization—two issues, 1955-7—suggest the dif-
ficulties encountered.”®

Australia had never been quick to elevate suc-
cessful public figures to hero status, and authors
who wanted to celebrate great missions and jour-
neys into remote regions had to deal with the fact
that intrepid leaders in this part of the world had
rarely achieved all they set out to. James McAuley
in his Captain Quiros: a poem (written 1958-60,
published 1964) honoured a conquistador who be-
lieved he was claiming the vast Southern Continent
all the way to the South Pole “for Cross and Crown”.
In fact, Quiros mistook a Melanesian island for
Australia and could be seen as a Don Quixote fig-
ure. Leo Scheps has argued that McAuley’s treat-
ment reflected his conservative anxiety about
Australia’s increasing preparedness to grant inde-
pendence to the strategically valuable Papua New
Guinea.” Patrick White was another major author
who took up the explorer as subject, but his Voss
was an anti-hero advancing into both the continent’s
interior and his own psyche with a willingness to
sacrifice his companions as well as himself. Voss
acted out the auto-destructive, self-sabotaging im-
pulse which is the dark side of utopianism.*® He
illustrated Randolph Stow’s contention that it is
possible to “die of landscape”.8' A generation of
creative artists echoed White’s themes 2 among the
most effective of them the dry-witted novelist Thea
Astley, who since the 1960s has often dealt with
remote communities, journeys and map-making in
connection with personal searches.®



The “basic human problem”, Turner believed, was that aggression and
violence were always looking for acceptable masks; therefore the
opportunity to reconstruct did not produce a utopia even when

rebuilders began with the best of intentions.

LATE TWENTIETH-CENTURY UTOPIANISM

Exploration of outer space became a reality at the
same time as free thinkers were testing the psyche-
liberating potential of narcotics, uncommitted sex
and Eastern religious practices. In literature, sci-
ence fiction, fantasy and utopia were the modes most
suited to accommodating both subject areas. How-
ever, the one Australian utopia of the sixties and
seventies—depicted in Leslie Nye’s Escape to
Elysium (1972)—was a controlled, moralistic com-
munity in the hinterland of New Guinea, a throw-
back to the eugenist concerns of earlier in the
century.®* Most Australians stayed with their hu-
morously derisive, self-defensive approach to new
propositions. It could be said they had settled into
what Fredric Jameson, writing of Wyndham Lewis,
described as an “esprit de contradiction” and “sterile
and chronic oppositionalism”.85 Russell Braddon,
for example, foresaw a year-2000 takeover of the
nation’s government by mutated rabbits (The Year
of the Angry Rabbit, 1964).%¢ In his novel The
Unknown Industrial Prisoner (1971) David Ireland
likened feebly resistant oil refinery operators to pris-
oners, slaves, lunatics, rats, bacteria and excreta.
Then in The Flesheaters (1972) he used the surreal
environment of Merry Lands, an amalgam of board-
ing house, asylum, hospital and refuge, and an al-
leged “good society”, as a “mini-stage” showing
the effects of predatory capitalism.¥
Accomplished and commercially astute science-
fiction author A. Bertrand Chandler was alert to
gender and biotechnology issues and in advance of
the seventies interest in separatism when in 1968 he
published False Fatherland.®® In David Ireland’s
picaresque but still pessimistic City of Women
(1981), Sydney separatists had their solidarity right
but not their economy. “THE FUTURE IS HERE.
IT WORKS: WE DON’T.” stated a piece of
graffito. “We are the wrathful penniless . . . ” com-
plained a character.? The national hope personified
by Ireland’s permissive young woman of the late

seventies (A Woman of the Future, 1979) had not
been matched by a program of industrial and eco-
nomic reforms, and Ireland could not deliver a uto-
pia detailing their characteristics, implementation or
outcomes. Australian women writers of the same
period did not produce utopias either; their ten-
dency was to naturalistically depict the difficulties of
female existence in tersely-worded short stories and
discontinuous narratives. However, there were af-
firmative initiatives to bring back into print a number
of novels by women.

Australia was relatively early in recognising the
need for environmental sustainability—appropriately
so, given the degree of land, water and ozone-layer
damage already detectable in the region. However,
it was again the case that recognition did not trans-
late into positive agendas expressed in literary form.
America could trace a green path from Rachel
Carson’s cautionary Silent Spring and Huxley’s Is-
land (both 1962) through to Ursula Le Guin’s The
Dispossessed (1974) and Ernest Callenbach’s
Ecotopia (1974-5).”° Europe could point to public
discourse energised by Scotland’s Findhorn com-
munity, begun in the early sixties, and to the ‘Deep
Ecology’ activists inspired by philosopher Arne
Naess.”! Australia’s contribution was at the grass-
roots level, in numerous agrarian communes, back-
to-earth gatherings and anti-development protests.®?

Ghassan Hage points out that even when such
activism emanates from the radical left it is not free
of nationalist, racialist and class-based biases.”?
Ulrich Beck goes further, arguing that fixadon on
technological hazards and damaged Nature is a pro-
jection of “social-human imperfections”: “The del-
uge of violence, destruction and disasters satisfies a
(no longer merely latent) sadism of the epoch”.*
Cultural pessimists who welcome bad news on the
environment because it foreshadows the Apocalypse
are being “almost sadistically redemptive”, Arthur
Herman adds.”® James McQueen’s Hook’s Moun-
tain (1982), in which a war-damaged Tasmanian

OVERLAND 173 | 2003

13



14

loner carried through an early instance of eco-ter-
rorism, brought together most of these concerns.

In his first novel, Bliss (1981), Peter Carey was
one of the few mainstream fiction authors who at-
tempted to portray an idyllic drop-out culture.®
However it was, as so often, a case of the devil
having all the good tunes: far more pages were de-
voted to Carey’s protagonist’s difficulties in the city
than to his slow-moving new life growing trees. In
a later book Carey exhibited a comparable ambiva-
lence. The Unusual Life of Tristan Smith (1994)
presented two imaginary nations, with the policies
of the imperialistic Voorstand clearly more deplor-
able than those of the naive Efrica. As he had in
Hlywhacker (1985), Carey worked through a
number of issues pertinent to postmodernism and
postcolonial studies, but ultimately the simpler soci-
ety could not come out on top.

The science-fiction authors whose work flour-
ished in Australia in the later decades of the twenti-
eth century were far quicker to apprehend the
wide-ranging consequences of both environmental
neglect and ecosphere devastation resulting from
nuclear, chemical and biological warfare. While
fantasists looked back to pre-modern eras, as did
the creators of computer and video games,” SF
authors looked forward, and their future worlds
were rarely appealing. George Turner’s 1978-83
trilogy about a pragmatically ethical culture that had
developed after a 1990s financial and ecological
collapse made for pessimistic reading. The “basic
human problem”, Turner believed, was that aggres-
sion and violence were always looking for accept-
able masks; therefore the opportunity to reconstruct
did not produce a utopia even when rebuilders be-
gan with the best of intentions.”® Global warming
was singled out as a particularly pressing problem;
indeed, as far back as 1911 satirist James Esmond
had foreseen rising sea levels serving as a prelude to
disaster.”® In his 1987 The Sea and Summer George
Turner spelled out in human terms the predictable
consequences of complacency about the greenhouse
effect.!®® The comparable dystopian scenario of
widespread salinity was played out in Gabrielle Lord’s
Salt (1990). Lee Harding in Waiting for the End of
the World (1983) and in several short fictions used
the familiar story-line of a flawed coastal city ruined
by nuclear and/or bacteriological attack, with sur-
vivors fleeing into an inhospitable countryside.!®!
Damien Broderick’s erudite SF of the 1980s inves-
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tigated expansive intellectual and scientific possibili-
tes yet predicted confining future regimes with only
minor instances of anarchic/libertarian dissent.10?
One of the few Australians to predict an even some-
what utopian future was self-described fantasist Terry
Dowling, and his 1990s Rynosseros short-fiction
collections showed people living with, though not
entirely eliminating, Australia’s arid conditions.
Gerald Murnane in his The Plains (1982) also im-
agined a cultured civilisation in the hinterland.

By the eighties Aboriginal people were more than
ready to recount their own histories and comment
on the dominant culture, which was still at base
Anglo-Celtic but had an increasingly multicultural
character.!%® Autobiography, lyrics and performance
arts proved ideal media. One fiction text, an histori-
cal dystopian novel, is noteworthy here. Doctor
Wooreddy’s Prescription for Enduring the Ending
of the World (1983, by Colin Johnson, later known
as Mudrooroo)!™ dealt with the fact that the Tas-
manian Aboriginal people faced genocide despite
the presence of a pseudo-fatherly Protector. The
topic was not a new one in fiction. Mainstream au-
thor Robert Drewe, for instance, had used it (in his
The Savage Crows, 1976). So had children’s au-
thor Nan Chauncy.!® Johnson’s use of it was par-
ticularly skilful, however, allowing an alternate
reading of the narrative as an account of one man’s
spiritual journey.!*

In any period of accelerating social change and
resistance to it, writing for performance is a natural
resort for writers inclined to test utopian proposi-
tons. The spoken and enacted word is particularly
suited to conveying contradiction. Two plays of the
eighties which reworked utopian concerns dating
from earlier in the century, as a means of contrib-
uting to contemporary debates, were Louis Nowra’s
The Golden Age (1985) and Alma De Groen’s The
Rivers of China (written 1970s-80s, first staged
1987). Nowra invented a white ‘lost tribe’ of in-
bred grotesques in a Tasmanian forest at the time
of the Second World War.!?” Incarceration in Ho-
bart of the remnant was judiciously carried out be-
cause general knowledge of its existence might lend
credence to the Nazis’ claims about heredity. The
ending of the play offered a bleak hope as one cou-
ple—a sympathetic city man and a young woman
survivor—started a new life together in the bush.
De Groen interwove two story-lines: the last months
of the life of New Zealand author Katherine



Mansfield in Gurdjieft’s patriarchal Institute for the
Harmonious Development of Man at
Fontainebleau in 1922-3, and a present-day ver-
sion of Sydney in which the reversal of gender roles
had failed to produce utopia.®

Although they were ideally placed to show the
human body as a primary site of meaning, play-
wrights were not the only ones doing so. While the
general public in the West initally looked at mani-
festations of New Age thinking with some
bemusement, and expressed bafflement at new cul-
tural theories, a portion of the rising generation
abandoned the goal of changing society in favour
of rethinking the body. An aesthetic of ornamenta-
tion, extreme fitness and surgical sculpting looked
to individual bodily perfeciton—but not necessarily

Rick Amor: Wonderful life, 2002, Oil on linen 140 x 150 cm,
courtesy of the artist and Niagara Galleries, Melbourne

to inward cognitive, spiritual or ethical transforma-
tion. ‘Care of the self” was emphasised. Libidinal
energy was less available for channelling into social-
change initiatives. Around the same tme collectiv-
ism was displaced by individualism and
fragmentatdon, rendering moral absolutes unthink-
able and totalising utopianism impossible. Coexist-
ence and mutual toleration in a pluralist or hybrid
society marked by provisional, reflexive thinking sup-
planted notions of a unitary nation.'”” Globalisation
joined environmental despoilation as a béte noire,
one of the few causes which could induce individu-
als to jointly protest. Some of Australia’s younger
authors experimented with ‘grunge’ ficdon focused
on inactive, unhealthy ‘slackers’. A retreat into wry
anti-heroism indicated uneasiness about the solitary
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cultivation of the body and the priorities of contem-
porary Australia, as well as low expectations for the
future. Andrew McGahan’s novel 1988 (published
1995) was typical. It described two disaffected young
men who, having left suburban Brisbane in the year
of the Bicentennial Expo[sition] in hopes of nurtur-
ing their creativity in a remote location in the North-
ern Territory, realised they were occupying “an abode
of the defeated”.!!

The 1988 Bicentenary was not only an occasion
for patriotic self-appreciation, commercialism and
‘black armband’ regrets but also a time when calls
for republican government and complete independ-
ence from Britain gained new impetus. Millenarian
forebodings were strengthening too. Foreign inva-
sion and superpower interference carried out with
the complicity of disloyal Australians of non-Anglo
Saxon immigrant background was a common sce-
nario. In the public mind Indonesia was now seen
as more threatening than China, Japan or Russia.
Britain remained disappointingly slow to come to
her former colony’s rescue, while the USA could
be relied on to either aid or infiltrate, depending on
the author’s political stance. The dystopian novel
Kisses of the Enemy (1987), by mainstream author
Rodney Hall, was an illustration of how apprehen-
sions could be readily expressed in parodic exag-
geration.!'! A more subtle treatment of themes
pertinent to utopianism in a settler society appeared
in Hall’s 1988-93 historic trilogy.''2

During the eighties and nineties David Foster
followed up his Swifian Moonlite (1981)''3 with a
series of allusive, anarchic and essentally conserva-
tive fictions. The most pertinent to this survey was
The Glade Within the Grove (1996). The novel
concerned a disintegrating community of former
radicals now out of sympathy with the Zeitgeist.
With frequent recondite knowledge and reference
to myth, Foster worked out a story-line symboli-
cally centring on self-emasculation.!** In the same
year expatriate author Janette Turner Hospital pub-
lished a novel about an outback Queensland cult-
community led by an exploitative false messiah.!'S

In mainstream ficton the late nineties produced
a predominance of psycho-historical novels.!'¢ Au-
thors past their thirdes seemed unwilling to engage
with the present realities of urban living. There were
also fresh non-ficdon exercises in retelling history,
for example John Birmingham’s Leviathan: the
unauthorised biography of Sydney (1999), and John
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Marsden reached a large audience of young adult
readers with a 1990s series of invasion novels.!!

The beginning of the twenty-first century brought
popular excitement and also relief that the forecast
Y2K catastrophes had not eventuated. The period
coincided with the revisiting of an exceptionally brutal
and un-utopian episode in the continent’s early
modern history. The 1629 wrecking of the Dutch
trading vessel Batavia off the west Australian coast
led to a nightmarish period of inhumanity and mul-
tiple murder as Jeronimus Cornelisz and his co-
horts lorded over the shipwreck survivors. The first
known fictional use of the episode in Australian lit-
erature was in a sensational 1896 novel by Ernest
Favenc, Marooned on Australia."*® In the middle of
the twentieth century Douglas Stewart used the
Batavia story in a play while Henrietta Drake-
Brockman dealt with it in a novel and a history.!*
Novelist Randolph Stow recounted the episode in
mythopoetic terms in a 1971 paper titled ‘The
Southland of Antichrist’.!?° Then in 1990 Gary Crew
described modern repercussions of the events in a
fantasy-horror story for young adult readers.'?! And
between 2000 and 2003 two new novels and an
opera appeared. British-Australian Arabella Edge
was the author of The Company:The Story of a
Murderer (2000); Kathryn Heyman the author of
The Accomplice; Richard Mills was the composer
of the opera Batavia (premiered 2001), with Peter
Goldsworthy his librettist. The opera ended on a
contrived note of hopefulness: instead of two guilty
young men being abandoned on the Australian coast-
line, a young male and female walked away together
into Australia’s future.

As had been the case at the opening of the pre-
vious century, Australia’s more sociologically minded
writers did not come out with hopeful utopian pro-
jections.
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modern liberal democracy was the best conceivable
social system for fostering freedom.

3. Eduardo Galeano, ‘The Other Wall’, New Internationalist
213, 1990, pp.7-9.
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EPIC FANTASY AND
GLOBAL TERRORISM

If fantasy is the means by which we in some sense place
ourselves ‘out of this world’ at the ‘end of the world’,
itis also a means for securing our adapsion to it.!

Eric L. Santner

THERE ARE MANY CUES for an article like this. Links
have already been drawn between global terrorism
and literary texts, of course: for example, Jason
Epstein has compared the United States, in its pur-
suit of terrorists, to Melville’s Ahab.? But a more
relevant cue comes from Mike Davis, who situates
the aeroplane bombings of the World Trade Center
buildings in New York on 11 September 2001
alongside fantastic images of the fire-storming of
lower Manhattan in a work by H.G. Wells, War in
the Air, published eighty-four years earlier in 1907.
Under zeppelin attack by Imperial Germany, “rag-
time New York”, as Davis describes it, “becomes
the first modern city destroyed from the air”.3 Davis
is one of a number of commentators on 11 Sep-
tember who reads the reality of the event through
the logic of fantasy, as if it was a moment of terror,
or terrorism, that made it impossible to distinguish
between the two:

the attacks on New York and Washington DC were
organised as epic horror cinema with meticulous
attention to mise en scene. Indeed, the hijacked
planes were aimed to impact precisely at the vul-
nerable border between fantasy and reality.*

That phrase—*‘the vulnerable border between fan-
tasy and reality’—also resonates with anxieties about
terrorist activity itself, planned and executed (in this
case) from within the borders of the US, and so
speaking to America’s own sense of border vulner-
ability: of the possibility that the outside is already
or always inside. This theme has preoccupied Davis

through his work on Los Angeles in City of Quartz,
which shows the city constructing itself around
Manichean differences, Us (white, rich Americans)
and Them (immigrants, Mexican-Americans, blacks,
the urban poor). One reviewer notes the way in
which Davis constructs Los Angeles” “ruling classes”
as “forces of evil” in the city as they fortify their
strongholds precisely to prevent “border vulnerabil-
ity”.% Davis’s article on 11 September ends with a
similarly extravagant account of the ruling class in-
tensifying systems of surveillance directed against
others:

At a Halloween press conference, Colin Powell,
sounding like he had just finished reading
Neuromancer, gloated over plans for a vast central-
ized data warehouse that would store “every de-
rogatory piece of information” on visitors and
would-be immigrants.®

Here, the US administration meets William Gibson
and cyberpunk in the context of Evil manifest: the
‘forces of evil’ come out on All Soul’s Eve.

It can indeed be difficult to extricate counter-
terrorism policy from the realms of fantasy and fan-
tasy discourse, the more so since terrorism (like
Islamism, to which it is now so often aligned) be-
came the US’s demonised Other. Are US terrorist
targets real or fantastic? Indeed, in a curious loop,
Mike Davis came to influence William Gibson’s later
novel, Virtual Light, where City of Quartz is cited
as an important source for Gibson’s fictional repre-
sentation of LA. These days, of course, film and
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www.myirony.com/archives/000206.htm/

fiction may be working hard to prevent LA from
being obliterated, as we saw with the counter-ter-
rorism unit in the second series of the television
thrller, 24.

Another cue that helps to develop the connec-
tion between terrorism and fantasy—and especially,
Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings—is an image that
has been circulating around the internet, showing
George W. Bush wearing the Ring of Sauron and
titled ‘Frodo has failed: Sauron prepares to invade
Iraq’.

The image, above, is taken fromjust one of many
sites showcasingit.” Myirony.com is an open website
and people offer their own commentaries on what
it posts. Here is one of them, posted underneath
this image:

Sauron was trying to take away the freedom of the
peoples of Middle Earth. Is Bush doing the same
thing? Is taking away the freedom of a corrupt and
dangerous government truly evil? OK--so I just set
myself up for the comment that some people think
the US is corrupt and dangerous. But, are we as
corrupt and dangerous as Iraq? Is the current ad-
ministration making up the stories of Iraqi horrors?
It seems to me that Saddam Hussein is a very bad
man and his regime puts the US at high risk. One
thing is for sure. The current technology of weap-
ons means that wars can’t be fought on old terms.
The idea of preventng Saddam from hurting us
before it happens might sound a bit like ‘Minority
Report’ . .. but, what if none of the war-talk had
ever happened? Would we have been the vicims of
an attack from Saddam or terrorists he’s funded? If
so, wouldn’t we all wish we’d gone to war?

OVERLAND 173 | 2003

This posting captures an ambivalence found in much
of the commentary on terrorism and the ‘war on
terrorism’ today: a ‘what if” ambivalence that won-
ders whether the ‘evil empire’ of the US is more, or
less, evil than terrorism itself—or than the three so-
called ‘rogue states’ that George W. Bush identified
as the ‘axis of evil’. But it also captures something
not quite there: ‘what if . . .’

As it is currently conceived, what is now called
global terrorism has both an immediately felt and
an ethereal ‘body’: a violently-registered presence,
and a disconcerting absence that seems almost
against the odds to continue to keep itself that way.
For Binoy Kampmark, bin Laden is a kind of
hyperreality, living as a perpetual “afterlife’; his body
and voice needing ceaselessly to be verified or au-
thenticated.® Indeed, Kampmark argues that bin
Laden needs to be absent for the ‘war against ter-
rorism’ to properly function, especially through its
globalised agendas (which means that, for the US,
there is no place it cannot go in pursuit of this ab-
sence).” These various tropes, yoking terrorism to
an absent source, to phantasm, but also to networks
ofalliance and to a potential apocalypse, should begin
both to identify and clarify the connection between
terrorism and fantasy-—specifically, the modern genre
of epic fantasy consolidated in Tolkien’s The Lord
of the Rings.

Tolkien famously disavowed allegorical readings
of The Lord of the Rings (“It is neither allegorical
nor topical.”), partly to distinguish himself from the
fantasies written by his friend and colleague, C.S.
Lewis.!® But allegorical readings of his work are
nevertheless commonplace, especially those that
place the fantasy works in the context of Tolkien’s
own experiences during the First World War, where
he lost a number of close friends and was himself
stricken with ‘trench fever’. The three parts of The
Lord of the Rings were written during the 1930s
and throughout the duration of the Second World
War, with the first part— The Fellowship of the Ring,
published in July 1954. Part two, The Two Towers,
was published in November 1954, and part three,
The Return of the King, was published in April 1955.

Peter Jackson’s cinematic version of The Lord
of the Rings has become the most expensive set of
films ever made; the film of the first part appeared
just a few weeks after 11 September, and the an-
nual release of the other parts mean that they are
necessarily caught up alongside the ‘war on terror-



Tolkien famously disavowed allegorical readings of The Lord of the
Rings (“It is neither allegorical nor topical.”), partly to distinguish
himself from the fantasies written by his friend, C.S. Lewis.

But allegorical readings of his work are nevertheless commonplace.

ism’, the invasion of Iraq and the search for ‘weap-
ons of mass destruction’ (another phantasm, thus
far), and the search for Osama bin Laden and glo-
bal terrorist cells and networks. It is certainly possi-
ble to situate the Lord of the Rings cinematic
project—which alsosaw Tolkien’s novels republished
by HarperCollins and return to the top of US
bestseller lists alongside non-fictional accounts of
Osama bin Laden, terrorism and Islam—in this
prevailing context. Indeed, several commentaries
have already done this, to greater or lesser degrees.

The Center for Libertarian Studies (CLS) is a
non-profit organisation based in Burlingame, Cali-
fornia, with a website that links to Antiwar.com for
coverage of US foreign policy. It also links to
LewRockwell.com, a site owned by the CLS’s vice-
president who identifies himself as “an opponent of
the central state, its wars and its socialism”: an op-
ponent, that is, of Colin Powell’s Halloween ‘gloat-
ing’ over increased internal US surveillance systems.
Carlo Stagnaro, an Italian who is co-editor of the
Libertarian magazine Enclave, has posted an article
on this site: ‘Tolkien’s Lesson for September 11°.
“The conservative and liberal élites”, he writes,
“have been portraying Bush’s war on terrorism as
a sort of crusade of good against evil. They have
even tried to enlist John Ronald Reuel Tolkien . . .
author of the ‘Book of the Century’, The Lord of
the Rings, for this endeavour. In their view, the coa-
lition led by the United States is like the ‘league of
the free’ who fight against Sauron of Mordor—that
is, bin Laden of Afghanistan”.!! This is an informed
article that counters this conservative appropriation
of Tolkien’s work, placing Tolkien in a tradition of
civil dissent: “J.R.R. Tolkien”, he writes, “would
hardly have taken a position in favour of the war on
terrorism”. The aim of Tolkien’s work is the de-
struction of the Ring itself, the source of unlimited
and always-corrupting power—a point which leads
Stagnaro not to read the fantasy of The Lord of the
Rings as an allegory for reality, but the inverse, that
is, to read reality as an allegory for fantasy:

today’s war on terrorism seems a war to own the
Ring, rather than a war to destroy it. Neither Bush’s
nor bin Laden’s supporters fight for liberty; they
all fight to strengthen their own power. One can
hardly choose to join one or the other—and should
ask whether there is still a place for common, peace-
ful people in the lands of opposing war lords. In-
deed, the only rational position is that of Treebeard
[an Ent in The Lord of the Rings]: “I am not alto-
gether on anybody’s side, because nobody is alto-
gether on my side, if you understand me . . . And
there are some things, of course, whose side ’'m
altogether not on; I am against them altogether.

Here, The Lord of the Rings provides the means of
articulating one’s position on global terrorism: this
epic fantasy text from the 1950s now accommo-
dates a contemporary war scenario. “The analogy
between bin Laden and Sauron is notan empty one”,
writes Chris Mooney in the Washington Post, but
“for the bearer of the Ring of Power, [one] would
need to look no further than George W. Bush.”
Another commentary to note here comes from
the Asia Times Online: a front-page piece titled ‘The
“Ring” and the remnants of the West’, by a corre-
spondent identified only as ‘Spengler’—named after
Oswald Spengler, author of The Decline of the West
(1918-1922). This commentary takes the release of
the films of The Lord of the Rings as the “most
important cultural event of the past decade”, since in
these texts “No better guide exists to the mood and
morals of the United States”.!2 Spengler reads the
end of The Lord of the Rings as a return to ordinary
life, therefore casting the work not as epic fantasy at
all, but as anti-epic—and reading the US accord-
ingly not as empire, but as anti-empire: “Boorish
and gruff as the new American empire might seem,
it is an anti-empire populated by reluctant heroes
who want nothing more than to tll their fields and
mind their homes, much like Tolkien’s hobbits. Un-
der pressure, though, it will respond with a fierce-
ness and cohesion that will surprise its adversaries.”
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In this article from the East about the West,
Americans are like hobbits, content to remain in
the West, insular, isolated from the pressures of
globalisation, in this case, global terrorism. This is a
commonplace view of the US, an empire-building
natdon that can also seem ignorant of the world be-
yond its own vulnerable borders.’® Of course, if the
hobbits have any equivalent nationality in the real
world at all, they’re probably English: certainly,
Tolkien claimed them as such, locating the Hobbits
Shire just outside of Oxford where he worked as a
Professor of Anglo-Saxon. But through the pro-
duction and release of Peter Jackson’s recent films
of The Lord of the Rings, a further and even greater
identification takes place: that of Middle Earth itself
with New Zealand.

The three films in The Lord of the Rings series
were filmed on location in New Zealand, using scen-
ery in both the North and South Islands: when The
Fellowship of the Rings won an Oscar for cinema-
tography, tourist officials jokingly claimed their na-
don as the ‘Best Supporting Country’. New Zealand
has been quick to capitalise on the tourism value of
its association with Tolkien’s fantasy world.!* In the
wake of 11 September and the ‘war against terror-
ism’, this kind of fantasy identification has a par-
ticular resonance. New Zealand Tourism speaks of
New Zealand as a ‘safe destination’ in an otherwise
unsafe world: much like the Hobbit’s Shire just prior
to the events of The Lord of the Rings. New Zea-
land has demilitarised itself and no longer contrib-
utes to the Australian-US alliance. It also refused to
join the ‘coalition of the willing’ in the war on Iraq,
disunguishing itself carefully from Australia and so
helping this fantasy of ‘safe-ness’ to materialise.

Epic fantasy grew, out of the experiences of world
wars, to become literally the grandest and greatest
of the literary genres: nostalgic for ‘safe destina-
dons’, but chartng the vulnerability of borders and
identities with an almost masochistic intensity. The
genre can therefore often refuse to resolve itself: a
recent epic fantasy series by Robert Jordan, for ex-
ample, is now in its tenth volume (each one around
600 pages), with no signs even at this stage of reach-
ing (to use a word often associated with traumatic
memory) ‘closure’. Tolkien’s sagas also grew, es-
calating into a series of volumes published posthu-
mously by his son, Christopher, as if the battles and
struggles can never stop or be stopped. Indeed, the
genre charts what Dilip Hiro has called a “war with-
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out end”!5--——or what Michael Taussig refers to as a
permanent state of emergency, a phrase echoed by
George W. Bush himself when he declared a “state
of perpetual emergency” after 11 September, and
now familiar. Bush advocates, as Fredric Jameson
has also noted, “a new sort of war without . . . a
foreseeable end”.'® Characters in modern epic fan-
tasy are mobilised on a quest that may similarly be
endless, sent to realms beyond their borders, as the
hobbits are in The Lord of the Rings or as Lyra is in
Philip Pullman’s recent series, His Dark Materials,
which actually begins in the ivory towers of Ox-
ford; exile is necessary in epic fantasy. Indeed, they
travel incessantly, almost obsessively, into other lands
and other people’s territories. It is evil that drives
them outwards: it comes into their home (that is, it
is proximate) and yet it remains utterly remote, dis-
tant, absent, unable to be seen even as its effects are
continually registered: much like the perpetual ab-
sence of Osama bin Laden.

The best academic study of Tolkien’s work is
Tom Shippey’s book, J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the
Century. Shippey’s discussion of evil in The Lord
of the Rings emphasises both its power and its in-
tangibility, signified through the Ringwraiths: shad-
owy figures who were once men but who were utterly
changed through their “addiction” to the Ring—
and who seem able to go anywhere in Middle Earth,
creating “panic”.’” These are certainly terroristic
creatures: “The spectacle of a person ‘eaten up in-
side’ by devotion to some abstraction has been so
familiar throughout the twentieth century as to make
the idea of the wraith, and the wraithing-process,
horribly recognisable, in a non-fantastic way”.!8
Links between fascism and terrorism—drawing the
mid-twendeth century into the end of the millen-
nium—have been made by commentators such as
Christopher Hitchens; but it seems to me that
Tolkien’s shadowy, panic-causing Ringwraiths are
more terrorist than fascistic both in their devotion
to abstractions and their sheer otherness.

Terror(ism) is both proximate and remote, here
and always at the same time elsewhere. It has some-
thing sublime about it, as Ann Radcliffe had noted in
1826 through her classic distinction between terror
and horror which, she noted “are so far the oppo-
site, that the first expands the soul, and awakens the
faculdes to a high degree of life; the other contracts,
freezes, and nearly annihilates them”.!'® Terror is a
ceaseless, immanent threat here, like Taussig’s per-



Modern epic fantasy is a literary form of fundamentalism that troubles
secular ideals. But it also troubles the kind of political fundamentalism
that relies on Manichean binaries of good and evil.

manent state of emergency—while horror realises
that threat, bringing atrocites close to home, pro-
voking a sickening disgust, a state of despair.

To borrow terms used by Jean Baudrillard, ter-
ror is fatal while horror is banal: the banal conclu-
sion or realisation of terror(ism). It is the task of
epic fantasy—fantasy on the grandest scale—to
mediate between the two, to hold them in some
kind of balance. A perfect example lies in the work
of the architect, Daniel Libeskind, who won the
competition to build a set of new towers in the place
of the World Trade Center towers. Those WTC
towers, designed by Japanese-American architect
Minoru Yamasaki, were already, as Angus Kress
Gillespie notes, “a global symbol, instantly recog-
nised to stand for America”.?® They had previously
been a terrorist target and terrorism remained an
immanent threat. Their bombing transformed the
site into a place of horror, provoking disgust, de-
spair, grief, anger. Libeskind’s new tower project
seemed designed both to preserve these horrific
features and at the same time to return the site to a
condition of terror, of sublimity and immanence.
Hal Foster captures this combination of horror and
terror in the Libeskind design when he says it em-
bodies “both the traumatic and the triumphal”.?!
Libeskind, who also designed the Jewish Museum
in Berlin, created for New York a spiral of high-rise
towers culminating in a 1776-foot spire, out-sym-
bolising the WTC towers as a ‘spire of liberty’,
through its echo of the Statue of Liberty—a work
of epic fantasy, no less, a “liberation of the imagina-
tion”.?? The memorial plaza is ‘Park of Heroes’,
the museum is ‘Edge of Hope’, the spire is ‘Life’s
Victorious Skyline’.

It was difficult not to notice the synchronicity
between New York’s destroyed twin towers and the
second book of Tolkien’s epic fantasy, The Two
Towers—signposted as an already completed film-
yet-to-come shortly after the 11 September attacks.
Tolkien’s dark towers (and so many works of epic
fantasy have dark towers) are evil and remote; New
York’s towers became proximate; both functioned
as ‘marvellous’ symbols, installed at the centre of

some sort of epic struggle. The fantastic aspect of
the twin towers and of the 11 September attacks
themselves was not lost on some of the better-known
cultural commentaries that followed. Slavoj Zizek’s
essay ‘Welcome to the Desert of the Real’ takes its
title from Jean Baudrillard via The Matrix (1999),
drawing on that film’s evocation of fantasy as false
comfort—with the rubble of 11 September as the
real and banal supplement to the fantasised abstrac-
tion of the towers themselves. Everything in this
reading is infected by fantasy: the dream of the
United States as a safe haven, for example; or the
identification of Osama bin Laden as “the real-life
counterpart of Ernst Stavro Blofeld, the master-
criminal in most of the James Bond films, who was
involved in the acts of mass-destruction” .23

These commentaries return to the question posed
at the beginning of this article, namely, where is the
greater evil: here or there? Inside or outside? In the
West, or elsewhere? Epic fantasy’s ambivalent con-
ception of evil, as I have noted, locates it inside and
outside simultaneously—although, since hobbits
survive the corrupting power of the Ring, it may
finally lean towards the latter. Evil performs at its
most terroristic as a remote Other, like Sauron and
his network of alliances. It has in fact been com-
monplace to talk these days of terrorist ‘networks’,
dispersed groups which affiliate across and beyond
state borders to conduct what has been called a
‘netwar’, where the “protagonists . . . use networked
forms of organisation, doctrine, strategy and tech-
nology attuned to the information age”.?* Net-
worked alliances have been crucial to modern epic
fantasy: think of Sauron and the orcs, trolls, warcs
and various birds and so on in The Lord of the
Rings, or the witches, the gyptians and the armoured
bears in Philip Pullman’s trilogy. The Lord of the
Rings even deploys its own ‘coalition of the willing’
to deal with these networks, the ‘fellowship’ be-
tween men, elves and dwarves: it might be worth
thinking of Bush, Tony Blair and John Howard as
real-life counterparts to Aragorn, Legolas and Gimli.
These leaders’ counter-terrorist discourse has ab-
solutely relied upon a Manichean conception of evil

OVERLAND 173 | 2003

25



26

from which liberal democracy in the West is then
earnestly distinguished.?

But there have been plenty of recent academic
and journalistic commentaries operating in exactly
the same way. Roger Scruton’s The West and the
Rest: Globalisation and the Terrorist Threat provides
a spectacular recent example: an hysterical commen-
tary which sees the West under threat from a net-
work of “death-intoxicated” Islamist “brotherhoods”
whose effect has been intensified and extended, para-
doxically perhaps, by Western-driven globalisation.
Here is a passage that might just as easily have been
written about modern epic fantasy: “In the days when
East was East and West was West, it was possible for
Muslims to devote their lives to pious observances
and to ignore the evil that prevailed in the dar-al-
harb [house of war]. But when that evil spreads
around the globe . . . old antagonisms are awak-
ened, and with them the old need for allies against
the infidel”.?¢ The work of Bernard Lewis (What
Went Wrong?) or any number of media commenta-
tors following in the wake of Samuel Huntington’s
‘clash of civilisations’ prognosis, reproduce the apoca-
lyptic scenarios of modern epic fantasy: Manichean
divisions between the West and Islam, but also an
increasingly intense form of entanglement brought
about through globalisaton (which therefore often
also produces auto-critique). The opposing anti-
apocalyptic position is advanced by commentators
such as Gilles Kepel and Edward Said.?”

Modern epic fantasy is a literary form of funda-
mentalism that troubles secular ideals. But it also
troubles the kind of political fundamentalism that
relies on Manichean binaries of good and evil. For
Said, Bernard Lewis and others satisfy a ‘market’ in
the West for representations “of a monolithic, en-
raged, threatening, and conspiratorially spreading
Islam” which is “greater, more usetul, and capable
of generating more excitement, whether for pur-
poses of entertainment or of mobilising passions
against a new foreign devil”.?® Modern epic fantasy
can indeed generate an ‘excitement’ that can cer-
tainly rely upon a ‘monolithic’ representation of evil,
terroristic in its incarnaton. But in a work like The
Lord of the Rings, the question of where evil actu-
ally resides is never fully resolved: it remains, as
noted, inside and outside, here and there, simulta-
neously. Readers have remarked on the despair of
The Lord of the Rings. “It’s a struggle with de-
spair,” writes Jenny Turner, “a panoramic portrait
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of the depressive state”.?’ The Otherness of the
novels lies not so much in an externalised evil at all,
but in what passes as the world changes: the Elves
in particular, who ‘diminish’ after Sauron has been
destroyed. Michael White writes that Tolkien hated
“technologists, modernisers, polluters and inveter-
ate consumers”.® His vehement anti-modern po-
sition can situate him, these days, perilously close to
the prevailing caricatures of Osama bin Laden. For
Colin Wilson, in fact, The Lord of the Rings was
nothing less than an “attack”, as he saw it, “on the
modern world”.3! This is another reason why it is
possible to see modern epic fantasy not as escapist,
but as terroristic.

1. Eric L. Santner, On the Psychotheology of Everyday Life:
Reflections on Freud and Rosenzweig, University of
Chicago Press, London and Chicago, 2001, p.40.

