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TALL POPPIES – A DECADE ON

Susan Mitchell

Seventeen years after her book Tall Poppies narrated some of
the truths of leading women’s lives, Susan Mitchell has
returned to a few of her original subjects including Maggie
Tabberer, Pat O’Shane, Anne Summers and Robyn Archer to
update their stories in Splitting the World Open – Taller Poppies
and Me (Allen & Unwin). To comment on how the culture of
Australia’s tall poppy lopping continues nearly two decades
later, Susan Mitchell addressed The Sydney Institute on
Wednesday 1 August 2001.
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TALL POPPIES – A
DECADE ON
Susan Mitchell

In 1984, when I published Tall Poppies, the term “tall poppies” was not
in wide usage. Now, of course, it’s part of our every day language and
the “tall poppy syndrome” is researched and studied at universities
quite seriously. This is not as curious as it sounds because our
country’s urge to cut down individuals who enjoy public success has
proven to be one of the most defining characteristics of growing up in
Australia.
Research on young Australians has shown they do not want to be
seen as successful intellectuals. They fear the retribution. There is,
however, one exception to this dysfunctional behaviour in our culture
and that is sport. If you show talent in any sporting arena then you will
be encouraged and nurtured and your individual success will be
celebrated. I’m not saying there is anything wrong with this. Public
success in sport doesn’t remove you from criticism but you’re not
automatically vulnerable simply because you enjoy some public
success.
We do have a strange and ambivalent attitude to success. Of
course we want it. But we mustn’t let everybody know that we want it
too much. And if we get it, we must always emphasise how hard we
had to struggle to get there and downplay the good feeling it creates in
us.
Remember when Geoffrey Rush won the Oscar for best actor in
Shine? In every interview he was at pains to say that it has been a long,
hard struggle and it really meant nothing and it wouldn’t change him.
He would remain the same struggling actor he would always be. He
was still going to be the real true blue Aussie. Heaven help him if he
said, “Yes I’m delighted with myself.” He knew he was in danger if
there was even a hint that he was in our favourite saying “up himself”.
Everybody who has enjoyed public success is in danger of being called
“up himself” or “up herself”. Of course, all that really means in old
fashioned parlance is “above your station”. If Rush so much as hinted
at that, the media axes would be out. We love the little Aussie battler
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poppy, when it’s struggling. But when it finally blooms and sticks its
beautiful head above the crowd our immediate instinct is to cut it down
to size. “Give it the chop” in the local parlance.
Why do we do this? What is it about our culture that in the year
2001 this still happens? Well I think we do owe a lot to our historical
beginnings. I think they are probably fertile grounds for the tall poppy
syndrome. If you travel half way round the world in a prison boat, are
dumped in a strange continent and told “die you loser”, you don’t
exactly start as a nation with a great sense of promise or self esteem.
Now not only did we not die, we survived and moreover we bloomed.
But lurking within us, very like a black seed in the flesh of a luscious
pink watermelon, is a feeling that basically we really weren’t as good as
the rest of the world. This became known as the cultural cringe and
explains why we are so ecstatic when we defeat the rest of the world at
sport. The winning score is definitive proof of our success. Only then
do we allow ourselves to use superlatives. This is something we all have
to come to terms with.
In my last book called Be Bold – discover the power of praise,
I confronted the fact that as Australians we’re so mean with praise.
I don’t believe that we’re basically a mean spirited people. But when we
go to praise a person we hold back. For example, in this country if
you’re really, really intelligent someone will say “He’s quite bright”.
If you’re really, really, really beautiful someone will say, “She’s quite
good looking isn’t she?” Now why would you do this? It’s clearly got to
be cultural. If you’re Italian then everything is bellissima – every thing in
Italian is fantastic. It’s all superlatives. If you’re French it’s tres
magnifique. If you’re English you can damn with faint phrase because
you have an innate sense of your own superiority. If you’re Australian
it’s “quite nice”. Superlatives choke in your throat.
I became very aware of this dysfunction when I was lecturing for
20 years in Creative Writing, teaching students to write short stories at
the University of South Australia. They all worked very hard and then
they would bring their work together and read their stories one by one.
Then I would say “comment”. With a poor story, students were very
generous. They didn’t say “that is just appalling”. They’d say, if you
did this to the character or you did that it could be better. With a
mediocre story, they were still quite generous. Then someone would
read out the best story, a really most wonderful story and I would say
“comment?” Silence. And I would look around at those young faces
and they were all twisted up with conflicting emotions. And I’d say “
Nobody wants to say anything to Phil or Jenny about this story?” No.
I thought, I’ve got to do something about this. So I encouraged
them to say what they were feeling. And what they all admitted to
feeling was extreme envy. So envious that they said, “I hate that
bastard. I’ve been up all night writing my story and I thought it was
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okay until I heard his.” And I said, “Don’t you understand that he’s so
good he deserves praise? Why don’t you say what you’re feeling? Say ‘I
hate you because you wrote such a fantastic story.’ It doesn’t really
matter.” And while they never quite got to the stage of freely expressing
superlatives, they would say “I hate you, you bastard” – the ultimate
accolade.
Superlatives are very hard for us. And if we are all honest about
praise, we have to admit that we are shy with it because we’re scared
that some-one might think we are oversaucing the pudding. There is a
big difference between praise and flattery. Flattery we know is
superficial, devious and manipulative. But we all know genuine praise
when we hear it because that person looks us in the eye and says
“Gerard, The Sydney Institute is an absolute gem. You’ve worked hard
to keep this always interesting, intelligent…” You get the point? I
would encourage you to banish the word “quite” from your vocabulary.
The next time you want to say something to somebody if they’d done
well, give them genuine praise. We hang out for praise. You can be
having a terrible day and someone rings you up, or you get a fax or you
get a nice note, a handwritten one, an email or one actually praises you,
that tells you that you did something well, that actually acknowledges
your work – your whole day changes. The sun comes through the
window, the clouds pass. It’s almost a holy experience in Australia
because it happens so rarely.
And it is cultural. I was talking to the film maker Jane Campion
about this. We claim she’s Australian but she’s really a New Zealander.
And she said “What about New Zealand? Growing up in New Zealand,
they’re so afraid of superlatives that when the American television series
That’s Incredible was coming, New Zealand television bought it, but
thought the title was far too over the top. When That’s Incredible finally
went on air in New Zealand it was called That’s Fairly Interesting.”
A fear of praise, this very deeply buried black seed, causes us to
sell ourselves short and deep down, even though we deserve praise, we
don’t think we deserve superlatives. What began as a genuine desire to
create a fairer and equal society, free from the kind of class oppression
of our British forebears grew into the tall poppy syndrome which is
really egalitarianism gone feral.
It’s 2001, so when are we going to get rid of it? We’ve had it long
enough. But how do you change this culture? When I grew up the lack
of successful, individual Australian role models was a yawning hole
especially if you were female. Success was like money, religion and
politics. You didn’t discuss it at the table. There were only a few stories
of daring, adventurous, exciting, successful Australian women on which
you could base your life. So there I was. Post war baby boomer, all the
opportunities in the world and no story you could read about of
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someone who was bursting out of her skin and wanting to doing well
and explore all her opportunities.
So I gave up looking, did some research and wrote about my own
tall poppies. That was 1984. The extraordinary courage with which
these women told the truth about their lives ensured that this book was
a best seller. Prior to that we had had some puff stories in women’s
magazines. Women in the 1950s were supposed to be sitting at home
looking beautiful, knitting, making all those lunches for their children,
blissfully happy and of course that wasn’t true at all. Then Betty
Friedan wrote a feminist book that actually asked them what they were
feeling, and why were they were all quietly going mad and nothing was
ever the same again.
Nearly two decades on I have written a follow up look at some of
these women – my tenth book Splitting the World Open: Taller Poppies
and Me – which is a social history of the lives of Australian women in
the twentieth century. At the base of this urge to cut down successful
people is a powerful emotion, which I believe is envy. If we’re truthful
with ourselves we only seek to destroy that which we envy. Envious
people are insecure people, unconfident people because if you were
secure and confident you’d be getting on with your own life and
wouldn’t be worrying about what anyone else has achieved.
A culture crippled by envy is an insecure culture that always sells
itself short. An envious nation is an insecure nation. And I guess what
I’m saying is that in the year 2001 I’ve noticed that nothing much has
changed and we haven’t addressed the fall out from the tall poppy
syndrome.
You cannot celebrate another person’s success if secretly you are
envious. Your envy means that you’d rather cut them down than build
them up. The result in the year 2001 is a nation in love with
mediocrity. You either cut other people down or you never try to put
your head above the crowd. It’s much easier to be quite good, quite
intelligent, quite this, quite that, just in the middle of the road coasting
along because you’re safe there. We are a nation that’s constantly complaining that our political leaders are mediocre, bland and have no
vision. But we punish those who stand above the crowd.
We get the leaders we deserve. I do believe this. And we currently
have very mediocre leaders. Take your pick. If William Deane were
running for prime minister I think he’d probably win. Why? Because
we can see that he is a man with strong convictions, unafraid to show
his feelings or his values even if it puts him at odds with his political
masters. He has a vision of what he would like this country to become
and he is unafraid to voice the truth as he sees it. We are so tired of
political spin and media manipulation. We are so tired of leaders who
are too afraid to put their heads above the opinion polls. How are we
going to ever rid ourselves of the tall poppy syndrome if our leaders
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spend most the time trying to hide behind the rhetoric in order to make
themselves small targets. And yet to be fair, if they stand tall we know
the axes are out for them.
Our leaders appear to compete with each other in order not to
appear to be tall poppies but ordinary poppies. “I am just an ordinary
man.” That is what they constantly tell us. I am like you – an ordinary
person. I understand your needs and feelings. I understand where you
are coming from. Rubbish we all say. You are the leader of the
opposition or you’re the prime minister of this country. You are no
ordinary person because you have this power.
So we have to end this emphasis on being ordinary and mediocre.
I won’t dispute the ordinary nature of their talents but their power is
considerably more than that of the average person. Why should any
young Australian aspire to become a tall poppy when they think even
their political leaders are afraid to be one.
Now the words of the truly great leader of the last century, in my
opinion, Nelson Mandela should be engraved in every school text
book. He said, “Your playing small does not serve the world. There is
nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel
insecure around you. And when we let our own light shine we
unconsciously give other people permission to do the same.”
Now that is the antithesis of the tall poppy syndrome. Letting
your own light shine, getting other people to do the same. Not
shrinking, not playing everything down so that someone won’t say
you’re “up yourself”, not being afraid that someone will be out there
with the axe after you if they think that you’re getting too big for your
boots.
A nation that cuts down its tall poppies is a nation consumed with
envy. If a nation cuts down its tall poppies what are you left with?
Weeds. And probably bonsai. I think we have a brain drain not because
those who leave are paid more money overseas but because our most
talented young people leave Australia after witnessing the picking, the
cutting, the meanness of spirit that is the prelude to being cut down to
everyone else’s size. If they don’t shrink in order to make the mediocre
feel less insecure then the mediocre will take up their axes. In a small
population the tall poppies are really few. So our young people go to
bigger populations, preferably ones where they will be admired for
being successful or for trying to be a success. Cultures where you are
given space to grow. Where people say “good on you” for succeeding.
In 2001 I think it’s time we faced up to the truth about ourselves.
It’s time we started praising each other’s successes instead of envying
them. We all have to make a conscious effort to stop the picking, to
stop the carping. Praise, I believe, makes us bold. Encourages us to
risk, to take chances, to grow. Criticism makes us shrink. If someone is
constantly picking at you and criticising you, you’re not going to try
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anything new. You’re not going to get up there and give new ventures a
go. Our culture is in desperate need of a sea change. Forget Pearl
Beach or Byron Bay. We need a sea change in our own backyards, a sea
change in our school yards and in our school rooms.
It was in this frame of mind that I accepted an invitation to lunch
with Allen & Unwin’s Patrick Gallagher. He asked me to write about
women in the millennium. I said it sounded far too boring. He said go
back and talk to your original tall poppies, they’re not boring. He also
said it’s about time you told some of your own stories. So I thought of
those tall poppies with whom I’d stayed in contact. Women like Pat
O’Shane, Maggie Taberrer, Eve Mahlab, Anne Summers, Robin
Archer, Sally-Anne Atkinson. Women who continue to play a part in
the action of our times and our culture. I tracked them all down and
asked them to split their worlds open and talk about the black seeds of
truth that had accumulated in the 17 years since we’d spoken.
Muriel Rukeyser, an American poet, wrote, “If one woman was to
tell the truth about her life, the world would split open.” Well I got
seven women telling the truth about their lives. Hence the title and the
cover. I had an image when I read the lines from the poem that women
were in fact a bit like a watermelon. Real watermelons have black seeds.
We build this shell around ourselves but if we are prepared to split the
world open, we’re all pink, fleshy and juicy on the inside. The black
seeds are the seeds of truth. You don’t swallow watermelon seeds and if
you bite them they are bitter so we spit them out. And that’s what I’m
encouraging the culture to do.
I realised, after talking to these women, that what sets them apart,
what has continued to make them genuine tall poppies in my eyes, is
their courage to face up to the truth about themselves and their lives.
And I’m talking about good tall poppies. I think we are capable of
making distinctions between the celebrity and the genuine heroine,
between Christopher Skase and a good person. We’ve had bad tall
poppies and we’ve good tall poppies and I’m talking about the good
ones.
I think we have to agree that the most successful and admired
politician in the country today is Peter Beattie. Why? Because he had
the courage to admit that he stuffed up and the guts and confidence to
try again, to put himself out there again Now it might be a good tactic
but the point is I believed him. That’s why I think he won the
Queensland election with the numbers he did.
There is an American called Warren Buffett. He’s the second
richest man in the world after Bill Gates. He’s sat around a lot of tables
with a lot of male CEOs and he said he has rarely heard anyone say,
“I’ve stuffed up and this is what I’m going to do about it.” We don’t
hear individuals on the boards of HIH and OneTel say similar things.
It is always somebody else’s fault.
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Most of us spend our time lying about our lives. If we’re forced to
admit that we’ve failed we blame someone or something else. Or we
just pull our heads in and we never say anything again. One would
never become a writer if your first rejection meant you never picked up
a pen again because there is rarely a writer who hasn’t been told “No”
at some stage. Think of people like Margaret Mitchell – 54 rejections
before anyone said Gone with the Wind was a good novel
So in the land of the tall poppy loppers, why bother to make
yourself vulnerable? Because we all want to live our lives to the fullest
extent possible. We want to continue to grow. What have I learnt from
talking to these particular women after 17 years? That they have the
ability to change the culture, that women can decide the future of the
prevailing culture. How can they do this? By telling the truth as they
see it, in a way that will set the new template for behaviour. Women
have had a lot of influence in the culture because a large percentage of
them are teachers, lecturers and mothers. And if you change the culture
of criticism to one of genuine praise, we encourage our young people to
grow, to make mistakes and to pick themselves up again. These are not
small matters at all. They are basic tenets of our culture. In 2001 we
have to face up to the truth and it comes in amazing ways.
I launched Splitting the World Open at the Sydney Hilton. Five
hundred women were invited to lunch. I got them all to slice open a
watermelon and spit out the seeds. Right at the end I said, “Okay, any
questions?” A woman got up and said, “I follow all your books and I
want to tell you that you are absolutely right on this one. You’re right
on the nail with us telling the truth. I’ve been married for 30 years [and
the audience clapped]. The last 18 days of the marriage have been the
happiest days of my life.” And the audience clapped again. Then she
said, “You want to know why? Because I told the truth. I told my
husband the truth.” Everybody clapped again. The women went on,
“I told him he was an arsehole.” Now this was a polite lunch. But all
those women just cheered and cheered. And then she said “ I thought
of leaving him and then I thought, why should I deprive myself of all
the enjoyment of watching him suffer for the rest of his life.”
Afterwards someone told me I must have planted the woman in
the audience but, honestly, I didn’t. Her response came out of the blue.
And when I had finished signing books, she was sitting having a cup of
coffee with a friend and I said, “I’m just about to go on a national tour
for this book, would you like to come with me and make that statement
at every literary lunch?” She replied, “It is absolutely true. Everything
I said.”
Now it might have taken this woman thirty years but eventually she
told her husband the truth and it released her and it’s changed her life.
Women tall poppies stand alone. Let me tell you about some of
the women and the things that have happened briefly. In my first
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Tall Poppies Pat O’Shane was still trying to prove she was as good as a
white version of herself. When she was a very little girl, one of the
crawlers would take flowers to the teacher and they would sit in the
vase. At the end of the week the teacher would look at these dead
flowers and give them to the best student. And whoever was chosen
would be so pleased to have got the dead flowers to take home from the
teacher. Pat O’Shane worked her butt off, tried her little heart out, she
topped the class year after year, she won at sports, she did everything.
But she never got the flowers. It took her years to realise she was never
going to get the flowers. The teacher was never going to give them to
an Aboriginal kid. That was the level of discrimination that was
operating.
In 1984 Pat O’Shane was still trying was trying to be the first. She
was the first woman to run a Department of Aboriginal Affairs, the first
Aboriginal woman to graduate in law, the first Aboriginal woman to be
a barrister. In my current book, she doesn’t care anymore. She doesn’t
care what people say. Whether it’s young journalists trailing up to her
and saying, “Oh magistrate O’Shane are you going to resign as a result
of this furore?”. Her reply is “In your dreams.” She’s finally arrived in a
zone now where she does not care what other people’s judgment is. She
doesn’t care if they say she’s mad. She knows what she’s done and she’s
done it for the very best reasons as she sees it. She believes in what
she’s done.. That’s why she’s a tall poppy. She isn’t insecure anymore.
She’s not seeking approval. She’s not trying to please.
How many woman spend a lifetime pleasing, trying to get those
extra ticks, the elephant stamp. Worrying about attempts to create a
perfect Christmas Day, that the turkey isn’t dry, the gravy hot. I write
about my own attempt to go to a health farm. Look at me, a total
failure at fitness.
The people with the guts to tell the truth about their dilemmas,
their fears, their hopes, their dreams, the things they’ve done in their
life in the last 17 years are the real tall poppies in my opinion. They
have had the courage to tell the truth. To face their demons, spit out
those black seeds and move on. I hope they inspire you to do the same
so ultimately we can save our culture.
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Shaun Carney

Peter Costello: The New Liberal (Allen & Unwin), by journalist
and associate editor with The Age Shaun Carney, was five
years in the making. Using the perspective provided by
interviews with Peter Costello’s detractors (as well as his
supporters), the book provides a well-rounded assessment of
the man who would be Australia’s prime minister – Treasurer
Peter Costello MP. Shaun Carney spoke about his subject in
an address to The Sydney Institute on Tuesday 14 August
2001.
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PETER COSTELLO –
THE NEW LIBERAL
Shaun Carney

Some people have asked me what part of my book on Peter Costello is
my favourite. The anecdote that I found the most evocative actually
involves the federal Treasurer as only a side player. It was 1963 and the
Costello family’s first television set, possibly an Astor or a Kriesler or
some other big-name brand that has since been consigned to the
dustbin of commercial history, was being delivered and installed in
their Blackburn home perhaps by a man from the Hill’s company –
remembered now chiefly for the rotary clothes hoist – whose two-tone
early model Holden panel vans were a common sight in Melbourne’s
suburban streets in the early 1960s as TV spread like wildfire.
The three Costello children, Tim, 8, Peter, 6, and Janet, 2, were
ushered out of the technician’s way and into the kitchen. Tim wanted
to know what all the excitement was about. Catching sight of the big
box in the lounge room, he asked of his father: “What’s in the box,
dad? Is it a pony?” I like the idea of such naivete on the part of Tim,
now the head of the Baptist church in Australia and a forceful
participant in social debate, and such obedience on the part of Peter,
who accepted the directive to remove himself from the centre of activity
in the house, although probably even at that age with a tart comment.
A tiny, ordinary moment – but an important one, as the most
transforming invention since the wheel entered the lives of two men
who were later to use the very medium of television to propel
themselves to the forefront of national public policy formation. Most of
us, because we see them only through the media, would view Peter and
Tim Costello purely as political beings. Peter in particular – and this is
how he wants it I suspect – is seen as politics incarnate. But of course
he isn’t. No one is. The more we find out about the ordinary natures of
our politicians and political leaders – that is to say, about the diversity
and perhaps even the richness of their personalities and personal
experiences – the better off we all are.
It helps us to understand what is happening around us – or to us
– at the workplace, in the classroom, at the welfare office, at the bank,