2. Jason Epstein, ‘Leviathan’, New York Review of Books, 1
May 2003, pp.13-14.

3. Mike Davis, ‘The Flames of New York’, New Left Review,
12, 2001, pp.34-50.

4. |bid., p.37.

5. Paul Murphy, review of Mike Davis’s Ecology of Fear,
Workplace, 2001, <www.workplace-gsc.com/books/
murphy2.htmi>.

6. Davis, ‘The Flames of New York’, p.50.

7. Posted 2 February 2003.

8. Binoy Kampmark, ‘The Spectre of bin Laden in the Age of
Terrorism’, CTheory, 11 April2002, <www.ctheory.net/
text_file?pick=355>.

9. Roland Jacquard’s book, In the Name of Osama bin
Laden: Global Terrorism and the bin Laden Brotherhood,
makes a similar point about bin Laden’s terrorist
organisation itself: that “al Qaeda, bin Laden’s creation,
no longer needs either his physical existence or his funds;
alive or dead, he has become a talisman for a diffuse,
self-sufficient terrorist network with everyintention of
fulfilling its mission to ‘lead the world into the apocalypse’”.
Vanessa Baird, review of Roland Jacquard, ‘In the Name of
Osama bin Laden: Global Terrorismand the bin Laden
Brotherhood’, New Internationalist, July 2002, p.31.

10. J.R.R. Tolkien, ‘Foreword to the Second Edition’, The
Fellowship of the Ring, HarperCollins, London, 2003, p.xx.

11. Carlo Stagnaro, ‘Tolkien’s Lesson for September 11°,
<www.lewrockwell.com/orig2/stagnaro3.htmi>.

12. Spengler, ‘The “Ring” and theremnants of the West’, Asia
Times Online, 11 January 2003, <www.atimes.com/
atimes/Front_Page/EA11Aa02.html>.

13. See for example Naomi Klein: “In the weeks since
September 11, we have been reminded many times that
Americans aren’t particularly informed about the world
outside their borders”. ‘Signs of the Times’, in Phil
Scraton (ed.), Beyond September 11: An Anthology of
Dissent, Pluto Press, London, 2002, p.146.

14. The capital, Wellington, was officially renamed ‘Middle
Earth’ when The Fellowship of the Rings was released in
December2001 and, as Tolkien-basedtourism flourished
across the islands, the minister for tourism became
known as the ‘Minister Responsible for Lord of the Rings’'.



15.

16.

17

18.
19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

Air New Zealand has painted two of its planes with
images from the films and has adopted the slogan, ‘The
Airline to Middle Earth’. The New Zealand Tourism website
has mapped out New Zealand according to the set
locations of the films, imprinting the Shire, Mordor and
many other fantasy locations onto the landscape of New
Zealand: see ‘New Zealand, Home of Middle Earth’,
<www.newzealand.com/homeofmiddleearth/>.

See Dilip Hiro, War Without End: The Rise of Islamist
Terrorism and Global Response, Routledge, London and
New York, 2002.

Fredric Jameson, ‘The Dialectics of Disaster’, South
Atlantic Quarterly 101, 2002, p.310.

Tom Shippey, J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century,
HarperCollins, London, 2001, p.125.

Ibid.

Cited in Fred Botting, ‘Horror’, The Handbook of Gothic
Literature, Marie Mulvey-Roberts (ed.), Macmillan,
London, 1998, p.124.

Angus Kress Gillespie, Twin Towers: The Life of New York
City’s World Trade Centre, Rutgers University Press,
Piscataway, 2002, p.5.

Hal Foster, ‘In New York’, London Review of Books, 20
March 2003, p.17.

Cathleen McGuigan, ‘A Tale of Two Towers’, Newsweek,
10 February 2003, p.62.

Slavoj Zizek, ‘Welcome to the Desert of the Real’, South
Atlantic Quarterly 101, 2002, p.387.

John 0. Voll, ‘Bin Laden and the new age of global
terrorism’, Middle East Policy 8, 2001, p.4.

For Shippey, the Ringwraiths and the Ring itself form the
two sides of evil in the fantasy work. The first is
‘Boethian’, generated internally: absent as a thing-in-
itself, and causes selfalienation and corruption. The
second is Manichean, generated externally: an outside
force, remote but powerful, and never inactive. The
Boethian conception of evil is cast by Shippey as a literary

trope, deployed especially by Tolkien’s modernist
counterparts: “the cosseted upper-class writers of the
‘modernist’ movement”, as Shippey calls them (p.142)
whose interests lie in what Foucault called the care of the
self: in ethics. Epic fantasy, however, is able to deploy the
Manichean conception of evil as well, which for Shippey
thus makes fantasy (unlike modernism)more directly
relevant “to the real world of war and politics”: communal,
not individualised, universal and not contingent, militant
rather than dialogic--or dialogic only through its militancy.

26. Roger Scruton, The West and the Rest: Globalisation and
the Terrorist Threat, ISI Books, London, 2002, p.123.

27. Kepel, in his book Jihad: The Trail of Political Islam, takes
globalisation as the means by which the necessary
isolationism of Islamism is being eroded, which leads him
to read 11 September as “a desperate symbol of the
isolation, fragmentation, and decline of the Islamist
movement, not a sign of its irrepressible might”. He is, in
short, against the rhetoric of modern epicfantasy: he is,
in particular, anti-apocalyptic. Edward Said, like another
recent commentator on the US and terrorism, Tariq Ali,
advocates ‘secularism’ over ‘fundamentalism’, and is
also anti-apocalyptic: Islamists, he writes, “have by and
large lost the battle”. Edward Said, Coveringlislam,
Vintage, New York, 1997, p.xxvii.

28. Ibid. p.xxviii.

29. Jenny Turner, ‘Reasons for Liking Tolkien’, London Review
of Books, 15 November 2001, pp.23-4.

30. Michael White, Tolkien: a Biography, Little, Brown &
Company, London, 2001, p.209.

31. Cited in White, Tolkien, p.209.

Ken Gelder works in the Department of English at the
University of Melbourne. A longer version of this

article will appear in a book on Tolkien in the twenty-
first century, to be published by Rodopi in late 2004.

OVERLAND 173 | 2003

27



The Clock Strikes Thirteen

The air is carbonising
seas swelling

plains salting

lakes silting

rivers thirsting

crops wilting

soil whirring

garbage spilling

waste pyramiding
poisons seeping

trees crashing

birds fleeing

fish sinking

bones multiplying

and the rich getting richer
laughing all the way to—

GEOFFREY QUINLAN
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what happened to love in the last
house of an industrial city

where he was the door-to-door salesman
amateur theatre took in

where she traded her muse
for life magazine

where there were bars on all the windows
and the walls bled soot

where they drank the wine back into water
and the bullets dissolved between their teeth

where she stared the ceiling back to clay
and he hardened under the spotlight

where daytime TV flourished
and the backyard never grew

where he came home late
and she pretended sleep

where they dreamed the last act
in tongues of silver

where his ears burned with applause
where her hand shook with the word

JANE WILLIAMS



words & numbers

dl,

South Cape Spur Road no 1
no 2
no3
no 4
no 5
no 6
no 7
no 8
no 9
no 10
no 11
no 12
no 13
no 14
no 15
no 16
Clear felled

Arve Forest Road spur 1
spur 2
spur 3
spur 4
spur 5
Clear felled

Tahune Forest Air Walk Boardwalk lowered by 10 metres
so tourists won’t see
the clear fell

Geeveston roadside sign: ~ Forestry Tasmania Growing our Future

2

Arve Forest Road—locked gates on every side road
Road sign: Forestry Tasmania manages for multiple uses.

LOUISE CRISP
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essay [ SEAN SCALMER & SARAH MADDISON

MAKING
THE FUTURE

Activism, memory and hope

THINGS WILL BE DIFFERENT. Can you see it? There
will be no room for the idler, the middleman or the
parasite. Tyrants will be knocked silly, and all work-
ers will be owners. We might hunt in the morning,
fish in the afternoon, and criticise in the evening.
We might live simple, natural, and unconstrained
lives. Can you see it?

The early labour movement could taste the fu-
ture. It forged a new unionism and then confidently
predicted its transcendence. It imagined a socialist
economy: a supreme economic council, a system of
workers’ control, a government planning commis-
sion. It quarrelled over the path ahead: would it be
evolution or revolution? Orthodoxy or revisionism?
Where did the straightest road lie? The prescience of
the Marxist was matched by the bluff optimism of
the reformist. Prediction befriended progress. What
were labour’s opponents? Reactionaries, conserva-
tives, counter-revolutionaries—the self-interested,
vainly trying to hold back a new, inevitable world.

The mobilisation of the labour movement was
like the opening of a thousand eyes. Scales dropped,
illusions lifted, slumbers ended. In the burst of work-
ing-class memoir we see the springtime of a new,
more hopeful order. These were not simply exercises
in personal reminiscence. They offered up the past
to interpret the future; they were purveyors of les-
sons and inspirations for the making of a better life.!

The most important lesson was that of conver-
sion. William Guthrie Spence narrated Australia’s
Awakening while Arthur Calwell explained ‘The
making of a socialist’.?> Tom Mann chose to re-
member his life not from a birth in 1856, but from
a rebirth in 1880:
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because in this year I first began to realise that the
faults of individuals, and the evils in the community,
the existence of which I deplored, were not to be
eliminated or cured by urging individuals of every
classand station to live ‘godly, righteous, and sober
lives’.?

It would be wrong to say that these lights have all
gone out. Working-class people still tell stories of
achievement, discovery, and possibility. New visions
blossom: a postmodern republic, a democracy of
pleasure, a set of light footprints left on a healthier,
greener planet.*

Still, in the past few decades, there has been a
dimming. With the apparent defeat of socialism came
the closing of a particular horizon of the future.’
“There is no alternative,” Margaret Thatcher fa-
mously announced. Francis Fukuyama discerned
the end of history, and hoped thereby to abolish the
possibility of a different kind of world. The rise of
environmentalism brought a new fear of catastro-
phe and a more suspicious questioning of progress.®
Unemployment became the norm. Can youth find
their way through a thicket of injustice? Many ar-
gue that the confidence of the young to make a
future has now disappeared.” Faith in prediction
has been lost. The concepts of ‘the accident’, chaos
and risk now together rule the critical roost.?

These social shifts are reflected in the most re-
cent stories of labour activists. The passion of the
converted has become the weariness of the defeated
and the disenchanted. Eric Aarons admits that com-
munism has failed, and ponders What’s Left?, while
Amirah Inglis picks over the personal cost of dec-
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ades of political struggle.” Labor members, it is true,
sometimes adhere to a story of growth and possibil-
ity. This is now an individual, not a collective journey,
however. Bill Hayden’s rise leaves his old comrades
behind; Fred Daly relays his keen study of Dale
Carnegie;'*and Bob Carr’s own life is rewritten as
the inexorable rise of Richard Carter—a young pro-
tagonist “twitching with political ambition”.!!
What has happened to social vision? Has it dis-
appeared? Is it true that defeat destroys the imagi-
nary and the alternative?!? Is it true that politics
requires hope?'® Is there hope left> How do activists
keep going in moments of despair and challenge?

FOR SEVERAL MONTHS we talked with contempo-
rary activists about their visions of the tuture. These
include participants in the women’s, labour, Indig-
enous, gay and lesbian, refugee, peace and envi-
ronmental movements. Some of our confidants are
well known; most are not. Some have elected to
use their own names; others have claimed anonym-
ity.'* They span a range of ages, experiences, and
ideologies. Sometimes they confirmed the verities
of received academic wisdom; more often they con-
tested the accepted truths of the lecture hall and the
sociological treatise.

S11 prote
Forum

Social-movement theory depicts a ‘cycle of pro-
test’, where victory is succeeded by defeat; where
competition undercutscooperation. For many theo-
rists this process tends to be identified as a cause of
sadness. Sometimes our informants agreed. Any-
one who fights for justice suffers when those claims
are denied. Rodney Croome, an activist for gay and
lesbian rights, grimly notes that Australia has moved
“straight from complacency to disillusionment” over
the last few years. Francesca Andreoni of the Wil-
derness Society says:

you can be thinking, bloody hell, I’'m banging my
head against a brick wall, I’m getting nowhere, this is
frustrating . . . why am I doing this? I could just go
and work for Government or industry for three times
the money, and have three fridges and two cars.

Mick Dodson has sniffed defeat in the battle for
Indigenous rights. The Howard Government has
been vicious:

Ifyou dissent you get punished. That’s what they do,
they just take your money away if you’re dependent
on it. They are very vindictive people who are full of
hate, and anyone who wants to try to stand up to
their ideology or their philosophy is silenced.
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How can the passionate remain unmoved by such
hatred? How can they go on? “I don’t bloody know,”
Dodson frankly admits, “I’ve got no bloody idea.”

Yet the hard edges of doubt are dulled by the
persistent force of memory. While Dodson looks
around in anger, he also looks backward, conscious
of what has been achieved:

we[’ve] got organisations that are funded now to
help with health, housing, education and that are
community-run organisations that deal with a whole
range of social and other issues in the community.
And even though they get a meagre amount of
money, there was nothing before we started strug-
gling, before we gotup and started fighting for them.

Vince Caughley, a labour and anti-capital activist,
draws a similar lesson from trade-union history:

I can justimagine trying to say, “We want paid leave
... I wantto take a holiday and I want you, the boss,
to pay for it.” Like, how insane would you have
seemed!

Sue Wills remembers the victories of the feminist
and lesbian movements:

There are people who say ‘there’s no pointin trying
to change this or change that, because . . . they won’t
let us’. When I think back, I think that’s not true. If T
think back to the early seventies, if anyone had said
‘this will transform the way that Australian politics and
society thinks about women and homosexuals’ we’d
have said, ‘you’re pulling our leg’. But it happened.

From the confidence of past victories comes faith
in future triumph. Beverley Symons, long-experi-
enced in the peace and antinuclear movements, is
sure that quiescence will never be permanent: “peo-
ple reach a certain point where they sort of erupt”.
Hannah Middleton also drew on her many years in
the peace movement to prophesy incipient success:

I’ve seensomethingarising which I find enormously
encouraging. More so than ever in my life and I’'m
60 now. So there’s a temporary lull? Good! We can
all get asecond breath.

Middleton’s optimism touches on a wider theme.
The cycle of protest is a reality to be accepted. As
Symons puts it:

some things you can’t do anything about because
it’s politics beyond your control . . . Issues rise and
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then subside. I mean, you could work your guts out
for, you know, two years flogging some issue . . . but
you might as well save your breath. If the politics has
moved on, you can’t really do anything about it.

Many other activists also recognised that periods of
defeat and inactivity offer exhausted campaigners
valuable ‘down time’ to ‘rest and regroup’ and to
‘catch their breath’. Francesca Andreoni even sug-
gests that “one of the keys” of a movement’s sur-
vival is “actually understanding that dynamic and
using it”. As student activist Nick Harrigan puts it:

It should not just be seen as upturns and downturns,
it should also be seen as opportunities for particular
types of activism, particular types of organising, yeah?

Activists don’t always seek to march forward.! Pro-
test waves come and go. Committed activists look
beyond them. As Francesca Andreoni puts it:

I see social change and social movements as almost
inevitably a very long-term thing, and something that
is messy. It’s never neat. There’s never a clear set of
steps. As long as bits keep shifting more or less in the
right direction, you’re getting there incrementally. So
I guess I see these wild peaks and troughs that you’ll
have in specific campaigns as just part of that dynamic
of slowly shifing a much broader agenda.

Similarly, Bruce Knobloch sees the campaign for
refugees persisting beyond the vagaries of daily de-
feats and monthly victories:

it’s been really important early on to understand
what a long campaign this would be, will be, you
know, will continue to be. And then it’s about the
rhythm of the campaign, taking advantage of things
when it’s time to do something or planning some-
thing in quite a formal manner about, ‘Well, on this
day, we’re going to do this for this reason even if
nothing else is going on.’

From this perspective, it is no tragedy if some activ-
ists ‘drop their tools’ for a little while from time to
time. Each new burst brings a new layer of people
who have been politicised, a reserve army of social-
movement labour. Lapsed activists are not traitors.
They are more like distant relatives, forever tied
together. Old bonds never disappear. Middleton
glimpsed this in the campaign against war in Iraq:

people learn in struggle, and what you have to do is
to help them get over that first hurdle of struggle.



After that, where they go is their business. They
might, you know, they might decide to stand for
local council, or they’ll go and be difficult in a Har-
bour Foreshore protest group, or they’ll, well, there’s
a multiplicity of things they can do. But they’ll al-
ways be a bit stroppier afterwards because they’ve
actually had that feeling, ‘Ooh, I’m part of some-
thing which is potentially enormously powerful’.

Amanda Tattersall makes a similar point:

individual experiences, even if they were years be-
hind in the past, play a really important role in your
understanding of your own politics . . . You might
not go to a lot of rallies or whatever for three years,
but that rally that you went to three years ago
changed your life, and it’s not going to change back.
You keep your politics and you keep that experience;
it builds your understanding.

Experience and opportunity make for a combustible
mix. Political struggle has a random quality. Any-
thing might happen. Social progress cannot be pre-
dicted, the way that the more dogmatic Marxists once
hoped, but this may bring instability rather than dull
persistence; political mobilisation, not inevitable de-
feat. As the young Nick Harrigan enthuses:

there’sa big chance that you’re going to get it wrong.
And your guess s as good asanyone else’s, you know?
If you looked at the past, you wouldn’t have pre-
dicted May ’68 in France—that a bunch of students
could take over the Student Union, spend the en-
tire money reprinting the Situationist’s ‘Poverty of
Student Life’, blow the budget on that, and be part
of the core of the biggest general strike in history in
a developed country. I mean, that’s a pretty low-
probability tactic! I don’t think anyone would have
really predicted it!

Victories can emerge from failures. The academic
orthodoxy would expect the collapse of a political
organisation to bring despair. Yet Somali Cerise, an
activist for gay and lesbian rights, argues that the
financial collapse of the organisation around Sydney’s
Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras was energising rather
than constricting. Its effect was to “rejuvenate eve-
ryone’s sense of community”. With the parade un-
der threat, a range of community members were
inspired to ‘pitch in’ and ensure its persistence. Once
active around Mardi Gras, they took up other issues.
Cerise even suggests that the successfill campaign to

change the age of consentin NSW is the direct result
of the force generated by the campaign to save Mardi
Gras. She is optimistic that while “a world without
homophobia is really, really far away . . . full legal
equality is very close”.

Hope, then, has not departed. But neither is it
essential. Many of our informants toiled without ex-
pectation of victory. They struggled on, doubtful of
whether it made any difference at all. This is the case
with the Aboriginal activist Elizabeth Jackson: “I don’t
often feel like I can change stuff. I just think it’s your
job to do the best you can and to try.”

Amanda Tattersall has been active across the stu-
dent, peace, refugee and labour movements. Why
does she keep struggling? Why does she maintain a
commitment while others drop away?

I’ve always been so involved, I’ve built my life
around itnow, it’s become part of me. In some ways
it’s hard to sort of empathise, in a way, with people
who’ve had only a peripheral engagement. I’ve got
friends who only do stuff peripherally. I don’t know
why they don’t do more. Because they have a life,
probably! They have other interests.

Tattersall’s identity is that of an activist. Her views
are shared by Jackson. Activism is at the very heart
of her identity as an Aboriginal woman:
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Probably it just all seems a natural development
through getting more involved with my commu-
nity as I grew up and having activism around me all
the time. It just becomes more normalised into your
life because everyone around you is an activist and is
doing stuff to change things. And it’s like every-
one’s got their own little mish [mission].

Or as she puts it later:

You know what to do about social injustice, because
everybody’s doing it. Everybody’s talking about it,
people are arguing about it, it’s very natural. Activ-
ism has become incorporated into our culture.

This narrative suggests that there is no choice. “I
didn’t first become involved, I don’t think,”
Middleton emphasises, “I grew up with it”. Vince
Caughley, too, feels that his “predisposition” grew
directly from his family tree. Francesca Andreoni
recalls an equivalent process: “as an Italian family
.. . you talk about it at breakfast. You know, poli-
tics is a very active, day to day, part of your life”.

Interviewees are constructing an activist iden-
tity. There is an automatic passage from life to poli-
tics; struggle is presented as essential to subjectivity.
Periods of inactivity are relegated to footnotes, and
the main narrative remains saturated in the sticky
mess of politics. In this way, the continuation of
struggle is not a choice; it is more like a fate, a way
of being.

SOMETIMES, SUCH STORIES emphasise conversion
and discovery rather than birth and predisposition.
Leading feminist Anne Summers remembers the
anger she felt upon reading Juliet Mitchell’s Wom-
an’s Estate. This book shocked her out of privilege
and complacency in the late 1960s, and remade her
as a feminist. Bruce Knobloch also remembers a
deep period of reading before he began to “take
responsibility for my ideas”, and to become politi-
cally active.

Rodney Croome tells a more complex story still—
involving phases of contusion, repulsion, discovery
and reintegration. Nourished on the “Enlighten-
ment ideals” of a liberal education, Croome was
shocked to encounter Orwell’s portrait of totali-
tarianism, 1984. Its impact was powerful. Now, mo-
dernity seemed to “end in Room 101”:

It all ended there. If we were blank slates as Locke
had maintained—and for him it was a positive thing,
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it led to a great optimism—but to me after reading
Orwell it created nothing but pessimism because I
thought [that] if the State can acquire a high level of
power it can write whatever it wants on us. Is there
any way around that?

Here Croome’s discovery of the principle of ‘in-
trinsic value’ provided him with a kind of salvation.
The belief that every tree, every animal and every
human being possessed some intrinsic value, re-
gardless of economic, aesthetic or personal worth,
offered him a path away from pessimism and to-
wards struggle. He holds to this principle stll, ar-
guing that it underpins his faith in politics. Intrinsic
value can “rescue us from that possibility of, in
Orwell’s phrase, there always being a jackboot on a
human face.”

Across the different stories are common themes.
The acuvist life has its own value. It marks the indi-
vidual who has been involved in any way; it com-
pletes the individual who remains devoted. It cannot
be destroyed by defeat. The life of struggle goes
on—not as a burden, but as a joyful, afirming ex-
perience. In the words of Sue Wills:

it’s really important to have fun while you’re doingit,
not to treat it as this earnest, earnest endeavour. I
mean, if youdon’tenjoydoingit, then you won’tlast
long, and it will become thisreal burden. And you get
enjoyment out of minor successes, working with other
people, and having that kind of enjoyment.

Struggle can be its own, pleasurable reward. This is
how Michael Woodhouse understands his experi-
ence in the gay and lesbian movement:

There are people who meet one another who
haven’t met before, who become really good friends
and create a network and a support system which is
really important for major life events . . . It’s creating
community, it’s creating social connection, it’s build-
ing social capital, it’s people coming together and
working on something which is not entirely about
themselves . . . That’s, I guess . . . why I do commu-
nity work and social movement work.

Former Prime Minister Paul Keating suggests that,
in the future, all that will remain of the conserva-
tive, mean-spirited haters of our present will be “a
smudge in history”:

They absolutely insist on their view and the lessons
they see in our history. Yet in their insistence, their



proprietorialness, their derivativeness and their ran-
cour, they reduce the flame and energy within the
nasion to a smouldering incandescence. What they
dois crimp and cripple our destiny. It’s like suffering
from some sort of anaemia; robbing the political
blood of its energy.'¢ 6
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Graham Hastings: It Can’t Happen Here: a political
history of Australian student activism (Students
Association of Flinders University, Adelaide, $25)

Mick Armstrong

FOR OVER FORTY YEARS the student movement has
been one of the most dynamic sectors of Australian
political and cultural life. Student activists were cen-
tral to the campaigns against White Australia and
the Vietnam war, led the solidarity movement with
the struggle against apartheid, were vital to the birth
of the women’s liberation movement and provided
the activist base for the civil liberties campaign that
defeated Joh Bjelke Petersen’s ban on street
marches. It is in student politics that many core
activists of the union movement, the ALP, the
Greens and the various socialist groups receive their
initial training. Even Liberal leaders like Peter
Costello and Tony Abbott cut their teeth in campus
politics. Yet hardly any of the inspiring struggles—
the occupations, the riots, the experiments in mass
democracy, the fierce debates, the vibrant and crea-
tive demonstrations—have been documented, let
alone analysed.

Academics, in their philistine fashion, have
churned out unreadable tract after unreadable tract
on every conceivable postmodernist fad but have
almost universally ignored student radicalism and its
impact on society. On the rare occasions that they
have touched on student activism it is treated with at
best bemused tolerance, more commonly with con-
descension. This condescension reached the pits in
Robin Gerster and Jan Bassett’s Seizures of Youth:
the Sixties and Australia. Student radicalism was dis-
missed as little more than the adolescent frenzy of a
psychologically disturbed baby-boomer generation.
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IS

A POLITICAL HISTORY
OF AUSTRALIAN
STUDENT ACTIVISM
by GRAHAM HASTINGS

So it was with relief that I read Graham Hast-
ings’ new book It Can’t Happen Here: a political
history of Australian student activism, which sym-
pathetically documents the student movement over
the past forty years. Graham performs a sustained
demolition job on that annoying urban myth: ‘Stu-
dents may have been radical in the Sixties but to-
day’s student are just so apathetic’.

For at least twenty-five years, in between ‘expo-
sures’ of the latest ‘atrocity’ committed by student
revolutionaries, this has been the mantra of the media
when commenting on student life. Students have
continued to be active around a range of campus-
based and off-campus issues ranging from uranium
mining to Austudy, from upfront fees to East Timor,
from voluntary student unionism to the 1991 Gulf
War, from nuclear testing to the running down of
library facilities. The mid-nineties saw a wave of
occupations over funding cuts and more recently
there was a sizeable student mobilisation at the S11
protest in Melbourne. While the scale of activism
never approached the level of the late sixties, Graham
shows that students in the 1990s and today cannot
be written off.

Nevertheless, there is no use pretending that the
student movement is surging forward. The response
to the Nelson Review, the Liberals’ latest assault on
higher education, has been at best tepid. Moreover,
student involvement in the anti-war movement was
disappointing. While undoubtedly tens of thousands
of students were among the one million protesters



who took to the streets over the weekend of 14-16
February 2003, the scale and intensity of student
involvement was nothing like that during Vietnam
or the last Gulf War. At the 1970 Vietnam Morato-
rium in Melbourne an estimated half of the 100,000
protesters were university or school students. But it
was not simply that students provided a high pro-
portion of the troops on the streets and the activist
core of these movements. They were the revolu-
tionary yeast pushing the movement forward, initi-
ating radical actions like collecting aid for the North
Vietnamese National Liberation Front or setting up
the tent city outside the US consulate during the
Gulf War.

Why aren’t students playing the same leading
role today? I can’t pretend to have all the answers
but I don’t believe, as some have argued, it is be-
cause structural changes, such as the increasing
number of students working, have made it impossi-
ble to organise students. For one thing, students in
Europe and the US, who also work, did play a lead-
ing role in the anti-war movement. The student
movement can’t be walled off from events in broader
society. Students can be a revolutionary yeast but
the fermentation process won’t work if the work-
ers’ movement is on the back foot as it has been
over the past twenty years. Then there is the legacy
of the defeats the student movement has suftered
on education issues—upfront fees, HECS, cuts to
allowances—since the late 1980s.

These defeats undermined the confidence of ac-
tivists and student bureaucrats to wage a serious
campaign against the Nelson Review, like the one
against VSU when the staft’ and resources of the
student unions were galvanised to defeat the Liber-
als. Another factor is that the student movement is
more heavily bureaucratised than it was at the high
point of struggle in the late sixties. When I was on
the SRC at La Trobe in 1974 the only full-time
officers were the SRC President and the Rabelais
editor. Today on the major campuses there are five
or six times as many student bureaucrats. This gives
the bureaucracy a much greater social weight and if
it does not mobilise, as it singularly failed to do
around the war, it can have a major dampening
effect on the movement.

The failure of the student bureaucracy to mobi-
lise against the war was a wasted opportunity of
monumental proportions. It meant that the mas-
sive numbers of students that protested against the

war were not cohered into a new activist base on
campus that could in turn have revitalised the stu-
dent movement to fight the Nelson Review. Never-
theless the hallmark of student activism s its volatility.
The rapid turnover of the student population, the
alienation of student life and the sheer concentra-
tion of tens of thousands of young people means
that struggles can explode seemingly from nowhere.
Defeats can be overcome more quickly on campus
than in the workplace.

But to capitalise on future struggles the student
left has to learn one very important lesson from the
sixties: the momentum for the enormous movements
did not come from activists relying on the student
bureaucracy but from building from below and or-
ganising hundreds, at times thousands of students,
in actvist clubs and revolutionary groups.

Mick Armstrong is the author of 1, 2, 3, What Are We
Fighting For? The Australian Student Movement from
its origins to the 1970s, and is a long-time socialist
and former student activist.

Jeannie Rea

THE COMMON LAMENT of former left-wing student
activists is that students today should be better or-
ganised and more active about the issues that we
think are important.

Today’s student activists may be thin on the
ground, but as in the past, contemporary students
are politically active around environmental issues and
identity politics. They have also organised around
refugee rights, international solidarity campaigns and
the recent Iraq war. S11 and anti-globalisation ac-
tions have relied strongly on students and the re-
cently graduated. Many of those who lament the
apparent parlous state of student activism are not
politically active themselves and so do not see these
idealistic and committed young people.

There may have been more students actively
engaged in politics in the good old days, but even
then, large numbers were rare. If everyone who
now claims to have participated in the Monash stu-
dent occupations over the years actually had, they
surely could have taken over the university! Stu-
dent activism has always been composed of fragile
and fleeting movements of consciousness-raising
and outrage, spilling over into planned and spon-
taneous actions. Students have never been easy to
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organise. It was always hard to get them to a stu-
dent association meeting, lots of work to get a
viable campaign group, harder still to get the num-
bers to a demonstration and an enormous effort
to occupy the administration building. And then
the summer holidays would come and the whole
campaign would evaporate!

Student activists do have to constantly reinvent
the wheel because there is a three to five year turn-
over. And it is tougher today. Students are more
oriented to competing for often-precarious jobs and
are under pressure to pay oft their HECS debt.
Additionally there are many more students these
days and proportionally many fewer who have the
luxury of family money to keep them going during
their ‘wild years’. But students are still in that same
age group of young adults straining at the leash of
independence, open to rebellion. Certainly their time
is limited due to part-time jobs, but if the stimuli are
around students do get interested and involved. It
is the only opportunity many will have to see any
alternative point of view to what is oftered by the
mainstream media and their family environment. This
has always been the case for student activists, whether
of the Left or Right. Students are challenged and
inspired by their peers, even by the annoving Trot
with the newspapers, the feminist with the mega-
phone, the feral without the shoes, and even their
greying lecturers! Maybe it is the impoverishment
of intellectual courage and the timidity of academ-
ics that is also to blame for our tame universities.

A recurring theme in Graham Hastings’ It Can’t
Happen Here is the periodic rise and demise of
activism. Hastings emphasises the resilience of stu-
dent activism. His book will be read by left student
activists of the past and present, and by those inter-
ested in Australian social movement history over
the past forty years. This was a decade-long project
for Hastings, commissioned by the Flinders Uni-
versity Student Association to document their his-
tory. For Hastings, it soon became apparent that
the Flinders story needed to be contextualised
within the broader Australian history. Not surpris-
ingly, the experiences of Flinders are privileged and
this is problematic. I do not say this because I
went to Monash and Hastings’ research and un-
derstanding of Monash is scrappy, but because the
reality is that the population and political centres of
Melbourne and Sydney are more central, signifi-
cant and influential in student and general politics.
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Hastings has assembled the book as a series of
essays as a way to organise his materials and pursue
various themes. It is overly ambitious. He tries to
cover both student activism and the controversial
story of national student unionism. These are not
the same things. While much activism actually comes
from organised and spontaneous gatherings of stu-
dentsoutside local and national student unions, there
is a tendency in Hastings’ work to prioritise the role
of the Australian Union of Students (AUS) and its
successor, the National Union of Students (NUS),
as the sites of activism. This is probably due to the
records used and interviews conducted, as well as
his own history as NUS-oriented activist and cur-
rent staff member. But it is unfortunate, because
activists, as distinct from trainee bureaucrats and
aspiring politicians, have either eschewed or had un-
comfortable relationships with the formal bodies. (I
recall endless debates about whether to ‘sell out’ and
contest student union elections, and then deciding to
do so just to keep the other lot out of power.)

The absence of an editor means that there is a
lot of repetition and contradiction, including get-
ting names and positions wrong. I make these com-
ments not to carp, but because it is important to
document what actually happened. Hastings him-
self recognises this in explaining that he tried hard
to get the AUS and the PLO story right, particu-
larly because of the widespread acceptance of the
Australian Liberal Student Federation’s hysterical
version, which is still revived in campaigns against
student unionism. It is also unfortunate that there
are errors of detail because this book is the first
general history of Australian student activism. It will
be the reference point and Hastings is to be con-
gratulated. For all its faults, including sectarianism,
it is an impressive achievement. If Hastings’ book
inspires others to write and debate, and even take
issue with his version, all the better. He will have
achieved far more than the modest aspirations of
the Flinders University Student Association in com-
missioning the book. As Ken McAlpine said at the
Melbourne launch, Australian writers, intellectuals
and academics have not taken student politics seri-
ously enough.

It is well known that many politicians and trade
union leaders start their careers in student politics.
Unfortunately these days this is a conservatising
factor as ALP hopetuls in particular are far too staid.
Student politicians should be annoving, radical



youth, giving their elders a hard time. The Liberals
too have long had a problem with their student wing
being more right wing than the party. The 1970s
student politicians like Abbott and Costello are still
seemingly obsessed with wrecking student unions.
Voluntary student unionism is part of the latest pack-
age of higher education ‘reforms’. Get over it boys!
(Hastings’ essay on this topic is particularly strong.)

Lesser known is the importance of skills learned
and networks developed by student political actvists.
They use these through their lives. The skills of plan-
ning and running a campaign, of persuasive writing
and debating, of public speaking, of being brave
and taking on authority and power, and of contest-
ing bad or silly laws, were learned by many of us as
students. This learning and commitment to pro-
gressive social change have been important long af-
ter we have forgotten much of our formal educaton
and even the factions we so passionately supported.

It is hard to predict what will next excite stu-
dents’ imagination and indignation. As I write this,
the left-controlled Monash Student Association is
trying to whip up campaigns about the federal gov-
ernment’s cuts to the public funding of higher edu-
cation and about the food on campus. This is
typical—and they were probably also drumming up
support for protests over the WI'O meeting in
Cancun. The ‘been there done that® critics alterna-
tively turn their wrath on students for only being
concerned about on-campus issues or for just fo-
cusing on off-campus issues. However, the reality
is, and has always been, that some students are do-
ing either and others are putting it all together. The
university’s role in the military industrial complex,
along with the directly-felt impact of conscription,
launched student activism during the Vietnam War.
Last year RMIT students opposed their university’s
complicity with the federal government’s refugee
policy in proposing to supply education services to
detention centres. Students do make the connections.

In a more reflective section, Hastings argues
that maybe today’s activists are more focused on
external politics because current students do not
identify as ‘students’. The experience of being a
student is now so different; it is hard to compare it
with that of a generation ago. This may be so, but
I think issues will spring up that will anger and
mobilise students. Around the world secondary and
tertiary students continue to rise up periodically.
Maybe those crowds of irreverent school students

at the rallies opposing the Iraq War will soon rock
our universities. I hope so.

Jeannie Rea is a senior lecturer at Victoria University
and currently Victorian President of the National
Tertiary Education Union. In earlier days she was a
student activist at Monash University. She knows that
Peter Costello was never President of the Monash
Student Association as claimed by Hastings, because
the position never existed. The position he held was
chairperson of the administrative executive of the then
Monash Association of Students. MAS, in those days,
had a decentralised constitution relying on student
general meetings for big decisions. Costello won the
election in late 1976 standing as an evangelical
Christian, beating Rea standing as an anarchist
feminist on a Left Unity ticket.

Ben Rosenzweig

AS AN ACCOUNT of movements of students in Aus-
tralia, Graham Hastings’ book is certainly pioneer-
ing.

Graham’s focus is largely on campaigns of the
Left. In general his views are recognisable as a com-
bination of the hegemonic views of the Left Alli-
ance circa 1989, and the politics of the International
Socialist Organisation: on student radicalism, NUS,
the role of education and the nature of public policy,
etcetera. Indeed, probably the first substantial po-
litical paper by a member of Left Alliance I ever
read was Graham’s argument against the active anti-
National Union of Students position of Resistance
and the Democratic Socialist Party, which mani-
fested itself in Resistance campaigning to have cam-
pus student organisations disaffiliate from NUS,
sometimes literally working side-by-side with the
Liberals. This would have probably been sometime
in 1990. Graham’s views on the student movement
have remained fairly consistent since then.

One effect of this is that the substantial debates of
the early to mid ninetes about the relaton of educa-
don to capitalism, and the meaning of that relation
for the Left on campus, are mostly invisible. On the
whole fees appear as something opposed because
of concerns for access to education: if HECS wasn’t
a direct barrier, it was a ‘disincentive’.

These questions become all the more significant
at the moment, when the student Left is in some-
thing of a crisis. Conditions on campus have
changed: a vastly greater proportion of students are
working to sustain themselves while at university,
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and the tendency of people to remain students for
some time, either as activists or bohemians or peo-
ple just enjoying deferring a lifetime defined by wage-
labor of some sort, has diminished dramatically.