12

PETER COSTELLO – THE NEW LIBERAL

or wherever, if we know as much as we can reasonably expect to know
about the men and women who are entrusted with making policy
decisions on our behalf. It helps to know where they came from, how
they formed their beliefs, what sort of home life they experienced, who
they ran with as they developed politically, what they and others viewed
as important experiences in their lives. My book, Peter Costello – the
New Liberal, started appearing in bookshops on Monday, 30 July. The
previous Thursday, the national editor of my paper, The Age, Michael
Gordon, and his opposite number at the Sydney Morning Herald,
Michelle Grattan, put together their news stories based on material
within the book about the various ups and downs – mostly downs – of
the relationship between Peter Costello and the Prime Minister John
Howard.
Because the two Fairfax papers had jointly purchased the extract
rights from my publisher, Allen & Unwin, Gordon and Grattan had
been able to get access to the galleys of the book. The following
morning, when the stories were featured on the front pages of the
papers, I found myself declining probably a score of invitations to speak
on television and radio because I was contractually bound not to say
anything publicly about the book until the extracts were run over the
following weekend. The Treasurer, however, was under no such
constraints and he appeared on the ABC’s current affairs flagship
program AM as the first item on Friday July 27. He emphasised that
the book was entirely my work, not his, that it was not authorised, and
then went on to say that contrary to claims in the book, he had never
regarded Howard as having run out of puff in mid-1999 and had not
been unhappy with Howard’s attitude to One Nation in May 1997.
Inevitably, the following Monday, when I came to give my first
interview, on the Nine network’s Today show, the host Steve Liebman’s
first question was: who to believe – Shaun Carney or Peter Costello?
My answer is this: on the Treasurer’s characterisation of the book as
being entirely my work, he was spot on. On his other responses, I’m
less inclined to give him a pass. I stand by what I’ve written, not
because I’m stubborn, but because I know it to be true.
It was intriguing to be on the other side of the media equation for
those few days around the time of the book’s release. I have to say that
if it is typical of the way the media handles most issues, then the media
does reasonably well. Of course, it was strange to see what we
journalists regard as the “best bits” of the book, scattered throughout a
120,000-word text, being plucked out to form the basis of the initial
600-word news stories, and then to see first the Treasurer and then the
Prime Minister being questioned about other journalists’ retelling of
my work. Stranger still was being asked to reply to what they were
saying, and to know that I didn’t need to tout my new book because
the two most powerful men in Australia were doing it for me. I found it
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heartening to see on television that evening and in the papers the
following day, the scepticism that the vast bulk of journalists applied to
the effusive vows of pre-election affection that came from Howard and
Costello.
In the following days, various questions were raised in the media
about why I had written the book and why it was coming out now, only
months before the election. There were some suggestions that Costello
had given me the more controversial material on a no-names, nofingerprints basis, or that I was some sort of friend of Costello’s who
was attempting to sanitise or update his reputation so as to smooth his
path to the Lodge (and if he does become PM, Costello will live at the
Lodge). This latter idea reached full formation in an interview with
Phillip Adams on his Radio National program. In putting this
suggestion to me in his usual polite manner, I don’t believe Adams had
cluttered his schedule with the task of actually reading the book,
although I know he did flick through it because he remarked on air that
he had been impressed by the colour pictures.
For what it’s worth, I have no stake, personal or professional, in
Costello becoming PM. If he makes it, good for him. If not, too bad.
I have never felt a burning desire to chronicle the life of any politician
on either side of politics. This was my one and only shot at writing a
political biography. I wrote this book because telling stories is what I do
and the Peter Costello story was one to which I had, through
circumstances, continued to have been exposed. I first encountered
Costello when we were both 18 and in the same class at Monash
University. We were born only a few weeks apart in 1957 in different
parts of suburban Melbourne. We had similar experiences growing up –
the new post-war dormitory suburb, the early education in the newlybuilt state school, the football obsession, the television. In our 20s,
I had been an industrial reporter and Costello a brash, iconoclastic
industrial lawyer. In our 30s, I was a political writer and he was a
politician.
By the time 1995 came around and Costello had been deputy
Liberal leader for almost a year, it seemed to me that as a writer, here
was an opportunity staring me in the face. How many journalists get
the chance to watch someone rise from anonymity to almost the top of
the political tree, and also empathise with what you might call the
generational experience? It was, as the Americans say, a no-brainer.
As for the timing of the book’s release, it was supposed to be out a year
ago but I missed the deadline.
As I tried to pull together the threads of Costello’s political life,
I was alive to what Gerard Henderson has observed many times about
the paucity of good, thorough, arresting written material about the
Liberal Party. I make the exception of his excellent popular history of
the party, Menzies’ Child, among other works. It is not just the lack of
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essays and pamphleteering, standard features in the culture of the
Labor Party, that are missing, it is the culture of story-telling,
discussion and myth-making that the Liberal Party lacks. There are
reasons for this, which I will explore. But there are also, more
ominously for the party itself, likely political consequences.
Peter Collins might not be everyone’s idea of an ideal Liberal
leader but in an interview with the Sydney Morning Herald some months
after his 1998 ouster as the chief of the party’s New South Wales
parliamentary team, he made an interesting point. He said: “The Labor
Party tend to look after their own; the Liberal Party rewrite and
expunge history as fast as they can. The Labor Party like to be able to
put together the pantheon of great leaders; try to put all the Liberal
people together in one room – it never happens, they won’t talk to each
other.”
Looking at the way their respective parties have treated Gough
Whitlam and Malcolm Fraser illustrates the point well. Whitlam’s
government crashed and burned within three years because of
administrative incompetence and poor political judgment. It lost in a
landslide in 1975 and then got thumped at the ballot box again two
years later. But Labor did not disown Whitlam. After the Hawke
government was elected in 1983, Whitlam took a plum posting as
Australia’s ambassador to UNESCO in Paris. In later years, Whitlam
has become a sort of fixture on the public appearance circuit and has
even done a comedy TV advertisement for a pasta sauce. And yet he is
revered and feted by Labor Party people, despite the fact that he was a
political disappointment.
Malcolm Fraser, since losing office in 1983, has devoted himself
to good works, heading up the aid agency Care Australia and
continuing to contribute to public debate. His government was not a
disaster, just a bit too clever for its own good in its latter stages. But it’s
almost as if the seven years and three months of the Fraser government
have been wiped from the records, except for periodic references to
John Howard’s long stint as treasurer. Fraser is not held up as some
flawed iconic hero of the Liberal Party by its members. Instead, he is
treated almost as an embarrassment, a relic, a failure.
This seems to me to be dangerously self-destructive behaviour.
Parties need to keep renewing their myths and the stories their
members pass on to each other. The sense I get from many Liberals is
that only one Liberal leader has been truly successful: Sir Robert
Menzies, and that was not just because he governed for so long but
because he chose the moment of his retirement while still prime
minister. Menzies was a winner because he went out on top. The same
sort of prospect beckons John Howard and it informs much of the talk
about whether he will win a third term and then hand over to Peter
Costello in another year or so. But it is predicated on flawed thinking.

THE SYDNEY PAPERS SPRING 2001

15

Politics is not like company management. In politics, unlike in
business, it is acceptable to experience noble failure. Why? Because
political activity necessarily combines pragmatism and the
advancement of self-interest with belief systems. It is as much about
doing what is right, as it is about smart practice. In other words, in
politics all is not lost if you screw up. Over the years this lesson has
been absorbed better by Labor than by the Liberals.
Unfortunately, when the Liberal Party loses office it all too often
falls prey to a cycle of internal manoeuvring and backbiting – the
constant search for the right “team leader”, to use a term beloved of
Jeff Kennett, or the right CEO. This was the case with the federal party
for most of the 1980s and early 1990s. The same thing happened in
Victoria in the same period, and it looks like it’s happening again now,
with a large question mark hanging over Denis Napthine’s head. It has
happened in New South Wales since the Fahey government fell in 1995
and continues under Kerry Chikarovski.
A problem the Liberal Party has is that it does not readily offer
forgiveness to its leaders, possibly because it does not try hard enough
to understand them. Recently, we have witnessed further discussion
about Ben Chifley, Labor’s leader from 1945 until his death in 1951.
A little over a year ago, it was John Curtin’s life that was being
discussed, courtesy of David Day’s impressive book about Labor’s
wartime leader. Subsequent Labor leaders – Calwell, Whitlam,
Hayden, Hawke, Keating – have all been the subject of biographies of
varying degrees of quality. And Whitlam, Hayden and Hawke have also
published their memoirs.
Compare that with the Liberal experience. Menzies did publish a
memoir, and Allan Martin’s two volume biography of the Liberal Party
founder, completed relatively recently, has been well received, although
I understand its sales have been perfunctory. Harold Holt died
tragically and early so it’s understandable that no major work was done
on his life. But what of the leaders who followed him – John Gorton,
Billy McMahon, Billy Snedden, Fraser, Andrew Peacock, Howard,
John Hewson, Alexander Downer?
A book is being written about Gorton, which hopefully will do
him justice. There were some fluffy pieces of extended journalism in
book form about Peacock. A decent book was written about Fraser but
his life surely warrants an even more expansive work. Christine Wallace
wrote a fine book on Hewson shortly before the 1993 election. David
Barnett and Pru Goward’s 1997 biography of Howard was certainly
long but its purview was limited; it devoted only 19 pages to his life
before he entered parliament and 776 to his time as a politician. And
no memoirs from this lot, either.
The overall effect is akin to a retailer that switches its look and its
merchandise every few years in the hope of snaring new customers –
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forget what we used to be, look at what we’ve got for you now, the
“Under New Management” sign painted across the front window. Of
course, there is a greater constancy within the Liberal Party from leader
to leader than this suggests, but without the ritualistic celebration of
past leaders, even those who never won an election, and a more robust
and – most important of all – overt discussion of the events and people
who shaped the organisation’s progress, it is much harder to divine.
And it just might be, as I suggested earlier, that there is a political
spin-off to all of this. The final acceptances are not yet in on this
theory, but I offer it for what it’s worth. Could it be that right now
Labor is the default party of government across Australia, partly
because its tradition of embracing the differences between its leading
figures and its elevation of their human foibles and personal beginnings
instil a durability in the party and its supporters?
Since the Unsworth Labor government was defeated in 1988, we
have witnessed a distinct electoral phenomenon throughout most of the
country: the coalition parties find it relatively easy to replace bad Labor
governments but have so far proved incapable of stringing more than
two election victories together. Once the ALP appears to have gathered
even the merest semblance of coherence and unity, the majority of
voters have turned to it. In my own state of Victoria, it is still difficult
to believe that the Kennett government has gone after only two terms
and in its place is a Labor administration that even on the most
generous assessment was barely ready for office when it took over in
1999. The same applies in Western Australia where the ALP surely can
barely believe its good fortune. And does anything need to be said
about Peter Beattie’s re-election effort in Queensland early this year? In
Tasmania, after becoming almost a laughing stock in the early 1990s,
Labor now holds a tight grip on power. South Australia is the single
non-Labor state and the ALP is in a position to win at the election
within the next six months after two terms in opposition.
Federally, too, the phenomenon appears to be at work. Only two
and a half years after being solidly defeated at the 1996 election, the
ALP managed to secure 51 per cent of the vote after preferences. Of
course, if Labor fails at the election to be held in November-December
this year, a fair-sized hole is punched through this thesis. But it can’t be
denied that Kim Beazley’s first words to the Labor caucus after the
1996 defeat, that the ALP should not disown its time in office and it
should not go around demonising Keating or looking for scapegoats,
was something that only the leader of a party that was confident about
its own history could do. Nor can it be denied that those comments set
Labor on the way to a near-win in 1998.
I believe that this confidence comes from a party where knowledge about Curtin’s fight against alcoholism, Chifley’s past as an
engine driver, Hawke’s wildness, Hayden’s past as a Queensland wal-
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loper, Whitlam’s staring down of the party structure, even of Paul
Keating and Laurie Brereton and the motorbike carrying the box of
votes in the dead of night in the 1969 Blaxland preselection, are part of
the lingua franca. The Liberal Party tends not to share and ventilate
personal tales such as these, preferring instead a sort of ceaseless and
barely believable triumphalism in its self-talk. And the party – and its
supporters – are the poorer for it. I recall in the early 1980s while visiting the Victorian ALP’s Carlton South headquarters on some work
errand in my capacity as a Trades Hall reporter for the Melbourne
Herald picking up a copy of a paperback biography of Arthur Calwell
from a rack of typical ALP literature and being told by a receptionist to
“just take it – no charge”. Could not the Liberal Party have used some
money from the Greenfields Foundation to buy up every available copy
of the David Barnett book on Howard or the Allan Martin books on
Menzies and just give them away to members, journalists and visitors as
a way of saying “here is a little part of our story. Absorb it and share
it.”?
Bulletin journalist Tony Wright wrote in reviewing my book that it
was remarkable that Peter Costello was already the subject of two
biographies when he had not yet been tested by the leadership. Setting
aside the fact that Bob Hawke had been the subject of three biographies
by the time he had achieved no parliamentary position higher than
shadow spokesman on employment, surely it should be seen as even
more remarkable if someone who seeks, eventually, the responsibility of
holding this country’s highest political office has not been subject to
detailed examination – the sort of examination that comes through
biography. I hope that I live to see an Australian political scene where
new biographies and new political books generally are a weekly
occurrence.
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THE CASE OF
THE JEWISH BIOGRAPHY
Michal Govrin

Coming from Israel, where the genre of biography is much less
popular, almost nonexistent, in comparison with the phenomenon in
the United States, I feel that my role is to raise some suspicion concerning the validity, autonomy, or originality of these genres. This
suspicion is especially important at a time when biographies have
become a modern form of hagiography. Biographies, autobiographies,
and memoirs are perceived as “exemplary” stories with which both the
writer and the reader are supposed to identify. Stories that arouse envy
or awe of “remarkable” lives that transcend or transgress the ordinary
and anonymous. Lessons of how to lead a life by certain power, by
certain achievement–moral, spiritual, material–as revealed through the
life stories of literary figures, celebrities, criminals, or tycoons. Even a
television advertisement for Coca-Cola is a mini-biography, a hagiography of those beautiful modern saints on the screen. They show us
what “the taste of life” is, and we are called to believe them and
consume their advertised promise. This power of exemplary “life
stories” that teach us, that tell us “how to live,” is an ancient tool in
propagating power systems–religious, ideological, political, or commercial–systems that demand our suspicion and resistance.
Therefore, I’ll put forward some questions about biography,
asking what is written first–the “bio” or the “graph”? Does life precede
the writing of the life story? Or does the story precede life, shape it in
advance, and dictate it? And who writes, who creates the story–the
person who lives it, the one who writes it? Or perhaps the story writes
us all. In other words, life is replete with all the incongruity of messy
details and phenomena, and writing is a shaping skill with its laws and
considerations. When we write a biography, an autobiography, or a
fictional auto-bio-graphy, according to what laws do we fashion it, do
we carve it? And what is its “plot”? For me the plot is the bones’ X-ray
of the life story, the hidden vein that feeds both the biographer and the
subject of the biography. Is the plot unique, original, or is there a preexisting plot, dominating the way a life story is both lived and told?
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I’ve chosen an extreme case of biography to share my point with
you. It might be a little unusual to call it “biography”; but from my
point of view, not only does it meet the requirements of the genre, but
this “generic” biography also shapes the basic plot underlying the
Western story. The case I refer to is what I would name the Jewish
Case, or the Jewish Biography, with its extreme forms of plot and
personification, its singular timeline, and its unique modes of selfsuspicion, up to the questioning of the whole status of the story. Today
I’ll limit my reading to the overt, literal level.
The “Jewish biography” starts and is projected into the future by
the power of God’s Promise to Abraham. God chooses and extracts
Abraham out of his life, sending him on a journey towards a new life,
and a new place; a journey which is at once private and communal,
unfolding and shaping through history. A projected biography that
embraces, in advance, all future Jewish lives.
In fact, a Jew is born into an already articulated biography. In the
traditional context of Halacha – the Jewish Law (which until 200 years
ago was the only way a Jew could define him or herself) – a Jew’s life is
codified to a unique extent. From rising in the morning to the moment
of falling asleep at night, from birth to death and burial, the myriad of
gestures, thoughts, and even intentions is pre-articulated, forming a
specific mold into which the particular life is poured. The private life in
a given historical moment is a personal variation on that generic mold;
always seemingly only a re-enactment – not an “invention” – of a preexisting role in an ongoing plot that started with Abraham, the first
Jew, and is still unfolding.
The beginning of such a long and complex story could not be a
trifling move. And actually, the delivering of God’s choice and promise
required a few drafts, and a number of new starts, clearly seen in the
biblical text. As if the Torah, like later the Talmud, the Midrash, and
the rabbinical interpretations, were not only writing this Biography, but
were exposing, from within, its difficulty of being, its fragility and
explosiveness. In Genesis, God’s Promise is delivered a few times.
Reality does not seem to follow it. In Genesis 15, three full chapters
after the initial choice and Promise, nothing happens according to the
projected plot. After arriving in Canaan, Abraham and Sarah are still
childless, and they have already endured a war and a first exile. They
are far from being settled as the ancestors of a promised nation in a
Promised Land.
Why doesn’t life play out according to promised biography? Was
the Promise flawed? Are these hardships a secret feature of this singular
promise? Jewish commentators linger on these questions. But we can
see that at this point, when Abraham himself starts to have doubts, a
dramatic gesture is needed in order to straighten things out and save
the Biography. In a highly theatrical, almost Hollywood scene with
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lavish use of special effects, God repeats his promise of the “covenant
between the pieces.” A big show with fire and smoke and the bloody
corpses of cut animals is displayed, night and fire descend, and
Abraham falls asleep. At that moment God renews His promise – this
time with many more details. In a way, He delivers to Abraham the
Jewish Biography in capsula:
And He brought him abroad, and said, “Look now toward
heaven, and tell the stars, if thou be able to number them.” And He
said unto him, “So shall thy seed be”… And He said unto Abram,
“Know of a surety that thy seed shall be a stranger in a land that is not
theirs, and shall serve them; and they shall afflict them four hundred
years; And also that nation, whom they shall serve, will I judge: and
afterward shall they come out with great substance…” In the same day
the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying, “Unto thy seed have I
given this land, from the river of Egypt unto the great river of
Euphrates.” (Gen. 15: 4–18)
Now, we – God, the redactor, the involved characters, and the
future Jewish people – are bound within a written-in-advance biography, with many obligatory stages, involving other nations and disputed
borders. Amid some more complications, the story is going to follow
this outlined plot, which can raise fresh suspicion: Was the Promise
edited later, according to future events, by the redactor of the Bible and
spliced here, in a way that reality will seem to fulfil it? Or does God’s
promise impose its trenchant rules on the complexity of reality and
human passions? Is this extreme – almost manic – case of biography
projected by a promise, a prison, an inescapable destiny? One of the
great lessons this case teaches us is the subversive ways in which the
Jewish tradition reads the Promise. This is a unique mixture of reverence and irony, of belief and resistance, and, above all, of an
extraordinary human freedom; the freedom to participate in the creation of the story–an outrageous humanistic attitude that runs under
much rabbinical thought, and is enacted through the re-articulation of
the story. This, for me, is an essential feature of the Jewish biography.
Let us stay with the unfolding of the biography, through the
selection of its designated lineage. After the late birth of Isaac (and
there will be a lot to say about Sarah’s, as well as the other matriarchs’
initial sterility), the traumatic expulsion of Hagar and her son Ishmael
follows. Isaac’s life, and with it the survival of the whole future Jewish
biography, is on the brink of extinction in the “binding of Isaac” (and
the traditional commentators insist on the fragility and ambiguity of all
the protagonists in this scene, including God and Satan). Yet, in the
next generation, the choice of the lineage is even more dubious, as we
have only one matriarch, Rebecca, who conceives twins. Bewildered,
she reads God’s promise as a singular biography with only one
inheritor, without any place for sharing, for plurality – a monotheistic
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story, with one God and one nation, immediately opening the abyss of
jealousy and hatred, of dispute and fraternal conflicts:
And the children struggled together within her; and she said, “If it
be so, why am I thus?” And she went to inquire of the Lord. And the
Lord said unto her, “Two nations are in thy womb, and two manner of
people shall be separated from thy bowels: and the one people shall be
stronger than the other people; and the elder shall serve the younger.”
(Gen. 25: 22-23)
Yet, in the generation of the twelve sons of Jacob the continuity of
the Jewish “biography” is no less uncertain. Meanwhile, Jacob has been
nominated “Israel,” so all of his descendants are part of the chosen
nation-protagonist. No one can be excluded. Still, out of the twelve,
the Jewish Biography follows Joseph’s fate. So, how is life going to
follow it “naturally”? How will the family-nation be led into Egypt, “a
land that is not theirs” for “four hundred years,” as God promised to
Abraham?
Here the Midrash Tanchuma (Genesis, Va-Yeshev) gives a
strikingly ironic reading. The Midrash starts by quoting a verse from
Psalm 66:5, “El norah alilah al b’nei Adam”. Or, “In his work He is
awesome toward the children of men, oh God.” And here we encounter
a Hebrew word, which is a key word for me: alilah, meaning “deed”
and “work,” but also “plot.” We can then read this verse: “In His
plotting He is awesome toward the children of men, oh God.” Now,
the term norah means “awesome” and “terrible” or “awful” so the verse
can also be read: “In His plotting He is awful toward the children of
men, oh God.” And echoing the Yom Kippur liturgy based on this
verse: El norah alilah, I suggest it may be read “Oh, God of awesome
plotting,” or even “Oh, God of awful plotting”. Following the verse,
the Midrash interprets the outcome of Joseph’s story as the crude
plotting of God. It is God who makes Joseph the hated sibling of his
brothers, who finally plan to kill him, but alter their scheme at the last
moment. They throw him in a well full of snakes and later sell him to a
company of Ishmaelites, who carry Joseph along with them to Egypt.
The Midrash compares God’s plotting to a husband who wants to
divorce his wife. He comes home and tells her: “Serve me some tea.”
She serves the tea. But, before even sipping it, the husband shouts:
“This tea is lukewarm! How dare you serve me lukewarm tea. I’m
going to divorce you.” And the wife argues: “You came home with a
written divorce in your hands. So, why did you taunt me with this tea
business?” Joseph’s prearranged exile is further compared in the
Midrash to a farmer who wants his cow to plow a faraway field, but the
cow doesn’t want to go out there. The farmer takes her calf and puts it
in that distant field. The calf starts to cry, calling his mother. And, sure
enough, the cow, hearing her calf, rushes to calm and feed him. Once
the cow is there, she’ll plow that part of the field, as the farmer wished.
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In a later part of the same section, the Midrash Tanchuma
reminds us how strict the boundaries of the plotted story are. One step
out of them and you are out of the story altogether. Joseph himself was
at risk when his descent into Egypt went too far, according to the
following Midrashic scene. At the moment he was being seduced by
Potiphar’s wife, his father Jacob appeared before his eyes. Jacob showed
him the twelve shining stones on the High Priest’s breastplate and said:
“Do you see these twelve stones? They are for you and your brothers,
and they are plated on the holiest of objects. If you are going to sleep
with this woman, you are not going to have your stone among the
twelve. You’ll be out of the story!” And the Midrash tells how, in fear
of being left out of the story’s future boundaries, Joseph, who already
had an erection, was poking his fingers into the ground, trying with all
his might to hold himself back, to overcome his desire–an emblematic
junction, characterising both the imposing power of the story, and the
power of its protagonist to choose to stay on within the promised
Biography. Stepping out of it, either into oblivion or into another
“heretic,” “deviating,” “truer” unfolding, is always possible, as it was in
the case of Christianity, Islam, or other sects. I will not deal here with
these “external” stories. I’ll just say briefly that not only the details of
their “plots,” but the very status and nature of their story differ from
the Jewish biography.
Let us have another look at the term alilah, “plot”. In Hebrew as
well as in English or in French (intrigue) the term means both the line
of related events and a complot. In Hebrew, with its way of opening a
thick field of contradicting subconscious meanings around the same
root, alilah means “work of creation,” “deed,” “plot,” but also
“slander” and “defamation.” The Hebrew expression alilat dam,
literally “blood plotting,” means “blood libel.” Here language
emphasises the double-edged quality of any plot. It seemingly
represents what happened, but in fact, we will never know what “really
happened.” The subversive reading of the term “plot” in the Midrash
reminds us that every story is the product of interested manipulation,
that the very same “objective” data–facts, photographs, events, told
with a different accent, can be turned into slander, defamation, a false
accusation. It is precisely this abyss between controversial plots that
dominates the history of tensions between the three monotheistic
religions.
I am not going to tell you the full Jewish biography with all its
lavish scenes right now. For that we will have to sit here for a whole
Passover Seder. So, I’ll skip a few thousand years and immediately
zoom into the twentieth century. What happens to the plot and promise
once the community distances itself from the purely religious terms?
Does the Jewish biography vanish, or is it articulated in other, secular
forms? Who replaces God, “the plotter”? And how are the boundaries