This year has seen the threat of a massive neo-
liberalising reconstruction of universities, and virtu-
ally no significant movements have arisen to contest
the direction of government policy. In recent years
the major political mobilisations in which students
played important roles—trom the anti-World Eco-
nomic Forum blockade known as S11 to the
Woomera 2002 anti-detention-centre gathering—
have not been efforts to address the conditions of
life at universities.

With regard to S11: the account of this defining
event in Australian ‘anti-capitalist’ (or ‘anti-
globlisation’) movements is unlikely to please many
people, endorsing as it does the self-defined ‘official
organiser’ status of the S11 Alliance, and indeed
the ridiculous ‘S11 spokesperson’ pretensions of the
ISO’s David Glanz. Indeed, given the access the
author has to people very directly involved in all
aspects of S11, there is little excuse for the distor-
tions of this event (similarly, Jackie Lynch would
probably not be pleased to have been described as
having been a member of the Non-Aligned Left
faction: she was a long-standing member of Left
Alliance, and has more recently been a member of
the Democratic Socialist Party).

The question of how to view the future of radi-
calism on campus requires a process of reflection
for which this book can provide important mate-
rial, but for which it provides little in the way of
answers, even in the form of a question.

Tertiary education has changed a great deal in
the past twenty-odd years. The neo-liberalisaton of
the sector has reconstructed the social relations of
institutions in innumerable ways and is far from over
yet, as the Howard Government’s Nelson Review
has made clear. The creation of markets and com-
petition between institutions, departments and aca-
demics, and the commercialisation of substantial
parts of institutions, have imposed the discipline of
money in new forms.

The most obvious consequence of neo-liberali-
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sation has been the ever-more extreme
commodification of education, in particular the re-
alisation of profit through sales of credentials. As
the ‘permission slips’ distributing many graduates
to their respective factories, offices, dole queues and
work-for-the-dole schemes, commodified creden-
tials should be a contested area. This is so not merely
because of concerns about the privileged having vir-
tually exclusive access to these credentials, but be-
cause of the creation of new regimes of debt. The
introduction of slave-labour conditions is inextrica-
bly linked to this redistribution of wealth; that is, to
ever-increasing debrt, falling annual and lifetime in-
come, higher education fees, longer working hours
and more intensive forms of work. In theory this
situation represents an opportunity to make the
imposition and reconstitution of exploitation a cen-
tral part of a class analysis of education. But this has
not so far been taken up.

The material realities of campus existence have
already undermined radicalism: with people remain-
ing at university for far briefer periods, the histori-
cal memory, politicisation and skills of the Left have
declined. Any longer-term efforts to rebuild the
capacity of students to form radical social move-
ments will probably have to find forms of organisa-
tion that transcend the division of students from
other sections of the population, such as those with
whom they work in often insecure and unorganised
workplaces. It will also have to address the forms of
disciplining and social control constituted through
the imposition of neo-liberalised social relations.

This book is really an account of a previous
moment in the history of the student movement, of
the end of a certain era of student politics. Though
neo-liberalisation in particular has eroded the con-
ditions in which student movements had been
founded, the changing relations of the state to la-
bour and capital, and the role of education in capi-
talist production and reproduction, may also create
new possibilities: for developing radical theory and
practice adequate to the present moment.

Ben Rosenzweig is a former editor of the La Trobe
University student newspaper Rabelais.
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HARD HEADS, STRONG HEARTS

Michael Pusey: The Experience of Middle Australia: the
dark side of economic reform (CUP, $36.95)

Fred Argy: Where to from here? Australian
egalitarianism under threat (Allen & Unwin, $24.95)

Clive Hamilton: Growth Fetish (Allen & Unwin, $29.95)

Peter Dawkins and Paul Kelly (eds): Hard Heads, Soft
Hearts: a new reform agenda for Australia (Allen &
Unwin, $24.95)

Barbara Ehrenreich: Nickel and Dimed: on (not) getting
by in America (Granta, $24.95)

IS AUSTRALIA’S BIGGEST problem insufficient eco-
nomic growth or an inability to manage affluence?
The books reviewed here zero in on this question,
which lies beneath the surface of the major political
and social debates in Australia today.

Michael Pusey’s Expertence of Middle Australia
is an analysis of the responses to contemporary
political and social change of four hundred partici-
pants in focus groups drawn from ‘middle Aus-
tralia’—defined by Pusey as people earning roughly
between $36,500 and $57,500 per year. Pusey finds
a middle Australia that intensely dislikes the eco-
nomic and political direction of the country. They
are upset that the gap between rich and poor is
widening, and that powerful elites appear to be ben-
efiting at the expense of working people. Middle
Australia, Pusey argues, wants more spending on
public health and education, and industrial relations
changes that will tilt the balance back towards un-
ions and workers. They feel exhausted and over-
whelmed by the intensitying of their working lives,
and powerless to do anything about it. They are
angry that the burden of paying for social needs
like health and education is being taken off govern-
ment and placed on the shoulders of ordinary Aus-
tralians instead. Pusey’s political message is clear:
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The Experience
of Middle Australia

THE DAKK SI92 OF ECONONIC REFORM

the Australian people want a reversal of our na-
tion’s direcion—away from economic rationalism
and towards egalitarianism. It’s a political wave that
our politicians haven’t yet dared to catch.

Fred Argy has a similar desire to save our egali-
tarian way of life, but unlike Pusey, he has no long-
ing for a return to the days before the economic
reform of the 1980s and 1990s. In Where to from
here? Argy disputes Pusey’s claim that the opposi-
ton to economic reform is growing, pointing out
that people increasingly understand economics and
are learning to live in a more entrepreneurial society.

Argy sees no contradiction between supporting
growth-oriented economic reform and creating a
fairer country. Economic reform, he believes, can
create more wealth for us to share around. But he
does believe that since 1996 economic reform has
been taken to extremes by an ideologically moti-
vated group of ‘hard liberals’ who believe that
greater inequality is desirable in itselfand that equality
inhibits individual choice and economic growth.
These claims are rejected by Argy, who argues that
within certain bounds, egalitarian social policies can
in fact significantly lift economic growth. Argy ar-
gues that we do not have to choose between egali-
tarianism and economic growth. We can have both.
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Here’s the nub of the problem with Dawkins’ and Kelly’s book. Anyone
who has attended conferences such as the one that led to this book (as I
did) will be struck by the atmosphere of complacency towards
Australia’s growing crisis of inequality.

As a result of the ascendancy of the ‘hard liber-
als’ in the Howard Government, Argy believes Aus-
tralia is being increasingly polarised along social,
economic and geographical lines. In this he, and
Pusey agree. Argy supports further economic re-
form but believes that Australia is already by inter-
national measures a highly reformed and ‘lean’
economy, with comparatively low levels of taxation
and spending. It’s time, he believes, to put more
empbhasis on social spending and to invest, but not
to go back to the earlier vision of the ‘Australian
settlement’ favoured by Pusey.

Ironically, Clive Hamilton-—easily the most left-
wing critic of economic rationalism discussed here—
is also the least concerned about social and economic
inequality. Hamilton wants Australians to opt out of
the economic rat race altogether. Growth, he ar-
gues, does not automatically lead to more equality
or happiness. Instead, it turns citizens into crass
and narrow consumers, denies us the fulfilment of
our human potential and pillages our environment.
Unlike Pusey and Argy, Hamilton is not arguing
for reform but for peaceful, long-term, social revo-
[uton. Hamilton is not a mainstream social demo-
crat like Pusey and Argy, but a theorist of the
contemporary social movements, like the Austral-
ian Greens. He disparages contemporary social-
democratic parties and is particularly scathing about
the ‘Third Way’, which he believes is simply a Tro-
jan horse that has allowed neo-liberalism to enter
the citadel of reformist politics.

Hamilton sees contemporary society at a point
of potential transition—from a virulent form of con-
sumer capitalism to a new form of society that re-
places consumerism with what he calls
‘eudemonism’: a form of society that rejects growth,
practises ‘ecological economics’ and provides “a
social environment in which people can pursue true
individuality, rather than the pseudo-individuality that
is now obtained through spending on brand names
and manufactured lifestyles”. His solution is for par-
tes to adopt ‘political downshifting’—policies that
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“promote the quality of social and individual life
rather than surrendering to the demands of the
market”. He wants a “post-growth economy”, by
which he means one that constantly evolves in a
more ecologically sustainable, human and
redistributive direction, but at zero levels of eco-
nomic growth.

The strongest support for the need for more
economic growth comes from Peter Dawkins of
the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and
Social Research and Paul Kelly of the Australian.
While the book is a summary of the papers pre-
sented to an April 2002 national conference, it ap-
pears to be a vehicle for the editors’ (purportedly)
hybrid agenda of ‘hard headed’ economic reform
and ‘soft hearted’ social reform. Those familiar with
this line of argument—pushed daily by the
neoconservative editorials of the Australian (cur-
rently written by the ‘right-wing Phillip Adams’, Imre
Salusinszky)—know that when the going gets
tough, the hard head always triumphs over the soft
heart. Think of the 2001 federal election. The hard
heads may have been appalled by the Tampa epi-
sode, but ultimately the thought of Labor rolling
back the GST from gas and electricity bills was con-
sidered more appalling than Howard’s naked ap-
peal to xenophobia in order to stay in government.

Kelly and Dawkins argue that we must over-
come the “battle between economic reformers and
sentimental traditionalists imprisoned by the nostal-
gia for the old Australia and its egalitarian edifices”.
They claim we can have economic growth without
sacrificing our national values of democracy, inclu-
sion and egalitarianism. Growth is the silver bullet
that will give us the capacity to create jobs, reduce
inequality and increase national cohesiveness. That
may be the case, and the more left-wing Argy con-
curs. The difference lies in the editors’ choice of
policies to achieve growth and egalitarianism. They
want to sell Telstra, introduce ‘price signals’ into
our health and education systems (read: raise the
cost), and pass more industrial relations ‘reform’



legislation. It’s clear the editors aren’t interested in
retaining one of the key factors behind Australia’s
egalitarianism—a strong public sector. Nor are they
interested in wage justice. The editors’ solution to
unemployment is that of ‘the Five Economists’ (of
whom Dawkins is one) who published an open let-
ter to the Prime Minister in 1998—a freeze on
wages (but not economists’ salaries!), with falling
incomes for the lowest-paid offset by increased so-
cial payments.

Here’s the nub of the problem with Dawkins’
and Kelly’s book. Anyone who has attended con-
ferences such as the one that led to this book (as I
did) will be struck by the atmosphere of compla-
cency towards Australia’s growing crisis of inequal-
ity. Welfare concerns are politely listened to, but, as
this book demonstrates, are not considered the main
game. There’s something distasteful about highly
paid economists and wealthy businesspeople argu-
ing that the only way to give hope to the struggling
single mother who cleaned their five-star hotel room
that morning is to cut her wages and introduce ‘price
signals’ into her local health and education services.
Bullies always pick on the weakest person they know.

Most of us think that economic growth is desir-
able if it cuts unemployment, reduces poverty and
is environmentally sustainable. Obtaining that growth
will undoubtedly involve further economic reform.
The question is: growth at what cost? Where do we
draw the line when it conflicts with equality? This is
the big question for the Australian centre left, and
devising an economically responsible, practical and
politically saleable solution is its big task. A recent
book from the United States—Nickel and Dimed:
on (not) getting by in America—gives a warning
against those who want to pursue growth at the

cost of copying America in all its ways. In an Orwell-
like piece of reportage on life in low-income America,
the journalist Barbara Ehrenreich gives us a picture
of the sort of unequal society we don’t want to be-
come. It’s a society in which the words ‘working’
and ‘poor’ don’t seem incongruous when conjoined;
in which the low-paid need food stamps to feed
their families; in which high rents, driven up by an
unequally shared prosperity, divide rich and poor
into separate suburbs and force low-paid workers
into caravan parks on the edges of cities; in which
employees banned from joining unions are forced
to work eleven-hour shifts, in two jobs, without
weekends or holiday pay; in which Medicare is re-
stricted to the unemployed and the old, and pain
something working people have to ‘get through’.
In short, a society where the idea of equality is en-
tirely absent from the workplace and the economy.
This may sound apocalyptic, but it’s what Australia
might become like—at least from the vantage point
of the single mother hotel cleaner that the confer-
ence delegate never gets to know.

Ehrenreich’s account of her travels in the radi-
cally reformed and radically deregulated low-wage,
low-tax, low-service America demonstrates the apt-
ness of the title of Dawkins’ and Kelly’s book—
Hard Heads, Soft Hearts. Note how the egalitarian
heart is ‘soft” and weak, no match for the ‘hard’
and tough economic rationalist head. People who
take equality seriously know that what’s needed to
keep it isn’t a soft heart but a strong one.

Dennis Glover is Speechwriter to Simon Crean. His
book, Orwell’'s Australia: from Cold War to Culture War,
was published by Scribe in October 2003.
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politics | CARMEN LAWRENCE

THE AUSTRALIA WE COULD BE

A vision for Labor

IF LABOR 1S TO MAKE a ditference to Australian
society and win hearts and minds, as well as elec-
tions, we need to deliver an unmistakeable message
that Labor has changed, heard and responded to its
critics, and is ready for office. We need a relevant,
forward-looking agenda based on progressive, hu-
mane values.

Catalogues of policies without a clear and fre-
quently repeated exposition of underlying values and
objectives will go nowhere. We need to spell out the
‘why’ of policy, the justification, and make a clear
appeal to principle, ideals and values. Modest re-
form and incrementalism will no longer suffice. It
will merely compound impressions of inertia and
weakness. The apparently low-risk option is, in re-
ality, the high-risk option.

Many Australians understand that to conduct
politics without its “essential, principled moral na-
ture”, as one commentator put it, is to engage in
bad politics. At the very least, it is politics conducted
in bad faith.

While I’m loath to engage in nostalgia for my
youth, we need the equivalent of a Whitlamite agenda
with its emphasis of the party, the program and the
people.

CURRENT ATTITUDES

Cynicism and a sense of disempowerment and help-
lessness among voters are now commonplace in the
Australian political landscape. Many Australians 1
talk to are deeply resentful of the behaviour of the
major parties and scornful of their parliamentary
representatives. What they see is unsightly and
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factionalised squabbling by self-interested,
shortsighted people and groups.

Policy decisions seem to them to result from
special pleading from those with the resources to
pressure and manipulate the system. As a result
many people are disengaged and display an almost
monumental lack of political interest and knowl-
edge. At the same time there is a significant minor-
ity who are vitally interested in political issues and
wish to contribute to both analysing the problems
we confront as a community and to devising policy
solutions.

Many of these would-be activists are from the
Left and they typically endorse values and programs
that embrace equality, respect human rights, en-
courage active citizenship and protect the environ-
ment. They are sceptical of the so-called
‘Washington Consensus’ and are looking for new
models of the economy that promote greater equality
in the distribution of wealth locally and globally, that
do not require excessive consumption and that are
environmentally sustainable.

They are worried that ours is an age in which the
value of everything we do is measured in monetary
terms. What we have is often seen as more impor-
tant than what we are. Feverish consumption and
the acquisition of material wealth appear to be con-
sidered the only goals worth pursuing. The ‘pursuit
of happiness’ is reduced to the satisfaction of ephem-
eral desires defined by profit—rather than ‘profit of
the soul’.

We appear to many to have replaced the ques-
tion, ‘what is good for the people?’ with the ques-



While many of the people who are challenging these values are moving
to the Greens, the response I got to my resignation suggests that a lot
of them remain committed to the Labor Party, although some are
only hanging on by the fingernails.

tion, ‘what is good for the growth of the system?’.
Some try to hide the sharpness of the conflict by
claiming that what is good for economic growth is,
by definition, good for people. But many people,
myself included, are troubled by this assertion. In
the past, economic behaviour remained human be-
haviour, subject to human values and ethics. Now
the economy is seen as an autonomous entity, inde-
pendent of human needs and human will.

Encouraged by the Howard government, a spirit
of conquest is abroad, in which hostility to others is
expressed defiantly. Too often there is a mean and
tight response to others’ needs and an indifference
to growing inequalities. All too often we are en-
couraged to hold what we have and refuse to share.
Some people clearly value personal success far more
highly than social responsibility.

There is encouraging evidence that some of these
attitudes may be changing. The Australia Institute
has reported that there is almost no correlation be-
tween higher wealth and greater satisfaction and that
about a third of people of working age are voluntar-
ily ‘downshifting’ to lower paid, but more reward-
ing, less pressured jobs, which enable them time to
spend on relationships and creative recreation.

While many of the people who are challenging
these values are moving to the Greens, the response
I got to my resignation [from the ALP front bench]
suggests that a lot of them remain committed to
the Labor Party, although some are only hanging
on by the fingernails. They agree with the UK sec-
retary of the Fabian Society, Michael Jacobs, who
has suggested of the British Labour Party that “The
spirit of the left has been extinguished. But there is
still a case for radical ideology.” They fear that the
ALP no longer believes in the need to transform
society or that we no longer believe we can per-
suade the community of the need to do so.

There is evidence of a growing decline in the
bond, the allegiances that people feel to political
parties in Australia. While this represents a loss of

the easy vote, it suggests that more people are open
to being persuaded, that they are less fixed in their
views. On the left, the Greens are attracting new
voters, and perhaps more importantly, activists. The
ALP is not. This is most evident among the young,
the better educated and the more politically aware.

This, of course, is not unique to Australia. As
Jacobs has pointed out, left-of-centre parties every-
where succumbed to the sirens’ song of the end of
history, the inevitability of the status quo. The idea
that all that’s required is to create the right impres-
sion. Here in Australia, the Party has been too clever
for its own good, embracing simplistic, lowest-com-
mon-denominator social policies, often emulating
the worst of the conservative agenda. In trying to
accommodate all points on the ideological compass,
the Party ends up losing its soul.

As one of the people who responded to my res-
ignation wrote to me:

You are saying exactly what many ordinary members
of the party have been saying for a long time now. It
is absolutely clear that the party has got itself into the
car salesman mode. You no doubt know what I
mean, it’s about closing the deal: ‘Whatdo I have to
say to get you to vote for me?’

Policies are designed with one eye on the polls and
the other on the immediate public reaction, espe-
cially from the media. Typically, such policies are
based on a misreading of the problems they’re sup-
posed to address and, as a result, do not improve the
outcomes and may actually exacerbate the initial prob-
lems. They also add to general community unease
and further sully the reputations of politicians.

I include in this list the increasingly punitive law-
and-order policies, ‘blame the victim’ welfare poli-
cies, ‘repel the invaders’ refugee policies and ‘greed
is good’ health and education policies. There has
been a growing tendency in Australian politics gen-
erally to ignore the underlying issues and causes of
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problems we face; slogans replace analysis and the
result is a general ‘dumbing down’ of the public
political debate.

Paradoxically, this dumbing down of the political
debate is taking place at a time when the democratic
citizenry is increasingly informed and willing to par-
ticipate in the political process. They’re linked to many
more and varied information sources through the
internet and are less inclined to accept authoritative
statements, no matter where they originate.

We are also witnessing a cycle of corrosive deni-
gration-—of political parties to one another and of
media to politicians and vice versa. Pragmatism is
seen as the only way to survive and the only moti-
vating force for politicians. Negative political ad-
vertising is part of this cycle. We are becoming more
and more inclined to emulate the negative tactics of
our American cousins.

To paraphrase an analogy used by former US
Senator Paul Simon:

If Qantas ran regular 30 second commercials saying
‘Don’t fly Virgin Blue’ and showed a plane crashing
into Mt Kosciusko, and Virgin Blue ran a similar com-
mercial showing a plane blowing up and urging trav-
ellers not to fly Qantas, it would not be very long
before fear of flying became endemic.

Politicians shouldn’t be surprised when their nega-
tive campaigns succeed, not only in diminishing their
opponents, but also in undermining confidence in
all politicians. Tony Abbott’s ‘don’t trust politicians
to elect the President’ campaign was a case in point.
Negative campaigning only increases voters’ cyni-
cism about the electoral process and is taken as a
signal of the dysfunctional and unresponsive nature
of the political process itself, causing them to lose
interest in how they vote.

We are also operating in a media environment
characterised by increasingly narrow and uniform
perspectives. Restricted media ownership inevitably
diminishes the diversity of opinion, while there has
been a definite lurch to the right by the Australian.
There is also an increasing amount of invective di-
rected against the so-called ‘chattering classes’ by
those who actually control the airwaves and op-ed
columns.

GENERAL ATTITUDES TO CHANGE
Sadly there is a pervasive view that there is no real
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alternative to the status quo. The neo-liberals have
succeeded in convincing many sections of media
and the wider community that the central issue of
political life is the economy, and that there is only
one way to manage it. You’re all familiar with the
nostrums—government should get out of the way,
private ownership is preferable to public owner-
ship, private choice is superior to collective and
redistributive measures, and so on.

The result is that many have accepted the propo-
sition that this is as good as it gets, and the few
critics of the growing inequality in our society are
likely to be caricatured as motivated by envy rather
than altruism. There is a general reluctance to en-
gage in more fundamental (radical) analysis, for
example, of the assumption of never-ending growth
and the equation of wellbeing with increasing con-
sumption; of the consequences of local and global
inequalities and environmental degradation.

There are alternatives and there are remedies.
We need to look beyond the so-called ‘Washington
Consensus’ and explore the range of capitalisms.
We need to place economic decisions where they
belong, in the wider context of the environment
and society.

Robert Manne has outlined how conservative
think-tanks and key individuals from the right de-
liberately constructed and sold a conservative agenda
over a decade. We need a similarly determined ef-
fort. Being from the left, this enterprise clearly needs
to be more open—through conferences, forums,
networks and public debates. Our examination of
underpinning philosophy and policy should reach
beyond the Anglo-American into Europe and
Canada, for example.

Labor’sleadership also needs to be identified with
this rethink of Australia’s political objectives, to take
up the big issues and the novel solutions. We need
to enunciate clearly the view we have of Australia,
what matters and where we believe we should be
going. This needs to be ahead of the detailed pro-
gram. We need to capture the terms of the debate.
As David Malouf has said about Howard:

Howard is a master of forcing on his opponents the
terms in which a contest is to be fought. If he can
impose his tone and language on the debate, he will
have determined the range-—everything practical and
down-to-earth, nothing flighty or fancy—to which
all arguments will be restricted. Any deviation by his



On the left, the Greens are attracting new voters and, perhaps more
importantly, activists. The ALP is not. This is most evident among the
young, the better educated and the more politically aware.

opponent into the inspirational, the lyrical, the rhe-
torical, into big ideas—into any ideas at all, anything
of the mind or the heart or spirit--—an be repre-
sented then as suspect, as excessive, flaky.

I believe we should establish stronger links between
like-minded political activists. The broader Left and
Labor have to work together to define the political
space. Instead of the ALP, the Greens and Demo-
crats seeing themselves as inevitably in competition,
we should seek to facilitate greater levels of co-op-
eration to maximise the total progressive vote. We
should also construct more conspicuous alliances
with progressive lobby groups and form effective
coalitions. Labor can, because of its history as a
party in government, operationalise some of the ob-
jectives of other left groups. Our experience in policy
formulation and implementation can be married with
the fresh analyses and novel perspectives of political
newcomers.

My son cautions me against succumbing to the
temptation to draw even approximate parallels be-
tween the sixties and today. Nonetheless, I do see
some similarities between my youthful introduction
to the idea of ‘transformative politics’ and what is
happening today, as some of the young again seek
to challenge the status quo.

Global influences are again at work as they were
in the sixties. As was the case with the anti-Vietnam
activists, the student radicals and women’s libera-
tion movement, there is a plethora of organisations
and networks, of varying degrees of radicalism and
with a dizzying, and occasionally incoherent, array
of agendas for change.

Some are wedded to single issues, like reform of
refugee policies or opposition to the US attack on
Iraq; others have more encompassing objectives
which envisage fundamental economic and social
change. Neither then, nor now, do these groups
represent majority opinion, although there are many
fellow travellers and sympathisers who are not on
the streets.

They are also subject to much the same derision

and caricature by the mainstream media. Women
who protested at the subordination of women were
almost invariably characterised as ‘bra-burning, ball-
breaking’ feminists. Those trying to propose better
ways to reduce global poverty and inequality and to
protect the world’s environment are often dismissed
as muddle headed, naive neo-Luddites who cannot
accept the inevitable.

Although this new movement is sometimes de-
rided and labelled as ‘anti-globalisation’, it is in real-
ity seeking to frame and answer the question: ‘what
values should govern the global age?’. Far from
being ant-globalisation, most of these activists are
comfortable with the idea of an interconnected world,
of a truly global perspective, and they are skilled at
using the tools of the virtual world to disseminate
information, debate the issues and organise events
to publicise their views.

They are, as one of them put it, trying to turn
globalisation into a ‘lived reality’; genuinely un-
derstanding that our destinies are all tied together.
The spread of terrorism into the United States and
into our region is part of the dark side of that
reality.

It is to my considerable dismay that the major
political parties are so far deaf to these rumblings of
change. As Michael Jacobs put it, “without a re-
newal of radical conviction the Labo[u]r Party, and
possibly modern politics as a whole, is in serious
danger of atrophy.” His observations, I believe, are
no less pertinent to Australia:

withouta clear ideology, political parties are electorally
vulnerable . . . their support may grow wide but
remains shallow and may be swept away. Ideology
gives a government roots. In providing voters with a
strong sense of government’s purpose, it gives them
something to grip on. Policies are often weak instru-
ments for attracting public support.

For most on the left of the political spectrum, piece-
meal, technocratic and incremental social change is
not enough to make them get out of bed in the
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morning. Expecting young people to sign up be-
cause you’re selling better management is a vain
hope. Most of us need something to believe in—
and it isn’t the end of history!

Whitlam understood this, and although many
carefully crafted policies were presented to the elec-
torate in 1972, it was his clearly articulated philoso-
phy which reassured a great many that his
government had a predictable purpose and could
be relied upon to craft policies which incorporated
the principles that Whitlam and his colleagues ar-
ticulated so persuasively to the coming generation.

There is another generation on the move, an-
other generation searching for signs that their rep-
resentatives recognise that there can be a better kind
of world; that it is possible to change the structures
that support and perpetuate inequality; that the ob-
scene and now very public ‘asymmetry’ of suffer-
ing and disadvantage is immoral and unsustainable;
that the interests of corporations do not necessarily
correspond to the public good; that we can live on
this planet without destroying it; that war is not a
solution; and that we cannot continue to operate as
if death and destruction are tragic and intolerable in
some places, but banal and unavoidable in others.

While there is likely to be much pain between
these ideals and their inevitably partial realisation,
belief in the possibility that the world can be a better
place if we act in concert is the only force to propel
us from the quiescent embrace of mediocrity and
decay. We need to give practical effect to these hopes
and to explain them to the greater public.

WHO’S REALLY CALLING THE SHOTS?

Even if there are many people who believe, at least
in theory, in the possibilities of transformative poli-
tics, they are often deeply sceptical of the capacity
of existing political institutions to deliver change
which is in the interests of the community as a whole.

There is a fairly general perception that a few
wealthy and well-connected people really call the
shots, that decisions are made in the interests of
those able to pressure the political partes. This is
often accompanied by the view—and the reality—
that Parliament is largely irrelevant. Decision-
making is almost entrely in the hands of the leaders
and the executive.

Substantial campaign donations to the major
parties by corporations and large organisations such
as unions and business foundations foster the per-
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ception (and perhaps the reality) that it is possible
to buy privileged access to MPs and ministers and
that this influence is in proportion to the amount of
money donated. We run the risk of becoming a
‘corporate democracy’ in which the number of
shares you have purchased in the party of your choice
determines your effective voting power.

The substantive problem is the possibility that
such donations can purchase influence. Retired US
Senator Paul Simon observed in a recent speech
that “anyone who has been a candidate for major
public office and says ‘Campaign contributions don’t
affect you’ is simply not telling the truth” and that
“the financially articulate have inordinate access to
policy makers”. By way of example, he cites his
own responses:

I have never promised anyone a thing for a campaign
contribution. But, when I was still in the Senate, if I
arrived at ahotelin Chicago at midnight there might
be twenty phone calls waiting for me. Nineteen of
them are perhaps from people whose names I did
not recognise, and the twentieth is someone who
gave me a $1,000 campaign contribution. At mid-
night I am not going to make twenty phone calls. I
might make one. Which one do you think I am go-
ing to make?

There is no reason to believe the same observations
do not apply to Australian MPs.

There are remedies to these problems and the
reforms almost suggest themselves—cutting private
donations altogether, funding the less well-off com-
munity organisations to enable them to act as advo-
cates for the otherwise neglected voices, proper
registration and publication of lists of lobbyists and
strict rules governing movement of staff’ between
government and the private sector.

Significant parliamentary reform is long over-
due. The Parliament is unique among our public
institutions in resisting substantial reform to make it
more responsive to the demands of an educated
citizenry in a pluralist society. While lecturing every
other community sector about greaterefficiency and
modernisation, the Parliament remains stuck in the
nineteenth century and largely irrelevant to execu-
tive decision-making. This has been brought home
with great force to many people by the Howard
government’s unilateral and barely debated deci-
sion to support the US in attacking Iraq.



While the Parliament does seek the views of the community and of
experts in various fields, most of this contribution occurs in committees
whose deliberations and conclusions are ignored. A treasure trove of
thoughtful and meticulously prepared submissions and reports
languish in countless bottom drawers.

REFORMS TO INCREASE PARTICIPATION

Popular dissatisfaction with present democratic struc-
tures is fuelling calls for a more participatory de-
mocracy.

The opportunities for electoral input are scan-
dalously low in most democracies, limited to the
chance to cast a few votes during a multiyear elec-
toral cycle. Furthermore, declining voter turnout in
advanced industrial societies (including here in the
last election) suggests growing disenchantment with
this form of democratic participation that has
changed little since the nineteenth century.

While participation in elections may be declin-
ing, direct contact with government officials and
politicians and work with community groups has been
increasing. Participation in new social movements,
such as the environmental movement, has also in-
creased substantially over the past generation.

These new participation patterns are creating
pressure on governments to develop forms of more
direct, participatory democracy. Increased skills and
resources in contemporary societies also make ex-
panded participation a real possibility.

A recent review of the social movement litera-
ture describes other ways that institutional reforms
can increase direct citizen participation in policy mak-
ing. In Germany, for example, local citizen action
groups have won changes in administrative law to
allow for citizen participation in local administrative
processes. [talian environmental legislation now
grants individuals legal standing in the courts when
they seek to protect the environment from the ac-
tions of municipalities or government administra-
tive agencies.

Similar reforms need to be debated in Australia.

While the Parliament does seek the views of the
community and of experts in various fields, most of
this contribution occurs in committees whose de-
liberations and conclusions are ignored. A treasure
trove of thoughttul and meticulously prepared sub-

missions and reports languish in countless bottom
drawers.

It is possible to do much better, to open up de-
cision making, to involve more MPs and engage
the wider community, to actually thrash out the is-
sues in real debates. Australia was once considered
the ‘democratic laboratory’ of the world. It’s time
to conduct a few new experiments to revive our
body politic and embrace the principles of open-
ness, accessibility and accountability.

As a start we could:

e Commission citizens’ juries or deliberative polls on
contentious and complex issues;

e Invite expert and community representatives to ad-
dress the chamber in session and engage in debate
with members;

e Promote and sponsor the establishment of groups
such as civic and youth forums to enable more regu-
lar and efficient consultation with the public;

e Ensure that legislation introduced by the Executive
undergoes a substantial period of pre-legislative de-
velopment and consultation through the relevant
committees, interest groups and the general public;

¢ Give committees the power to initiate legislatdon aris-
ing from their inquiries, especially if the government
has failed to respond to major recommendations;

e Provide for private Bills which allow private citizens
or groups (with sufficient backing) to bring certain
matters before the Parliament (probably through
sponsoring MDs);

e Require all petitions to be investigated, if necessary by
special hearings, by a dedicated petitions’ committee.

PARTY ORGANISATION

I have written elsewhere about the need for internal
party reform. Only very modest steps were taken
as a result of the Hawke-Wran review, and there is
clearly stll a great hunger amongst members and
supporters for a greater say on both the polices and
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the people who are selected to represent them.

My resignation produced an enormous cri de
coeur from members and long-time supporters. It
is clear that many of them still feel marginalised.
Neither is the party fully engaging the young and
the activists whose energy is being engaged in the
spontaneous campaigns and networks around asy-
lum-seeker and anti-war issues.

A PROGRAM

As well as enunciating core values, we also need to
identify a few key areas for emphasis, areas which
clearly impinge directly on people’s wellbeing and
which are solutions to agreed problems. We
shouldn’t be afraid to take on the privileged and the
special interest groups (e.g. in the health sector).
Indeed we should seek to provoke debate. I believe
this is essential in a healthy democracy.

Labor has to have the courage to tell the great
stories, to depict the sort of Australia we could be.
This requires a healthy level of optimism and the
ability to spell out how people’s lives can be im-
proved. Part of this story requires us to encourage
Australians to a mature reconciliaion with our past—

particularly in our colonisation of this land and our
treatment of Indigenous people. No group can be
free until it recognises and comes to terms with its
past, whether it likes it or not.

As part of this, we have to do what we can to
dispel the current atmosphere of foreboding and
fearfulness. Many people are convinced that we are
under threat, that we face bleak prospects and they
are, as a result, increasingly inward-looking.

VISION

Social democratic traditions may have been under
attack for over a decade but there are signs of grow-
ing support for a return to the values of deep egali-
tarianism and social justice. There is far more dispute
about the free-market economic absolutism of the
1990s and greater support for a return to govern-
ment intervention to secure acceptable standards
for all.

Labor should be helping shape this agenda, not
bringing up the rear.
Dr Carmen Lawrence is the Federal Member for
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essay [ GRAHAM MADDOX

REVISITING
TRADITION

Labor and Socialism

LABOR DOCTRINE, it seems, constantly spawns Labor
revisionism. On 2 April 2002 the Sydney Morning
Herald printed the manifesto of two Young Labor
members, Troy Bramston and Ben Heraghty, be-
ginning with the provocative: “It is time that the
Labor Party’s key platform—the socialist objective—
is dumped . . . This tired political statement is irrel-
evant to the modern party”.! Apart from the
accusation of ‘sentimentality’ against those who cling
to the ‘irrelevant’ objective, a worrying aspect of the
statement is the reference to “the profound changes
in the nature of world politics and economics and the
emergence of global forces which shape our every-
day lives”. Arguably it is for these very reasons that a
commitment to the traditional objective is more rel-
evant than ever. More plausibly, Bramston and
Heraghty give a list of relevant issues which could be
specified in an updated pledge: union affiliatdon, full
employment, health, education and welfare—though
the authors are quite wrong to suggest that the
socialisation objective has nothing to do with “de-
mocracy and freedom” or “social justice”.
Elsewhere in the same issue of the Sydney Morn-
ing Herald the Labor Party’s communications
spokesman is quoted as saying that the objective is
an “expression of Labor’s soul”.? While it needs
unpacking, and requires careful explanation to the
impatient, Lindsay Tanner’s claim goes to the core
of the Labor tradition, and may well be more pro-
found than he intended. For the socialisation objec-
tive is Labor code for socialism and its various
connotations, democracy, freedom and social jus-
tice included. The objective, and all the explanatory
and hortatory rhetoric that goes with it, is urgently

Arthur Calwell with the 50,000th European migrant, 1949.
Photo courtesy <www.curriculum.edu.au>

needed to confront the present crisis in Australian
government.

The modernisers are right to the extent that a
time-honoured concept requires reinterpretation to
each generation, and adjustment to changing cir-
cumstances. Once ‘socialisation” would have been
taken to mean the elimination of all private prop-
erty and the collective ownership of all goods and
the means of production, distribution and exchange.
Very early in Australian Labor’s history, however,
the Party came to an accommodation with the idea
of a mixed economy, allowing some virtue to the
ownership of private property and to individual en-
terprise. The Blackburn Declaration of 1921 gave
explicit point to this attitude by stating that collec-
tive ownership should be invoked to the extent
needed to avoid exploitation of the people through
certain industries. From a very early period the
‘socialisation objective’ was deconstructed to have
it embrace wider concerns than the exact terms
imply. Its retention signifies not so much a program
for a precise set of legislation, but the Labor role as
the operative criticism of capitalism in this country.
Without this function, Labor would indeed be with-
out a soul, and a purpose.

Recent Labor governments have chosen to dis-
mantle and sell off utilities and public enterprises in
the name of increasing competition. Competition
policies are aimed at producing efficiency by appli-
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cation of the profit mo-
tive, which all but elimi-
nates the dimension of
social service from pub-
lic enterprises which now
must hold profits, and
the ‘bottom line’, as their
chief indicators of suc-
cess. Competition in the
alleged free market is
also the stock-in-trade of
Labor’s traditional oppo-
nents, who differentiated themselves from Labor as
the parties of business. Since Labor has also appar-
ently become a party of business, there is little po-
litical space left for working people to have their
interests as employees or as small-scale self-em-

ployed, let alone as citizens wishing to occupy the
public space, to be effectively represented. In fact,
if some recent suggestions coming from Labor quar-
ters are to be followed, there is scarcely space for
working people to continue to exist at all. They are
now to be construed as ‘aspirational voters’ who
need to be assisted to become petty capitalists
through the acquisition of shares.