24

THE CASE OF THE JEWISH BIOGRAPHY

of the story redefined? I’ll follow the lives of my parents, representing
two major trajectories of recent Jewish biography.
My father’s family lived the Zionist story. Four generations went
from the Ukraine to Palestine during the 1920s, all carried by another
variation of the Zionist ideal, and with a deep belief that this constitutes
the right and true unfolding of the Jewish Biography. My greatgrandfather, Izik Hajies, was a pious Hassid, part of the group of “the
mourners of Zion,” who on Sabbath afternoons would gather in the
shtetl to lament the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. He
immigrated to Jerusalem, to the ultra-orthodox neighbourhood of Mea
Shearim, carried by his mystical messianic longing. My grandfather,
Mordechai Globman, was an enlightened orthodox Jew, who founded a
modern Hebrew school in the shtetl, and was affiliated with the
political movement of “Hovevei Zion” (the lovers of Zion). He settled
in the centre of Jerusalem, and was involved with the Zionist orthodox
community. My father, Pinchas Govrin, his brothers, and his nephew,
were secular “Poalei Zion” (the workers of Zion), pioneers, members of
the “regiment of work” (gdud avodah) involved in the founding of
kibbutzim, of drying the swamps in the Valley of Jesreel. In spite of
their different lifestyles, the four generations kept mutual respect and
dialogue, united by a common dream. Inhabited with a deep sense of
history, both my grandfather and father felt a responsibility to write
their memoirs. My grandfather, whom I never met, started to write on
his sixtieth birthday, in 1934: “Today is my birthday. I am sixty years
old. Ten years ago, when I was fifty years old, I arrived in Palestine.”
And then immediately, he moves into mythic language, saying: “I came
down from the ship that carried me to Zion on my fiftieth birthday.
And, as it is written ‘in the year of this Jubilee, ye shall return every
man unto his possession’ so I, too, came back to my possession, on my
fiftieth birthday, my Jubilee year.”
Private biography is intimately lived through mythical terms. The
personal and the collective persona are mingled in what he believed is
the true, ancient biography. “These memoirs are a commemoration of
our shtetl and the whole district of Wohlyn in the Ukraine, where
Jewish life abounded.” He later gives a wonderful account of this life in
the second half of the nineteenth century. “During these years the great
move of immigration started. Most of our brethren went to the
Goldene Medina [America] where there is no difference between a Jew
and a Gentile, where there are only citizens, and one can live a private
life. A small group chose to follow the promise of the prophets, and to
go to Palestine. I will tell their story.”
Forty years later, in Tel Aviv, my father wrote his memoirs and
was also interviewed at length for the Labor Movement’s archives. At
the conclusion of his interview he says: “If I had the choice to live my
life again, I would live it in the same way, but with even greater
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intensity. We were all carried, leaders and simpletons, by the same
great feeling of building a home for the Jewish nation. This has been
the greatest creation of my whole life.” Once again, the private life,
with its sorrows and joys, with the richness of details and events is lived
as the fulfilment of a passionately expected culmination of the Jewish
biography.
Today, the Zionist chapter of the Jewish biography could,
certainly, gain from self-criticism and re-articulation, worthy of the
Jewish tradition of multiple writing. Yet, the Zionist case also
poignantly reminds us of how thin the line is between plot and slander,
how much biographies can arouse fascination and threat, jealousy,
projection, and rejection. The perverted re-reading of Zionism by its
opponents–labelling it “racism,” “colonialism”, etc.– is clearly a
modern avatar of classical anti-Semitism, and its method of turning the
Jewish biography into narratives of heresy, blood libels, or complots of
international conspiracy.
My mother’s story was shattered by the Holocaust. Many of my
writings originate from her story. I’ll only briefly point to some of the
questions the Holocaust poses for the Jewish biography and to the
genre of biography in general. My father’s family chose to be part of the
Zionist story. The Holocaust demonstrates that there is not always a
choice. It reminds us of the cases when there is no escape from the
persecutions haunting the Jewish biography; the cases when a Jewish
identity is imposed by what Sartre called le regard de l’autre, the view of
the other. You can convert, you can assimilate, you can deny any
affiliation with this incredible meshugenah story, and then there is an
event like the Holocaust. Three generations who already believed they
were out of it, were caught and pushed back into the confines of the
story, to their torture and death within the imposed ghetto of a “final”
plot.
My mother, who lost her first husband and only son, survived the
death camps. After the war she was a volunteer for the Zionist network
working among displaced persons in Europe, and in 1948 she reached
Palestine, accompanying a transport of children. She chose to articulate
her private trauma as part of a national plot, leading from destruction
to reconstruction and revival. On arrival she had cosmetic surgery to
remove the number tattooed on her arm. Soon after she met my father,
and they started a new life. Her decision – at least overtly, and for the
first years – was to extract from her identity any trace of victimhood,
any remnant of a former death camp inmate. Holocaust survivors who
went to America, being out of a national Jewish story, sometimes took
the Holocaust as the main event shaping their lives. Their children
embraced the identity of “second-generation survivors” much earlier
than their peers, of my generation, in Israel.
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But the Holocaust raises questions about biographies beyond the
Jewish arena. It reminds us of the alluring power of a story to attract, to
seduce, like extraordinary biographies or hagiographies. It reminds us
how the readers of such biographies are compelled to identify
themselves with the protagonists, villains, saints, or martyrs. The
fascinating and obscene spell of the Holocaust can arouse the desire to
usurp this “irresistible” biography, to make it yours, to leave your
ordinary life and to be “elevated” by this life of “saintly suffering.”
Here I am referring to the case of Wilkomirski, and his less-known
equals. The beatification of Edith Stein by the Roman Catholic church
basically falls into the same category as a theological usurpation of the
Holocaust story; usurpations which are no less ambiguous than the
desire to reincarnate the Nazi “Satanic violence.
In what plot should the Holocaust be told, be remembered? And
how can its narrative be freed from its imposed, pre-written, obscene
plot? And as for the Jewish Bio-Graphy, can it integrate this trauma
without exploding? Can it re-articulate a mythical-theological story
capable of addressing this event, of portraying its protagonists
(including God)?
The last case from the Jewish biography I discuss with
trepidation, because of the recent political events in the Middle East.
When I prepared this talk, I thought it would be just a thoughtprovoking example, but, in our region, the thin veil between the “bio”
and the “graph” often disappears, and the events are quicker than their
writing. The case is Jerusalem, a city that has been personified, and was
given a biography – with a beginning, middle, and an aspired end. The
problem is that the three monotheistic religions have articulated
conflicting biographies of the same city, and that these disputing
narratives are not confined to the fictional-mythical realm, but burst
out into reality.
In 1990, Edith Kurzweil called me in Jerusalem and said, “Why
don’t you write for Partisan Review about the first international poetry
festival held in Jerusalem.” “Okay,” I said, and went out to the
landscape, to see whether the place and the poetry can work off each
other, deconstruct each other, give some breath to each other. I went
with my own preconceived Jerusalem, like Paul Celan, like all of those
pilgrims – Flaubert, Chateaubriand, Twain. Everyone comes to Jerusalem with a preconceived story of the city, which is a part of his or her
cultural biography. Flaubert came to fuck Jerusalem, with a transgressional rage. Paul Celan experienced one of his only instants of
erotic plenitude, just to lose it a moment later, falling into deception
and tragic despair. Jerusalem, God’s bride, His place of desire, is
always an erotic place, the place of masculine desire. Jerusalem is the
biggest harlot of all places. The world’s cunt exposed on all the
television screens, in an ongoing peep show, day and night. And yet, in
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the classical paradox of desire, everyone has his own Jerusalem, virginal
and pure, defiled only by the others’ abusive and defamatory
biographies of her.
I walked around the walls, climbing the Mount of Olives, where
my great-grandfather is buried. According to my father, at my greatgrandfather’s funeral my grandfather debated with the Chevra Kadisha,
the mortuary people, until they reached an agreement and the funeral
went on. Later my father asked him, “What were you arguing about?”
His father said, you knew your grandfather, the pious Hassid. He
wanted his grave to be directly facing the Gate of Mercy. Because when
the Messiah will come he will enter Jerusalem through the Gate of
Mercy. At that moment there will be so much havoc around, with all
these people coming out of their graves. Your grandfather doesn’t want
to be bothered with any of that. He just wants to stand up and walk
directly to the Gate of Mercy. And as the mountain was turning here a
little, I argued with the Chevra Kadisha that they dig the grave in a
diagonal.
The plot of my great-grandfather’s biography was continuing after
his death, and with a clear direction, so concrete that immediate
arrangements could not be postponed.
The Gate of Mercy at the eastern side of the Temple Mount
(Haram Al-Sharif), facing the Mount of Olives, has been blocked since
the twelfth century, and for very similar reasons. The Muslims knew
about the belief that the Messiah will enter Jerusalem through the Gate
of Mercy. They took it very seriously, because legends, myths,
projected biographies are the name of the game in Jerusalem. If there is
a plot that the Messiah will enter through the Gate of Mercy, he is
certainly going to do so, and very soon. It’s not a “Messianic” dream,
it’s an imminent reality. He can come any moment. One can already
hear his footfalls coming down from the Mount of Olives. So the gate
should be blocked with stones immediately. And for extra safety a
Muslim graveyard was installed in front of it, because graveyards are
considered impure by Jewish law, and therefore forbidden for priests.
Are these stories debated on the lawn of the White House? I’m
afraid not. And what about the Christian, the Catholic, the Protestant,
the American, the European biographies of Jerusalem? When will they
be seen seriously as interested parties in the conflict, articulating the
future of Jerusalem not only according to “objective,” “democratic,”
“ethical” terminology, but through their own deeply rooted biographies
of Jerusalem, with their own desired plots?
And what about the still-unheard female voice, the voice of
Jerusalem? In writing about Jerusalem I wanted to destabilise the
traditional male voices, and their image of Jerusalem as the desired
bride, the holy harlot, an image that has its root in the Bible and which
is so embedded in Western culture up to nineteenth-century
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melodrama and literature. In my recent book The Name, in a subversive
rewriting of a harsh accusation of Jerusalem delivered by Ezekiel
(reclaiming this rabbinical gesture), I tried to give voice to Jerusalem,
the tortured woman, the victim of slander, of false accusations. By an
ironic perforation of the prophetic delirium, I tried to infiltrate the
possibility of another plot, another multiple biography.
Biographies exert a spell on their readers. They call for constant
suspicion and breaking loose. This is how I understand the way Jewish
tradition developed its unique techniques of writing and reading of the
Jewish biography; narrative techniques that are linear and nonlinear, an
ongoing, multi-vocal debate which is palpable in the Talmud page,
from its intimate texture to its layout – as if the Jewish textual legacy
were saying: “Yes, there is one plot of one biography. Yet, there are so
many ways it can and should be heard.” These interpreting, rewriting
voices can be extreme, they can shatter the Biography, tear it apart,
keep an ironic distance from it. Yet, in a paradoxical way, fidelity was
deepened through this overt betrayal. And, by the inventive power of
controversy, the complexity of meaning and of Text was renewed and
multiplied. I’ll claim that this testifies to a distinct, original, subversive
poetics. It balances human freedom – with its unreverential chutzpah –
against “God the plotter,” in the ongoing writing of the Jewish
biography. This Jewish way reminds me of a joke about the Jew who
was found on a deserted island after he was shipwrecked. Very proudly
he showed his rescuers what he constructed: his hut, his oven, his
shower. And then, he pointed to two additional small huts: “Here is a
synagogue,” he said, “and here is another one.” The rescuers asked
him, “Why do you need two synagogues?” And he answered, “This is
the synagogue where I go to pray. And in that one, I’ll never set foot!”
Arguing, even within one’s self. In this sense I find a correlation
between the Jewish poetic strategies and some of the great narrative
devices. They are all writing and un-writing the plot, leaving the reader
with a freedom of sight, untangling him from the hold of a
hagiographic, fictional spell. I’m thinking of Proust’s À la recherche du
temps perdu with its exposed waves of “new starts” brought about by the
explosions of fresh, crucial intuitions. Beckett, who was a great student
of Proust, shows in his early book, Proust, how, along this fictional
autobiography, the plot is torn seven times, exposing the “backstage” of
the present moment of writing, and providing a unique meditation on
the incommensurable tension between life and plot. I think about Don
DeLillo’s technique in Underworld, with his way of tearing apart and
reconstructing the American Biography. These and other techniques
provide us, I believe, with an indispensable, critical suspicion for
writing or reading biographies, autobiographies, or fictional
autobiographies.
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I’ll conclude with a few lines from The Name, a novel or “fictional
autobiography” of a second-generation Holocaust survivor. The main
character and narrator, Amalia, is haunted by the biography of her
father’s first wife, who died in the Holocaust, and who chases her like a
dybbuk. Amalia and Jerusalem are juxtaposed in this novel, imprisoned
in preconceived biographies, in historical or ritual plots. Through the
last pages of The Name the narrative, the narrator, and Jerusalem are in
a motion of opening, of ripening acceptance:
As if a barrier was removed from the eye. The destruction exposed on the
slopes, caustic, uncovered, as if this is the Covenant, and also the
consolation. For there is no repair for the break. And there is no instant
repentance. Only acceptance. What will be and what is and what was.
Death here is consolation. The break hidden between us, King Who causes
death and restores life … Sabbath.

Ending The Name with the word Sabbath was for me a secret
conversation with the poetic autobiography of Paul Celan. His last
posthumous poem ends with the word Sabbath. Written during the six
months after his only visit to Israel and Jerusalem, and before his
suicide, this excruciating last cycle of poems echoes the sites of
Jerusalem, trying to write his own poetic autobiography into the place
and its biography. The attempt did not rescue Celan from his final
despair. In an intimate whisper to Celan, The Name ends with Sabbath
in a feminine voice, and in Jerusalem. And with hope, I hope.
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Anna Carrabs

Chris Jordan

Australia has a new tax system but arguments remain over the
success or otherwise of its bedding down. Discussion of the
complexity of compliance, the new system’s efficiency or lack
of it and new reforms still needed are ongoing. Chris Jordan,
Chairman of the New Tax System Advisory Board, and Anna
Carrabs from William Buck Chartered Accountants addressed
The Sydney Institute on Tuesday 21 August 2001 to tease out
some of the issues.
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THE SIMPLIFIED TAX
SYSTEM – WHY IT ISN’T SO SIMPLE
Anna Carrabs

When the Howard Government came into office in 1996 one of its key
platforms was that it would “lift the weight of paperwork and red tape,
and the associated compliance cost burdens”.
This was due to the Government’s acknowledgement in its
response (More time for business) to the Bell Taskforce’s report Time for
Business, that “dealing with our complex tax system”, was the number
one compliance issue identified by small business in submissions to the
Bell Taskforce.
With the above in mind, it is now interesting to undertake a
review or consider whether the Howard Government have managed to
achieve the promised outcome. You may ask how I am qualified to
make such an assessment. Well, let me provide you with the reasons
why I feel I am pre-eminently qualified.
I am the tax partner of a mid-tier accounting firm and as such am
constantly surrounded by clients who wonder why their fees are
increasing rather than decreasing. After all they are constantly being
told how things are being simplified.
In addition, as an educator of many of the accounting profession,
I am in a prime position to assess their level of knowledge and their
ability to interpret the new legislation. The look of bewilderment on
practitioners’ faces upon coming to the realisation that they have not
been complying with the law is an expression that I am faced with on a
daily basis.
Also, my role as a director of the Institute of Chartered Accountants places me in the firing line of our numerous members. They
argue that their professional body has not done enough to ease their
plight or at least make the Government understand that complying
with the constant stream of legislation is a virtually impossibility. In
many instances professionals just cannot keep up with the changes and
the changes are merely ignored.
A review should be undertaken and needs to take a two pronged
approach, initially addressing whom should be charged with undertak-

32

THE SIMPLIFIED TAX SYSTEM – WHY IT ISN’T SO SIMPLE

ing a cost compliance review for each item of new legislation. It should
then address the increasing compliance costs that have been created by
the new tax legislation and by Taxation Office administrative measures,
or lack thereof, in the last 18 months or so.

Who is undertaking the compliance cost review?
Initially, who should undertake the review?
Surely, compliance costs should be reviewed as part of the
consultative process. If so it begs the question who, if anyone, has been
charged with the responsibility of ensuring that such a task has been
adequately undertaken. One may argue that such a task has been
undertaken in that a Regulatory Impact Statement currently
accompanies all tax legislation. However, upon a closer review of such
Statements it is apparent that they in the main address the revenue to
be raised by the legislation rather than the compliance cost.
In addressing if anyone has been charged with the above
responsibility one should also question whether the recently constituted
Board of Taxation should be the one charged with such a
responsibility. After all, its Charter does state that the Board needs to
ensure that all legislation has had community consultation. How far
such consultation extends is an interesting question.
The Board of Taxation, of whom the previous speaker is a
member, could possibly undertake such a role if its Charter didn’t
restrict it. Its current charter merely states that its role is to:
•
Ensure that there is full and effective community consultation
during the design and implementation of tax;
•
Advising the government on improving the general integrity and
functioning of the taxation system;
•
Commissioning research and other studies on tax matters
approved or referred to it by the Treasurer.
Ensuring that compliance costs are adequately reviewed is not one of
its objectives.
Whilst the Board of Taxation is supposedly an independent
statutory body it is hard to accept this considering that key Taxation
Office officials and Treasury officials are its board members and that it
is able to access Treasury to undertake any research it requests. Surely
for the Board to be independent it needs to have the ability to operate
separately from Government and/or statutory ties. In addition, it needs
to be able to access external resources in the tax community in general
to assist it in undertaking such an assessment of compliance costs.
Until the Board’s Charter is reviewed and its role expanded, it will
continue to be seen as an ineffectual body that does nothing more than
address the “will-o-the-wisp” tax issues (rather than the practical hands
on matters those taxpayers care about).
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Why it isn’t so simple!
In regard to the additional complexities created in the Tax law, and the
compliance costs they impose, allow me to outline some interesting
examples/ anomalies that have arisen.

Growth of the Tax Act
In 1973 CCH publishers could reproduce the Tax Act on 560 pages.
By the mid 1990s, the number of pages had grown to 3,000 pages.
Unfortunately, at present we are now talking about 8,000 pages and
this merely the start.
There are currently more than 1,500 pages before parliament in
exposure draft form. You may ask what else is to come? Well what
about the Thin Capitalisation legislation and Research and Development legislation? These are but a few.

Rewriting of the Tax Act: The Two Acts
Part of the Tax Act has been rewritten in a “simplified format” namely
the Capital Gains tax and Trading Stock provisions. We now have the
1936 Act and a 1997 Act. Special tables have been produced as a guide
to practitioners to indicate which of the Acts is relevant and which parts
have or have not been rewritten. In actual fact many practitioners are
but remotely aware that part of the 1936 Act has been rewritten.

The GST experience
The GST legislation that is barely 14 months old has caused its own
list of issues. Initially, the fact that concessions were made at the time
of its introduction with many items and industries being provided with
GST-free status has definitely complicated matters. Whilst in other
jurisdictions such as NZ, the introduction of GST has flowed
smoothly, here in Australia we are still in the midst of deciding whether
caravan park operators need to be provided with a special rate, and
whether grapes are food hence GST-free or alcohol and hence taxable.
In addition, in this short time, the government has issued in
excess of 60 rulings on GST alone, ironing out some of the complexities and attempting to explain the law and have changed the rules
regarding the completion of the BAS on numerous occasions. We have
now got to the stage where we have 12 forms to choose from depending
on the type of taxpayer and their level of turnover. What a ridiculous
situation to have arrived at!

The Personal Services Income Nightmare
The introduction of the Personal Services Income legislation has been
fraught with problems. The government has had to introduce so many
concessions (to ease in many cases political tensions) that in the end it
is difficult to assess to whom the rules still apply.
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In addition, the process required to be undertaken to apply for a
determination has been such a laborious task, that many practitioners
have merely ignored alerting taxpayers to the issues. It would be
interesting to review whether any tax compliance assessment was
undertaken with regard to the time taken to complete such a
determination request. One can only believe that such an assessment
was not undertaken, otherwise, such administrative measures would not
have been introduced in the first place. As a practitioner I can assure
you that to complete the determination, one must seek a great deal of
information from the client and in so doing so incur substantial costs.

Numerous definitions of Small Business
There are currently at least six different definitions of small business
contained in the tax and other legislation. Surely, we should aim to
provide one consistent definition. Examples of the various definitions
are in Table 1.

Table 1
Legislation

Small business

Corporations Law

Two out of the following three conditions are met:
under $5M net assets;
under $50M 10M turnover per annum;
under 50 staff.

GST Law

Can use cash basis if current or projected turnover less
than $1M per annum.
Quarterly remittance and reporting if turnover less than
$20M per annum.

Post Ralph Tax Concessions
(depreciation, prepayments,
balancing charges)

Average turnover for the current and past two years is
less than $1M per annum (unless you choose to
average the current and next two years).

Simplified Tax System

Average turnover of taxpayer and its small business
affiliates and connected entities is less than $1M per
annum in any three of the last four years (unless you
choose to average the current and next two years). You
also need to have depreciable assets of less than $3M.

CGT Concessions

Net Asset Test is met, which is net assets of taxpayer,
CGT business affiliates and connected entities is less
than $5M.

FBT Concessions

In relation to exempt car parking fringe, a concession
exists if the turnover of the taxpayer and connected
entities is less than $10M in the year before the FBT
year.

GST notional instalment
payers

Have an annual turnover of less than $2M per annum.
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Other Issues
1.

2.

3.

4.
5.

6.

7.
8.

FBT has not been simplified. In actual fact no major changes
have been undertaken since 1996, notwithstanding that FBT was
to be reviewed in light of comments made by the original Bell
Taskforce.
The introduction of GST and has complicated FBT as the gross
up factor now changes depending upon the nature of the benefit
and whether or not the supplier is making input taxed supplies.
The introduction of Entity Tax, which has now been deferred,
required urgent assessment and restructuring to be undertaken.
It seems that this was unnecessary and merely a waste of
taxpayers time. No relief has been offered for those businesses
that restructured or put structures in place in anticipation of the
changes.
Tax Return Completion forms, in particular depreciation, capital
gains tax and carried forward losses schedules, are very
complicated and require detailed analysis to complete. They
collect information on items that do not trigger a tax liability,
such as the need to report the existence of an employee share plan
on the capital gains tax schedule. Also on the capital gains tax
schedule you must report issues that do not cause tax to be
payable in the current year, such as the existence of pre-CGT
assets in a company. The losses schedule requires reporting in
which years a loss arose, even where this may be irrelevant. The
depreciation schedule requires a breakdown between depreciation
claimed at diminishing value or prime cost rates, which causes
unnecessary work.
Constant changes are being made to ATO administrative
practices such as when GST mistakes can be corrected.
There is nightmare re product rulings and mass marketed
schemes. One day the Commissioner announces that tax scheme
participants cannot always claim deductions, and the next he
announces that they can claim if there is a product ruling in place.
The admission by Senior Tax Officers that it is pointless ringing
ATO help lines because people will “just not know and provide
wrong answers”.
The BAS form whilst only a couple of pages long is accompanied
by a 140 page instruction booklet.
Legislation applies before it is enacted, and changes are still made
by press release. A prime example of legislation applying before it
is enacted is the Thin Capitalisation legislation. An example of
legislation by press release are the changes to the Research and
Development treatment of plant. Press release legislation can
effectively result in retrospective legislation where a press release
does not provide enough information to act on.
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9.

The debacle with the Running Balance Accounts. The ATO has
admitted that it is not in a position to reconcile the account and
that we need to undertake such a role.