Socialism, as embraced by the traditional
socialisaion objective, is still a necessary admonitory
symbol to warn against the oppressions and inequali-
des of the class system, and to prompt the memory
that the people still have an entity, and a role to play
in polidcs through the mechanisms of collectve ac-
tion. In contemporary terms this argument could be
couched in the form of the communitarianism-indi-
vidualism debate, with socialism forcefully propagat-
ing the communitarian ethos. This debate is no mere
talking point, but impinges on all the questions of
politics, which seem to beg either communitarian or
individualist solutions. Itis evident in attitudes to such
basic matters as taxation, health policy, education,
welfare, utility supplies and agricultural subsidy—in
short, it runs right through the range of public policy.
Socialism still signifies the interests and welfare of
the people taken as a whole.?

More than ever, a vigorous commitment to the
socialist ideal is urgently needed to confront the
present crisis in Australian politics. While the term
‘crisis’ can be overused, its deployment is warranted
at the moment. It may not be of quite the same
kind as crises involving wars both hot and cold,
depressions and party splits. Nevertheless, there is
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a strong case to be made for a current crisis of
political legitimacy. The democratic state depends
for its existence on the goodwill of the people. Al-
though it takes it for granted that no government is
‘good’ in some permanent sense, the legitimacy of
the democratic regime depends on a level of trust
between the rulers and the ruled.

At present we witness a drastic erosion of com-
mitment to Australia’s traditional democratic ide-
als, which has aroused deep suspicion among many
who observe and evaluate the political system. The
problem is evident in the corrosion of our political
vocabulary, a failing unmasked by Thucydides in
ancient Athens,* and apparent in political charla-
tans ever since. So we observe the spectacle of the
Prime Minister making a promise “never ever” to
return to the policy of a Goods and Services Tax,
only to reintroduce it at the subsequent election.
We then learnt that, following success at election,
he had decreed that pre-election promises could be
classified into “core” and “non-core” promises, an
expression apparently drawn from business parlance
where firms identify their ‘core’ and ‘non-core’
business. The transfer of business-speak into poli-
tics implies a range of consequences, but there is
no place within the fragility of democratic politics
for politicians to exhibit blatant hypocrisy so that
there is no remaining substructure of trust in the
language they deploy. To say that some promises
were ‘non-core’ was to say nothing less than ‘when I
made that promise I lied to the Australian people’.

The Leader of the Opposition, Simon Crean,
has been complicit in the worst failures of leadership
in a generation. These concerned the issue of immi-
gration. Of course it is the responsibility of any gov-
ernment to maintain population policies and to
regulate the flow of immigration into the country,
but it was the manner in which these matters were
dealt with prior to the 2001 federal election which
exposed the moral bankruptcy of leadership in Aus-
tralia. At least three important considerations arise:
firstly, the willingness of the political leadership to
pander to the worst instincts of a people which had
once supported a White Australia policy. Secondly,
there was the palpable mendacity of leaders over the
alleged evidence to support their public stand. Thirdly,
there are implications for democracy in the actual
treatment in Australia of asylum seekers.

All this was bad enough, but members of the
Government were also willing to lie in their public



The handing over of ‘border-protection’ management to a private
company, and a foreign one at that, is an abrogation of one of the first
duties of a democratic government. The very idea of running
detention centres and prisons for profit is loathsome.

accusations against the ‘boat people’. The essential
point about the allegation that ‘boat people’ had
thrown or had threatened to throw their children
overboard was the blatant determination of the Gov-
ernment not to seek the truth about the allegations,
even though messages were passed up the line from
the naval personnel on the spot that the alleged
misconduct on the part of the refugees had never
happened.

The handing over of ‘border-protection’ man-
agement to a private company, and a foreign one at
that, is an abrogation of one of the first duties of a
democratic government. The very idea of running
detention centres and prisons for profit is loathsome,
and reeks with overtones of the slave trade, in which
fortunes are made directly from human misery.
More than that, there are intimations of the Gov-
ernment’s attitude to its own citizens in the treat-
ment of those arriving on these shores from
elsewhere. Democracy rests its claims for support
on the inherent humanity of all people. Even if and
when asylum-seekers have been ‘processed’ and
found to be outside the law, their status in no way
warrants inhumane treatment.

The posture of the Government has been sub-
ject to hefty repudiation by Liberals of the highest
credentials who perceive these same failings on the
part of the Government. They include former Prime
Minister Malcolm Fraser, former Liberal minister
Fred Chaney, former Coalition leader John Hewson,
and former Liberal minister lan Macphee, who said
of Howard that his “total lack of vision, history,
geography and cultural sensitivity is evident to all
who are capable of independent assessment. Howard
is a throwback we must throw out”.® Speaking of
Labor and Liberal policy, John Menadue said “This
is not strong leadership . . . It is cowardice”. Arch-
bishop Ian George spoke of the brutalising of the
Australian people’s attitudes, and Reverend Tim
Costello characterised the election campaign as tak-
ing place “in a moral vacuum”. Former diplomat
Richard Woolcott said “We are witnessing in Aus-

tralia a recrudescence of those old barbarisms: rac-
ism, religious intolerance and jingoism”.¢

Labor’s complicity in the failure of leadership
may well be attributable to its relative impotence in
the face of the “ruling culture”. 7 Original Labor
was very conscious of differentiating itself from the
rulingideology of the Australian colonies, which were
governed through the influence of graziers, busi-
nessmen and professionals, mainly lawyers, a domi-
nance which R.W. Connell and T.H. Irving
summarise as the “hegemony of the mercantile
bourgeoisie”.® The fact that the ruling culture of
the colonies was liberal-capitalist made this country
susceptible to the implantation of criticism from
within the liberal framework.? State intervention in
Australia was particularly congenial to labour inter-
ests when the system of conciliation and arbitration
was introduced—neither “an intervention of the
capitalist class to secure the subordination of labour”,
nor “an achievement of the labour movement in
the face of employer resistance”.'®

If social-liberal ideas were prevalent among the
hegemonic liberal classes, however, they were also
hospitable to an energetic stream of socialist thought
swelling in Australia. No doubt many of the ideas
espoused by democratic socialists overlapped with
the thought of social liberals, but those willing to
characterise themselves as socialists were sure that
their position rested on quite different foundations
from those of the liberals.

It is well known that many of the most potent
socialist ideas among the Australian workers came
from America. This is a strange paradox, since the
torch of socialism was largely carried by British
worker immigrants. The paradox is deepened in
that American socialism struggled within a social
context which had heavily espoused individualism,
and within a constitutional structure which imposed
prohibitive limits on the exercise of state power in
the collective interest.!! Nevertheless, there flour-
ished a strong, if now much neglected, tradition of
socialist thought in America. Those American so-
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A party founded on change must approach the electorate in a quite
different way from the parties dedicated to the status quo.

private property, the encyclical was also trenchantly
critical of the random incidence of capitalist blows,
and denounced the exploitation of working people
by their employers. In its insistence upon a wage
income geared to the needs of a healthy family rather
than the vagaries of market forces, it anticipated
the spirit of the arbitration system shortly to be in-
troduced into the Australian Federation. The Arch-
bishop of Sydney, Cardinal Moran, had no difficulty
in interpreting the encyclical to Catholic voters as
the highest expression of a true socialism.

On the Protestant side the divine imperative also
pressed toward social reform. Contrary to much
opinion which claims that Australia, being a post-
Enlightenmentestablishment, had no religious foun-
dations,?® the Church was present from the start of
European Australia. The First Fleet had its chap-
lain, the Anglican Richard Johnson, also a member
of the Methodist society, who stood therefore in a
tradition of evangelical revival which had a strong
social conscience at its centre. The evangelical re-
vival had broken out in England and America in the
1730s and had engendered a deep piety which, as
part of the examined life, demanded action on be-
half of the poor. It resulted in Britain directly in the
reforms of Wilberforce and Shaftesbury, Elizabeth
Fry and Florence Nightingale, of Dr Barnardo and
many others. The English founder of the revival,
John Wesley, was politically a high Tory, and some
of the parliamentary reforms following in his wake
were enacted by Tory statesmen. In a generation
after Wesley himself, however, the Methodist move-
ment, despite the politics of its founder, was a move-
ment of the poor. The paradox of it is that Wesley
himself had construed Christianity as a religion of
the poor, and had constantly adjured his followers
to “save” and to minister to the poor, at the same
time as he execrated the rich for having locked up
resources robbed from the poor.2* To cut a long
story short, there were strong overlaps between the
Methodist society and the Chartist movement and
the Trade Union movement, and even the British
Labour Party itself.?* Three of the ‘Tolpuddle Mar-
tyrs’, transported for illegally forming a combina-
ton for the benefit of workers, were Methodist local

preachers. Several of the Luddites hanged at York
were from Methodist families. The famous maxim
of Morgan Phillips, long-time secretary of the Brit-
ish Labour Party, was that “Labour owes more to
Methodism than to Marxism”.

Andrew Scott’s invaluable parallel study of the
British and Australian labour parties notes the con-
nections at several levels between Australian and
British labour. Not least among these connections
was the importation of the links between British
evangelicalism and Australian labour. Many of the
earliest Australian labour leaders were committed
evangelicals who, as with W.G. Spence, exhaled
socialism and religion in the same breath.

For some who would modernise the Australian
Labor Party it seems necessary to expunge all asso-
ciation with socialism. For all the argument that
Labor had no stronger intention than to ‘civilise
capitalism’, and that there has never been any sub-
stantial connection between Labor and socialism, if
one were to take Cardinal Moran’s approach seri-
ously, then there could be a socialist project locked
within the civilising of capitalism itself. In any case,
if one is able to countenance a socialism broader
than Marxism, then the foundations of Australian
Labor are grounded in ethical socialism, and it is
false to its history to suggest otherwise. When a
Labor party, anxious to modernise, abandons its
commitment to a more equal society, it has betrayed
its trust and traduced its tradition. There is a para-
dox in this. Tradition is a typically conservative con-
cept, yet the conservatism of Labor implies the
cleaving to a radical position. It is a tradition which
carries forward the seeds of radical change.

From the Labor side, tradition is under chal-
lenge. Andrew Scott offers a useful exploration of
this process. Tradition and modernising are seen as
mutually exclusive ideals. Scott follows Raymond
Williams in imputing modernisation to the unan-
swerable theology of new capitalism. It short-cir-
cuits the formation of social goals and “crudely
foreshortens the historical development of society”.
It represents “the ideology of the never-ending
present”.2 The moderniser’s consignment of tra-
dition to the unrecoverable (and unwanted) past
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misconstrues the nature of tradition, and underlines
the moderniser’s own betrayal of the conservative
position. ‘Tradition’ of course means the ‘handing
on’ of values and ideals, of institutions and histo-
ries. In so far as it dwells in the past, it understands
the nature of what has gone before to constitute
what exists at present. It represents a deeper un-
derstanding of present institutions and—at least as
far as the Labor traditionalist is concerned—indi-
cates directions for reform.?”

One mode of modernising theology has been
to attack the alleged ‘Australian Settlement’, a styl-
ised formulation of Hancock’s recognition of Aus-
tralia’s bipartisan settled policies.?® Paul Kelly, for
example, presented the ‘Australian Settlement’ as a
syndrome of five features: White Australia, which
Hancock himself designated the cornerstone of all
policy,” industry protection, wage arbitration, state
paternalism and imperial benevolence.® In particu-
lar, it was what might be called the quasi-socialist
elements of the ‘settlement’” which were presented
as a stifling noose around Australia’s development.
Industry protection and wage arbitration were seen
as unnecessary and inefficient interferences with al-
legedly benevolent market forces which would have
modernised Australia if allowed free play. For this
reason Kelly praised the market-oriented Labor gov-
ernments of Hawke and Keating for their efforts at
privatisation and deregulation, policies which ran
directly counter to the Labor tradition. The approved
orientation of course always downplays the obvious
fact that the competition of the market produces
losers as well as winners.

The almost universal acceptance of the benevo-
lence of the market means that it is generalised into
the paradigm of all social and interpersonal rela-
tions. As Benjamin Barber has perceptively ob-
served, American hegemony over world trade has
infiltrated the market ideology into all parts of life in
many countries, a phenomenon which may in part
explain the hostility towards America in ‘Third
World’ countries:

Terror obviously is not an answer, but the truly des-
perate may settle for terror as a response to our fail-
ure even to ask such questions. The issue for jihad’s
warriors of annihilation is of course far beyond such
anxieties: it entails absolute devotion to absolute
values. Yet for many who are appalled by terrorism
but unimpressed by America, there may seem to be
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an absolutist dimension to the materialist aspiradons
of our markets. Our global market culture appears to
us as both compelling (in the sense of compulsory)
and corrupt—not exactly coercive, but capable of
seducing children into a corrosive secular material-
ism. What’s wrong with Disneyland or Nikes or the
Whopper? We just ‘give people what they want.” But
this merchandiser’s dream is a form of romanticism,
the idealism of neoliberal markets, the convenient
idyll that material plenty can satisfy spiritual longing
so that fishing for profits can be thought of as syn-
onymous with trolling for liberty.3!

Republicanism will scarcely rectify the current crisis
in Australian government. There is a crisis even were
the present (inadequately opposed) Government not
duplicitous and cavalier with the principles of de-
mocracy. The truth of democracy is that all gov-
ernments are likely to be duplicitous, inefticient and
power-hungry, and these perceptions are met with
the determination to keep government under offi-
cial scrutiny and to open up channels for consti-
tuted opposition. Former Senator Susan Ryan struck
a note of constructive despair when, in response to
the 2001 electoral defeat, she lamented Labor’s:

weak acquiescence in much of the Coalition’s crude
populism and appeal to the narrow and selfish . . .
Underlying a series of flawed policy decisions such as
agreement with the private health insurance rebate
and massive increased fiinding to rich private schools,
alignment with the Coalition Government’s treat-
ment of asylum seekers, fumbling over the GST
changes is one fundamental strategic flaw.??

The flaw is that a party founded on change must
approach the electorate in a quite different way from
the parties dedicated to the status quo. Our de-
mocracy has been significantly undermined because
Labor has all but abandoned the theory which is
the alternate of the present ruling culture. Capital-
ism reigns supreme, and its disfigurements are in-
adequately exposed. As Tawney argued when
Australian Labor still had the semblance of a creed:

[socialism’s] fundamental criticism of capitalism is not
merely that it impoverishes the mass of mankind—
poverty is an ancient evil—but that it makes riches a
god, and treats common men as less than men.

It is true that ‘socialism’ as a term is out of favour,
no less in Australia than elsewhere. Yet it is also true



that its philosophy is more urgently needed than
ever, especially after the ravages of privatising and
deregulating Labor governments. Given this quite
demonstrable need, is there reason to shy away from
the term that best articulates it? The ‘economic ra-
tonalists” have done very well (or rather, very suc-
cesstully) with concepts from the bygone era of
classical liberalism. The Labor tradition calls for the
radical criticism of a disfigured society by the recol-
lection of ‘energising memories’ which are nobly
encapsulated in the historic term, socialism.
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current affairs [ TIM THORNTON

POLICING THE DO-GOODERS

The Australian Right’s attack on NGOs

AUSTRALIA’S non-government organisations
(NGOs) have long been involved in an attempt to
provide assistance for those in need of it at home
and abroad. But the landscape in which they oper-
ate appears to be changing. It has recently come to
light that the Howard Government has awarded
$46,000 to the Institute of Public Affairs (IPA) to
advise the government on how to manage its rela-
tions with NGOs. At the same time the draft 2003
Charities Bill proposes revoking the tax concessions
of any NGO that makes any significant attempt to
question government policy. For NGOs working
in areas such as international development, welfare,
the environment and human rights, there is a feel-
ing that the government is attempting to silence its
critics and constrain debate. These developments
mark new low points in Australian public life.

A SPECIAL PROTOCOL

Earlier this year the Prime Minister’s Community
Business Partnership decided it required a ‘proto-
col’ to manage its relationship with NGOs.! The
IPA was awarded $46,000 in public funds to meet
the following objectives:?

1. To make information about NGOs that have
reladonships with Government publicly accessible.

2. To increase awareness of the relationships between
NGOs and Government.

The IPA has been specifically asked to report on
the following:

—The links between key Commonwealth Depart-
ments and their client NGOs

—A framework for assessing the role and standing of
NGOs, based on the information requirements of
those Departments and relevant Ministers
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—A framework for a database of NGOs, including
their standing

—A proposed standard of public disclosure when deal-
ing with NGOs

—A proposed trial Protocol (based on the foregoing
points) that requests NGOs to supply informa-
tion about their organisation that will be publicly
available.

IS THIS INITIATIVE NECESSARY?

The idea of the Howard Government and the IPA
working together to create a regulatory protocol is
not without irony. Both the IPA and the current
government have been avowed advocates of de-
regulation; indeed the IPA even has its own ‘De-
regulation Unit’.? Both parties have not only come
curiously adnift from their philosophical moorings,
but have also lost any capacity for objective per-
spective towards the NGO sector.

This idea for special regulation of the NGO sec-
tor is a clear example of bureaucratic excess. No
government in Australia is obliged to consult or li-
aise with NGOs. A politician will consult with par-
ticular NGOs to the extent that he or she feels it is
useful. There is no statutory requirement for gov-
ernments to do business with any NGO and rarely
is there a requirement for government to direct
funds towards the NGO sector. NGOs receive a
hearing with government or win contracts to un-
dertake government work on the basis of merit and
competition (mechanisms which the IPA would
normally applaud). For NGOs engaged in advo-
cacy their success with government depends on
demonstrating their right to speak on a particular
issue. This may involve demonstrating their exper-
tise and/or demonstrating their links with the rel-
evant group or issue. NGOs already have enormous



Leaving aside the question of whether this initiative is necessary,
commissioning the IPA as a consultant is an outrageous choice. No
Australian organisation has had a more biased and antagonistic
approach towards the NGO sector.

incentives to demonstrate they are well run and ef
fective or they will simply not secure government
contracts and will lose the capacity to even speak
with government.

There is also already a raft of requirements regu-
lating how the NGO sector interacts with govern-
ment. A visit to the Tax Office or AusAid websites
demonstrates very quickly the extensive reporting
requirements and conditions that NGOs are re-
quired to meet in order to qualify for a single cent
of commonwealth funds. As many NGOs have lim-
ited funds and administration budgets, it seems par-
ticularly punitive to tie them up in more red tape
when there is no need to do so.

The level of red tape may be very onerous in-
deed. The IPA has said how the protocol they pro-
pose may be similar to arrangements in the United
States.* Nicholson and Hughes give an indication
of just how intrusive and time consuming US re-
quirements are:

Under US law, tax-exempt community and charita-
ble organisations have to lodge annual ‘Form 990’
returns with the internal revenue department that
lists total income, including what they receive from
direct public donations and how much from gov-
ernment sources, and shows the amounts spent on
administrative costs compared to direct service de-
livery. The annual returns—incredibly detailed and
often running to more than 60 pages—also list the
names and addresses and salaries paid to senior NGO
staffand how their time is spent. The 990 returns are
public documents.®

There are also problems of parity and consistency
with this initiative. For example, why should NGOs
be singled out for such special attention? Why not
impose such requirements on lobby groups such as
the Business Council of Australia or the National
Farmers’ Federation or the Australian Industry
Group? These types of interest groups have had far
greater access to government and have been far

more influential. There is no mention of such groups
in the terms of reference.

A STRANGE CHOICE OF CONSULTANT

Leaving aside for a moment the question of whether
this initiative is necessary, commissioning the IPA
as a consultant is an outrageous choice. No organi-
sation in Australia has had a more biased and an-
tagonistic approach towards the NGO sector. For
the past five years the IPA has mounted a campaign
against NGOs that has often been comical in its
melodramatic use of clumsy propaganda. No issue
of the IPA flagship publication, Review, is complete
without an article attesting to the dangers that NGOs
pose to the economy and to the process of democ-
racy itself. The articles are often reminiscent of the
‘reds under the bed’ paranoia of the 1950s. One
edition of the Review features a picture of Karl Marx,
on a red background, asserting the NGOs and
multilateral institutions such as the United Nations
are the ‘New Internationale’. Other choice exam-
ples of their ‘think-tank’ analyses include: ‘World
Wildlife Funds Say Jump: Government Asks How
High?’¢ and ‘It’s Official: Greenpeace Serves no
Public Purpose’.’

UNDERSTANDING THE IPA CRITIQUE

The IPA has devoted a lot of time and resources to
criticising its fellow NGOs. Its three persistent
themes are:

1. They damage democracy and the process of gov-
ernment.
2. They are not accountable.
. They publish poor quality ideologically-driven re-
search.

w

It is worth quickly evaluating each of these three
claims as they illustrate why the IPA was the wrong
organisation to undertake a research consultancy
of this type.

The first accusation, that NGOs damage democ-
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racy, seems to originate in public choice theory. In-
terest groups such as NGOs are seen as evidence
of the desire of a minority to seek advantage at the
expense of the majority. According to the IPA dis-
cussion paper Protocols with NGOs: The Need to
Know:

NGOs compete with other people for access to gov-
ernment and other centres of power. Democracy as
an institutional concept needs to balance the inter-
ests of the organised and the unorganised. An or-
ganised and active citizenry on some issues may be
good for the activists; but it may be bad for every-
one else.?

This argument fails to acknowledge that public policy
is informed by thousands of groups that compete
and countervail against each other. The creation of
one type of interest group invariably finds its coun-
terweight. For example, the republican movement
spawned the monarchist movement, the free-trade
movement spawned the H.R. Nicholls Society.
NGOs have spawned ‘NGO Watch’ at the IPA!

The creation of groups, and the right to vote,
are the functional components of a democracy.
There are a multitude of problems with the IPA
trying to pretend otherwise.® Most notably, how
can the IPA justify its own existence as a lobby group
obrtaining significant corporate funding to try to in-
fluence government policy? NGOs are just one type
of group, pushing a range of views among many
other competing groups and views. There is no evi-
dence that they have been a particularly influential
group. Indeed, the evidence is to the contrary.1

The IPA recently worked with the right-wing
American Enterprise Institute to stage the confer-
ence ‘Whose Democracy is it anyway?’. The focus
was of course on NGOs. While you have to admire
the IPA’s tenacity to keep banging the drum on this
matter, this does not make its arguments any
stronger. If the IPA is concerned about interest groups
perverting Western democracy, the obvious focus
should be on the corporate sector and money poli-
tics. Why not papers exploring the role of the big oil
companies behind the election and subsequent policy
direction of George W. Bush? Why not a paper on
how individual Australian companies, such as the
ethanol company Manildra, have procured policy
changes? The interest in promoting democracy is
laudable. The actual focus is laughable.

The second criticism of NGOs is that they lack
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mechanisms of accountability. A recent Financial
Review article by the IPA provides a good illustra-
tion of this line:

They are governed by non-profit disclosure and fund-
raising laws at a state level, but these are vague and
not enforced. The task of setting standards of be-
haviour and disclosure is left up to organisational
insiders: the board, staff and active members. In short,
no one is looking critically from the outside. This has
bred laxity, poor standards and abuse.!!

Yet NGOs are at least as accountable as similar types
of groups in society. A highly demanding account-
ability mechanism for NGOs is keeping their mem-
bership base satisfied. According to Paul Wapner:

Developing a membership does not come as a mat-
ter of course; neither does sustaining it. NGOs must
engage their members. They must act in ways that
satisfy and even excite members and garner addi-
tional support. When an NGO fails to do so, it loses
members and thus loses support and institutional
strength. What is important to realise is that loss (or
gain) of membership does not happen every two,
four or any other particular number of years but
happens immediately. When supporters no longer
feel satisfied by the NGO, they are no longer avail-
able to be mobilised or otherwise advocate on be-
half of the group. Members vote, as it were, with
their feet.!?

NGOs are not only accountable via the need to
maintain the supportoftheir members; many NGOs
are signatories to demanding codes of conduct. For
example, any NGO working in the field of interna-
tional development that wishes to bid for AusAid
projects must sign the Australian Council for Over-
seas Aid (ACFOA) code of conduct. ACFOA has
exacting requirements in the areas of governance,
organisational integrity, finances, communication
with the public, management practice and human
resources management. These are comparable and
at times superior to the requirements of any rel-
evant code of conduct currently operating in Aus-
tralia. Compliance to the ACFOA code is monitored
through a permanently constituted code of conduct
committee which includes an independent chairper-
son and a representative nominated by the Austral-
ian Consumers’ Association. It would be a fine day
when the IPA developed a similar code of conduct
for itself.



The third major criticism made against NGOs
by the IPA is that NGOs (particularly environmen-
tal NGOs) publish irresponsible and unscientific
publications on which they base their views. The
Environmental NGOs such as the World Wildlife
Fund and Greenpeace have come in for particularly
harsh treatment for allegedly dodgy science.

The problem with the IPA putting forward this
view is its capacity to be an informed and neutral
arbiter on what is and is not scientific or reasoned
argument. It has no meteorologists or marine bi-
ologists on staft but has confidently debunked vari-
ous claims on global warming and damage to the
Great Barrier Reef. To get a sense of the scientific
credentials of the IPA one only has to look to their
most recent guest speaker, the Danish statistician
and ‘eco-optimist’ Bjorn Lomborg, author of The
Skeptical Environmentalist. The IPA has been sing-
ing the praises of Lomborg for years, but The
Skeptical Environmentalist was recently investigated
by the Danish Research Agency after incurring a
barrage of criticism from the scientific community,
including researchers who felt that Lomborg had
misrepresented their work. The agency announced
in January of this year that Lomborg’s book vio-
lated Danish standards of scientific practice.!® It is
the IPA, more than any other NGO, that seems to
be in the grip of dodgy science.

When examined systematically the IPA criticisms
of NGOs often reveal themselves to be a projection
of the IPA’s own failings. While there are industri-
ous attempts to drape their criticism in the clothes
of reason, the result is most often an embarrassing
self-parody. While the IPA is entrely within its rights
to say what it wants, its claims as an expert consult-
ant on the sector as a whole is much more open to
question.

Another interesting aspect of this consultancy is
that the IPA has itself been campaigning to be given
this role for just this type of regulatory approach to-
wards the NGO sector for a number of years. “The
Protocol: Managing Relations with NGOs’, is strik-
ingly similar in its findings to 2001 IPA discussion
paper: ‘Protocols with NGOs: The Need to Know’.
The recommendations are also uncannily alike:

One way of managing the relationship with interest
groups is to use a protocol. A protocol, for the pur-
poses of this discussion, means a publicly available
statement containing the information about the

standing of the advocacy body. Those NGOs granted
standing should make the information available by
way of a publicly accessible register.'*

The similarities between what the IPA was calling
for in 2001 and what it is now receiving public funds
to advocate are strong. Perhaps it is just coinci-
dence, but if the IPA had been able to create both
the supply and demand for this initiative, it has far
more influence on government than any of the
NGOs that it claims are ‘running government’.'s
Adele Horin has also observed the irony of the
process by which the IPA was awarded the consul-
tancy examining the need for an NGO protocol:

Some business leaders on the Prime Minister’s Com-
munity Business Partnership, through which the
funds to IPA were channelled, were unhappy to be
used for blatant political ends. The group of promi-
nent Australians, appointed by the Prime Minister,
has never before allocated funds for projects or re-
search without first having them assessed by an ex-
pert committee or consultants. But under pressure
from Amanda Vanstone, the deputy chair, they ac-
quiesced to the directive to fund the IPA.'¢

NGOs represent and promote some of the best
aspects of ourselves and our society. All organisa-
tions should be open to suggestions that improve
accountability and transparency. However, NGOs
should not be expected to comply to special protocols
or regulations that no other group in society is ex-
pected to meet, unless it can be shown that the
sector has unique and significant problems.

REMOVING TAX-EXEMPT STATUS

In July of this year Treasurer Peter Costello un-
veiled draft legislation that would strip NGOs of
their charity status if they make any serious attempt
to change government policy. The legislation states
that attempting to change the law or government
policy, if it is more than ancillary or incidental to the
other purposes of the entity concerned, will result
in the charity status for the NGO being revoked.
While Costello has subsequently issued a press re-
lease arguing that the government is not trying to
silence NGOs, the legislation is unambiguous.
The draft legislation is a move away from the
findings of the government-commissioned Charity
Definiton Inquiry in 2001—which concluded that
advocacy was a legitimate activity for charities. One
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now gets the impression that the government was
hoping for a different finding from its committee.
To see charity and advocacy as being some type of
dichotomy really harks back to the eighteenth cen-
tury. The Australian Council of Social Services
(ACOSS) has correctly noted that trying to deter-
mine whether public comments are ancillary to the
charity’s purpose will create a legal minefield and
administrative nightmare.

Even some commentators at the IPA have re-
cently said that the draft Charity Bill goes too far
and that NGOs should only have to notify donors
of how much they are spending on work in the field
(as opposed to advocacy).”

The reason the government is uncomfortable with
advocacy-orientated NGOs is that these operate in
a rights-based, rather than a charity-based mental-
ity, that stresses structural causes of poverty. This is
in contrast to the neo-Malthusian set of ideas, fo-
cusing on the need for moral reform of the indi-
vidual, favoured by the government.

In August 2001 Peter Costello gave the inaugu-
ral Sir Henry Bolte Lecture, titled “The Spirit of the
Volunteer’.’® In the speech he challenged Austral-
1ans to take on the ideals of volunteerism to alleviate
social problems. This request obviously had its ca-
veats as his Draft Charities Bill conveys to volun-
teers that while they can take the load oft government
by providing services to the poor, there is no room
for them to identify the causes of these problems
and relay this information back to government.

It is important that charities can continue to of-
fer one of the few countervailing forces against the
bone-dry classical liberalism that is so dominant.
Constraining countervailing voices will result in in-
ferior public policy and damage society as a whole.
Victim-blaming is currently more prevalent than so-
phisticated understandings of the multi-faceted ori-
gins and nature of poverty. We don’t need a Bill
that will accentuate this further.

Robert Manne recently argued that our current
government is engaged in a long march to quash
dissenting views within the key cultural institutions
of'society.!” The ‘Protocol for NGOs’ and the ‘Draft
Charity Bill’ add support to such a view. For what
feels like an eternity the government, large sections
of the press (particularly the Murdoch press) and
the right-wing think-tanks have been bellowing the
same old propaganda and narrow ideology. The
electorate is now so softened up by all of this thatall
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sorts of extreme policies and actions are being taken
seriously. The initiatives examined in this article are
but two products of this environment, but they are
particularly disappointing examples.
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Surface Histories: A Town in the Wheatbelt

1

The horse rails gone, then back again,
an auntie tries the wheel
of a car that almost looks the same—

searching for gears
in an automatic, and caught
by the realisation

that gesturing remains
incapable of prompting
the internal combustion engine

to connect, to drive
the analogue, to drive the main street
of town, and realising her mistake

an error of visual
and spatial judgement, as if they
could ever be separated

detected her own car
two parking spaces away:
same colour, same model

but manual version
in the town where all cars
are known by family name.

2.

It begins and ends
in some ways
with the closing of the banks.

With weekend dalliances
with historic cars, and shady pasts.
Boutique hotels

are softened out of hard drinking,
exteriors of bad seasons
washed away.

Mains power, scheme water,
the old court house
a museum.

It's all settlers
and cottage industries
only an hour’s drive
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from the city.
Fringing a town of commuters,
and those who won't let

sons do netball
in case it turns them,
like vampires, like ‘poofters’.

3

Recalling childhood
doesn’'t mean nostalgia,
even if swinging out on a rope

into the Avon brings pleasure.
Amoebic meningitis, those caught
by snags and roots.

4,

They move into town when kids
take over the properties,
or when they've sold up.

Living under the shadow of Mount Bakewell,
in the vicinity of their former activities.
High roofs keep old houses cool

on the slopes of Mount Brown,
and the trucks roll past
on their way to the bins.

That old man buying groceries
is Uncle Jack, his wife dead,
the farm broken up,

he's hard of hearing and frail.
He's a diviner, though | don’t know
if the electricity's still with him.

53

They're developing land out back
on the edge of the river: for years
claims were made to the shire

and turned down. But parcels
are being doled out now
and someone’s making a packet:

councils come and go.



6.

The farmer’s co-op
stocks tractor parts and bullets.
The company that owns it

has underwritten
the purchase and curation
of a great art collection:

of Australian art,
of home, hearth, and nation
of course.

7.

“There’s less racism here
because we don’t want to talk about it.”
Not sure where to go with this . . .

It seems history steps in
and locals’ ‘stories’ are ‘celebrated’.
There are a variety of histories,

and the lines of the Wagy! are clearly there
for those who know or want to know
where to look.

A variety of nationalities
attend the Catholic church, you'll hear,
though “not in great numbers”.

Location set up
to speak for itself . . .

8.

Balladong Farm
is not owned by hippies,
despite bare feet and an avoidance

of pesticides. “New money
is temporary,” it is said in town,
“they’ve let it go to seed.”

The riverbank under their protection
is growing back again, foxes and rabbits
dialogue and the native birds flourish.

Heritage buildings work as studios,
and small dramas are played out
in the theatre.

o

On the edge of town
the birds come: at the town’s heart
they cull with guns.

The birdcall is saturation:
you can see it, the white corellas
change colour as they intone:

the red of their blood
hazing paddocks,
bringing blood vessels

to the surface.
Consanguinity.
Rose-coloured glasses.

10.

Holy Trinity,

locus for an aspect of community.
There are other churches,

other nationalities within nation.
| guess all said prayers
when the young girl

was lost on the railway line.
Her beliefs are best known by her family.
Wreaths still hang on the crossing; fresh, vital.

L35

That lot's got tickets on themselves,
they're up themselves,
and they're as rough as guts.

Think they're special,
he drinks and she shoplifts,
haven’t heard of contraception,

so much money they don’t know what to do with it,
rich cockies, dole scroungers,
a decent family of hard workers—

their daughter worked in the shop
before going to the city
to study, mix with the wrong crowd.
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AL,

That brother hasn't talked to the other

in thirty years, despite only the railway
and a vacant block dividing their houses.
They'd already stopped when settling

on their building spots: keeping an eye

out through the silence, seeing
what the other’s got. One day
someone will build the vacant plot

out, though it's likely
a paper trail will lead to one or both of them,
the weeds and odd york gum

safe until they've given up the ghost,
lost sight of each other
through the growth.

alg).

The windows
of real-estate offices
offer

that weekend retreat:
good water,
a view,

only a touch of salt.
Tourists come in buses
and cars, the latter

watched closely
by realtors. The bush block—increasingly rare,
the hobby farm—a fad from the 70s,

the horse plot—an active local racing industry
studded with ‘identities’,
the stone house not far

from the river—cellars cool
to stock their wines. Turnover
is high. Weekend retreats

are commodities
that change hands rapidly.
Quid faciat laetas segetes . . .

14.

Festival. Carnivale.
The sheep in the fields
embodied.
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Harpsichords in the earliest houses,
jazz in the town hall,
the end-of-year dance.

A reporter from the Chronicle

collects names of those he doesn't recognise—

they come from a far way out,

and there’s a percentage
of the population that floats,
shifts. A vegan won a baking prize

for a chocolate applesauce cake
in the great halls of bounty
last year. The keepers

tasted without knowing
the absence of eggs and dairy.
The silent revolution.

ilis}

Moneysaved
in closing down
the youth centre

is spent on repairs
and the publicity
decrying an increase

in vandalism.
The Gods of Rome
were lost with its statues.

16.

Drinkers see a different town.
As if they've got special insight
and can clearly see the dead

and lost occupying
the same space
as the living.

17.

There are still panel vans
in Australia, and they gather
in the gravel carpark

opposite the Castle pub
on Friday and Saturday nights.
They risk burnouts,

and blokes have it off
with chicks in the backs.
The blokes say “she’s a good root”,



or call her a bush pig if they don’t get it.
There are sluts in town,
but their side of the story is somewhere else.

18.

Old families: ‘settler’ and Nyungar,
are spoken of with reverence or hatred.
There seems to be no indifference,

at least behind closed doors
everyone has an opinion.
Nyungars remember the names

of the whites who didn’t murder
as much as those who did. White
families are mostly proud

of “treating them right”
and take pride in the production
of footballers. Nyungar people

take pride as well,
but for different reasons,
also, and at least.

alsL

Anonymity of GM trials.
Landcare for increased profitability.
Red Bull girls

turning it on for the bike trials.
The 'roo in Doc Jones’ yard
and the heronry

near the old railway bridge.
The destruction of the only
alpine bushland

in the wheatbelt.
A pair of black-shouldered kites
nesting just beyond

the point beyond
which they’ll deliver
no mail.

Voting in the school classrooms.
Field days and chaff in the air.
Gradations of heat.

JOHN KINSELLA

Jesus Christ and Henry Ford

Jesus Christ and Henry Ford,

the lady will insist,

explain the modern world between them.
It's pointless to resist.

She never quite explains but, sure,
they make a classy pair:

Henry with his Model Ts

and Christ to say what's fair,

Henry with his Yankee spanners
and Jesus with his talk

of riding camels into heaven.
No one needs to walk

thanks to Henry’s innovations
back in 1910.

She hardly knows which to prefer,
they’re both such splendid men—

Henry with his sleeves rolled up
and underneath the car

or Jesus with his beard and crook
and almost on a par.

They'd make a team for vaudeville,
a kind of soft-shoe pair,

Henry more the grounded one

and Jesus in the air.

Mahomet though, she says, and Marx
will never make the stage.

Jesus Christ and Henry Ford

define the modern age.