The solution!
The process would be to:
•
Put in place a three year moratorium on current tax law – don’t
change anything.
•
Use this three year period to rewrite tax law/legislation. This
process would enable tax law to apply 21st century solutions to
21st century challenges e.g. attracting foreign investment, getting
manufacturing back on its feet and sorting out the superannuation mess.
•
Put in place an effective information and education/information
campaign. Hopefully there were valuable lessons learnt from the
GST education/information campaigns which attracted a lot of
criticism at the time.
•
Ensure this three year project is overseen by an effective,
independent board that has the proper mix of skills, experience
and expertise – something that we don’t currently have on the tax
board.
•
Properly fund this new body. Dispense with the concept of
volunteer expertise – members of this body should be paid
appropriately so they are “not beholden” to any particular interest
group. There is no way the current board could be perceived as
independent or truly representative of the broad part of its
constituency. It is heavily geared towards government and the big
end of town. There is virtually no representation from the SME
community. This should be the taxation platform for the two
major parties and the first priority for the government following
the federal election.
•
With political will, appropriate funding and proper resourcing, the
current tax regime could be totally reviewed, redrafted, put
through the proper consultative process and implemented in a
three year time frame.
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TAX REFORM – WHAT
NEXT?
Chris Jordan

Any discussion on what is coming next in tax reform requires an
analysis of recent history to put into context the likelihood of further
fundamental tax reforms, at least in the short to medium term.
From 1 July 2000 Australia undertook a comprehensive reform of
its indirect tax system with the Goods and Services Tax (GST) being
introduced to replace the wholesale sales tax, financial institutions
duty, stamp duty on listed share transfers, the bed tax in New South
Wales and other bits and pieces, as well as providing significant
personal tax rate reductions.
Significantly, in addition to the introduction of the GST, the
government introduced the Australian Business Number (ABN) registration process which provides a single identifier across initially all parts
of the Australian Taxation Office (ATO), and eventually for all levels of
government throughout Australia. Consequent upon the introduction
of the ABN process there was a withholding regime introduced for
businesses that provided services to other businesses and did not quote
an ABN. This no ABN withholding is at the highest marginal tax rate
of 48.5 per cent. The other major change on 1 July 2000 was the Pay
As You Go system (PAYG) which was a fundamental shift in the way
businesses paid tax on their business income. In essence, businesses
commenced to pay tax on the actual income earned during a particular
quarter rather than paying tax some time after income was earned.
The introduction of the GST and the PAYG system required tax
payers to be in a position to have up to date records to be able to
capture the GST collected and the GST paid, as well as being able to
calculate your revenue for the quarter to meet your PAYG obligations.
For many tax payers, this was a fundamental shift from the so called
shoe box accounting system where effectively all invoices and receipts
were put aside and taken to the accountant once a year, some time after
the year end.
This requirement to maintain up to date book keeping records
caused significant consternation across many different business sectors,
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particularly amongst small business generally. I believe much of the
negativity surrounding the Business Activity Statement (BAS) and the
GST generally (in a business context) is really a reaction against the
effort required to keep records up to date and the PAYG system of
paying tax based on amounts earned during a particular quarter.
Whilst it may be no great consolation, better and up to date
records will have a positive impact on Australia’s small business sector
in the long term. Two or three years after New Zealand introduced its
GST there was a structural decline in the number of business failures.
This is attributed to better records and the ability to identify problems
before it is too late.
The last time tax reform of such significance occurred in Australia
was in the mid 1980s when a capital gains tax was introduced as well as
a fringe benefits tax and the non deductibility of entertainment
expenses, an imputation system of providing franking credits to shareholders of companies, and a foreign tax credit system for Australian
businesses deriving foreign income.
For those of you who can remember back that far, you may recall
the anger and criticism raised and the dire predictions made regarding
the possible adverse impact of these reforms. Capital gains tax was
going to cause an end to much of the investment within Australia, the
non deductibility of entertainment was going to cause a total collapse in
the restaurant industry, the fringe benefits tax would kill the car
industry in Australia and so on. As it turned out, none of these
predictions had any lasting effect. However, the practical difficulties in
implementing change of this magnitude in the Australian tax system
was equally as true in July 2000 as it was in the mid 1980s.
There are two themes that strike me with respect to both these
lots of tax reforms. The first is the sheer difficulty of implementing
change that impacts a large number of our population, and secondly,
where there are a number of changes at once, the difficulties
experienced by our tax administration in coping with large scale
change. Just as now people can point to the large number of
amendments made to the GST legislation and the teething problems in
the PAYG and BAS system, you only need to look back at the
extraordinary array of amendments to the capital gains tax (with such
amendments still occurring) and who can forget the famous
unintended consequences of the fringe benefits tax. If you can also take
your minds back to the 1987 federal election, the Coalition, then in
opposition, took to the election a policy of abolishing the fringe benefits
tax “lock, stock and barrel”, as well as effectively abolishing the capital
gains tax. No-one talks of such changes today but such policies
certainly captured the enthusiasm and support of many interest groups
and individual tax payers at that time.

THE SYDNEY PAPERS SPRING 2001

39

As well as the changes from 1 July 2000 already mentioned there
has also been the business tax reform process which recommended
other significant reforms such as a consolidations regime, significant
changes to our thin capitalisation rules, uniform capital allowances,
having a uniform tax regime for various forms of entities, and a new
way of calculating taxable income referred to as option two, or more
commonly now as the Tax Value Method (TVM). I will not go into
these changes in any detail other than to note that changes of this
magnitude for the businesses impacted by them on top of the other
major reforms on 1 July 2000, really does strain the ability of tax
payers, and in particular, their advisors to cope. I note that the
consolidation regime, after it is implemented on 1 July 2002, will be of
significant benefit and will significantly simplify the rules associated
with groups of 100 per cent owned companies, but it is the transition to
that system that will again give rise to uncertainty and no doubt some
confusion.
So what do I make out of what I have mentioned? There is
probably a very simple proposition: we have had too much change too
quickly for taxpayers and their advisors to easily absorb. This has
strained the whole system of tax administration. If we take the benefit
of hindsight, I believe these measures would have been better
implemented if the GST was introduced together with the ABN
registration on 1 July 2000, the PAYG system introduced on 1 July
2001 and the business tax reform measures introduced on 1 July 2002.
I believe that in a program set out in that fashion, with the legislation
and explanatory materials issued early in the process, advisors and
businesses would have coped much better. I fully understand that
governments do not necessarily have the luxury to stagger reforms over
such a period, but it is a lesson we should try to learn from and
consider prior to embarking on any other major tax reforms.
This has been a somewhat long winded way to get to what I
believe should be the way forward on tax reform. I believe we need a
period of ingestion and digestion of changes that have already been
made or are proposed shortly, such as the tax consolidations regime
coming in on 1 July 2002. Our tax administration system needs a
settling period to bed down systems, processes and explanations of
changes already made or about to occur.
There are no doubt areas of taxation that are in need of change,
for example, our whole international tax regime, to ensure we can
encourage multinational Australian companies to remain headquartered in Australia as well as ensuring we provide a reasonable tax
environment for foreign companies seeking to invest into Australia.
Our whole double tax treaty network should be revisited and
renegotiated where appropriate.
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I still cannot understand why Australia is not enthusiastic about
offering incentives for foreign companies to headquarter their Asian
operations in Australia. There seems to be an ongoing reluctance to
carve out identifiable operations and perhaps tax those operations at a
10 per cent concessional rate rather than the normal corporate rate of
30 per cent. It is my distinct view that 10 per cent of something is
better than 30 per cent of nothing, especially given the substantial other
benefits that would arise to the community in the sense of employment
and provision of services to foreign companies who wish to use
Australia as the management and financial base for their Asian
operations. We need to strive to create Australia as a country seen to be
vibrant and welcoming and interested in encouraging new operations to
commence.
A very positive development for the future of new tax laws in
Australia is the formation of the Board of Taxation, of which I am
honoured to be a member. The Board of Taxation has been formed to
advise the Treasurer on the development of tax laws and the overall
integrity of the taxation system. I believe the Board can play a valuable
role to ensure that taxation laws are developed in such a fashion that
they meet the policy objectives, are more targeted and have fewer
unintended consequences.
A fundamental aspect in the development of new tax laws is the
consultation process. A lot of consultation has occurred in the past, but
there is questionable value associated with that consultation. All too
often previous consultation has been too late in the process, too rushed
and has been performed as a process rather than truly considering the
issues raised. By ensuring consultation commences earlier and
submissions are genuinely considered, I believe we will obtain much
better tax laws in the future.
The Board has commissioned a major report on the nature of
consultation in the past, what is done in non tax areas in Australia in
terms of consultation and the development of new laws, and what is
occurring in a number of overseas countries. This report will recommend to the Board a best practice process to ensure the significant
effort put into consultation produces the best possible outcomes. This
report is due to be completed by the end of September.
Another area the Board has spent considerable time focussing on
is the development and evaluation of the tax value method for calculating taxable income. This was a recommendation of the Review of
Business Taxation and has been referred to the Board for evaluation by
the Treasurer. The Board has undertaken an extensive and open
consultation process in the development of the draft legislation, and
recently held a day and a half conference where interested parties had a
full and frank interchange of views. Whilst many people still question
the benefits of pursuing a change in the framework under which taxable
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income is calculated, all support the open process being adopted in the
development of TVM. The Board is looking to finalising the draft
legislation at the end of this year with further public consultation to
occur in the first half of 2002 and a recommendation whether to
proceed or not being made to the Treasurer by the end of June 2002.
This means that if TVM were to go ahead it could not start prior to 1
July 2003.
In summary, given the recent and extensive tax reform that has
occurred, I believe we need a period of stability to allow businesses and
their advisers to digest prior changes. The consolidations regime will be
a very positive reform and should proceed as planned on 1 July 2002.
The TVM should be progressed and serious consideration should be
given to implementing it in 2003 or perhaps even 2004.
What is certain though is that tax will always be an evolving
subject, with changes always occurring as our economy develops and
the nature of transactions change. Where TVM may add some real
value over the long term, is to provide a new framework in which to
analyse transactions, hopefully with greater certainty. More certainty is
something that is highly desirable and perhaps achievable, whereas talk
of simplicity does not ring true in most instances in the area of taxation.
A new process for consultation in the development of tax law changes
should also provide less complex and a more integrated Tax Act in the
future.
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Sharon Beder

Garry Brack

Is paid work merely a triumphant culture where the wealthy
are respected and inequality justified or is it more about how
individuals trade their talents for a just wage? Sharon Beder,
author of Selling the Work Ethic (Scribe), is a professional
engineer and an associate professor at the University of
Wollongong. She believes the view that work is a triumphalist
culture. Garry Brack, Executive Director of the Employers
Federation of NSW, however, disagrees. On Monday 27
August 2001, Garry Brack and Sharon Beder addressed The
Sydney Institute canvassing their very different approaches to
work and the work ethic.
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SELLING THE WORK
ETHIC
Sharon Beder