GEOFF PAGE
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fiction [ A.L. McCANN

HESLOP’S DOG

PEOPLE WHO HAD NEVER met Heslop-—ordinary
readers of newspapers and miscellanies, casual con-
sumers of literary dross—were never inclined to
question his standing. They might have imagined a
dandy, a peripatetic wit strolling from café to thea-
tre vestibule with a circus troupe of foreign phrases
ready to dance off the tip of his tongue, but in all
likelihood, with thought at a premium in this town,
they wouldn’t have wasted much of it on him. And
if they bothered to read his filler they’d have barely
noticed the odd typographical error creeping into
his columns, the odd anachronism, or the odd gram-
matical lapse, let alone the suspiciously derivative
character of his most ‘distinctive’ passages, or the
hint of desperation insinuating itself behind names
like Dickens, Thackeray and Balzac whenever they
popped up in his prose. No doubt their malice had
other, more pressing objects to fix upon. But for
those who claim to give a damn, the integrity of the
Word is an article of faith. These so-called men of
letters are like the just men of which the Israelites
speak, sent among us to hold the order of things in
its precarious balance. Naturally they are overtaxed,
their resources stretched thin. Moreover, they are
often forced to derive a living from the work of
their inferiors—reluctant parasites feeding off un-
wholesome hosts. On that ground alone their re-
sentment seems justified.

It was only when I met Heslop that the multi-
tude of rumours and anecdotes passed along

through newspaper oftices, clubrooms and cafés
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began to add up. The talk was always laced with
poisonous terms like ‘hack’, ‘dunce’ and ‘dilettante’.
Once I even heard him referred to as a ‘man with-
out a forte’ and Silus Gripper claimed on more than
one occasion that his nervous system, like a good
many other things at the time, was in the process of
‘dephosphorising’. I took it all with a grain of salt. I
never really believed that he stuttered, or that this
speech impediment together with his relentless
Frenchifying and his diminutive stature created
something bordering on the ridiculous. I never be-
lieved the old story about the roof-tile hitting him in
the head, unhinging him, or that chapters in his
masterpiece (his ‘so-called masterpiece’ the cynics
would add) were written by obscure associates while
Heslop himself crawled in and out of an alcoholic
stupor. Jacob Croakthorn, whose claim to fame was
that he once met Dickens before his teeth rotted
and he sailed for the colonies, used to complain
that Heslop sucked his brains out over supper, but
never had two pennies to rub together when it came
to paying for the meal. And on it went. Resent-
ment, I used to think to myself, recalling
Croakthorn’s yellow stumps, the laughing stock of
the Victorian bar.

I met Heslop in the Exford Hotel, just after his
last work, Memoirs of a Bohemian, was published,
and roundly condemned. But before I get to that
let me add, just to be sure there is no mistake, that
I think his so-called masterpiece, accusations and
innuendo notwithstanding, displays a mind at least



capable of penetrating the veil of things, of striving
to articulate the hidden springs of modern life, the
impossible, formless despair that finally turns us all
into stone. If it is also a botch-up, it only goes to
prove the old adage that an audacious failure out-
weighs a shelf of trivial successes.

But by the time he wrote his last work, literary
society was sick of the man. His stutter, his
mooching, his persistent ability to occupy precious
column space and his tiresome aping of manners
better suited to a world of decapitated aristocrats,
had all taken their toll. Memoirs of a Bohemian was
just the pretext the men of letters needed to hobble
him, and opinion was brutal. Someone noted the
something-or-other was misspelt on the very first
page, that someone-or-other was misquoted a few
pages later, that Aborigines were never ‘lynched’ in
Ballarat and that no one prospecting for gold in the
1850s could have read Les Fleurs du mal, which
didn’t appear until some years later. A waste of pa-
per, a farce, a monstrosity. Childish, careless, and
incompetent.

I’d read some of these reviews by the time I
was introduced at the Exford. Shocked by their
vehemence, I was also amazed to find the man
willing to show his face out of doors. But there he
was, puffing away on a cigar, repose seemingly
intact, while Henry Eastwood, as he was then
called, introduced us.

“Pleased to meet you,” I said, watching for the
hint of something that might reveal, to the satisfac-
tion of the little bit of malice lurking within me, that
he knew how badly his book had come ofl in the
press.

I can’t pretend to recreate the oddity of the man’s
speech. As the conversation got going his repose
vanished. He posed, postured, stammered and
stuttered from one outlandish opinion to the next.
Sentences contorted and syntax inverted, as his
train of thought ran awry through forests of ar-
chaic nonsense, dipped and rose over absurd un-
dulations of sensibility, and then capered about in
buskins. “Io” and “doch” to this and that, and

“dear, dear Alcibiades” every time Henry tried to
open his mouth.

I was thoroughly sick of the man by the time he
ran out of energy and slowed to a weary mutter.

“Dear boy,” he spluttered, drawing Henry closer.
“Is that m-m-mongrel still giving me the prover-
bial?” He gestured over his shoulder with a jerk of
his head. “Blasted creature.”

In a doorway at the edge of the bar, a huge
black Labrador-cross sat in a heap of loose, grey
skin and greasy hair, its wet tongue hanging out
over its blunted fangs, one bloodshot eye wander-
ing lazily in its socket, the other firmly fixed, with all
the pathos of canine longing, on Heslop. As poor
an excuse for an ill omen—assuming that’s what it
was—as anything I’d ever seen. The mangy animal
looked addled, beaten by the heat and irritated by
the smoke.

Heslop glanced nervously at the dog. His hag-
gard face flushed, and he looked a bit sick, grimac-
ing as if he had just swallowed something bitter. He
thought for a moment, then pulled a scrap of paper
and a pencil stub out of his jacket pocket and scrib-
bled out a note to himself. He re-read it, nodded,
and then gave the dog a weary salute.

“I suppose you’ve s-s-seen the reviews,” he said
finally, looking a bit crestfallen.

Henry nodded.

“I suppose you th-think it’s a wonder I can get
out of b-bed in the morning?”

Henry shrugged.

“And you, Mr, Mr what’s-your-name?”

I think I looked at my shoelaces and mumbled
into my stout.

Heslop’s hand was now trembling.

“A farrago, a hotch-p-potch, they said.”

He patted his waistcoat absent-mindedly and then
rummaged again through his pockets, finally pick-
ing out another fragment of paper from the jumble
of rubbish and lint. Again he scribbled something
out, writing quickly as if he were on the verge of
forgetting his own idea.

“Clowns,” he said, not bothering to look up at
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us. “These cl-clowns, confident in their own opin-
ions. Was there anything so crass as a man who t-t-
trumpets his own opinion? Or worse, a man who,
with all d-d-due humility, claims the t-title of his
own opinion?” He leapt to his feet, in a fit of theat-
rics, and puffed out his chest. “I; the p-p-perpen-
dicular, genius possessor of my b-brain’s good
. ” His
voice tapered off. He looked at the dog in the cor-

bloody sense, and ergo . . . and ergo . .
ner, then turned on his heel. “Well, good day my
friends,” he mumbled.

As he made his way to the street, leaving Henry
to pay of course, the miserable canine dragged it-
self to its feet and limped out after him, a string of
saliva hanging off its tongue.

I have to confess I had no idea what he was
talking about. But a little later, as I perused his last,
failed work in the peace of my own study, I was
struck by, well, struck by what? Not its incoher-
ence. That would be too simple.

Memoirs of a Bohemian: it had a plot, of sorts,
but when you thought it over, it ran through your
fingers like a handful of fine sand. It had an omnis-
cientvoice, but when you listened, it seemed to splin-
ter into a hundred different voices, each breaking
down into sentences tortuously stitched together out
of incongruous moods, impulses, phrases and idi-
oms. It was a jumble, a medley, a preposterous ex-
ercise in confusion and disorder, deceptively bound
together as if it all made sense. But that was the
rub. It did make sense. If you came at it from a
different angle, it read like a fairly conventional nar-
rative, with all the standard melodramatic clichés
and the pretentiousness of a writer trying desper-
ately to disown them, as if they were poor relations
he couldn’t quite shake.

As I thought about this, weighing the book in
my hand, I recalled Heslop’s departing words and
remembered a review I’d read in the Argus a week
or so earlier. I hurried it out of the papers that clut-
tered my desk and quickly found the line that
Heslop’s diatribe had echoed.

“Of course,” concluded the review, “this is just
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one critic’s opinion. What else am I entitled to?”

It was a modest enough claim. Yet in the murky
light of Heslop’s book it seemed suddenly absurd. I
tried to conjure up an image of this writer—Wharton
was his name—as a neatly attired first person pro-
noun, confident in the singular repose of his opin-
ion. All I could see were two bulging, bespectacled
eyes at the top of a long, inky stick. It was the only
image my mind could dredge up to capture the
grotesque conceit of a human corpulence—nerves,
vesicles, organs and enough intestinal tract to run
the length of the Royal Arcade—taming the utter
chaos of its own fickle biology and settling on an
opinion.

About a week later I bumped into Heslop again.
It was late and I was making my way home after an
evening stroll in the company of a cigarette. I sup-
pose another week of awtul reviews and relentless
satire had taken its toll. The man looked dreadful.
He staggered into me and clung to my neck for
support. He spluttered something into my ear in a
language I couldn’t for the life of me decipher. It
wasn’t English, French or German, though it bore
a remote family resemblance to all three. After a
few moments of drunken pantomime, I understood
that I’d be doing him a great favour if I could help
him find his way home.

I put my arm around him and escorted the poor
wretch towards Swanston Street. I knew he lived in
St Kilda, and imagined that if I could trundle him
into a cab and send it on its way down St Kilda
Road, I’d have done my duty.

Not a bit of it.

“I’m not taking that wreckanywhere,” the cabby
said brusquely.

“I’ll pay you now,” I said, hand fumbling in my
pocket.

“Bah,” he laughed.

It was a hot night and I was ready to get out of
it. I turned around, looking for a more obliging
driver.

For a second, I swear, my heart stopped. The

black dog from the Exford was sitting behind us,



eye obstinately fixed on Heslop’s ragamuftin body
slouched in my arms. Of course the thing looked
innocuous in itself, but for a moment the idea be-
hind its presence, the sense of coincidence, of pre-
destination, touched upon some atavistic chord that
had me shuddering at the sight of it.

I hastily pushed Heslop into the cab, ignoring
the protests of the cabby, and then jumped in my-
self. Only as the cab rattled over Princes Bridge
and the lights of the city faded behind the elm trees
of St Kilda Road could I admit to myself that I’d
overreacted to the harmless animal.

By the time we were at the junction Heslop had
regained enough clarity to direct the cab to a drab,
single-storey dwelling on Inkerman Street. He was
still unsteady on his feet, so I asked the driver to
wait while I helped him in.

It was hotter inside the house than out. Heslop
lent into me as I escorted him through the hallway.
There were no lamps on, but it was a moonlit night,
and with the curtains in the front room open I could
see that it was a neat, if crowded home. A small
child slept quietly n a crib pushed up under the
window. Another child, a girl of four or five, snored
uncomfortably on a mattress beside a couch which
held yet another slumbering child, a boy who seemed
to be fending off the heat and the sound of creak-
ing floorboards by flinging his arms up over his head
like a sleeping lunatic.

Children everywhere. For a second I had the
absurd impression that Heslop was hording them.

“The st-st-study please,” Heslop mumbled.
“Deposit me there.”

The study? I must have raised an eyebrow, im-
agining sleeping children stretched out along its
bookshelves.

We walked another step into a room not much
bigger than a closet. I banged the tops of my knees
against the edge of a rickety table, while Heslop
slouched into an austere wooden chair, wedged in
between the table and the wall, and fumbled about
with an oil lamp, eager to illuminate the full extent
of his decrepitude.

As the flame hissed inside the glass, the light
flickered over his haggard, slightly scrofulous face.
The tiny room was a shambles, overflowing with
bits of paper, old journals, illustrated magazines,
second-hand tomes, dog-eared paperbacks with
disintegrating spines, chewed cigar butts and a
coarse, brownish-grey substance that, not quite
dust, resembled something between stale bread
crumbs and flakes of dry skin. As I took it in and
wondered, vaguely, about how the laws of entropy
apply to the life of the mind, Heslop was emptying
his pockets onto the table, divesting his clothing of
a multitude of minute scraps of paper, each carry-
ing a few hastily scribbled words. The man is made
of memoranda, I thought, watching him spill hand-
fuls of these tiny notes over his lap, then onto the
ground. I could only make out the odd word or
phrase: ‘fagade’, ‘dead duck’, ‘empty void’, ‘neu-
rasthenia’; ‘cuckoo’; ‘modern times’, ‘agorapho-
bic>—fragments from some grand encyclopaedia of
modern dementia.

“Kleinprosa,” he said, slurring his words. “Try,
just try, to gather these, these c-crumbs into your
archive.”

He tossed a handful of paper scraps into the air
and cackled.

In the next room a baby whined and a woman’s
voice, gentle and patient, immediately tried to soothe
it back to sleep. I imagined a mother lying awake,
eyes glued anxiously to the ceiling, just waiting for
Heslop’s carry-on to disturb the repose of the house.

“A monstrosity,” Heslop said, calming himself.
“They called my book a monstrosity. And so it is,
according to some Latin root. The thing revealed,
like a f-f-freak of n-nature. Frankenstinian.” He
got down on his hands and knees, searching through
the debris on the floor. “Something here to that
effect. Let’s see.”

There was a scratch at the windowsill. We both
looked up, startled. A wet nose in the half-light. A
moist smudge of slobber on the glass. A bloodshot
eye drooping towards us.

“Ha!” Heslop croaked.
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“Please Georgie,” said the woman in the next
room.

“You can see it as well?” Heslop asked excitedly,
“Yes? Yes? Carried!” He opened the window. “You’d
think I could have had a c-cat, or a raven.”

The dog hauled itself through the open window
and sat itself down amongst Heslop’s rubbish with
surprising indifference for a creature that had
tramped the length of St Kilda Road.

“I should be going,” I said, backing away from
the animal, but marvelling at the midnight vision of
man and dog sniffing in the ruins.

“Yes,” he laughed, patting the animal. “Yes,
should be thanking you.” He put a handful of pa-
per scraps into my hands and closed them tight.

A baby screamed. The stench of the dog was
overpowering, the hot air asphyxiating.

“Should be thanking you,” Heslop repeated. “I,
I, I,” he was shaking with mirth as he spoke. The
word seemed stuck in his throat like a bone. He
stopped, still convulsing, and changed tack, address-
ing the dog, which was now rubbing its backside
across the floor. “Got a case of the worms as well,
have yah?”

Heslop died of pleurisy about six months later.
His last days didn’t pass without note. First there
were loud objections, but gradually these dwindled
to a few miscellaneous lines here and there to the
effect that a once upright member of the press was
making a sorry spectacle of himself, insulting so-
and-so, threatening such-and-such, embarrassing
himself and his former associates. I kept the
memory of that night with him to myself for some
time. Finally, in circumstances that I don’t quite
recall, I mentioned it to old Tom Ward, who had
worked in the library for decades and had a weak-

ness for literary anecdotes.

When I touched upon the dog, Tom stopped
me quite abruptly.

“A black dog you said?”

“That’s right.”

“And do you think it got a good look at you? Or
a good sniff?”

“Couldn’t say?”

He looked worried.

“If you ever see that thing again,” he said, draw-
ing in breath through his nostrils, “kill it. Do you
take my meaning?”

I must have looked puzzled, incredulous.

“Kill it, because once that mangy thing has your
scent, well, there’s no throwing it off.”

I knew Tom was superstitious. I was impressed
that his imagination had the ability to fashion such a
spectre out of Heslop’s poor dog, and already I
had the outline of some bestial Gothic fable of my
own forming in my brain. Of course I’d neglected
to add just how hopeless the animal looked, how
utterly devoid of evil intent. And even then the city
had outgrown my capacity for such invention.
Crowds, trams, electricity, phone lines, sprawling
suburbs—a chance meeting with the most ordinary
of living creatures, let alone one loaded with such
dubious allegorical properties, seemed remote, a fact
that, in itself, is suggestive of how we have chosen
to live here and the strange, truncated nature of
our experience.

Naturally enough, that animal never crossed my
path again. In its absence, I’m afraid, the story of
Heslop’s demise will have to remain a fairly pedes-
trian one, concluded, to no good end, in the obscu-
rity that so often accompanies a career lived
out—and killed off—in the colonies.
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fiction | FIONA CHRISTIAN

PAYING BABY

SHEER BLACK PANTYHOSE, cheapest brand on the
shelf and knee-high black boots, scuffed and col-
oured in patches with a broken biro. Heels that
were a killer. Hope bulldozes its way through her
body as she wipes her mouth with the butt of a
discount lipstick.

She has a short conversation with herself, pout-
ing those cerise lips, in her rusty mirror.

Hi, I’'m Susanna, how are you? Yes, old school
friends from the country. Hi, how are you?

Smiling her sweetest smile, a quick flick of the
hair. Imagination and projection of what could be,
will be, quicken her pulse, and she appraises her
reflection favourably. She particularly likes her cami-
sole top and will not admit to being even a little
nervous about making a good impression, having
buried in her subconscious the suggestion that anxi-
ety would ride as a bad precursor.

She picks up the invitation and reads it again,
unable to suppress her smile, striking in its infantile
delight. Inside the invitation her old friend has writ-
ten her a note, a personal note, and she reads this
aloud: Dear Susanna, nice to hear from you again
and to hear about your move to the city. Hope to
see you Saturday night.

She rounds her vowels, pronouncing the words
slowly, savouring the semantics.

Saturday night, party night. Her big opening
night, tonight.

The birthday party of this old schoolmate, in a
big house with an ocean view and plenty of young,

beautiful people to make friends with. A bus ride to
the sea. She hasn’t seen the friend, birthday girl, for
years, for more than ten years, but she remembers
the day she left. Remembers standing on the bro-
ken bit of gutter wearing her budding breasts like a
disfigurement, watching her one friend drive off,
waving goodbye through the back window of her
parents’ station wagon.

Then fifteen years of great gulping mouthfuls. It
had almost swallowed her, that town.

Until she had moved to the city, until she was
here.

It had been a relief to escape her father’s ex-
cuses of weak and limitless consistency and her
mother’s endless, endless cleaning. Scrubbing and
scrubbing and washing windows, curtains, dishes,
pots and pans, the tiresome slop of the mop ma-
nocuvred around the ill-matching chairs, their legs
sinking steadily into the mire of the drab patterned
lino covering the kitchen floor. The buds of her
mother’s assumptions would always, in the end, bear
fruit.

“He’s had a little upset,” her mother would say,
her stomach clutching tenaciously onto its contents;
cup of tea, toast spread with homemade jam, and
then she would walk out the front door and con-
tinue walking down the long bland roads towards
the outskirts of town, tracks well trodden, worn and
tired. Always, she would close the screen door gen-
tly behind her.

Only once had Susanna followed her mother,
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watched her watching the cattle trucks thumping
their way out of town, stinking and groaning, and
wondered what it was her mother saw on these walks
that absolved her pain and brought her back through
the front door; carried her over the threshold of the
fly strip and the chipped cement stairs. Susanna saw
nothing that day but the glint of tears staining her
mother’s eyes, trickles of mucus sliding through the
pits and creases of her pursed lips. The spittle of
panic growing trom the corners of her mouth as
she stood on the side of the road, the violence of
her distress diminishing somehow in the heat. The
cleansing would begin with her return, dusting and
polishing her way through the disgrace of her hus-
band having bedded the post office lady; the new
schoolteacher, lonely and lost; the publican’s widow.
Lonely and lost. He was, is now, will be, the wreck-
age of a family man, marooned in a youthful mi-
rage of what he was once. Her mother vacuumed
around the carcass of a husband.

He hunted the exhausted, her father. Easy tar-
gets, simple prey—the tired having no resilience.
Women whose skin wore the stench of sweat and
tobacco masked with the spray from a bottle of
cheap perfume. Breathing through bourbon-rusted
teeth.

Susanna would never have thought that a town
so small would people enough women for the enor-
mity of her father’s disgrace. Her shame had been
insurmountable, had curdled her teenage years. She
could have watered the dust and the rubble of the
place with the pity she felt showered upon her. Her
mother’s sadness had been too evident for too many
years and had spiced every meal she ever cooked.
Gourmet chef of misery-flavoured chops.

No chops in the city. No chops ever again.

She looks in her mirror one last time and smiles
to the imaginary group of people she will meet.
Although she is dust-blown and wheat weary she
stll believes readily in the promise of opportunity.
She has decided it is only the ghost of herself she
wants to have ever lived in that town. In the mirror,

far away from the small cluster of houses in that
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rural town named nowhere, she envisages herself
anew.

She wonders, as she picks up her keys and closes
the door behind her, what she will tell these people
she does for work. Here in the city. She knows she
can’t tell them the truth. Winding her way down
the staircase she hears the grunts and groans of a
cheap thrill as she passes flat eight and the screams
of a broken woman in flat six, an echo of a slap; a
contribution to her existence from a man whose life
was broken long before. In her hand she clutches
the invitation, embossed with a delicate floral pat-
tern in gold.

Hi, ’m Susanna, how are you. Hi.

The discernible scent of desperation follows her

down the stairs.

THE INVITATION he had placed atop a pile of many
others and he pictures, imagines nothing about his
fortunes at the birthday party tonight. Presumption
plays no role in his mind. His fortunes are as or-
ganised as his life and as favourable and pleasing as
his face is to look at. He has showered and changed,
hair damp, and he is only a little sunburned from
his day on the harbour.

From the view of his apartment window he could
see, if the inclination led him, his boat but this view
had become commonplace, morphing itself from a
luxury into an unquestioned parameter of his exist-
ence. It simply was.

He is, has always been, an exceptionally good-
looking man.

His persona has arranged itself into the summa-
tion of social aspirations. His status a mirror of the
ideal and when he shaves, his blue, deep blue eyes
rest upon a reflection of utopian properties. Publicly
parcelled, publicly designated. A delicious mélange
of character traits and situations deemed desirable
(the more imaginative of his admirers describe him
as edible). In turn, he regards some of them, these
women, as edible too. His wealth of position has
allowed him the time for occasional generosity, and
he is everything everybody would want to be.



His availability simply startles them.

He laughed his way through an affluent child-
hood, charmed his way through opportune teen-
age times. Learnt his way with women well.

He is unaware of the comfort he finds in his
assets, so ingrained is the presence of the enviable.
He wears the shoes of his life well, strides unques-
tionably, confidently, through the Shangri-la of his
existence. He just was, is, in all his resplendent glory.

He calls his father, with whom he has been sail-
ing, to see if the old man is home yet. A courtesy
call.

“Terrific day,” his father booms down the line.
“Simply terrific. And listen Nick, your mother wants
you over for dinner Tuesday night. Something about
the daughter of a friend of a friend or something.”
His father laughs and Nick hangs up with a smile.
He has a beautiful smile and there has always been,
will always be, the daughter of a friend of a friend.
He has shared the amusement of his eligibility with
his father for a few years; his parents ooze pride
from every pore.

He brews himself a coffee, looks for the paper
his housekeeper seems to move about and is just
about to leave when his phone rings again. His
mobile phone, whose call he hears for a while be-
fore he finds it.

“Well, hi,” he says, and his voice lowers slightly,
recognition flavouring his tones with indulgence.
“Going to the birthday party of a mate’s girlfriend
so I don’t know about tonight.” As he listens to the
words of enticement he looks out towards the har-
bour but sees nothing.

After a short time listening, he smiles, cedes,
convinced.

“Well, if you’ll be wearing nothing, I’ll be there
about twelve.”

He puts the phone in his pocket, picks up his
keys and drives to the party with the top down,

letting the early evening air rush over his face.

THIS EARLY EVENING AIR she breathes in deeply, on

her walk from the bus stop to the house.

She thinks she can smell the sea.

Everybody starts at the bottom, a voice funnels
through her mind. The sentence repeats itself over
again, playing a silent tune, beating syllabically in
rhythm with her heels on the footpath. When she
thinks of her job she feels sick.

For the hopeful, the expectant, disappointment
digs a devastating hole. In the middle of the room
in the big house by the sea, the beginnings of de-
scent begin after less than an hour.

She clutches in her hand the invitation as she
walks through the front door, not knowing whether
she will have to produce it to gain entry, tangible
evidence, permission for admission. Propelled by
the crowd she finds herself through the entry, down
the hallway and into a room where she is surrounded
by the beautiful, worldly, rich. A man offers her a
drink, handing her a glass, which she takes with an
anticipatory production of her well-practised smile.

Hi, I’'m Susanna. How are you?

Her mouth cannot form the words and anyway
he has looked away and is laughing with somebody
else. She stands, holding her lifeboat liquid tightly
and watches, waiting for the commencement of her
new life.

And then the slow realisation of laughter and
laughing and glances.

She quickly becomes a black and white snapshot
of herself at a gawky 13; the effort, the ability, to
colour herself in wilts rapidly in the heat of her dis-
placement.

She thought, she had hoped, these beautiful peo-
ple, worldly, rich, would welcome her into their
world. Bus her away from her cheap bed-sit in the
lower part of town. From the massage parlours and
bought minutes of love to the sea. Her beginning,
her rejuvenation, slides slowly down the wall upon
which her back leans.

She searches for a face of kindness but instead
stands next to isolation, mentally digresses into her
own personal party of ostracism. Birthday of exile.
She begins to doubt the surety of her presump-

tions.
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She catches the remnants of conversations from
which she is prohibited; samples food, finger food,
party snacks, upon which she gags and summons
all her will to swallow. Is aware, cannot possibly be
unatfected by, sideways glances and surreptitious
looks. She wishes, with all her being, her skirt were
just two inches longer. She didn’t know. How could
she have known? Her prior examination of possi-
ble profession has been futile. The question never
posed, her rehearsals of conversation falling into
the world of the superfluous. There is not a single
person present who has the compassion or fore-
thought to talk to her. A small part of her fills with
comprehension. The different, theinept, she knows,
are fearful.

Again a photo, aged 13.

Of her attempts to wash the dust and the rubble,
the grinds of wheat powder tattooed into her skin,
she becomes embarrassed. Her metamorphosis no
more than an ill-fitting and temporary disguise.

An uncharacteristically good-looking man, ex-
ceptionally detaches himself from the rest. Bravely
smiles at her, nods, before he is coaxed, cajoled
back into his world. A briefjourney, she is thankful
at least for a moment.

Hi, I’'m Susanna. How are you? Hi.

Everybody starts at the bottom.

She is almost exhausted when her friend spots
her across the room. I have been looking for you,
she says, carefully, kindly, ignoring Susanna’s inap-
propriate attire. As hostess, she owns the indulgence
of being able to approach the disagreeable without
fear of recrimination. Have you had something to
eat, to drink? She is so glad Susanna could come.
She has lost any dust years ago and Susanna won-
ders if she remembers the name of the town at all.
For this friend it is long ago, absolutely left behind.

“You can stay here the night if you need to,” she
says and Susanna smiles and says thank you, know-
ing she will have to leave at eleven. Work at twelve.
Under differing circumstances she would liken her-
self to Cinderella, but the essence of the tale is far

removed from her reality.
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“How are your parents?” the friend asks her,
yelling above the music, the frenzy of clever con-
versation. Susanna says quickly that they are fine,
well, happy, just the same, and her voice falls from
its false bright tune, its party melody, to an una-
voidably dull thud as her sentence draws to a close.
It is Saturday night, pub night. It is beer night and
her mind wanders to an image of an overweight
widow, her breath reeking of cask wine and rings of
sweat staining the underarms of her discount-store
dress. Lucky recipient of her father’s charms.

]

“Just the same,” she repeats and the triend
changes the subject. Unknowingly, her small talk
takes on an unmistakeably conciliatory tone.

Awkwardness has replaced friendship; Susanna
fights for common ground. The present situation
has lost the companionship of the past and feelings
of intrusion shoot guiltily through her body. She
feels, she is, has been, trespassing into a restricted
area. An interloper in the life of the unattainable.

Depleted, she is deflated. The friend leaves, must
mingle. She stands alone again. Watching.

HE SAW HER against the wall, the girl with the bad
skirt, bad clothes, the lipstick, and was almost bar-
relled with indifference before her glance caught
his. Later, just after eleven, he went looking for
her, without knowing why and she was gone. Just
her glass, still full, left on a counter top near where
she had stood.

THE DILAPIDATION of her expectations is so abso-
lute she leaves the stinking shreds of them behind
at the party. Leaves them lying on the floor in the
middle of the room in the big house near the sea.
Stepped over, around, on, by the beautiful, the
unaccommodating, ungenerous. It will be two years
before she can again stomach sushi.

On the bus ride home she sinks into her seat,
the shallow pit of herself widening into a gaping
aperture. She fears she will fall to the bottom.

Everybody starts at the bottom.

She climbs the stairs to her dingy bed-sit with a



heaviness that threatens to overwhelm, but some-
where inside her there is something resisting the
merciless. She packs her bag for work, drinks a
glass of tap water and looks out of the small win-
dow to the streets below. The pimps and the push-
ers, the prostitutes, walk by and the drunken shouts
will continue until morning. The sea seems so very
far away.

When she closes her door and leaves again that
night she is stopped momentarily by the beaten-up
and beaten down woman in flat six.

“You dropped your key, honey,” she says. She is
smoking and her eye is black, she is wearing a red
teddy and Susanna can see her nipples through the
net material.

“Thanks,” Susanna says, and is about to walk
away when the woman suddenly smiles, sensing, it
seems, the sting of tears in Susanna’s eyes. The
price of delusion, she finds, has been more than she
can afford.

“You’ll be all right, hon,” she says.

And with only the intangibly intended, Susanna
feels the seeding of strength to believe again in the
value of humility.

At twelve, she is on her knees.

Scrubbing, scrubbing a floor, wiping away the
memory of her excursion to the sea. Like her
mother, she thinks, she will cleanse her pain with a
brush, a mop, the acrid smell of disinfectant, famil-
iar, comforting.

At twelve, the cyclical strategy of coping, of
management, seems abundantly innate. Or a learned
behaviour? She doesn’t know. Rows of toilets to
go, floors of toilets to sterilise.

From the hours of twelve through to five she will
wash away her unworthiness. And it won’t be for-
ever, she says to herself, cleaning the bathrooms of
office blocks at night, from midnight till five wiping

away the urine stains, drops, from the toilet seats of

the important, of the people at the party. Leaving
them shiny and sanitised. She thinks of where she
lives, of the red-teddied woman, and knows any-
way, there are worse ways to start.

The clarity of this, at last, brings respite. Every-
body starts at the bottom.

Fortuity is capricious; it will catch her she thinks.

AND AT TWELVE, Nick stands at the end of a bed;
black satin sheets, draped with a leopard-skin throw
and a quivering naked body.

As promised, this body is wearing nothing.

The fat man smiles and Nick sees the shiny spar-
kle of saliva in the corner of his mouth. He is lick-
ing his lips. Licking his lips and smacking his teeth
together in antcipation of delight. When the fat man
hears Nick come in he turns his balding head to-
ward the young man and smiles moving his hips a
little, arms behind his head. He sprouts thin, white
legs, knobby knees, dark veins running thickly
through the lower half of his calves. They mingle
with the spider veins patterning his skin.

He licks his armpit, his hairy, saggy-skinned arm-
pit and leers at the young man.

“You know what I like baby,” he says and the
young man smiles and undoes the first button on
his shirt.

He was, has always been, will always be, an ex-
ceptionally good-looking man. He is everything
everybody would want to be.

“Yeah, I know what you like baby,” he says and
stands before the bed, holding out his hand.

“Money first,” he says, and he turns around to
undress, pushing the wad of notes into his pocket.
Furtive income, secret, so secret, lost hours.

And when he turns around the smile topples from
Nick’s face. Just slides to the floor with his two-
hundred-dollar shirt.

The sea seems so very far away.
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fiction | PAUL MITCHELL

DRIVEN FROM DARACKMORE
TO TOONENBUCK

THERE WERE RUMOURS all around Darackmore last
night that unmarked police cars had screamed into
Toonenbuck. Big, dark Commodores all the way
from Melbourne. I was out for a girls’ night so I
heard all about it. But John didn’t cos he was at
home watching the footy. I couldn’t hide the Sun-
day Herald Sun from him this morning, though.

He sat at the table, staring at page three. His
spoon was in his cereal, but he didn’t dig anything
out. He just looked down at the paper.

I put my hand on his shoulder and he stayed
sitting there for a bit. Then he was up and out the
back sliding door. Now he’s just sitting there on the
kids’ swing, lighting up a smoke.

He puffs the smoke out and swings back and
forward a bit. He’s got his shorts on. I like him in
those. His legs don’t look much different to when I
met him in high school. I reckon it was a day when
he was wearing his blue school shorts I decided I’d
marry him. Or at least have his babies.

I WAS BORN in Darackmore and so was John. He
lived on a farm five Ks out near Patterson but, still,
between us we’ve lived in the area all our lives. Ex-
cept for when we went to live in Heathmere for two
years so John could play footy with them. He got
paid, but not enough as far I was concerned to
keep us two hours’ trip away from our families.
They said they’d give him more money to stay for
another year, but I’'m glad we came back.
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John’s had the Mobil servo for about ten years
now. He’s always been a car man. Reckons when
he was 5 his dad showed him the ins and outs of an
engine. Shone the torch all over an HQ’s motor.
His dad pointed out the head gasket, plugs, the
fan. Wasn’t much else in them, John told me.

Every now and again he gets in his head that he
wants to pack up the tools and do something else.
Says he’s sick of working on late-model cars.

What the hell else does he reckon he’s gunna
do? I remind him about the years he did in Bonlac’s
factory before he became a registered mechanic.
Does he want to go back to the stink of cheesy,
milky crap spewing into silver vats all day? That
usually shuts him up. Plus, I remind him the good
thing about working on late-model cars is no-one’s
too cluey on how they work. He can charge a fair
whack to do stuff that he hasn’t got much idea about
cos no-one else has got a clue about it, either.

Enough said. John’s cheaper than any bastard
in Melbourne and he doesn’t get many complaints.

I PUT ME BOWL in the dishwasher and stick a couple
of bits of bread in the toaster. I look out the glass
sliding door again and now John’s looking up at
me, all sad eyes. I pull me dressing gown tight
around me and head outside.

John, it’s not your bloody fault.

He looks up at me and says, Keep your voice
down.



He gets off the swing and walks over to the wash-
ing line. Looks at it like there’s something more
important than his overalls hanging there.

It’s Sunday mornin, Johnny. No-one’s gunna
hear us.

There’s always someone around.

I head back inside to get him some toast.

DARACKMORE’S not a big place. Last census we
came in at 2500. But Sandra Mulligan at the coun-
cil reckons they buggerise around with those num-
bers so we can keep our ‘town status’. I dunno
what that’s all about. It’s still a town as far as I can
tell, no matter how many people live in it.

We’re much bigger than Patterson and Mortdale,
and definitely Toonenbuck. I don’t think there’s fifty
people out there these days. The Bramsoke Coun-
cil wanted to push the speed limit through the place
back up to 100 Ks. Only the Crown Hotel car park
stopped them. Tom Sheppard the publican got stuck
into council one night and said his ‘patrons’ could
get wiped out pulling from the car park into traffic.

Apparently George Sinclair from the council
yelled out, That’s if they haven’t been wiped out by
your mob already.

A few of the others had a snigger. Tom wasn’t
impressed by all reports. Stared at them all till they
quietened down. Threatened to get his cousin from
Melbourne to look into it all. The one that has ‘a
tew different ventures’. And that worried them. Plus
his cronies were sitting alongside Sheppard with their
fat heads and arms full of tatts.

I don’t reckon Sheppard and his mob have done
as many things as everyone’s said over the years. If
they have, Christ knows why they’re still free to
lean all over the Crown bar every night. John reck-
ons for sure they did what they were supposed to
have to Chris Harrison’s eye. The poor bastard wears
a patch now. He said it was a stuff-up with fencing
wire flinging back at him, but John tells me that’s
bullshit.

Still, it’s 80 through Toonenbuck and past the
Crown, but you’ve gotta do 60 clicks through
Darackmore. You’ve got the Avenue of Honour,
pine trees on your left and right. If you’re coming
from Melbourne way, the bluestone Catholic Church

comes up on your left, and the school’s next door
to it. About a half a K on there’s Macca’s on your
right, houses on both sides and the Three Maids
Hotel.

You go past all the other shops, then there’s an-
other school, the Anglican Church and then John’s
Mobil out where there aren’t as many houses. Dur-
ing the day there’s usually a car in his garage up on
a hoist and John there with his head up under it.

If you drove through Darack last Friday night,
though, you wouldn’t have seen much of all that
because the streetlights are shithouse. But the Mobil
garage light was on and John was in there stll with
his head up under a car. John should have told who-
ever’s car it was to get stuffed cos he had a party to
go to. But he’s got a bad habit of trying to make
everything sweet with everyone. That’s why he’s
out there now on the swing, worrying.

Seven a clock he rings me and says the car’s
timing’s all stuffed up and he’ll probably be another
couple of hours. I told him you’re not bloody wrong
the timing’s all stuffed up, what about the party
tonight? John said just get the babysitter to come a
bit later and he’d get home as soon as he could.

I TAKE HIM out a couple of pieces of toast now with
a bit of peanut butter on them. He asks where the
kids are and I tell him Brent’s still in bed and the
other two are watching a video. He takes a bite out
of one of his toasts and then looks up at me from
the swing.

I’ve gotta go down the station and tell em what
I know. He swallows then takes another bite.

I shake my head at him.

You’re not goin anywhere. What can you tell em,
anyway?

Tell em I could have done somethin.

I sigh at him.

Like what? That’s bullshit, John.

He grabs tighter on the swing rope like he’s going
to pull himself up and head off. I get worried he
might be serious.

Look, just sit there for a bit, will ya? Have a
think about it. I’ll go and make you a cuppa.

I put my hand on his shoulder and he looks down
again at his toast.
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WE’D BEEN at the party a half hour. John was sitting
at an outdoor table, looking at his stubby. I said to
him, What’s the matter with you? You’re quiet . . .

So he spilled his guts. What there was to spill.

He reckons he knew straight away they were from
out of town. Even before he heard the tins rattling
along behind their car and saw Just Married scrawled
in white paint on a side panel. A bloke with darkish
skin wound down his window. John said the woman
leaning across from the passenger seat had a kind
of, but not really, Asian-looking face.

He told them, Pump’s closed, sorry.

The bloke said, No, not, not, we stay.

John was gunna give him a blast, but then he
realised the bloke was looking for somewhere to
stay the night. He gave him directions back into
town: past the school on your left, the second big
pine tree, to the sign that says 500 metres, the river
alongside you then you’re at Fenwick Guesthouse.
I’ll have a vacancy, everything else is probably full
up. Footy finals and the flower show, too, you know.

John reckons the bloke looked at him dumb-
like and the woman sniffed and blew her nose.

Playing the tour guide wasn’t getting the car in
the garage fixed or John any closer to getting home
for a shower and spruce-up. He tried again to ex-
plain how to get to the Fenwick, but the pair of
them came out with a heap of whos and whats all in
the wrong order so John said, Toonenbuck.

He pointed straight down the highway, talked
them through the right over the bridge that you
couldn’t miss, and then straight onto the Crown
Hotel. They’d have a bed. The woman smiled, the
bloke said, We thank, shoved ten bucks in John’s
hand and they pulled away.

John reckons straight away he felt his guts sink.
Just the thought of this pair bowling up to Sheppard
and his mob at the Crown. On a Friday night. Didn’t
like it one iota so he waved his hand and they pulled
up. He ran up to the bloke’s side and the bloke
wound down his window. Not as far this time.

Mate, look, I’ll grab me car and show ya the
way to the Fenwick.

John tried to shove the ten bucks back into the

bloke’s hand. The bloke said, No, no, you keep.
The woman smiled and they pulled away, tin cans
rattling down the highway pulled by a Nissan Blue-
bird.

I’VE BOILED the kettle twice. Put a couple of last
night’s pizza plates in the dishwasher. Keeping my
eyes on John the whole time. I’'m watching him
when he’s up and off the swing and in through the
back sliding door. Straight past me and grabs the
car keys off the hook.

Where are you goin John?

He looks at me, but he’s still clammed up and
heading for the front door. I go after him and we
both end up on the front decking.

I grab his arm and it stops him.

Just stay put. You didn’t do anything.

With his free arm he grabs me. Then talks
through his teeth like he’s some tough bloke.

If I didn’t do anythin then it doesn’t matter if I
go down and tell em what I know . . .

I raise my voice and that gets him looking from
one neighbour’s yard to the other.

For Chrissake, John! You’ve worked bloody hard
to keep the servo goin and you’ve got three kids.
You don’t want to go and get mixed up in all that
stuff at Toonenbuck.

He goes to pull his arm away when we both see
the dark-coloured Commodores, and a normal cop
car behind them. There’s blokes in suits with dark
sunnies on, sitting in all the Commodores. I reckon
I catch a look at a couple of the regulars from the
Crown in the back seat of one of them. I ask John
whether he thinks it is and he says he doesn’t know.

It’s all right now, I say. But John just keeps look-
ing at the cars.

We stand there and watch them speed up as they
hit the 80 zone. When the last one disappears over
the rise, I head back inside. But John doesn’t.

I come back out and bring him a cup of tea and
sit down next to him on the edge of the decking.
He sits there blowing his smoke out and looking
away towards the rise in the road. I put my arm

around him.
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fiction | WAYNE MACAULEY

A HAIR OF THE DOG

WHEN IN THE SUMMER of 1995 Trevor Hardle, a
former process worker, was bitten by his neigh-
bour Brian Patten’s dog, Paul, no-one could have
anticipated the consequences it would have for the
two men involved, let alone the poor dog itself. The
dog was in a sense an innocent victim in all this and
would if it could have happily unbitten the bite that
had caused the offence in the first place—though
unfortunately, given the speed of events, it would
never get the opportunity to do so. Trevor Hardle
had stumbled into its path, Paul was really only do-
ing what a dog is bought and kept to do, and even
as it sank its teeth into the soft flesh of Trevor
Hardle’s calf it was as certain as a dog could ever be
that a bone reward would be waiting for it upon its
master, Brian Patten’s, return.

It was the last in a long line of unusual events,
and one which would ultimately push Trevor Hardle
a little further towards the edge. No-one, least of all
Trevor Hardle, would deny that the break-up with
his wife had hurt him deeply, a hurt from which he
had not recovered, despite the amount of liquid as-
suagements he had since consumed. She was the
world to him, his three children the orbiting moons,
and nothing could fill the void of her absence. But
the loss of a job and a weekly wage and the conse-
quent loss of self-respect had exacted a heavy toll
on the Hardle household and Jodie had stayed as
long as she could. She knew a violent end would
crown their once happy relationship otherwise. One
afternoon, while Trevor Hardle was out, she packed
the kids and all their belongings into the car and
took the coast road north.

It was at a time closely following on this—spe-
cifically as Trevor Hardle was therapeutically smash-

ing a concrete birdbath to pieces in his backyard
with the blunt end of a tomahawk—that the neigh-
bours, Brian Patten and Trevor Hardle, first be-
came properly acquainted. They were, to their
mutual surprise, both wallowing in the same slough.
Brian Patten’s wife and children had also left him
the previous year for reasons not dissimilar to Trevor
Hardle’s, inasmuch as he too had failed to hold
down his forklift-driving job and had sought solace
for the fact that as a husband and father he was a
miserable failure by falling profligately into the arms
of the demon drink. Simultaneous with this, and so
that he might be able to better revenge himself on
the stinking injustice that was Life, he had also
bought himself a dog, a Rottweiler, whom he had
named Paul, after the assistant manager who be-
hind his desk with the smartlittle desk calendar had
obsequiously delivered the news of his termination
and had from the early puppy stage used this Paul
as a kind of voodoo-doll-cum-soul mate, alterna-
tively kicking him in frustration and cradling him
with affection, according to the mood he was in.
Paul the Rottweiler, consequently, was a little bit
disturbed in the head. But obviously even in the
best possible world a dog’s company could not in
every way replace a human’s and on hearing of his
neighbour Trevor Hardle’s misfortune the two
struck up an immediate friendship.

It was a friendship very much based on drink-
ing, in particular cans of bourbon-and-coke, for
which they both had an unhealthy affection. From
that day on they drank together every afternoon
and evening, often finishing the night entertaining
some girls from the local escort agency and playing
their own controlled version of wife-swapping with
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them. All summer they sat bare-chested on their re-
spective front porches, drinking and abusing from
the safety of their properties anyone who happened
to be walking past. They turned up their televisions,
played their music too loud. One afternoon Brian
Patten tore all the palings off the fence to make
passing back and forth between the properties
easier. Their houses fell into neglect, the lawns
grew to knee-high, junk mail cascaded from the
letterboxes. In short, they had dealt with the twin
yokes of unemployment and alimony in a way few
could hope to emulate. Their lives were lived in a
state of perpetual drunken bliss; every night they would
go to bed insensible, every morning with a hair of
the dog they would start the cycle again. And week
by week the empty bourbon-and-coke cans piled
up, like a monument to their debauchery.

But in much the same way that forced unem-
ployment and an excess of leisure can sometimes
strain the previously amiable relationship between a
husband and wife, so too would this life of unprin-
cipled abandon eventually strain the relationship
between Brian Patten and Trevor Hardle. It began
with a casual comment from Brian Patten that nei-
ther of them could recall but which Trevor Hardle
would later insist had been intended to injure him
deeply. It may have been something about his wife.
But whatever the origin of the argument the fact
was that the longer it went on the more abysmal the
differences between them became. It was as if some
dreadful germ had got into the relationship and was
now spreading itself unmercifully through every part
of it. They could find no common ground. A white
flag, tentatively raised, became the signal to attack;
a harmless jibe, intended only to smooth the wa-
ters, provoked another round of insults and vio-
lence that would rumble on for weeks. The
honeymoon was over. It couldn’t go on. Without
officially declaring it, a temporary truce was en-
acted: the two men retreated to their houses and
tried to drink themselves separately into their own
state of contriteness. It was not easy—it never is.
Trevor Hardle was the first to arrive. At around
cleven o’clock that night, after watching a romantic
comedy that had unexpectedly brought him to tears,
he realised with the force of a vision the heavy price
he would pay for sacrificing his friendship with Brian
Patten on the same altar that had taken the rela-
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tionship with his wife. Fortifying himself with one
last can he made his way next door with the inten-
tion of heartily embracing his neighbour, feeling the
scrape of whiskers on his cheek, and of bringing
peace to their troubled houses again. But unfortu-
nately on this night Brian Patten was not at home
(he had in fact left some time earlier for the local
pub where he too was hoping with one last Her-
culean effort to drink himself to penitence) and
waiting instead down the sideway in the dark was
the slavering Rottweiler, Paul.

It is not easy to unravel the psychology of a dog,
much less a dog as confused in its upbringing as
Paul, and although up to that night he had paid
little more attention to his master’s friend Trevor
Hardle than to perhaps occasionally sniff the cuff of
his jeans, for some reason something in him now
snapped. He’d heard the arguing, the carping, the
bitching, and for a dog who had suffered as much
as he had in his short dog life, Paul the Rottweiler
had had enough. As for Trevor Hardle, when he
opened Brian Patten’s front gate and heard a low
growl he did not for a moment think of turning
back. Though never having shown any great love
for his neighbour’s dog he saw no reason to fear it
either. Fortified by drink, Trevor Hardle walked
down the path calling its name and patting himself
invitingly on the leg. That, for Paul, his dog’s brain
hovering on the edge of madness, was the cue to
rush wildly out of the dark and sink his teeth into it.

The attack immediately threw Trevor Hardle to
the ground from where with one flailing arm he
tried desperately to shield himself—had he not by
accident put his other hand on a rock lying beside
the front tap the dog would surely have shredded
him. One blow to the skull was enough to shut it
up. But in the same way that something had snapped
in Paul’s mind, something now snapped in Trevor
Hardle’s. No, he had not yet entirely avenged him-
self on the ugly shambles his life had become—no,
he might never—but a further series of blows (some
to the head, some to the ribs, some to the head
again) did at least incrementally improve what for
Trevor Hardle had up to then been a very difficult
few days.

No light was burning in his neighbour’s house
when Brian Patten arrived home late that night.
Paul was unusually quiet. He opened his front door



and, checking its width along its length, staggered
down the hallway to the bedroom where he col-
lapsed fully-clothed into bed. When he walked out
the next morning he almost fell over it. It was Paul
all right, but not the Paul that Brian Patten remem-
bered. The dead and battered dog had been shaved
of every one of its hairs, and now looked instead
like some kind of pig. Brian Patten leaned over into
the garden to retch. Trevor Hardle closed the crack
in the curtains and smiled to himself.

THAT DAY PASSED slowly and a little strangely for
Brian Patten. He buried the dog in the backyard
and raised a small wooden cross at its head. He
hosed the blood off the path. It was well after lunch
before he had his first drink. Clearly the message
written in black Texta on Paul’s depilated body was
in his neighbour’s hand and clearly it was some kind
of sick and twisted revenge for some deep imag-
ined wrong—but what this wrong was Brian Patten
could not guess. The really strange thing though,
stranger even than the message, was the fact that
he could not get angry about it—in fact, the more
he thought about it the less angry he became. It
was as if something warm and gelatinous had flow-
ered in his gut. The next morning, when he went to
the fridge to get his first can for the day, an even
stranger thing happened. He found himself stopped,
his arm outstretched, wondering what he was do-
ing. He didn’t drink that can, or the one that would
have followed. He didn’t drink all day, or the day
after that. On Saturday he went to the local pet
shop and chose for himselfa cute little brown Cocker
Spaniel puppy and on Sunday evening interrupted
his small bachelor’s roast to ring his long-estranged
wife. They talked for two hours, at an off-peak rate,
and by conversation’s end Brian Patten knew that
his life had turned again. Towards the end of that
summer his wife and children were returned to him,
the yard was cleaned of its debris and the house
restored to order and a kind of invisible wall raised
up between his property and that of his increasingly
unhinged neighbour.

For Trevor Hardle meanwhile—bewildered,
alone—had discovered some astonishing things in
the hairs of Brian Patten’s dog. He had spread a

great handful of them out on the glass cotfee table
in the lounge room, and spent his days since the
canicide arranging and rearranging them into an
increasingly disturbing series of patterns. Of course
Brian Patten had been fucking Jodie, had been
fucking her for years—the hairs made that patently
clear. But how many times since the birdbath, how
many more times to come? How many times that
night, while the dog stood guard at the door? They
are like leeches these people, they latch onto you
and suck all the goodness out. They take from you
whatever they can—all the sunlight, all the mean-
ing, all the love—and give nothing but dark thoughts
back. He began drinking Island Coolers, in quanti-
ties exceeding the records achieved with his previ-
ous brand, and, believing these Island Coolers with
their sweet bee-loved scent of frangipanis to be giv-
ing him even more profound insights into the intri-
cacies of his neighbour’s betrayals, he drank them
without pause. Everything, everything: it all became
clear. He sat all day in the armchair, the hairs on
the coffee table in front of him, moving only be-
tween there, the fridge, the toilet and occasionally
the window where he would look out through the
curtains on the new world being born next door.
The children played with the puppy; husband and
wife kissed goodbye at the gate. It was only by
breathing in that tropical mind-scent of frangipanis
that Trevor Hardle could stop himself from falling.

Not long after this it all went quiet in the Hardle
household and a For Sale sign went up in the front
yard. His wife asked him what was going on next
door and Brian Patten made some enquiries. Trevor
Hardle had gone up north in search of his estranged
wife and children and (he assumed) a new, less-
troubled life. Then one day Brian Patten received a
small parcel from him (it was Paul the Rottweiler’s
hair, there was a note attached, Brian Patten
dropped it all into the compost bin and closed the
lid very tight) and not long after that again he was
sitting out on the back porch one day reading the
paper in the sun when he saw the small article tucked
away down in the corner about a murder-suicide
up the coast. He let one hand fall down beside his
chair. Sunny the Spaniel licked it. His daughter came
up with a bug in a jar. The sky was very blue.
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The Grind

If i told you that the girl
i'm seeing now

has bright sparkling
eyes

soft tender skin
& a cheeky grin

& wears her mousy
blonde-tipped hair
cut short

but still with little
piggy tails that i often
grip like reins

i wouldn’t be telling
lies

but if i said that she often said
that she worked
for a funeral director
embalming corpses

doing things like
stuffing wads of cotton
wool into people’s cheeks
to fill out their faces
so they looked as good as new
for friends

& family

& loved ones

on their last public outing

& if i said that only
just last week she fixed up
that apprentice plumber

the one you may have well
read about in the morning paper
in an article not much bigger
than a cigarette packet

they said the young bloke
had fallen into a trench in
slippery wet clay & had been
impaled through the left eye
on a piece of ¥%2" copper pipe

well if i said that she patched
him up & had him looking
just like the photo on his
newly aquired driver’s licence
for his final farewell

then one of us would be
telling porky-pies
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if i said however that she was
fully employed as a
baker’'s assistant
a cake decorator
& a checkout chick
& that she followed
Central Districts in the SANFL
& flaunted it
& that sometimes she did
swear like a sailor
& that she was proud of her
working class credentials
yet sometimes did feel a little
unsure of herself with academics
& the conversations that they ran
& that she did confuse them
with her fantasies when opportunities
arose
& that she always despised
the stockbroker types
& their extraordinary interest
in the All Ordinaries Index
& their blatant greed & disregard
for anyone other than themselves
(& she loved to rev them up
with stories of how the eye
hung off something that vaguely
resembled string)
but the reality remains that she is
in fact a single mother on a pension
that she is 25 years old
& has two kids under school age
that she did complete year 12
& went on to uni only to drop out
when anorexia overtook her
& sent her bodyweight down to
37 kilograms
& in telling you these things—
i wouldn't be telling you lies

& if i said that every second

Friday night her children went with
their father & she came to me

for a little bit of undivided
attention



even though she’d still have to
get up at 3:00am on those
Saturday mornings to go & decorate
a cake & create another Spiderman
for yet another child’s party somewhere
out there in the northern suburbs

& she knows only too well
that if she adds another call charge
to her mounting mobile phone bill
on those Friday nights when her kids
are seldom ever picked up at the
prescribed time

that i can then most likely
have dinner on the table as she parks
in my driveway

me leaning over the stove
& listening for her disc pads to grind
toahalt & her comingin
out of the cold wondering aloud
if she can get another week
out of them

knowing that another car payment
is already overdue

& the insurance is less
than a week away

& that the tyres are just about
as worn down as she feels after yet
another early start

& as we raise our knives & forks
we try not to get indigestion
as we both try to sneak glances
at the kitchen clock

knowing that time
on our side.

may never be

GEOFF GOODFELLOW

Always Eating

The article is about where to go
for the best
cappuccino

and there’s a large
photo

of a massive

cup

with a cloud of froth
and maghnified
chocolate

dust.

You can never
have

too
much.

PETER MURPHY

with frost

Waking early

in cold dawn

and looking long

at mist shrouded
mountains

a tumult of words
images

clamour for release
in air

still riddled with frost

COLLEEN Z BURKE
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Herstory

il

Pastel pink the building stands, a faded party dress, a woman sits starked.
Dead vine stalks interwoven on fence, a faded landscape on the wall.

Scratched pews next to plastic playground and astro-turf
A child plays on a pedalless bike.

Woman watches a burning cigarette, in fumbling fingers, crumbled ashes gone with the
wind. Breaking their spines, half-smoked, pressing perfect, a black dot on the asphalt.
She meditates.

Barren plants in plastic pots, white marble Mary in the middle, palms pressed open,
Subtle smiles on tilted head and limp neck.

Cobwebs tremble over rusty fire-escape lock, wooden steps moulder. Veils of dust gather
in the hatches of metal doors. Floors and flower-printed counter never bled upon.

Her smoked fingers fiddle in the entrance. She peers past like pendulum—the wall. Seeing
if the son is there. Left side of face to palm, her head strung straight. No one. No one.

2.

White cotton flies like flag, so vivid against faded walls. Smiling with crumbled mouths,
hearts flowered in flame, the eternal light flickers like whited eyes.

Singing out of time, out of tune, out of time, out of tune.
Sweeping cracked biscuits back together.

Washed, washed, hung out to dry. Scuffling slippers on linoleum, clanging of dishes,
banging of pots, everything put back into place, Mother Mary sits full of grace, on the
shelf, in the corner, with palms pressed and arms wide open.

The second hand dies and starts. A woman hangs out the washing, the pegs spin, metal
strings subsect her, like wire to clay.

Eyebrowless on face slapped slut. Crumbled eyes and bruised ankles, grazed knees
kneeling. Bathed baby boy, dirty hand cradied gift. | thirst, | thirst. Nibbled fingers number
nice.

Humming hymns. Still shadow divided face, dim, dim, dim, through lace curtains and
stained glass. Looking at feet, all eyes and mouth, face scrunched. She tilts her head to
Mother Mary and stilts a smile. Dark.

CLAIR MACDOUGALL
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review [ SAMUEL PIETSCH

GLOBALISED POWER,
GLOBALISED PROTEST

Verity Burgmann: Power, Profit and Protest: Australian
Social Movements and Globalisation (Allen & Unwin,
$39.95)

Verity Burgmann’s 1993 work Power and Protest
was the definitive account of the rise of new social
movements in this country. This updated version,
Power, Profit and Protest, is a timely book which
will likewise set the terms of debate about Austral-
ian social movements in the coming years.

Around three quarters of the material is new,
including updated chapters on the Aboriginal, wom-
en’s and environmental movements, a new chapter
on the anti-corporate globalisation movement and
a new conclusion. The revised introduction, which
deals with new social movement theory, is a sus-
tained attack on postmodernist tendencies in
academia and their irrelevancy to real world strug-
gles. Power, Profit and Protest is itself designed to
address postmodernism’s deficiencies, a goal which
it achieves admirably.

The chapters on the Aboriginal, women’s and
environmental movements are solid political history.
Burgmann remains sensitive to the internal dynam-
ics of the movements, and details their weaknesses
as well as their successes. The account of the Abo-
riginal movement and the strategies which succes-
sive governments have used to counter it is
particularly relevant given recent developments.

However, the work’s greatest value is in its ac-
count of anti-corporate globalisation. Burgmann
charts the rise of this newest of social movements in
North America, through to Australia’s own ‘S11°
demonstration against the World Economic Forum
meeting in Melbourne in September 2000. While
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including a powerful argument in favour of the prin-
ciples of the movement, the focus is on its internal
workings. As a kind of supra-movement, it draws
together people with many different political con-
cerns, yet is unified by opposition to transnational
corporations and economic institutions.

Two minor criticisms of this account: first,
Burgmann describes the movement’s organisational
structure as both ‘ultra-democratic’ and yet ‘tightly
effective’. From personal experience, the organisa-
tional situation is far more ambiguous than
Burgmann suggests. Secondly, and perhaps under-
standably given the upbeat political climate follow-
ing S11, Burgmann is uncritical of the relatively
shallow base of support for the anti-corporate
globalisation movement in Australia.

The discussion of anti-corporate globalisation also
draws together a number of themes which run
throughout the book, and which address many key
contemporary political issues. The first is the im-
portance of class, both analytically and politically.
Social movements have always needed links to the
organised working class in order to develop real
power. But for the anti-corporate globalisation
movement this need is even more obvious. Ulti-
mately, the movement is united by its opposition to
corporations’ drive for profit regardless of social
cost. Successtul opposition to this totalising phe-
nomenon requires that the working class take a cen-
tral role.

In discussing class, Burgmann’s acknowledged
debt to autonomist Marxism is evident. While she
retains the traditional conception of the working class
as a product of capitalist economic relations, she
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also foreshadows the rise to prominence of a post-
industrial ‘new proletariat’, which echoes Hardt and
Negri’s concept of the ‘Multitude’. However, she
never clearly elucidates the economic or political
basis of this new agency, or how its emergence
changes fundamental political dynamics.

A second unifying theme is the role of the state
in social movement politics. There is an inherent
contradiction in movements which eschew the tak-
ing of state power, but are reliant on the state to
institute policy change. In a globalised society, where
the power of the traditional nation-state to formu-
late policy has been superseded by transnational
corporations and economic institutions, this con-
tradiction becomes even more stark.

Burgmann’s position on the state is nuanced,
arguing that it has become ‘supine’, rather than ‘pow-
erless’, but ultimately she stresses a decline in nation-
state power. The latest war on Iraq, however, casts
doubt on this decline. The conflict between the US
and France and Germany resembled classic imperi-
alist rivalries rather than a homogenous world order.
While it would be unfair to criticise Burgmann for
what she has written before these events, they high-
light a certain weakness in her analysis of the state.

Finally, Burgmann discusses the issue of reform

versus revolution, which has plagued all social move-
ments, old and new. She refuses to be drawn on her
own political preference, but argues that even mod-
erate reforms will be won by the radical currents of
the movement, by scaring the state into action. How-
ever, whether the new transnational state is capable
of effectively insttuting reforms is an open question.
A failure to reform could lead to more fundamental
changes. This is a refreshingly insightful approach,
which refuses oversimplification. It would, however,
be enhanced by an economic analysis of the roots of
corporate globalisation, which, Burgmann’s empha-
sis on the “creative human energy” of labour not-
withstanding, will limit any possible reform.

The book’s conclusion returns to the condition
of Australian intellectual life, highlighting the need
for thought that is engaged with practical activism.
The greatest contribution of Power, Profit and Pro-
test is precisely in helping to fulfil this need. By fo-
cusing on the workings of power and the potential
for political change, Burgmann has succeeded in
writing a book which advances academic debate and
addresses contemporary political concerns.

Samuel Pietsch has recently completed a study of
Australia’s treatment of refugees.

Where are the phrases of yesteryear?

SEAN SCALMER

Alan Barcan: Radical Students: The Old Left at Sydney
University (MUP, $49.95)

“Where are the phrases of yesteryear?” James
McAuley posed the question in his attack on com-
munist about-faces, ‘Ballade of Lost Phrases’. Alan
Barcan’s book, Radical Students, provides an an-
swer. McAuley’s intent was mocking and inquisito-
rial; Barcan’s is restorative and generous. He
patiently chronicles the history of student politics
from the First World War until the middle 1960s.
The book is highly detailed, gently self-depreca-
tory, and consistently interesting. We learn not only
what happened to the phrases of yesteryear, but
what helped to summon them forth, and why they
might have disappeared.

Radical Studentsis subtitled ‘the Old Left at Syd-
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ney University’, but this underplays Barcan’s ambi-
tion. In one sense, the book offers a quite engross-
ing personal history, as the author explains his own
political entanglements and passions. He declares
himself ‘happy’ to preserve the memories of the
past, and of the 1940s in particular. But the book
also has a wider focus. Comparisons with Melbourne
University are frequent and often developed. Ex-
planations of political advance and retreat are ven-
tured. Broader still, Barcan engages with the shifting
bases of intellectual life, and even with the meaning
and scope of intellectual radicalism in the twentieth
century.

The book has many strengths. The prose is clear
and engaging. The many illustrations are impressive.
Barcan draws upon his own experience to enliven
the work with engaging anecdotes. Among many
fascinating details, this reader learnt that as late as
1940 students were expected to stand still in the quad-



rangle whenever the carillon was playing patriotic or
religious tunes; that Sydney’s Andersonians tended
to imitate the Master, adopting the Professor’s stut-
ter and Scottish whine; and that one successful tech-
nique used to disrupt left-wing meetings was the
capture and then release of a flock of pigeons.

This is more than a stroll down memory lane,
however. Barcan has a well-developed intellectual
framework. As he puts it:

some sympathy ter the Old Left, some acceptance of
Marxian sociology, some appreciation of the intel-
lectual principles of Andersonianism, and a strong
commitment to liberal humanism and its by-prod-
uct, liberal education.

With these eclectic resources, the author offers a
persuasive analysis of the vicissitudes of student
politics. He assays the changing structure of uni-
versities; the relationship between secondary and
tertiary education; the pace of student life; the class
background of students; and the impact of Depres-
sion, war, and Cold War. The doubting, historian’s
eye is present, too. The existence of cycles of
radicalisation and conservatism is diagnosed. The
contemporary complaints of ‘student apathy’ and
‘falling standards’ are both identified in the heyday
of the Old Left, more than forty years ago.

Nonetheless, Radical Students is not without
flaws. At times the recitation of votes cast and bat-
tles for office can be wearying. The content of de-
bates and the substance of student argument might
have repaid closer attention. We learn how many
voted for and against a score of motions; we some-
times learn who the leading speakers might have
been; we rarely learn what they argued, or who
they drew upon. This is a political history of student
radicalism, not an intellectual history.

More seriously, Barcan’s sense of historical sym-
pathy fails him after his own generation has left the
campus. For Radical Students the year 1967 marks
the beginning of a terrible cultural revolution. The
New Left is associated with the decay of political
theory and its many theoretical contributions are
not broached at all. The author has little time for
“special interest groups such as feminists or ethnic
groups”, who (in apparent contradiction to others)
see education “as a means of access to power and
attractive jobs”. Contemporary student politics is
described as a “bureaucracy” and a “welfare sys-

tem”. These are not the radical phrases of yester-
year, nor the urgent voices of radical students to-
day. They are disappointed and unsympathetic
phrases, and they are not supported by equivalent
research or understanding.

This is a disappointing lapse, though it is not so
serious that it undermines the book’s genuine
achievement. Indeed, if Barcan’s deliberate account
of ‘now’ versus ‘then’ is unpersuasive, the book’s
research does provide the resources for a richer, more
historical account of student politics. In particular,
three important lessons, reflected but not developed
in Radical Students, are worth considering.

First, the politics of the Old Left had a clear
rational and deliberative basis. Its classic form was
the debate; its respect for argument undoubted. Its
respectability extended even to Communists, such
as Barcan. This contrasts with a more theatrical and
expressive politics that has developed since the 1960s.
The demonstration or occupation has long been as
important as the debate and the vote. Respectabil-
ity is an insult, not a virtue.

Second, the Old Left on campus was a politics
built around respect for liberal freedoms. The con-
sistent story is one of the Left fighting for free
speech, expression, and assembly. It is the Right, in
the form of university authorities, political groups,
or the press, which embodies the force of censor-
ship and control. With a few exceptions (such as
the prosecution of the editors of Rabelais in 1995),
radical student politics today is seldom organised
around these battles or questions.

Third, it is surprising to learn how important
university staff once were to radical politics at the
University of Sydney. They helped form many of
the most influential institutions, occupied leading
offices, and contributed significant arguments. In a
genuine sense, radical ferment on campus was a
joint product of staff and students alike. This has
not been so true since the 1960s, either, and it im-
plies a sobering retort to the nostalgic and radical
academic of today: If you think that the campus
politics of 2003 aren’t what they used to be, then
you, too, might be to blame.

In any case, the campus radical of yesteryear,
today and tomorrow will be sure to benefit from
Barcan’s enjoyable labour of love.

Sean Scalmer is in the Department of Politics,
Macquarie University.
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Economics and Autism

SUSAN HAWTHORNE

Frank Stilwell: Political Economy: The Contest of
Economic Ideas (OUP, $49.95)

Journal of Australian Political Economy: 50th Issue. The
State of Political Economy (Australian Political Economy
Movement, $9.90)

I had a strange sort of feeling reading Frank Stilwell’s
Political Economy: The Contest of Economic Ideas.
It was that so much of it was familiar, and yet the
sources fer this familiarity were not noted. The book
begins with a chapter entitled ‘The Personal is the
Political Economic’. It sounded promising, because
I know the feminist slogan ‘the personal is political’
so well. I know its source—Robin Morgan—and I
have used the concept time and again in feminist
theorising for nearly thirty years. So I was more
than surprised to find no mention of the word femi-
nist here, and very little of it in the rest of the book
(the index gives two page references for ‘feminism’
in the entire book and they occur on pages 304 and
359; the category ‘women’ fares only slightly bet-
ter, with three pages devoted to women and work).
I mention this not just as a matter of pique, but
because so many of the ideas discussed in the book
seem to be derived from much feminist thought
but with no acknowledgement of it. This is not es-
pecially unusual in the work of men from the theo-
retical Left. Just as white theorists ignore the work
of black, Indigenous and other majority peoples,
men from the Left continue to fail to acknowledge
the work of feminists.

The book introduces a lot of useful ideas and
concepts. For example, the chapter on land looks
at the theories of David Ricardo and of Henry
George, two nineteenth-century economists who
considered rent and land taxes as useful ways of
capturing the economic surplus derived from land.
Stilwell briefly mentions the very different Indig-
enous perspective on land as more than economi-
cally productive. Unfortunately, he does not subject
his discussion of land to an Indigenous analysis, al-
though on page 316 he hints that this might be
possible. If political economy is to be a useful cri-
tique of mainstream economics, the political aspect
of this critique deserves more attention. He does
not, for instance, mention how it is that a declara-
tion of terra nullius changes the economic value of
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land, and how it is that
the Crown located so
far away from Australia
or sub-Saharan Africa
can declare all land
free for its own use.
Once again, the fact
of colonisation is not
mentioned in thisout-
line of political
economy. A startling
fact, given just how
important colonisation
has been to the suc-
cess of global capitalism. Indigenous views of land
challenge not just paradigms of ownership, but also
what counts as productive. The Australian experi-
ence of primary producers has for the most part
resulted in the creation of conditions of non-pro-
ductivity through over-exploitation of land and in-
creasing salinity problems. This was land that
remained productive for many tens of thousands of
years under the stewardship of Indigenous people.
Producuvity is an ecologically determined value, not
one that can be universalised from European or
Asian or North American experience.

The strength of this book is its generality. It cov-
ers many of the broad ideas that underlie economic
discussion. However, its weakness is also its gener-
ality and its tendency to always resort to mainstream
ideas rather than to those ideas that really challenge
the basis of capitalist, patriarchal and white-domi-
nated global economics. It is a shame that Stilwell
does not include the work of Maria Mies in his sec-
tion on the international division of labour, an area
that Mies so amply shows relies on the exploitation
of people from poor countries, of women and of
nature.

In the light of Political Economy, it is interesting
to read about autistic economics in issue fifty of the
Journal of Australian Political Economy. Interest-
ing, because the definition of autistic which this so-
called rebellious movement of post-autistic
economics (PAE) from France has “latched onto is
‘disengagement from reality’”. An interesting in-
sight, but certainly not an original one. Theorists
like Marimba Ani in her extraordinary book Yurugu:
An Aftican-centred Critique of European Cultural
Thought and Behaviour, as well as feminist econo-
mists—New Zealander Prue Hyman is a good ex-
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ample—and theorists (including myself) have dis-
cussed economic disengagement for many years.
The post-autistic economics movement could per-
haps benefit by subscribing to The Journal of Femi-
nist Economics or Ecological Economics. Thank
goodness students are rebelling again, but it would
be helpful if they knew what had gone before and
who else had raised similar critiques.

The articles about post-autistic economics begin
what is a refreshing collection of articles by people
who have been involved in developing their own
critiques, journals and analyses of contemporary
mainstream economics. And itdoesinclude acknowl-
edgement of feminist as well as ecological and Marx-
ist-feminist critiques. Katherine Gibson’s reflections
on the ‘Hills Hoist’ road to socialism is reminiscent
of survival tales of other outsiders who have dared
to be critical of the boys’ club—whether of the Left
or the Right. Edward Fullbrook’s description of how
he set up his own post-autistic economics journal is
interesting for its illumination of the persistence that
is required in making things happen. I was pleased
to see in Ted Trainer’s ‘Limits to Growth’ article a
challenge to the Amory Lovins concept of natural
capitalism as a too-too-easy tech-fix solution, one
that does not adequately deal with long-term
sustainability or a genuinely ecological approach.
Stuart Rosewarne’s article, “Towards an Ecological
Political Economy’, gives a good overview of some
of the threads of contemporary theory in this area,
while the final article by Tim Anderson on human
rights shows how the structures of global econom-
ics affect the actualisation or denial of human rights.

The discipline of political economy is alive and
well, but it is at its best when a diversity of voices
and views is heard. This is apparent from the work
published in the Journal of Political Economy. Theo-
rists need to listen more intently to economists from
the margins. If they don’t, then political economy
will go the same way as autistic economics. Political
economy has at its core the germ of an important
idea: that economics can only be discussed in the
light of politics, social systems, the environment and
the structure of power. My hope is that these ideas
can be built upon, not eroded.

Susan Hawthorne is the author of Wild Politics:
Feminism, Globalisation and Biodiversity and a
Research Associate in Communication, Culture and
Languages at Victoria University.

PETER SINGER

The world of Peter Singer
JANNA THOMPSON

Peter Singer: One World: The Ethics of Globalisation
(Text Publishing, $28)

Peter Singer: Pushing Time Away: My Grandfather and
the Tragedy of Jewish Vienna, A Memoir (HarperCollins,
$29.95)

At the close of his memoir of his grandfather, who
died in the Theresienstadt concentration camp in
1943, Peter Singer looks forward optimistically to
the realisation in a global community of the univer-
sal human values which his forebear believed in and
tried to communicate to his pupils. @ne World is an
elaboration of this theme. In the preface, written
shortly after 11 September 2001, he states that it is
short-sighted as well as immoral for rich nations to
reject a universal ethical viewpoint.

This idea is developed in the following chapters.
The impact of human activities on the atmosphere,
economic interdependence, and the need to pro-
tect people from serious human rights abuses are
strong reasons for international cooperation. But
the need for cooperation raises questions about what
counts as a just distribution of burdens and bene-
fits. Any reasonable answer, Singer argues, has to
appeal to a universalist ethics.

Singer is well known for his insistence that our
ethical obligations are not confined to people of our
culture or nation. If we truly believe that everyone
counts equally from a moral point of view, then we
must reject policies that benefitfellow citizens at the
expense of people in other countries. From his
universalist point of view he has no difficulty criti-
cising the self-interested refusal of the US and Aus-
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tralia to ratify the Kyoto Protocol on climate change
or the US failure to endorse the International Crimi-
nal Court. His insistence on a universal ethics leads
him to disagree with critics of globalisation who want
to protect jobs or industries from competition from
workers in poor countries—but to agree with some
of their complaints against the neo-liberal policies
of the World Trade Organisation.

Singer’s understanding of the ethical problems
created by globalisation is grounded in a theory
about the tension between our biologically based in-
clinations and the universality demanded by ethical
reasoning. Our biology, according to Singer, inclines
us to be partial to members of our family, our friends,
and, by extension, to our fellow citizens. But in com-
ing to grips with historical developments, reason has
pushed us beyond the limits of our natural sympa-
thies and forced us to encompass strangers and out-
siders in our moral calculations. Singer regards the
problems of globalisation as opening a further chap-
ter in this story of our progress toward the realisa-
tion of reason. They show, in his view, that the partality
associated with nationalism and patriotism has be-
come pragmatically and ethically dysfunctional. This
rather simplistic view of human nature, reason and
history comes up against some well-known prob-
lems. It ignores that many of the worst crimes have
been committed in the name of a universalist phi-
losophy, that reason does not speak with the same
voice to everyone, especially in ethics, and that rea-
son has its undefeated rivals—above all, faith.

It is also misleading to treat the loves and loyal-
ties that make us partial to the interests of particular
others as mere atavistic inclinations. Many philoso-
phers from Aristotle onwards have argued that cer-
tain kinds of relationships, for example political
relations, are good in themselves. They encourage
the development of virtues and give rise to mutual
obligations. If so, the partiality required by these
relatons has a justification and the duties it gives
rise to are not necessarily subordinate to the de-
mands made in the name of universalism.

But in the context of One World, these objec-
tions are largely irrelevant. Anybody with a preten-
sion to morality will be compelled to acknowledge
that it is wrong for nations to break their agree-
ments or to bully others to make an agreement in
their favour, that the rich of the world should give
more to the poor, and should avoid activities that
cause them harm.
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However, this book contains more than a re-
hearsal of positions that moral people accept. In a
readable, non-heavy-handed way, Singer applies his
philosophical expertise to discussing what would be
a fair division of responsibility for avoiding the ca-
tastrophes of climate change, determining what is
just and unjust about a global economy, and what
rich countries and rich people should contribute to
alleviating poverty. He takes care to ground his dis-
cussion in a careful survey of the facts, so far as
these are known, about global inequalities, the costs
and benefits of environmental reforms, the policies
of the WTO, and other matters. The result is an
open-minded, humane, reasonable, but passionate
piece of work-—displaying the virtues which undoubt-
edly would have made his grandfather proud.

The memoir of his grandfather, David
Oppenheim, is a departure from Singer’s usual pre-
occupations with animal rights, global ethics, and
bioethics and a project that he worked on painstak-
ingly for a long period of time—learning enough
German to read his grandfather’s writings, visiting
the places he and his family lived in.

His motivations, as he describes them, were vari-
ous. His grandfather too was a passionate humanist
with an interest in exploring the roots of human
behaviour and Singer feels a special affinity that
reaches across the time and distance separating him
from a man that he never met. But he was also
spurred on by a desire that he admits is difficult to
justify in the framework of his philosophy: to do
something for the dead.

Oppenheim was not one of the intellectual gi-
ants of prewar Vienna, but he had relationships with
a few of them. He attended Freud’s gatherings and
contributed his bit as a classical scholar to Freud’s
study of dreams. When Adler and Freud parted
company, Oppenheim took Adler’s side and be-
came his loyal friend and follower.

Oppenheim was also a husband and father. The
first part of the memoir focuses on the relationship
between Oppenheim and fellow student Amelia
Pollack who became his friend and later his wife.
Drawn together by an unconventional willingness
to confide to each other their homosexual desires,
their marriage was as much a partnership of equals
as was possible at that time and place.

Oppenheim eschewed an academic career and
worked as a schoolmaster until Nazi edicts forced
him to retire. He took seriously his mission to instil



in his students the virtues that he associated with the
ancient Greeks. Singer describes his own visit to the
school where his grandfather taught and remarks
that his grandfather would have derived comfort from
the knowledge that some day his grandson would be
holding a discussion with pupils of the school that
threw him out for being a Jew.

Singer is not a master of literary prose. But his
book is an honest, painstaking attempt to do justice
to a life. If his grandfather had known that some-
day his grandson would write about him in this way,
he would indeed have felt honoured.

Janna Thompson teaches at the Centre for Applied
Philosophy and Public Ethics, Melbourne University.

Nation-building literature

IRA RAJA

John Mclaren: States of Imagination: Nationalism and
Muilticulturalism in Australian and Southern Asian
Literature (Prestige Books in association with ASP, 500
rupees or $29.95)

John Mclaren’s States of Imagination: National-
1sm and Multiculturalism in Australian and South-
ern Asian Literature looks at how literature from
the new states in South Asia and South East Asia
reflects and engages with the paradoxes, contradic-
tions, conflicts and ironies that attend the process
of nation-building. In a literary survey spanning In-
dia, Pakistan, Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines
and Australia, the author identfies three points of
commonality between the six nation-states: the civil
institutions inherited from their colonial past; the
problems of nation-building amid differences of
culture, language, ethnicity, and religion; and the
widespread use of the English language. McLaren
argues that not only did the ruling elite in the new
states fail to accommodate inherited institutions such
as courts, parliaments, police, and civil service to
the pressures of nation-building, but these institu-
tions in themselves proved hard to integrate with
older traditions. Governments in many of the new
states, then, have often sought to impose order
through the exercise of power. Substantive democ-
racy, however, McLaren avers, cannot be attained
until the ruling elite ground their authority in the
lives of the people rather than the use of force.
Use of force is obviously not the only way in
which governments have tried to impose order on
their peoples. As McLaren observes, in order to
contain the potential conflicts arising between the
state and its citizens, modern governments are
obliged to develop ideals of nationalism that sup-
port a collective interest overriding the individual
interests of their citizens. Attempts to construct new

national identities are also made, as is the case, he
writes, in the Philippines, through the adoption of
Filipino as the single state language. The increasing
use of the English language in the new states then
often becomes a contested issue and it is one that
McLaren explores at some length. He offers many
interesting insights into points of connection between
the use of English in countries as diverse as India
and Australia; connections that are very rich in the
possibilities they open for further research. In the
context of an excellent account of the debate on the
use of English in the Philippines, McLaren writes
that Filipino identity is equally determined by the
forces of global capitalism, on the one hand, and an
imperial form of feudal subjugation on the other.
He connects the writings of the Filipino diaspora
with the battles of the farm-workers in California
and Washington. The struggle of peasants against
feudal landowners and global agribusiness in the
Philippines could also be read alongside literature
from the Indian diaspora, to explore ways in which
each nations’ colonial and post-colonial experience
contributes to writers’ approaches and concerns.
McLaren successfully demonstrates shared con-
cerns across texts that differ vastly. He reveals his
impressive understanding of the texts themselves and
the contexts in which they are written. In its attempt
to cover a lot of ground, however, the book is ulti-
mately unable to focus sufficiently on many of the
interesting issues that it raises. What is also lost, oc-
casionally, in this bid to identify points of similarity, is
a sensitvity to the points of rupture and difference.
For instance, the distinction the author observes
between the ruling elite and the common people is
not sustained throughout his analysis. In his refer-
ence to the “[w]hite settler colonies [which] share
the cities of San Francisco and Sydney with com-
munities of Asians who have chosen or been forced
to live with them”, McLaren argues that although
modernisation is the force behind this diaspora, “the
people it has driven bring with them the pre-mod-
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ern traditdons of their homelands”. But surely the
traditions which Asians, who “provide the labour
that keeps the Californian economy booming”, bring
to San Francisco or Sydney, are not the same as,
say, the traditions that the Asian immigrant feminist
intellectual brings to the same places. In this ho-
mogenisation of discrete dislocations all movement
from the developing to the developed world gets
identified as a progression from the traditional into
the modern. The latter is the monopoly of the West.

The binary opposition between the modern and
the pre-modern, however unwittingly endorsed, hin-
ders understanding of why modernisation has been
unable to take hold in the new states. To attribute
this inability to the failure of the local elite or to past
traditions is to ignore the fact that, on the one hand,

the local elite is itself often propped up by the exist-
ing global power structure and draws upon a colo-
nial past to further its hegemonic ambitions, while
on the other, the traditions of the homeland are them-
selves neither uniformly pre-modern nor consistently
traditional across the social and cultural terrain.

The book would have gained from good edit-
ing. Also, given that it discusses texts that differ so
greatly from each other in so many ways, it would
have been useful for the reader to know the criteria
of text selection used by the author. On the whole
though, this is a useful book for those working in
the field of Australian and southern Asian literature.
Ira Raja is academic editor with Macmillan India in

Delhi and the Academic Liaison Officer at La Trobe
University.

Stead’s satire of the West in decline

BRIGID ROONEY

Anne Pender: Christina Stead: Satirist (ASAL—
Association for the Study of Australian Literature/
Common Ground, $30)

Since publication in 1993 of Hazel Rowley’s biog-
raphy, scholars of Christina Stead have felt com-
pelled to respond, in the negative or affirmative, to
its thesis that Stead’s genius was deeply bound up
in a psychopathology fed by a repressed sexuality.
Anne Pender’s monograph, Christina Stead: Sati-
rist, is no exception, and it is a study that obtains
urgency from this imperative. This is both the
strength and limitation of a book which does make
some timely contributions to the appreciation of
Stead as a political writer who is still, as many have
observed, both duly recognised and strangely ig-
nored in Australia and elsewhere.

I confess I initially approached Pender’s book
with some scepticism. To discuss Stead as a satirist
did not seem groundbreaking, since critics such as
Margaret Harris and Susan Sheridan had already
identified Stead’s satiric bent in many of the less-
widely read novels, particularly the American se-
quence—Letty Fex, Her Luck, A Little Tea, A Little
Chat, and The People With the Dogs. I also won-
dered if the category of ‘satire’ would prove too
confining for Stead’s diverse and often bewilder-
ingly complex narratives. Yet by expanding and
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elaborating the range, features and provenance of
satirical genres in classical Western literature, Pender
establishes fresh connections among some other-
wise well-traversed features of Stead’s fiction. The
satirical mode, as Pender elaborates it, aptly en-
compasses the oft-remarked grotesquerie, fantasy,
contradiction and excess of Stead’s narrative style;
the tone and mood of particular novels, moreover,
readily correspond, as Pender suggests, to Horatian
or Juvenalian models. Strategically, Pender avoids
applying the label of ‘satire’ to Stead’s novels too
restrictively; rather, she seeks to identify how the
satiric impulse shapes their intensely political (though
never doctrinal or formulaic) engagement with the
social world.

A key argument to arise from Pender’s analysis
is that Rowley and others miss the point when they
make negative moral judgements about Stead’s al-
leged abuse of real people (particularly women
friends) in the production of her monstrous fictional
characters. For Pender, such uses and abuses of
the social real comprise the very stuff of satire; she
argues, furthermore, that Stead—as both person
and writer—was perfectly capable of entertaining
the strongest affection even for those whose attributes
she savagely lampooned in her fiction. To expect
otherwise, she points out, is to impose gendered
expectations unlikely to be imposed on male coun-
terparts. For example, in Pender’s reading, Stead’s




R

exceedingly disturbing depiction
of middle-aged ‘Venus’ and hack
writer Eleanor Herbert is not, as
Rowley has intimated, about
vengeance against women on
whom Eleanor is notoriously said
to be based—that is, on Florence
James and Edith Anderson.
Rather she represents a compos-
ite figure drawn for the purposes
of satire, reflexively alluding, fur-
thermore, to Stead’s own expe-
rience of penury and literary
obscurity in postwar London. In
this analysis, the vapid and de-
generate Eleanor functions as

€ H

representative of middle-classlib-
eral values in English suburbia
in the immediate postwar era.

It is probably in the chapters dealing with Miss
Herbert (The Suburban Wife), and other infre-
quently discussed novels like The Beauties and Fu-
nes, Letty Fox, Her Luck, A Little Tea, A Little
Chatand The People With the Dogs, that Pender’s
readings are most effective and engaging. The spe-
cific paralleling of Letty’s narrative with that of Don
Juan, for instance, develops a fresh approach to this
text, as does discussion of allusions to Thomas Love
Peacock’s Headlong Hall. Pender unearths useful
connections between Stead’s novels and other liter-
ary and satirical texts. Not only are these connec-
tions plausible in light of Stead’s astoundingly prolific
reading, but also because they mostly align well with
narrative context. Pender’s comparison of Stead’s
novels with those of (mainly male) postmodernist
heavyweights, such as Rushdie, de Lillo and Pynchon,
is an interesting attempt to situate Stead on the in-
ternational literary map. She argues that recogni-
tion of Stead as a significant participant in the larger
field of cosmopolitan modernist and postmodernist
literature is long overdue.

Overall, Pender’s argument for reading Stead
as a satrist is forthrightly delivered, generally con-
vincing and astutely supported by unpublished
manuscript material. Several questions arise, how-
ever, about the limits of ‘satire’ as an all-encom-
passing rubric for Stead’s writing. These questions
apply to the more mythic and ‘autobiographical’
novels purposely omitted, such as Seven Poor Men
of Sydney, The Man Who Loved Children and For

SIEAD

Love Alone. They also apply to
what I felt were the less than sat-
isfying analyses of the brilliantly
dark Corters’ England and of the
unfinished masterpiece and cul-
minating satirical work, I’m Dy-
ing Laughing. Pender’s focus on
satire implicitly marshals a no-
tion of the author as vigilant and
intentional designer of narra-
tive—indeed as puppeteer (and
Pender makes mention of
Stead’s fascination with pup-
pets). This reconstruction of the
author as deliberate, unflaggingly
intentional satirist contends
strongly against the effect of psy-
chological readings of Stead
which have resisted ‘the author’
in their emphasis on desire and the unconscious.
Though supplying a much-needed corrective,
Pender’s reading of particular novels also suffers
from a similar kind of reductiveness. To insist so
strongly on author-as-satirist—even as a way of re-
instating the political—tends to preclude recogni-
tion of specific and sometimes contradictory ways
in which the political is played out in Stead’s narra-
tives. Exploiting biographical sources as well as natu-
ralist observation of contemporary society, Stead’s
fiction reproduces the paradoxical experience of be-
ing—as expatriate Australian white woman and as
radical intellectual—both marginal to and complicit
within particular fields of endeavour. The politcs of
I’'m Dying Laughing, a novel which draws as fully
upon epic and tragedy as satire, is forged through a
kind of voyeuristic complicity in productive tension
with its otherwise manifest political convicton and
satirical intent. Though it is, as Pender argues, an
‘encyclopaedic’ satire of the West in decline, I’'m
Dying Laughing is also far more ambiguous, and its
sources and significations more prolific, than Pender
suggests. While satire is indeed central, it is rather in
the flux, the dense convergence and the transfor-
mation of a range of literary forms and tradidons,
and in the play between intention and desire, that
Stead’s novels, in my opinion, take their challeng-
ing, extraordinary and radically political shape.

RISTINA

satirist

Brigid Rooney lectures in Australian Studies at the
University of Sydney.
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Australian women playwrights

ANGELA O’BRIEN

' Michelle Arrow: Upstaged: Australian women dramatists
in the limelight at last (Currency Press, $29.95)

Upstaged provides an account of the contribution
of Australian women playwrights writing between
1928 and 1968. Author Michelle Arrow describes
these dates as ‘bookends’ in that “they mark re-
spectively the beginning and the decline of wom-
en’s prominence in playwriting in Australia”. Her
thesis, embodied in the ttle of her text, is that these
women playwrights were “effectively upstaged by
their younger, brasher (male) counterparts in the
1970s”. Arrow’s purpose is primarily compensa-
tory, an attempt to reclaim a place in theatre his-
tory for a group of twenty-four identified women
including Mona Brand, Oriel Gray, Gwen Meredith,
Dymphna Cusack and Catherine Duncan. It is clear
from the author’s introduction that she is fully en-
gaged by her subjects, almost as though it has be-
come her mission to rescue “these remarkable
women” from the margins to which theyhave been
relegated by the generation that followed. As such,
Upstaged reads as a celebration of the lives and
work of the playwrights rather than a critical evalu-
ation of their contribution to Australian theatre or
dramatic literature.

Since the 1981 publication of Drusilla Modjeska’s
Exiles at Home, there has been a growing interest by
academics and cultural historians, generally women,
in documenting theatre history prior to 1960, and
particularly the unsung contribution of women. This
has extended to their contribution to radio and tele-
vision drama. Many of the playwrights of whom Ar-
row writes have become better known in the past
decade because of their association with the New
Theatre movement. This affiliadon of left-wing thea-
tre companies, which sprang up in most Australian
capital cities during the 1930s, had no place in cul-
tural history twenty years ago. It is now relatively
well archived and documented, not only by histori-
ans in each state, but through a spate of autobiogra-
phies written (and often self-published) by the women
playwrights involved. Arrow’s thorough research
draws from all these sources as well as her own inter-
views and correspondence with the subjects.

A strength of Arrow’s text is her examination of
the sociopolitical and historical forces which facili-
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tated the emergence of playwriting as a potential
profession for women during the thirties and for-
ties. She outlines how the coalescence of a number
of factors between 1928 and 1968, including the
rise of repertory theatre, the growth of political thea-
tre, wartime exigencies and the emergence of new
entertainment media, particularly radio, created an
environment which allowed women playwrights to
reassess their artistic and professional potental. Up-
staged documents a passionate commitment, by a
number of the women playwrights, to use their art
for social criique and change in a time of political
upheaval. At the same time, many of these women
began playwriting to earn money, often because they
needed to. In Chapter 4, ‘Writing for Cash, Not
Immortal Fame’, Arrow analyses the ways in which
the rise of radio during the Second World War, and
the temporary absence of men, provided women with
an opportunity to earn money as ‘career playwrights’.
The remuneration was poor, and the profession un-
stable, but playwnising provided a viable occupation
tfor women carrying domestic responsibilities.

In the week that I was reading Upstaged for
the purposes of this review, I was distressed to read
an article in the Age (3 July 2003), ‘Oriel Gray,
“playwright of ideas”, dies aged 83’. My response
to Oriel’s death included sadness and guilt. As noted
by Arrow, while Oriel’s play The Torrents shared
equal first prize with Ray Lawler’s Summer of the
Seventeenth Dollin the Playwrights’ Advisory Board
Competition of that year, the latter has become a
legend in Australian theatre mythology while Oriel
Gray “doesn’t exist”. One of Oriel’s greatest de-
sires was that The Torrents receive a professional
production in Melbourne; she and I had discussed
it optimistically on a number of occasions. My dis-
appointment that it never eventuated was because
of my commitment to Oriel rather than a belief that
the play would still engage a contemporary audi-
ence. I suspect it wouldn’t—but we still should have
tried harder!

Because of my own relationship with Gray,
Brand, Duncan and Roland, it does not surprise
me that Arrow so passionately engages with her
subjects, her “Dramatis Personae” as she describes
them, arguing a place for them in ‘the canon’ rather
than providing a much needed comparative evalua-
tion of their works. What is the contribution of these
women to Australian cultural history? Does it lie in
the work or in their status as trailblazers and their



determination to construct and main-
tain themselves as career playwrights
against all odds? More than twenty
years after my own initial engage-
ment with the works, I accept (re-
luctantly) that Summer of the
Seventeenth Dollis a better play than
The Torrents. 1 also recognise that
there are anumber of neglected male
writers of the period, particularly Jim
Crawford, George Farwell, George
Landen Dann and Sumner Locke
Elliot, all of whom, to her credit,
are mentioned by Arrow.

In her final chapter Arrow re-
turns to her thesis that Australian theatre and drama
criticism has been generated almost entirely from a
post-1960s perspective and that the responsibility
for the neglect of women playwrights rests largely
with the New Wave generation. Her conclusion is

ARROW
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compelling butfails to recognise that,
given the ephemeral and immediate
nature of plays in performance, very
few translate well to stage for later
generations. It is timely that a re-
evaluation of the New Wave is
emerging, which might further as-
sist in restoring the balance between
them and the earlier generation of
playwrights—men as well as women.
Through Upstaged, Arrow has
made a significant consribution to this
much-needed reconstruction of our
cultural history.

3

Associate Professor Angela O’Brien is Head of the
School of Creative Arts at the University of Melbourne.
She was responsible for documenting the history of New
Theatre Melbourne and is currently documenting
student theatre at the University of Melbourne.

The Australian short story
LAURIE HERGENHAN

Bruce Bennett: Australian Short Fiction: A History (UQP,
$30)

In recent literary histories Australian short fiction
has received brief treatment. This is the first book
to take a full look at its history. Why this delay? Till
recently the form attracted readers and critical in-
terest here, but it is currently out of fashion as pub-
lishers and promoters push writers and readers
towards novels and non-fiction. The genre’s eco-
nomic unattractiveness may explain why in a recent
poll of ASA members’ forty favourite Australian
books no work of short fiction got a mention.
Bennett’s book then is welcome. Even if it is not
of its nature likely to turn the tide, it reaches out to
readers, not setting up the barriers that literary his-
tory and criticism can. Without agonising over the
difficulties of writing history, it keeps them in mind,
invoking social contexts, along with authors’ lives
and personalities. In deference to current tastes,
however, he pursues diversity rather than building
a canon. (In my heretical moments I wonder
whether some more definite selectivity, short of
Leavisism, might stir up debate; after all canons

change and are themselves a means of change. But
a ‘first’ history is no place for one.)

One of the engaging qualities of this book, how-
ever, is its skill in drawing the reader into a conver-
sation if not debate: with the writing, the writers
and other readers. For far from implying that he is
the first to burst into a new world, as some critics
do, he continually calls in an extraordinary range of
opinion--—of critics and of writers themselves who
have contributed to the rich dialogue about the form,
such as Vance and Nettie Palmer, Barnard
Eldershaw, Jack Lindsay, Michael Wilding—not by
way of deference or scholarly ritual, but to draw us
into a dialogue and extend its range. Such conver-
sations are a part of the enjoyment of literature,
whether they take place outwardly, with friends, or
in our minds—and most of us enjoy building here
the canons whose names we dare not speak. Bennett
is not opinionated, but concerned to widen the con-
versation and make it flow. This makes the book
companionablein a way literary companions, though
consultable, are not.

The treatment of Lawson and Baynton, exam-
ples of a revalued and a recuperated author respec-
tively, puzzles me. This history synthesises rather
than embarking itself on either of these processes.
It laments the earlier distortion caused by the “can-
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onisation of Lawson as national icon” (sic) but then
takes an apologetic approach. Hence the chapter
on the 1880s and 1890s, guardedly headed ‘The
Masculine Ascendancy?’, begins by putting Lawson
temporarily aside to give “a broader appreciation”
of other writers and the context. (This has an unin-
tended effect of tiptoeing around a figure that seems
monumental if not a colossus.) After dusting off
some interesting if minor figures, Bennett returns
to “the Lawson case” now that he “may seem less
of a monster to overcome”. But it is the distortions
of his adulators and promoters that have made him
an artificial monster, in no need of stalking, rather
than any revisionism of quality, as I am sure Bennett
would admit, for he sifts and restates Lawson’s qual-
ity admirably without diminishing it. Bennett sees
himself as an historian who testifies rather than re-
shapes. But the de-canonisation of Lawson began
some forty years ago with Harry Heseltine’s arti-
cle, ‘Saint Henry: Our Apostle of Mateship’ (one
of the very few important articles not mentioned in
this book), concentrating on the mis-shaping of his
reputation. (Recent criticism that Bennett refers to
has extended this connection of Lawson with the
nation, rather than making anything really new of
it.) Reaction against the “so-called Lawson tradi-
tion” in the seventies aimed to make way for the
new, rather than to ‘demote’ Lawson as a writer.
What Bennett does not do is to place the de-can-
onisation of Lawson firmly in the past and tell us
what are recent attitudes to Lawson—is ‘The Drov-
er’s Wife’ still the most famous Australian story? Is
Lawson criticism in a state of exhaustion? (Michael
Wilding’s important reconsideration, which includes
Lawson’s politics, is not mentioned. ) Is he read much
now--—or has he become a languishing ‘historical’
figure in a present which devalues the past?

Ifit is a challenge to get Lawson into perspective
so it is with his ‘opposite number’, Barbara Baynton.
In Bennett’s post-Lawson chapter, called ‘Alterna-
tive Traditions’, there are no really strong writers
(though there are some interesting ones) apart from
Baynton, and her curious isolation is part of her
fascination. Her ‘belated’ arrival on the literary scene
has seen her reputation soar, bound up as it is with
feminism and feminist studies (and with what
Bennett calls the ‘rise and rise’ of contemporary
women writers). Yet this involves a new version of
the national. Though this may appear a ‘truer’ one
at this proximity, it raises the old question of whether
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one reputation grows partly at the expense of cut-
ting back another, a process that is the literary equiva-
lent of Darwinian evolution. As Bennett puts it,
perhaps “Baynton’s reputation is not yet so high
that a need is felt to lower it”.

Baynton criticism, as shown here, concentrates
on her forceful depiction of male cruelty to women
in the bush, in her two justly famous stories, ‘The
Chosen Vessel’, a tale of rape, and ‘Squeaker’s
Mate’. Yet the latter (as I have argued elsewhere) is
an ironic story about a battle between two women:
one a wounded, sterile ‘tigress’ (the titular charac-
ter) ‘robbed’ of her surrogate child, the worthless
and dimwitted Squeaker, and the ‘other woman’,
the pregnant and destitute usurper who claims and
dominates him for her survival. Baynton’s single
theme is human persecution. Christina Stead (in a
letter to me) considered Baynton’s most successful
story to be the overlooked ‘Scrammy ’and’, a bat-
tle to the death between two men.

Bennett further suggests, again appearing to do
a sidestep, that “we should not regret the relative
smallness of Baynton’s output but give credit to her
powerful presence”, given the aim of his book to
see short fiction as an essential part of social his-
tory. The days have passed when range and sub-
stantiality of output were regarded a test of literary
stature, and it has become seemingly impossible to
distinguish reputation, always bound up with social
issues, from literary quality—rather like trying to
exact Shylock’s pound of flesh. The problem is not
with Baynton’s stature but with determining its na-
ture. Would you choose to take Baynton’s volume
to that desert island over others by Astley, Barnard,
Garner, Masters and Prichard, to mention only
some women writers of short fiction? Has her repu-
tation been made to bear too much cultural weight,
as with Gwen Harwood, or even Christina Stead?

Reservations aside, this is an admirable book
bringing out the rich achievement and scope of short
fiction in Australia. For instance, it acknowledges
the imaginativeness, sometimes underrated, of so-
cial realist writers, how their acute observation can
rise to poetry and pathos in this form, in which
arguably they have done theirbest work. Here brevity
has enforced a compression, and a delicate implica-
tion, that can be spasmodic in their novels. There is
room, however, for a placing of these writers in an
ongoing political tradition and also for a considera-
tion of a comic tradition.




Bennett points out, always keeping international
contexts in mind, that short fiction is a genre “too
often neglected by historians, critics and theo-
rists”—if not by anthologists and readers. This his-
tory will stimulate and entertain admirers of
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Australian short fiction as well as readers here and
overseas who turn to it as an excellent introduc-
tion to our literature.

Laurie Hergenhan is the editor of The Australian Short
Story, just published in its fifth, enlarged edition by UQP.

Bruce Dawe’s poetry
JOHN LEONARD

‘ Dennis Haskell: Attuned to Alien Moonlight: the Poetry
of Bruce Dawe (UQP, $30)

Dennis Haskell’s study is arranged by thematic
chapter: ‘Language, Self and Place’, ‘Representa-
tions of Asia’ and so forth. Apart from thinking
cynically that many of the chapters are destined to
end up plagiarised as high-school or undergraduate
essays on Bruce Dawe, I found it difficult to picture
exactly what sort of a readership Haskell is writing
for. Dawe’s whole poetry career, after all, has been
dedicated to the writing of anti-obscurantist po-
etry, and I can’t think of a single author who less
needs explication. Those people coming to Dawe
for the first time should not be dissuaded in any
way from picking up his collected poems, Some-
times Gladness (five edidons 1978-1997) and plung-
ing straight in.

As it is, Haskell’s discussions of the poems are
pedestrian and plodding, and seem often to be ex-
ercises in pointing out the obvious; sometimes they
are wrong, for example on pages 162-3 Haskell
misunderstands Paul’s Epistle to the Romans. In
places too the tone is very old-fashioned, as for ex-
ample in the first and second chapters, which are
largely an earnest 1980s-sounding exercise in de-
fining Dawe’s place in the ‘Australian Literary
Canon’—as if anyone cared. For Haskell has al-
ready established Dawe as the best-selling Austral-
ian poet of recent times.

In fact I can offer independent corroboration of
Dawe’s popularity by the second-hand bookshop
test. In my browsing I hardly ever come across a
Bruce Dawe volume, indicating that although his
books had large print-runs for poetry books, their
owners have hung on to them. By contrast sec-
ond-hand bookshops are full of newish books that
were overpromoted at the time and rapidly resold
by their owners.

The thing that I
found most striking
about this book is that
Haskell makes much of
Dawe’s use of colloquial
diction and speech
rhythms in his poetry
and figures him as a
poet who inherits the
oral culture of his fam-
ily and working-class
upbringing. No-one
would argue with this.
On the other hand in
the many extracts that Haskell quotes we see Dawe
writing poetry which seems to contradict the ‘rules’
of consonant and vowel treatment, as found for
example in traditional ballads and folk-songs, and
even in carefully written literary poetry. Briefly, these
are to avoid repetition of similar sounds (particu-
larly sibilants) close together and restrict repetition
to rhyme, assonance or vowel-rhyme, where these
occur. This is simply to make the verse flow and
not be clotted with similar sounds. But, as I said,
we find Dawe transgressing these rules on many
occasions, as for example in the phrase Haskell uses
as the book’s title: ‘Attuned to alien moonlight’.
The identical vowel of ‘attuned’ and ‘moonlight’
and the alliteraton of ‘attuned’ and ‘alien’ hold up
what should be a limpid line (and, to be very pe-
dantic, how can moonlight be alien?).

The point of this is not to criticise Dawe’s work
unduly, for other poets are worse offenders, but to
indicate how little modern poetry cares for the nice-
tdes of oral delivery and oral music, when one of its
leading practitioners, who is rightly held to be heir to
the oral culture of twentieth-century Australia, dis-
regards it to such an extent. Poetry has become,
more than ever before, a private and inner music.

DBENNIS

HASKELL

John Leonard is poetry editor of Overland. His latest
collection is Jesus in Kashmir (proensa, 2003).
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Historical and realist fiction

CHRISTINA HILL

Judith Armstrong; The French Tutor (Text Publishing, $28)

} Brian Castro: Shanghai Dancing (Giramondo Publishing
Company, $29.95)

Published in 2003, these novels are stylistically very
different. Where Castro’s is a playful discontinuous
family ‘history’, Armstrong’s novel is a well-written
traditional realist narrative.

In The French Tutor Alison, pretty ingenue and
tutor in French at a university college, falls in love
with Lewis, an older man who lives contentedly with
his mother for most of the week. Lewis is hand-
some, charming and a successful economist who is
obsessed with his garden in the hills. His weekends
are spent there working where he pays close atten-
tion to his roses. A genus of climbing rose called
the Albertine is his special project. This is a refer-
ence to Proust’s sexually ambiguous character
Albertine in In Search of Lost Time, an intertextual
ploy I found heavy-handed and self-conscious. When
she is lucky enough to be invited for the weekend,
Alison works in Lewis’s garden where she learns to
admire this rose.

Alison is frustrated that Lewis refuses fully to
commit himself to her. He is charming but evasive
about the intense friendships he conducts with men.
In particular, his young protégé William worries
Alison because he seems to claim so much of Lewis’s
time and attention. Although the reader has long
seen it, Alison finally discovers that Lewis is bisexual.
David, old school friend of Lewis and the well-
known barrister husband of one of her students is
the one with whom he has been betraying her. When
Alison confronts David, he commits suicide to avoid
public exposure.

If this novel is representing sexual mores now, it
seems very dated to me, straight out of a 1950s
melodrama but without the historical self-awareness
informing the recent Todd Haynes film Far from
Heaven. Would sophisticated people behave today
in the way they do in this story? To me The French
Tutor seems both naive and heterosexist, strangely
oblivious to recent understandings of sexuality.

Brian Castro’s Shanghai Dancing is a dazzling
piece of writing, so complex that conveying its es-
sence in a review is impossible. It forces you to aban-
don attempts at understanding and be thankful for
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moments of insight.
There is no point in
struggling after cer-
tainty. To ‘get it” you
must submit to the
pleasures of the text,
accept the flow of
words and images.
Music, or perhaps
dance, provides the
closest comparison.
Hence the title?

This is a fictional
autobiography, that of
the narrator ‘Antonio’,
covering three generations of his family. It moves
from the 1930s to the 1960s, through wars and
revolutions, the Triads, wealth and bankruptcy and
finally exile. The action moves from Shanghai,
Macau, and Hong Kong and (briefly) to Australia,
this last ‘refuge’ flat and prosaic in its dun-coloured
realism. The narrative revels in its own textuality,
using diaries, the pillow book, old manuscripts and
photographs. A family tree helps us keep track of
the maternal line, the Wings, and the paternal line,
the Castros.

Although linearity is fractured, the basic shape
of the narradve is the quest. Antonio returns to China
in search of his roots after an absence of forty years.
He is so deracinated that he muses “perhaps I am
Japanese”. The narrator warns at the start that truth
is elusive, impossible even, that this will be a “his-
tory” of “words, memories, lies”, which will de-
mand “infinite patience”:

Still in the dark, you remember that in Shanghai
they used to wrap tomatoes in tissue paper. Like this
story. Like the way everything in history is always
wrapped in a tissue; of words, of memories, of lies.
Dancing. Now that’s another matter. You have to
have infinite patience with that. Time and timing.
Grace and desire. Swaying back and forth like the
tide until something is washed up. Shanghai danc-
ing. Nothing there yet. No bluish epiphany; no gas
jet flaring over my head.

The chicanery of the characters is always delightful
but the novel is also a poignant chronicle of dis-
placement and loss. Identities are blurred and shift-
ing as the Castro and Wing family lines blend




Portuguese, Chinese, British, Jewish, Indian (and
possibly Japanese) ancestry.

Castro is authoritative on the post-colonial di-
lemma, attentive to the collisions between anxiety
and pleasure in hybrid subjectivities. He is at ease
with the literary allusion that everywhere inhabits
his text. In the above quotation, for just one exam-
ple, there is a trace of Ezra Pound. This effortless

linguistic play is characteristic of Shanghai Dancing
and so seamlessly interwoven into the narrative that
it never seems an intrusive or egregious display of
learning. This is a difficult novel but worth the de-
mands that it makes.

Christina Hill is a Melbourne critic who has lectured in
literary studies at Deakin University.

Not a detective story
KERRY GREENWOOD

Finola Moorehead: Still Murder (reprinted by Spinifex
Press with an introduction by Marion J. Campbell and
an afterword by the author, $24.95)

In her afterword, the author says that this is not a
genre novel, that is, not a detective story. She ought
to know. She wrote it. In her foreword, Marion J.
Campbell says that it “radically dislocates the highly
codified form of the novel of detection”. By which
she also means that it is not a detective story. And it
isn’t.

This rather abolishes any credentials I might have
had to review it. I write detective stories, for both
adults and children, and also science fiction and fan-
tasy and historical novels and non-fiction both his-
torical and true crime, and I have never dislocated
a genre in my life. When I was at university, I was
only required to believe in the gospel of the Great
Novelists and I believed in it enough to pass Eng-
lish. Postmodernism has passed me by and I have
no patience with literary theory as a substitute for
plot, characterisation, and sense.

If you would still like to hear my opinion, read
on. I promise not to say anything nasty about
Foucault. This time.

Still Murder is not a detective novel, and it may
not even be a novel. It is a jigsaw puzzle of newspa-
per reports, bits of monologue, poems, rap songs,
psychiatrist’s notes and a first-person narrative from
Detective Senior Constable Margot Gorman of the
National Crime Authority. It includes quotes, the
diary of a man who would now be called a stalker,
and the ravings of Patricia Phillips who is mad, like
Hamlet, when the wind is in any other quarter than
the nor’nor’'west. It is a long, complicated, infuriat-
ing, very clever rage against corruption, against rape,
and against war, which corrupts everything it touches.

The basic plot is simple—and we know not only
who it was who the nun found buried under a new
setting of very illegal vegetables in a public park,
but who killed him and how. Detective writers have
done this before but it is very difficult and almost
never works. This is, as I have said, not a detective
story. The closest analogy might be from Crime
and Punishment, where Dostoevsky studies the
gradual pressures which bring Raskolnikov to con-
fession, though there is no confession here. We know
that Patricia killed her rotten husband, and we know
why. Also, he had it coming. The victims in this
book are the murderer herself, her lesbian lover,
her faithless Peter who was sent away to Vietnam,
perhaps even Margot Gorman who combines bike
riding with alcoholism. She also picks up men in
toilets, which may be ironic.

In a sense everything in this book is mad, be-
cause the times in which the characters live were
mad. There is no closure. Margot Gorman finds
out that Patricia did it, but she is insane and cannot
be tried—and in any case, the crime scene may be
imaginary and nothing can be proved. There are
angry letters from Patricia’s sister Julie (“the family
is the bed of corruption™) which range from cruel
to kind and show that the sisters share the guilt of
their younger sister’s death under a train.

‘Still Murder’ refers to a still life, a painting where
the event is frozen in time and we can examine every
leaf, every stem, every flaw in the plums and peaches.
The murder is not central to this book. What we
are examining is corruption, from the sleazy hus-
band trying to rape Patricia’s female lover to the
top cop complaining that “independent incorrupt-
ible women are proving to be the bane of my life”.
We can examine violation, for example, ranging from
the 10-year-old prostitute supplied to a soldier in
Vietnam to the lesbian who has a different sexual
orientation.
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But what this book is really about commands
our respect and justifies its re-publication. It’s a long
chaotic rage against war. The Vietnam war did
major damage to the Australian psyche. This book
cries out against it; against the pity, the cruelty, the
corruption and pain and misery and fractured lives
and civil life; against madness.

And now we need to read it all again.

Kerry Greenwood is a Melbourne writer. She has
published twenty-six books. Her latest book is The
Castlemaine Murders (Allen & Unwin).

Confronting destruction

JOHN McLAREN

Janette Turner Hospital: Due Preparations for the
Plague (Fourth Estate/HarperCollins, $29.95)

Janette Turner Hospital: North of Nowhere, South of
Loss (UQP, $24)
Pam Skutenko: The Goose (The Little Press, $24.95)

These two writers both have a gift for finding open-
ings that sweep the reader into the world of their
imaginative devising. “Brightness falls from the air,
and so do the words, which rush him. They swoop
like starlings from the radio hooked to his belt . . .”
From Nash’s sorrow for mortality, wrapped in my-
thology, the play on ‘air’ takes us into the modern
age where instant communication both liberates and
threatens. The threat materialises in all its political
reality to provide the theme of Due Preparations for
the Plague, Janette Turner Hospital’s latest novel.
Her collection of stories, North of Nowhere, South
of Loss, also opens with a voice, but this ime it comes
not from a radio but from “the black space between
the two projectors”. In this story, we watch, rather
than listen, as the writer makes us, with her narrator,
powerless spectators of the enactment of human cru-
elty. Pam Skutenko in her first novel confronts us
immediately with people in their vulnerability and mor-
tality: “The spring her mother planted pansies was
the only time Olly saw her father cry.” It will take
us to the end of the novel before we fully under-
stand the significance of this moment, but its con-
junction of hope and loss gives her novel its drive.

Due Preparations for the Plague shows Turner
Hospital at the height of her powers as a narrator.
As in some of her earlier work, her theme is lost
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childhood, lost children, a lost world, but this time
set in the framework of a modern thriller, complete
with the intrigue of espionage and the technology
of terror. The book is political in its dissection of
the nature of terror and the ease with which the
agents of the state slip into the same mode. It chills
with its portrayal of the mercenary who sells death
to the highest bidder and reaps his rewards from
his enjoyment of the game and from the sufferings
of his victims. It goes beyond the simple thriller by
analysing the consequences for those who, in work-
ing to combat terror, find that the interests of the
state make them complicit. Her security agent is
not simply world-weary, like John le Carré’s Smiley,
or guilty, like Greene’s characters, but haunted by
the destruction he has unleashed and which contin-
ues to blight the generation of survivors. It is this
generation with whom the author is chiefly con-
cerned as she traces their efforts to understand what
their parents have done to them and to each other.
Yet, for all its skill, this novel lacks the density of
some of Turner Hospital’s earlier novels, like Cha-
rades or Opyster. The thriller form eventually de-
feats her, for all the literary allusions that move it
towards a higher existential plane. We are in a bleak
world where the brightness has fallen from the air,
but our overriding concern is to find out what has
happened, who has done what and what the out-
come will be, rather than with why it has happened
so. Certainly, the novel’s ‘Decameron’, where ten
hostages, each in their turn, confront their prob-
able deaths, and the meaning this gives to their lives,
is a tour de force. At the end, when the plague has
become both the act of terror and a symbol for a
force for evil unleashed on the world, the symbols
of these lives—a violin, a blue coat, a dance—re-
main as signs of possible renewal. But the voices
are too alike, the voices of a middle-class global
elite, and remain too detached, too separated from
each other, despite their arguments and passions,
to take us out of the marsh of terror that has en-
gulfed them all. Even the voice of evil, the treacher-
ous double-agent, distracts us from the poverty and
oppression that makes possible his conspiracies. We
are left, as he is, entrapped in the game of terror.
North of the Sun, South of Loss, brings together
seven previously collected stories with seven pub-
lished together for the first time. Characteristically,
these take one or two people at a moment when
their lives are unravelling, and show them trying to



put the fragments together in a new
narrative that will make sense of the
past. Each has the richness of a novel,
but they are no mere offcuts or try-
outs for a larger work. A couple of
the characters recur, but each story
is satisfyingly complete in itself, leav-
ing its characters to unroll in the read-
er’s imagination. The settings move
between France, North America and
Australia, with the remembered nur-
turing heat of Queensland and the
river view from Brisbane’s Regatta
hotel as recurring motifs that tie them to a coherent
but lost world.

Yet even in this world the characters remain on
the margins as they chase their unrealisable dreams:
“Homeland is where the senses steer by instinct
when the reins are let go.” It is where the St Law-
rence plucks at Canada and New York state, “on
the dividing line between two countries, nowhere,
everywhere, in the margins.” It is where the flood
sweeps away the Queensland pub, and when the

DUE PREP:
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rope of the swing breaks, leaving the child to fly in
freedom, beyond the mango tree, beyond the bro-
ken legs waiting on the lawn below.

Pam Skutenko also takes us into a world of lost
dreams. Her images of music, food and garden sug-
gest the possibility of an imaginative fullness that
can be completed through love, but the denial of
love leaves men with only violence and women with
an emptiness they hide behind social forms. Dreams
come closest to their realisation in the brothel where
Sarah is nurtured, but the marginal status of the
woman who fosters her, saving her from a brutal
father, and of the couple who take over this re-
sponsibility, ensures that she remains an outsider.
For a time it seems her talent as a musician will free
her, but this too is thwarted by her grandfather’s
shame and her brother’s malice.

The goose of the title is the mother who builds
her nest near the falcon, so saving her young from
the fox. The mothers in the story marry weak or
brutal men, but they do not save their daughters.
Sarah’s mother dies, and her father keeps her from
her grandparents until his death. Her grandfather
then gives her an education, but refuses to acknowl-
edge her. She in turn enters a marriage that denies
her talent for music, and in her turn is unable to
reveal her truths or her talent to her daughter, Ollie.

PI.AGIIE

JANETTE TURNER HOSPITAL

Ollie’s quest for these truths provides
the frame for the novel.

I have been fortunate to discuss this
work with the author from the time
of its commencement, and the result
fulfils all my expectations. It is intended
as the first of a trilogy, and leaves the
reader with questions that I am confi-
dent will be answered as the author
delves furtherinto the past of her fami-
lies. But it is complete as it stands,
stretching over three generations of
Australia’s settlement, from the last days
of gold to the wave of postwar migraton. The par-
tcular fates of its characters are woven into the con-
tinuing struggle to implant a European culture on
the foundations of a brutal struggle to force a harsh
environment and its native people to yield to mas-
culine desire. Although the indomitable mistress of
the brothel, the “house with the high fence”, makes
it a place of “music, nurture and cultivation”, its
economics are a product of this desire. It is also a

A'HBHS-

place of sanctuary for retugees who have been up-
rooted by slavery and revolution around the world.
This sanctuary is violated when violence and law
intrude, and Sarah is left without the support she
needs to fulfil her talents. She flees to a town in the
Victorian mallee, only to find that once again her
integrity is breached by prejudice and male lust.

This conflict between the need for the security
that allows growth and the passions that destroy it is
maintained to the end, when the epilogue is split
between an argument over which part of the cem-
etery earth should inter the remains of the former
rivals, and Ollie’s realisation that her mother’s gar-
den still lives. This conclusion takes us back to the
novel’s beginning, without trying to resolve its con-
tradictory realities into a false unity. The style
throughout is richly allusive, and demands careful
reading to track the further depths and connections
constantly being exposed in the narrative. Some will
probably only be fully explained in the two further
volumes, which promise to take the story deeper
into the past. But like Turner Hospital’s work, it
leaves us on the borders between times and worlds
that can neither be reconciled nor separated. Both
writers find solace only by confronting the destruc-
tion we bring to each other.

John McLaren is a consulting editor of Overland.
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Novel reading

LAURIE CLANCY

Michael Wilding: Academia Nuts (Wild & Woolley,
$26.95)

Bruce Pascoe: Ocean (Bruce Sims Books, $19.95)
Nicholas Drayson: Confessing a Murder (Jonathan
Cape, $29.95)

Dewi Anggraeni: Snake (Indra Publishing, $22.95)

These four novels are testimony to the variety within
contemporary Australian fiction.

The so-called campus novel is still a compara-
tively rare phenomenon in Australia and likely to
remain so. Given the way universities are going it is
significant that the first chapter of Michael Wilding’s
Academia Nuts is titled ‘Last Campus Novel’.

This is a funny and timely book and one that is
in effect a kind of elegy for the golden age of Aus-
tralian universities—roughly from the mid-sixties to
the late eighties.

Much of the novel is taken up with conversa-
tions between a group of disgruntled academics—
Dr Bee, Pawley, and a writer cum academic named
Henry Lancaster, who is very obviously Wilding’s
alter ego. They sit around and muse on the rise of
management and the campus security service at the
expense of actual teachers, on the means by which
professors are appointed, on the contemporary
English teacher’s dislike of books: “they had forced
the changes on the syllabus, replaced books with
the text, replaced reading the text with reading
theory”. The targets—business studies, tourism—
are perfectly predictable as well as perfectly valid.
The campus novel can only be written, Dr Bee in-
sists, as an historical romance.

Wilding’s special bugbear is positive discimina-
tion, the preferential treatment of women. David
Williamson states hopefully on the backcover: “This
book will either make you laugh out loud or very
angry, depending on your age, gender and ideo-
logical commitment” and there seems little doubt
that Wilding is hoping to offend as many people as
he can.

For the most part though he is having too much
fun to make people angry. The celebratory puns,
wisecracks, insults and non sequiturs contain so much
relish that they leave the targets unscathed. His sat-
ire is more that of Dryden than Pope, though reach-
ing higher levels of absurdity.
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There are endless forms to be filled in, question-
naires on every aspect of university life, even ques-
tionnaires on questionnaires. Near the end of the
novel, though, the author’s rage at the evisceration
of the university takes over and a central character
indulges in a “tirade”:

It was a tirade with no relief, no illuminating anec-
dotes, no parries of word play over the wine, no wit,
no jokes, no sensuous pleasure of language or image,
this was the burden of analysis, the unmediated mes-
sage forbidden to ficton, the undiluted didacticism
condemned by literary criticism, this was what had to
be said and was never said and could not be said in any
entertaining or engaging way. It was the irreducible,
the condition and circumstance of their life.

Itis impossible to doubt the genuineness of Wilding’s
feelings here, as if every horror he had tried to keep
at bay with humour bursts in on top of him. This
will be a fine book to keep and show your child
when he or she asks what happened to universities.

DEWI ANGGRAENT'’S special territory up to now, like
that of a number of Australian writers of Asian back-
ground, has been the examination of the clash of
widely different cultures. Snake has that as one of
its concerns too. A Eurasian woman, Serena, is in-
volved with an Australian man named Kurt and
hopes that after three years he will make some kind
of commitment to her. After a while, however, Kurt
and the issue of two cultures begins to recede into
the background of the narrative as he is shown up
as a shallow and unimaginative man.

The author’s interest turns more to the snake
brooch that Kurt buys Serena against her will, to its
destructive history and Serena’s struggle to break
free from its influence. Snake is unusually uncom-
promising in Anggraeni’s generally secular work in
the whole-heartedness with which it commits itself
to the idea that a piece of jewellery can wreak havoc
among those who come into contact with it. The
novel opens itself completely to the worlds of the
demonic and the fatidic, to omens and forecasts
and spells.

The effect of the brooch is both intense and in-
stantaneous: “When the manager handed the snake
brooch to Kurt, Serena felt the blood drain from
her head, and her knees nearly buckled”. The his-
tory of the brooch started with a maid who hanged



herself after becoming pregnant
to Pek Hong and hearing him
deny he was the father. The orna-
ment from then on is supposed to
be cursed. In turn we hear about
Serena’s new friend Nancy Tan
and the troubled history of
Nancy’s mother Ay Ling, to
whom the brooch once belonged.
It was also owned by a painter
called Yvonne Sigarlaki. Its power
is such that it prevents Serena
from menstruating so that she
believes she is pregnant. All this
sits oddly with the very matter-
of-fact Australian sections and a
brief account of the events of 11
September.

There are occasional cliches
and awkward moments in the writing and the com-
plications of familial relationships become over-
whelming at imes. Generally though, the transitions
of place—Malaysia and Fairfield, Melbourne—and
time are handled skilfully, as are the fairly frequent
dream sequences. Snake is an intriguing novel, that
represents something of a new direction for its au-
thor.

OCEAN 1S THE MOST ambitious and probably the
most successful of Bruce Pascoe’s novels to date.
Moving away from the individual story of Jim Fox he
offers us, in effect, a kind of history of the Aboriginal
people over several generations, told from different
but overlapping points of view, from 1804 to the
1850s.

Captain Caleb Mathew leads a violent group of
sealers in their debauchery of the Aboriginal women
they come across in the remote community they set
up. Though not a wholly bad man, even a person
of some idealism, Mathew succumbs to the temp-
tation to join in the cruel excesses of his crew.
Though he marries a woman named Eugenie
O’Breheny, the relationship is unsatisfactory, espe-
cially sexually, and Mathew is constantly drawn back
to a beautiful black woman whom he finally takes
by force. Thirty-five years later he writes in his log
with bitterness and remorse of the wrongs he did
and the mistakes he made.

Meanwhile Mathew’s wife Eugenie writes a di-
ary to be read by Johnny Mullagh, whom she took

as her son when his Aboriginal
mother Dilly was killed. She is
surprisingly forbearing and even
generous about her husband and
his infidelity: “He was a good
man, but just a man, struggling
within his capacity to make sense
of all that befell him”. Feeling has
been driven out of her by the bru-
tality of the English soldiers in
Ireland. Though shunned by
most of society Eugenie opens a
school in George Town, Van
Diemen’s Land.

So we go on down the gen-
erations, with recurring patterns
of violence. One section deals yet
again with the famous incident of
the Protector George Robinson
leading an expedition that went through the entire
island, herding the blacks into town where they died
of disease. The novel is in part a lament for the way
whites have destroyed a beautiful country. Hide tan-
neries and wool scouring works replace the pristine
wilderness that Eugenie and Johnny once knew.

Only the forms of oppression change. The novel
deals with whites who take children from their Abo-
riginal mothers. It shows the blacks’ attempts to
play by the whites’ rules, building up a successful
cattle ranch only to have it brutally taken from them
by whites in yet another massacre.

Pascoe’s intricate narrative structure allows him
to weave his characters into and out of the action as
he wishes. In one section he convincingly creates
the language of a black woman, Aunt Ida, remem-
bering some of the events we have already had de-
scribed to us. There is another journal: Amaso
Delano has written a narrative of a voyage to Van
Diemen’s Land in 1805. There are passages of in-
terior monologue and long anecdotal changes.

The note on which the novel ends is not totally
despairing: “And today you’d hear unusually at-
tenuated silences. Not the sound of triumph, but
the indrawn breath of survival.” Perhaps that is all
that can be expected.

CHARLES DARWIN seems to be very much in fash-
ion these days, on television and in print. A few
years ago Roger McDonald published Mr Darwin’s
Shooter, about a member of the great scientist’s
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party. In Confessing a Murder, his stylish and ele-
gantly written first novel, Nicholas Drayson has a
new take on Darwin.

There are layers upon postmodernist layers of
complexity in this novel. It comes with a publisher’s
introduction, an editor’s note (written by none other
than one Nicholas Drayson), a map, a list of refer-
ences and a series of learned footnotes—just about
everything, in short, except a set of steak knives. In
the introduction we are told that the manuscript
was discovered in Holland in 1988 and its owner-
ship is fiercely contested.

The book has all the appearance of factual, even
tediously factual truth. But the incidents that ap-
pear in the ‘manuscript’ cannot be found in Dar-
win and the islands on which the events described
no longer exist. Drayson has paradoxically created
an historical background to set him free to invent
whatever truths he pleases.

The result is reminiscent of Vladimir Nabokov,
with its mock-learned parody of academic conven-
tons. The editor has tremendous fun sending him-
self up: “Paragraphs and sentences are often long
(sometimes torturously so)”, he remarks of his own
work. This is covering yourself against critics with a
vengeance!

As for the narrative itself, it purports to be the
confessions in 1883 of a man who has been exiled
on a small island in the Java Sea. A vain but brilliant
naturalist in his seventies, the narrator retlects on
his dealings with ‘Bobby’ (Darwin), and his love
for Bobby’s brother Philos as well as Charley Allen,
the young assistant to a pompous naturalist named
Alfred Russel Wallace.

Drayson’s training as a naturalist shows up in
the detailed descriptions of the animals and fauna
on the island—the goat-like creatures he calls
‘gadzocks’, for example, and the sargassum weed
that they feed on. Far from seeing nature as ruth-
lessly competitive, he delights in the variousness and
ingenuity its forms take.

But Contessing a Murderis also a detective novel.
Only at the end do we learn why the narrator is
marooned in solitude on the island and the strange
means by which Darwin came to discover and even-
tually reveal The Theory.

Contfessing a Murder is a remarkable debut. It
will be fascinating to see what Drayson does next.

Laurie Clancy is a Melbourne writer and publisher.
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An honourable mongrel

ALEX McDERMOTT

lan Jones: The Fatal Friendship: Ned Kelly, Aaron
Sherritt & Joe Byrne (Lothian, $35)

In the Kelly Gang Joe Byrne was the man that Ned
was closest to. Of all people, the man Joe Byrne was
closest to was Aaron Sherritt. In the winter of 1880
Joe Byme shot Aaron Sherritt, looked down at the
crumpled, splattered mess at his feet and said, “That’s
the man that I want”. Then he got on his horse and
rode to Glenrowan, where he and the gang were
preparing to derail a train full of policemen. Unfor-
tunately for the gang, but fortunately for posterity—
which tends to prefer a hero to be tragic rather than
maniacal and blood-drenched—the train was fore-
warned and never made the final drop. In the ensu-
ing gunfire Joe Byrne was shot in the groin and
died. Ned Kelly was shot repeatedly, and lived. At
dawn he rose up from the scrub and advanced on
the policelines,a man encased in iron,swaying about
and firing, looking, so the reports give it, like some
ghostly, headless apparition. Arrested, he was taken
to Melbourne, tried, convicted and hanged.

It is this human triangle that Ian Jones set him-
self to explore in The Fatal Friendship: Ned Kelly,
Aaron Sherritt and Joe Byrne, a revised version of a
book originally published in 1992. Ian Jones is Aus-
tralia’sforemost Kelly historian—few individuals have
shaped the way the reading public imagines Ned
Kelly and his world as this man. Even those of us
who come after, and wish to overturn some of the
basic assumptions which underlie Jones’s Kelly, are
indebted to the years of assiduous research which
Jones has given to the pursuit of his subject.

This study of Byrne and Sherritt is the most
subtle and nuanced, the most lifelike of any por-
trait which Jones has done. Although stock-thiev-
ing, opium-smoking, murderous Byrne is a little
too polished and gallant for my liking, Sherritt is
allowed genuinely human features and foibles. A
flawed man, a likeable man, a troubled and trou-
blesome man, both naive and cunning, in the war
between the police and the established order against
the Kelly gang, Sherritt tried to make the most of
both sides, getting money from both, telling lies to
both, and tried to be liked by both. Finally Byrne
snapped, and the gang used Sherritt’s murder as
bait to lure the special train. The drama, as Jones



describes it, is very real, yet to my mind the world
he gives us which surrounds it rings hollow. Al-
though writing with both clarity and a wealth of
detail he leaves out several vital things, crucial to
any understanding of Kelly’s rebellion and the peo-
ple caught up in and destroyed by it.

In particular I am thinking of the extensive in-
volvement of Kelly, Byrne and Sherritt, much of their
families and practically all of their mates in widespread
and extensive stock theft, preying oft not only the
rich ‘squatters’ in the region (as Kelly asserted in his
Jerilderie Letter), but the poor farmers as well. Kelly
and his mates were not well liked in the region, not
when they stole stock, moved them across the bor-
der into NSW or down to Melbourne, changed their
brands, sold them, then returned to jeer at the sight
of a farmer lamenting the loss of his only draught
horse. This happened repeatedly in the region of
north-east Victoria, ‘Kelly country’, in the years prior
to Kelly’s outlawry, and was in fact the ulimate cause
of the ‘persecution’ which the police—admittedly a
fairly roguish bunch themselves, difficult to distin-
guish from the flash larrikins they were paid to
catch—hounded particular clans and ‘mobs’ with.

Whatever your opinion as to the true context
and causes of Kelly’s outlawry, this book can be
enjoyed as a moving, beautifully rendered version
of the honourable Kelly myth, a study of two cru-
cial supporting characters in the greater story. You
won’t find in it the marginal shanty culture which is
intrinsic to understanding the Kelly world: people

at war with both police and
the region’s more law-abid-
residents, engaged in a riot- &
ous life of stealing, of flash
clothes and fast horses, gov-
erned by their own elaborate
protocol of conduct, of hon-
our and shame, loyalty and
betrayal—a world made pat-
ently manifest in Kelly’s two
public ‘manifestos’, the Cameron and Jerilderie Let-
ters. Instead you have Good People in Troubled
Times, much put upon by Devious and Immoral
policemen. It has the substance and power of myth,
of biblical epic, but unlike the films and the novels,
the problem is not that the facts are wrong. Jones’s
facts are right. It is, rather, the facts which are
omitted. Naturally this is any historian’s occupa-
tional hazard—which material, which accounts to
leave out. But my feeling here is that Jones has a
particular blind spot that renders him unable to ac-
knowledge the possibility that Kelly, while often hon-
ourable, was just as often a mongrel, that there can
be such a thing as an honourable mongrel. There is
nothing in his view which gives room for, let alone
explains, Kelly the liar, Kelly the braggart, Kelly the
bully and thug. Yet for these parts of his nature
there is evidence aplenty, as much, indeed, as there
is for Kelly the honourable man.

Alex McDermott is a Research Scholar at La Trobe
University, School of Historical & European Studies.

OPINION / Antonia Hildebrand

Ordinary Australians

MANY PEOPLE ADMIRE John Howard, because they
see him as an ordinary, decent man. They see him
as much like themselves; themselves writ large, per-
haps—although in certain circles Howard is known
as the ‘Prime Miniature’.

Barry Oakley observed a man at a gathering in
1996 (the night of Howard’s election win and a
return to Liberal government in Canberra for the
first time since 1983) repeating over and over, “A
suburban solicitor”.! That was how this man saw
John Howard; as a humble, suburban solicitor. In
fact, Howard had been a professional politician for
years at this time and was already very affluent and

an influential political figure. The view of Howard
as an ordinary bloke has only grown, the more pow-
erful he has become. It is an image assiduously cul-
tivated by the Liberal Party and by most parts of
the Australian media. John Howard and his gov-
ernment have found a foolproof way to get re-
elected: appeal to the basest instincts in human
nature. Racism, sexism, xenophobia, elitism, reli-
gious intolerance, anti-intellectualism, militarism,
conformity.

This has been remarked on many times: the way
in which Howard is able to appeal to the worst in
everyone and to make people feel it’s okay to give
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in to these instincts—instincts which they were told
for so long were bad. All the ‘vices’ I’ve listed are
not to be found only in Australians. One of the
mistakes of Howard’s opponents is to link these
tendencies to something evil in the Australian psy-
che. In fact, these same tendencies can be found in
almost any nation, and in some nations they have
been allowed, from time to time, to run rampant
and wreak havoc. What happened in Bosnia, what
happened in Rwanda, what is happening in the Mid-
dle East all illustrate graphically where lowest-com-
mon-denominator politics can lead. It will take much
longer for the breakdown of civil society to occur in
Australia because what made Australians unique for
so long was not their vices, but their virtues.

The Australian ideal of ‘a fair go’ and of mateship,
the commitment to the well-being of others and the
compassion for those less fortunate, the distaste for
elites and the class system, the belief that every Aus-
tralian has a right to the help and protection of gov-
ernment, the belief in standards of ethical behaviour
for those in the church, in the law, in business and
in government, the desire to preserve the environ-
ment for future generations, for affordable, tax-
funded health-care and education systems—all in
all a belief in a partnership between the government
and the people to create a just society—have been
undone in a remarkably short space of time by
Howard and his advisors. Public virtues have been
made into private vices.

‘We can’t go back to the seventies’ they cry as if
the seventies were a time of terrible hardship and
suffering. Anyone who lived through the seventies
knows that exactly the opposite was the case. Ordi-
nary Australians had a higher standard of living in
every way in that now-despised political era. Espe-
cially if things such as job security, working hours,
protection of workers’ rights, health care and edu-
cation—all those things that add up to that indefin-
able je ne sais quois called ‘quality of life’—are taken
into account. So much for the small picture, but to
really understand what is at stake we have to look at
the big picture.

Rulers have always taxed the people to pay for
wars and they have always preferred to tax the peas-
antry rather than the rich and powerful—it’s less
dangerous for the government. All this is part of
the long and dishonourable history of the Kings
and Queens of Europe. Rulers didn’t concern them-
selves with the peasantry’s health and education,
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with their nutrition or the wellbeing of them or their
children. They didn’t see these things as their con-
cern. The ideal of the welfare state has always been
the béte noire of conservatves; not the cruelty and
indifference which preceded it for thousands of
years. But in a sense the argument for either arms
or bread is a kind of phantom.

The Great Depression of the 1930s was a har-
rowing time for working families in Australia. Men
were forced to keep on the move. They had to
travel from town to town looking for work or their
dole was cancelled. In reality the governments of
the time were afraid that if large groups of unem-
ployed formed in any one place, riots could break
out. Yet, when the Second World War started, the
government took over the entire care and feeding
of these men—once they were soldiers. Rulers have
always fed, clothed and housed their troops; this
tradition is accepted because it has always been that
way. The idea of social welfare is relatively new by
comparison.

Ferocious taxes were often levied to pay for a
monarch’s wars in past centuries and it was accepted
that a certain amount of the money would have to
be spent on the wellbeing of the troops so they could
fight. The Howard Government has followed the
time-honoured feudal tradition of the European
monarchs, spending almost a billion dollars on the
war in Iraq while arguing the toss over a $5 cut to
those who receive income from Centrelink. This
pattern runs through all the Howard Government’s
social policies. Or perhaps its lack of them. This
Government seems incapable of approaching policy
decisions with any ideas of its own, operating instead
from a grab-bag of foreign ideas and ideologies which
have grown out of foreign circumstances and history
and have little or no connection with Australia’s his-
tory or ideals. Howard is only really interested in
struting the world stage. His welcome home to the
Australian troops returning from Iraq is the equiva-
lent of the baby-kissing politician. It all has an air of
falseness to it; because it is false.

If Howard really cared about Australians he has
had many, many chances to prove it in his policy
decisions. But on every occasion he has stuck to
ideology over compassion, humanity and genuine
patriotism. Only Robert Menzies managed to outdo
Howard in distaste for the Australian people. He
spent most of the Second World War in England,
apparently toying with the fantasy of being Prime



Minister of that nation. Not surprisingly, Menzies is
Howard’s role model.

The current frenzy to whip up a terrorist threat
in Australia serves as camouflage for the Howard
Government’s real interests, which seem to revolve
around alienating the whole of South East Asia and
making Australia an American colony.

To say its interests are relentlessly international
rather than national is an understatement. The idea
that everything foreign is better, so prevalentin John
Howard’s childhood, drives all of their agendas.

The big picture is that the American govern-
ment is using the terrorist threat to pound human-
ism and liberal ideals into the ground. It’s very ironic
indeed that this same government is ensconced in
Iraq trying to teach it how to be a democracy.

If it wasn’t so tragic it would be fiunny. In the
long run the threat to humanism and democracy, if
unchecked, will have a far more devastating effect
on western society than the Islamic fundamentalists
could ever hope to inflict. As for the situation here
in Australia; it seems to me that the people who
think John Howard is an ordinary Australian have
forgotten what an ordinary Australian is.

When I went to night school, one of the teachers
was a small, thin, rumpled man who had retired

from teaching but taught one or two nights a week.
One winter night when the college had been painted
and the heaters had been turned off I remember
this teacher standing, freezing, before our class, and
taking jumper after jumper out of his briefcase and
putting them on as he lectured us on economics. I
was completing my Senior year at the age of 26 so
I could go to university and the class consisted of
mature-age students and some soldiers from the
local army base. I never forgot that teacher. He
could have been at home near a fire with a nice cup
of coffee and a good book but we wanted to learn
and he could teach us, and that was his reward. He
was paid almost nothing. I think it was the memory
of this small, freezing teacher and his comically mul-
tiplying jumpers that drove me on through two de-
grees. I just couldn’t let him down. He and others
like him are what make Australia run, whatever is
thrown at them by an uncaring, ideology-driven
government. That teacher was an ‘ordinary’ Aus-
tralian. John Howard is not.

1. BarryOakley, Minijtudes, Text Publishing, Melbourne, p.315.

Antonia Hildebrand is a poet, shortstory writer and
essayist. Her recent book is The Past is Another Country:
Viewpoints, Essays and Reviews (Tangerine Books).

OPINION [/ Jay Bulworth

Strategic policy alternatives for Australia

ANY MEANINGFUL DISCUSSION of strategic policy
alternatives for Australia must begin with the ques-
tion of agency: who is going to implement the policy?
Certainly not our rulers, who have no intention of
taking our advice to spend less on Collins-class sub-
marines and more on health care. They already
know that their policies will cause more militarism
in the region and more inequality at home.

Those who exercise power already know what
they are doing. No amount of intellectual or moral
arguments in Overland will change their minds.
What will change their minds, however, is resist-
ance from below. Progressive policies are imposed
on governments by their populations; they are not
bestowed on the public by the goodness of their
rulers. This article will therefore concern itself with

what we as citizens can do to impose a democratic
agenda on our government in the area of defence
and foreign policy. For reasons of space, I will limit
myself to the subject of Australia—Indonesia rela-
tions, because Australian government policy is vul-
nerable on several fronts.

Since Suharto’s resignation, brought on by the
Asian financial crisis and massive public protests in
1998, complex and often contradictory forces have
been unleashed. On the one hand, the Indonesian
government spends more on debt repayments than
it does on health care. Senior army officers who
engaged in terrorism against the people of East
Timor have not been punished. They have gone on
to conduct operations against the people of West
Papua and Aceh. Military links with the Australian
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foreign minister, Laurie Brereton, had raised this
very issue as a matter of priority in the lead-up to
the 2001 election:

Asignificant proportion of [ Indonesia’s] debt should
be classified as ‘criminal debt’, as loan monies were
effectively stolen by powerful political figures, offi-
cials and business cronies. (SMH, 1 June 2001.)

The Tampa election put paid to his plans, but the

obituary | PAUL STRANGIO

situation can be reversed if we are prepared to act.
There is no reason why the concept of odious debt
cannot be raised, along with lawsuits against war
criminals. They would improve the strategic envi-
ronment tremendously.

Jay Bulworth is completing a PhD in strategic policy in
the School of Social and International Studies at
Deakin University.

JIM CAIRNS (1914-2003)

“MODERATION IN TEMPER is always a virtue, but
moderation in principle is always a vice,” wrote Tho-
mas Paine, the Anglo-American political philosopher
and radical democrat. No formula for public life more
aptly describes how James Ford Cairns conducted
himself in a career that took him to unparalleled
heights for an Australian politician of radical persua-
sion. Frequently vilified for his unorthodox and pas-
sionately held views, Cairns maintained a civility in
political debate as unusual as it was disarming.
Cairns packed many lives into his extraordinary
89 years—Depression school-leaver, champion ath-
lete, ‘copper’, economic historian, ‘great white hope’
of the post-Split Victorian ALD, anti-war protester
extraordinaire, Deputy Prime Minister, Treasurerand
subject of scandal in the Whitlam Government, coun-
ter culture guru, and prolific author. If he had a re-
markable capacity for reinvention, he was also
constant. For sixty years he struggled to change the
world, to right wrongs created by racism, colonial-
ism, authoritarianism and militarism, and to expose
the iniquitiesand acquisitiveness of the capitalist market
place. His was a crusade rooted in an indomitable
faith in humanity. The resilience of that faith seems
all the more extraordinary because so often Cairns
swam against the stream of his fellow Australians.
When my biography of Cairns appeared in 2002,
at least one calloused political observer sniffed at
the worth of a life spent in what he construed as
quixotic pursuit. For that writer, there could be one
calculus of political achievement only. Yet because

Cairns’ predominant role in public life was a voice
of dissent against the established order, his influ-
ence was hard to quantify and easy to underesti-
mate. Former Monash University political scientist
Max Teichmann alluded to this when he observed
that Cairns’ legacies could not be measured in
“dams bridges and foundation stones. His contri-
bution was different and superior”.

There is little dispute about Cairns’ effectiveness
in tuming around Australian attitudes to the Viet-
nam War. Contrary to the stereotype of a man con-
genitally lacking in political nous, his leadership of
the anti-war movement was not only courageous,
but skilful and prudent. Nothing better exemplified
this than the first Moratorium campaign of May 1970.
He contained the excesses of fringe militants who
were prepared to spill blood in the name of peace,
yet he did not concede ground to the shrill scare-
mongering of the movement’s conservative critics.
Cairns demonstrated that mass public protests need
not descend into anarchy, and he enlarged the space
for democratic action in this country.

As Cairns reached the apotheosis of his popular-
ity during the anti-Vietnam War struggle, an in-
creasing disjunction existed between his status as
prophet of social liberation and his private asceti-
cism. Writing around that time, Craig McGregor
diagnosed a man who had surrendered himself to
his principles: “somewhere along the line Cairns
has made up his mind that what he stands for is
more important than what he is himself”. This emo-
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tional constraint, coupled with his intellectual open-
ness, created a complex and fragile mix, which is
central to understanding the explosive impact Junie
Morosi had on him in 1974-5. So many of the words
expended about that episode ignore that Morosi’s
assault on Cairns was intellectual as well as emo-
tional, the one spearheading the other.

The banner of personal liberation Cairns marched
behind following 1975 never became an end in it-
self; instead, he remained focused on its translation
into social action. Equally he found it difficult to
slough off a lifetime pattern of self-restraint. Or-
ganiser and guiding light of the early Confest move-
ment, Cairns eschewed its mores. Nearing the end
of his life he fretted that this personal austerity (what
he described as his ‘standoffishness’) had stunted
his emotional relationships. Asked in 1999 whether
he was ‘pleased’ with what he had accomplished dur-
ing the ‘whole sweep’ of his life, Cairns distinguished
between the public and private spheres. “There is a
critical contradiction,” he retlected, “I feel pleased in
all those impersonal relations, those distant public
campaigning relatons . . . But so many of my purely
personal relations, I feel disappointed about.”

But even here there was a paradox to Cairns.
While he presented as emotionally remote, forbid-
ding even, he was also renowned for his compas-
sion at the micro-level. Legion are the stories of his
personal kindness (some aired over talkback radio
in the days following his death and others were
swapped at his funeral service): the offenders he
convicted as a policeman and then assisted, materi-
ally and otherwise, to rehabilitate; the Asian stu-
dents whom he befriended and helped ease their
isolation while an academic at the University of
Melbourne at the end of the Second World War;
the countless interventions he made on behalf of
victims of Australia’s racially discriminatory immi-
gration policies; and the displaced and distressed
people whom he gave refuge in his family home. I
too became the beneficiary of that kindness extending
over many years as I worked on the biography.

For those that got to know Cairns, and I count
myself fortunate to have been among them, there
was never a doubt that a deeply sensitive and gen-
erous soul lay behind his dour exterior. It was also a
big soul, which for a ime shone a light on a better
Australia.

Paul Strangio is the author of Keeper of the Faith: A
Biography of Jim Cairns, MUP, 2002.







CURRENT AFFAIRS

Many people who are challenging Labor’s values
are moving to the Greens. . . the response

| got to my resignation suggests that a lot of them
remain committed to the Labor Party, although
some are only hanging on by the fingernails.

Carmen Lawrence

The handing over of ‘border-protection’ to a private
company, and a foreign one at that, is an abrogation
of one of the first duties of a democratic
government. The very idea of running detention
centres and prisons for profit is loathsome, and
reeks with overtones of the slave trade, in which
fortunes are made directly from human misery.

Grabam Maddox

For what feels like an eternity, the Howard
Government, large sections of the press and the
right-wing think-tanks have been bellowing the
same old propaganda and narrow ideology. The
electorate is now so softened up by all of this that
all sorts of extreme policies and actions are being
taken seriously.

Tim Thornton

CULTURE
| did not want to believe humans would abandon

such a user-friendly, all-accommodating, resilient
and non-aligned mode of speculation. Nor did |
think we could afford to lose the hopefulness
intrinsic to the exercise of the utopion mode.

Robyn Walton

Modern epic fantasy is a literary form of
fundamentalism that troubles secular ideals. But it
also troubles the kind of political fundamentalism
that relies on Manichean binaries of good and evil.

Ken Gelder

“The most exciting in its field”
Ross Fitzgerald, The Australian
“Uncomfortable food for thought”
g

Debra Adelaide,
Sydney Morning Herald

“A blunt challenge to the Australian media”
Fiona Capp, The Age
“A journal of variety, ideas, opinion and heart”

Christopher Bantick,
Canberra Times

\

OPINION

Australians interested in changing the situation for
the better can use the existing legal system to
take steps. ‘Odious debt’ is recognised within
international law, under US initiative. If enough
Australians understood this, it would be easier to
pressure our elected representatives to
implement the concept of odious debt.

Jay Bulworth

| never forgot that teacher. He could have been at
home near a fire with a nice cup of coffee but we
wanted to learn and he could teach us, and that
was his reward. He was paid almost nothing. It
was the memory of this small, freezing teacher
that drove me on through two degrees. | just
couldn’t let him down. He and others like him are
what make Australia run. That teacher was an
‘ordinary’ Australian. John Howard is not.

Antonia Hildebrand

REVIEW

Anyone who has attended conferences such as the
one that led to Dawkins’ and Kelly's book will be
struck by the atmosphere of complacency towards
Australia’s growing crisis of inequality. There’s
something distasteful about highly paid economists
and businesspeople arguing that the only way to
give hope to the struggling single mother who
cleaned their five-star hotel room that morning is to
cut her wages and introduce ‘price signals’ into her
local health and education services.

Dennis Glover

Peter Singer’s simplistic view ignores the fact that
reason does not speak with the same voice to
everyone, especially in ethics, and that reason has
its undefeated rivals—above all, faith.

Janna Thompson
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temper democratic,
bias Australian
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