In modern industrial societies work and production have become ends
in themselves. Employment has become such a priority that much
environmental degradation is justified merely on the grounds that it
provides jobs. And people are so concerned to keep their jobs that they
are willing to do what their employers require of them even if they
believe it is wrong or environmentally destructive. The social benefit of
having the majority of able-bodied people in a society working hard all
week goes unquestioned, particularly by those who work hardest.
Few people today can imagine a society that does not revolve
around work. They never stop to consider why they work and whether
they want to work. Work is seen as an essential characteristic of being
human. No matter how tedious it is, any work is generally considered
to be better than no work. Work has become central to our individual
identity and a means of fulfilling our social aspirations.
How did paid work come to be so central to our lives? Why is it
that so many people wouldn’t know what to do with themselves or who
they were if they did not have their jobs?
An ideology of work has been promoted in Western societies since
the early days of modern capitalism. Those who don’t have to do
manual labour have extolled the dignity and nobility of manual labour.
The work ethic has justified and legitimated jobs that are characterised
by boredom and drudgery. To make sure there is no social identity
outside of employment, the unemployed are stigmatised. They tend to
be portrayed in the media as either frauds, hopeless cases or layabouts
who are living it high at taxpayers’ expense.
The work ethic, which has been at the heart of capitalist culture,
has evolved over time to suit the changing social conditions. From its
religious origins, as a calling and moral duty to God, it evolved into a
secular success ethic in the nineteenth century. Work came to be
valued according to its productivity and wealth creating potential. The
myth of the self-made man, with its promise that anyone could advance
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in society through hard work, was promoted by writers, teachers,
businessmen, and politicians.
For the upwardly mobile, work still has meaning as a road to
material success. But for those who have little chance of climbing the
occupational hierarchy, the work ethic is formulated as an ethic of
responsibility – to the family and the nation. The hard work of citizens
is advocated as being necessary to national prosperity. This latest
manifestation of the work ethic is most pronounced in the rhetoric of
welfare reforms, in the language of obligation, responsibility and
dependence.
Throughout the evolution of the work ethic, hard work has been
associated with good character and virtue. Work has become the
central feature of most people’s lives, the source of their self-identity,
income, status, and social respectability. It gives them their purpose
and provides them with social relations and a structure to their day. In
a work-dominated society, happiness must be earned through hard
work. The suffering and boredom associated with work is the price one
has to pay in order to attain happiness.
And just as important as being a motivator for work, the work
ethic with its promise of fair rewards for hard work, has legitimised the
social structure of inequalities. It has been the lens through which
social inequalities have been viewed. Poverty tends to be attributed to
deficiencies in the poor rather than structural aspects of the society.
From this perspective those who are poor deserve to be because they
lack a work ethic and don’t take advantage of the opportunities which
are available to everyone.
Gramsci used the term “hegemony” to describe the phenomenon
by which the majority of people accept the values and political axioms
that ensure their own subordination to the ruling elite. However, this
hegemony is not stable and requires constant reinforcement.
Reinforcement occurs through social conditioning, aided by leading
social institutions, as well as the rejection and marginalisation of those
who propose radical change. It requires the promotion of the virtues of
the existing system and the denigration of alternatives as unworkable,
disastrous, undesirable.
This is exactly what has occurred with the work ethic. The values
associated with the work ethic have permeated every institution of
modern industrial societies; schools, government, the media, churches,
family, unions, clubs. The dominance of these values has been driven
by business interests with the help of large donations, infiltration of
these institutions by business people, and the use of public relations
and advertising. But it has also been made possible by the co-option of
key intellectuals, including economists, scientists, psychologists,
sociologists and others who have all provided an intellectual rationale
and demeanour for ideological beliefs.
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The work ethic, however, is based on assumptions and premises
that are fast becoming outdated. Those pushing the work ethic today
claim that every person needs to work, and work hard, if productivity is
to increase. All progress, it is argued, depends on increasing
productivity. The fallacy of this assumption is becoming clear as fewer
and fewer people are required in the workforce and more and more
products are being forced on consumers.
Whilst the work ethic has been important in the past to attaining
high living standards, the compulsion to work has clearly become
pathological in modern industrial societies. Together with the
compulsion to create wealth and consume, it drives the imperative to
go on producing goods at the expense of everyone’s quality of life.
Workers in many countries are in fact working longer hours today than
20 years ago. Leisure time has also been eaten away and leisure
activities themselves tend to be dictated by work patterns and demands.
Many people do not know how to relax.
Millions of people are devoting their lives to making or doing
things that will not enrich their lives or make them happier but will add
to the garbage and pollution that the earth cannot accommodate. They
are so busy doing this that they have little time to spend time with their
family and friends, to develop other aspects of themselves, to
participate in their communities as full citizens. Far from being happier
as a result of work, rates of depression, suicides, and drug taking are all
increasing in the most affluent countries.
Escalating production and consumption are degrading the
environment at rates that undermine any improvements that can be
achieved through technological and legislative change. Lester Brown
notes in his introduction to the Worldwatch Institute’s well respected
State of the World 1998: “Forests are shrinking, water tables are
falling, soils are eroding, wetlands are disappearing, fisheries are
collapsing, rangelands are deteriorating, rivers are running dry,
temperatures are rising, coral reefs are dying, and plant and animal
species are disappearing.”
But despite the international efforts to do something about this
degradation, development and economic growth have such priority that
changes are minor and no real change can be effected. The European
Environment Agency found in 1998 that in the 44 countries it surveyed
there had been little progress on environmental improvements since its
previous assessment in 1995. The loss of species had not been halted
and waste from manufacturing, mining and urban centres had
increased by 10 per cent since 1990.
The international conferences and agreements that have taken
place in the last decade have failed to address the key cause of the
problem – the ever increasing production and consumption by the
world’s most affluent nations. Surveys show that the majority of people
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in most countries are not only concerned about the environment, they
think environmental protection should be given priority over economic
growth and they believe governments should regulate to protect it. Yet
this public concern is not translating into either cultural change or
government action.
Too much work is clearly not healthy for individuals and many of
the products it produces are not healthy for the planet. Yet
governments everywhere pursue policies aimed at encouraging more
jobs, preferably jobs in the private sector aimed at producing things
that people will pay for individually. Despite the dysfunctionality of the
work ethic it continues to be promoted and praised, accepted and
acquiesced to. It is one of the least challenged aspects of industrial
culture, one that has also been incorporated into other cultures and
political ideologies such as socialism.
Even when dissidents challenge capitalism they are usually loathe
to advocate the dismantling of the ethical foundations and institutions
that underpin national productivity, particularly the work ethic. Social
activists almost always seek to accommodate their demands to the
centrality of work and economic growth. This is particularly true of
modern environmentalists in their search for solutions to the
environmental crisis. It is for this reason that sustainable development
has become so popular as a solution.
Sustainable development embraces the idea that economic growth
and environmental protection are compatible. Sustainable development
seeks reforms that do not challenge the political, institutional or
cultural status quo and as such the doctrine has been unsuccessful at
achieving the sorts of significant changes that are necessary to protect
the environment. National and international sustainable development
policies leave power in the hands of the corporations that are
responsible for some of the worst instances of environmental
degradation and avoid any measures that might reduce rates of
production and consumption that are clearly unsustainable.
A major problem with envisaging alternatives to a work-centred
life is that many people have become so reduced by their work focus
that they have difficulty envisaging what they would do if they had a lot
of extra time. Most people spend almost all of their time working,
resting from work, or spending the money they earned working. A life
that is not fully taken up with work and consuming seems to offer not
only boredom but also purposelessness.
Work need not be so all embracing and time consuming. But the
endless production of consumer products necessitated by a work ethic,
our acceptance of the quest for ever increasing profits as the highest
motivation, and our granting of status and power to those who provide
us with jobs that enable us to fulfil these goals, prevent us pursuing
alternative, superior goals and a better quality of life.
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It would be a sad world indeed if people’s only function in it was
to produce goods for consumption, if this was the highest they could
reach for. Yet this seems to be the case today. The centrality of work in
the lives of many people reduces their ability to find meaning in
anything else. If work was not so predominant we could develop
multiple potentials in children at school, encouraging play, creativity
and experimentation. Non-vocational subjects such as philosophy and
history and politics would become more popular at university. People
would have time to develop their relationships with family and friends.
Unless the work/consume treadmill is overcome there is little
hope for the planet. History has shown that the values underlying such
compulsions, such as the work ethic and respect accorded to those who
accumulate wealth, are socially constructed, and temporal. They are
not inevitable, they are not an essential part of human nature, they are
historical and they are shaped and in contemporary society they are
reinforced by corporate interests and by all of the major institutions in
modern societies.
It is time to reconsider our unquestioned submission to employers
and the value we accord to work and wealth creation. History has
shown that the values underlying the work ethic and the respect
accorded to those who accumulate wealth, are socially constructed, and
temporal.
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WORK ETHIC DOWN
UNDER
Garry Brack

Thank you for the opportunity to speak – although I was so totally
depressed after hearing all that (Sharon Beder’s talk), I don’t wonder
about the masses of “stress” and depression alleged to exist in the
community. It seems to me that if you tell people often enough and
long enough that they are unhappy, they will be unhappy; that they are
unwell, they will be unwell; that there is no hope, they will believe there
will be no hope. So the question here is not about the work ethic in
isolation; it really is a question about optimism and pessimism, and
choice.
There was a show on ABC News Radio on Saturday night about
Bangladeshi women in a particular village who had recently started
travelling to work in clothing factories. They had become the new elite
in the community. The men of the community were aghast at this. The
women came back with mobile phones and they had money. There was
a fundamental re-orientation of everything that society was about.
Nobody wanted to work in rural society anymore. The men perhaps
had to; they had no choice. But the women were the ones who acquired
new lives as seamstresses and doing other jobs outside the village. And
they came back with the “goodies” of what they thought to be a more
sophisticated developed world. This was an opportunity they previously
lacked. Subsistence agriculture held no promise for them anymore.
They now had a choice. They had all of the aspirations that people in
developed economies have – better education for your children, a
community freer from disease, with purified water, good homes –
aspirations perhaps more modest than our own in a far wealthier, more
consumer-oriented society, but nonetheless aspirations – and choices.
So what is the future for hope and aspirations in a community like
ours where we are continually fed the negative message that there is
nothing of value left in our Western, post materialist, post consumerism
society?
According to those critical of the work ethic, work holds us
captive to consumerism and materialism, and trapped in a system
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which values products and profits more than people. They see a better
world in which most of us don’t have to work; in which the elements of
materialism they deem unacceptable dissipate. It is now widely
fashionable in the media, in academic research, and within the union
movement to portray those in work as working too hard and too long,
suffering from a variety of conditions ranging from “stress” to a worklife imbalance, whatever those terms mean.
Given this onslaught, it is surprising anyone turns up to work at
all. Work has been re-cast as a threatening, damaging experience, likely
to injure health and the continued well-being of society. Sharon Beder
and organisations like the ACTU and Sydney University’s ACIRRT
seem to be devoted to exposing the purported damaging consequences
of deregulation and increased exposure to international competition.
They claim that labour market changes have benefited employers at the
expense of their employees. All of which have resulted in a “high stress,
low trust work culture” in Australia.1
Businesses are being told they must now organise themselves
around their employees. But there are competitive pressures
internationally that make this very difficult. And for these
“researchers”, and many in the media, there is little incentive to let the
facts get in the way of a good story.
On the question of working hours, the ACTU says shorter hours
are essential for our health and well-being, that they will create jobs and
increase productivity. It is following the EU Directive on working
hours, pushed through the European Parliament on the basis that it
was an occupational health and safety issue. This was a strategy
involving accounts of workplace stress, depression and ill-health, the
purported result of working longer hours. Yet it wasn’t so long ago that
people were working 48 ordinary hours plus overtime and the averages
have since come down. In concert with this, the ACTU asserts or
implies that most people are working much longer hours and much
unpaid overtime, and that the problem is so serious that a case for
hours control is to be run in the industrial relations commission.

Who is working all those hours?
Unfortunately for the ACTU, not as many as in the past, and mostly
not amongst its constituency. ABS data show that, by and large, and
following tradition, those working the longer hours are actually the
managers, professionals and associate professionals. Longer hours are
also worked in the “traditional trades” where an employer’s ability to
recruit and retain tradespeople is very much contingent on their ability
or preparedness to guarantee substantial overtime.
Apart from this, working patterns are shifting away from the
traditional range of 38 to 40 hours to both shorter, and longer, working
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hours. The net measured effect is that over the past three decades
average weekly hours have remained around 37 hours. (See Table 1.)

Table 1: Average Weekly Hours Worked
1968
1978
1988
1998
2001

Male
41.1
40.1
42.8
42.1
42.3

Female
33.1
30.2
30.9
30.8
31.6

Total
38.6
36.6
38.8
37.2
35.8

Source: ABS Labour Force C6203. Employed Persons, Occupation and Hours Worked

Those who work 40 hours or more are not spread across the workforce.
In the main large hours are worked by owner managers, and the
professional groups. The impliedly vast numbers of people the ACTU
asserts are working hours that can be described as “working themselves
to death”, and whose work has made them “time poor”, don’t seem to
have made much of a statistical impact overall. Certainly not of the
magnitude resulting in the kind of fundamental and widespread illhealth effects the ACTU alleges. But given the ACTU strategy, it’s
important to portray it that way. The ACTU has been arguing for some
considerable time that work makes you sick.2 To the extent that they
succeed in convincing people about that, no doubt there will be more
“stress” and depression claims. And this will provide a further area for
ACTU sponsored intervention and regulation.
Wittingly or otherwise, Sharon Beder is an ACTU ally in this
debate. Despite her paradoxical enjoyment of work (she says she enjoys
work so much it’s not like work at all), she asserts that virtually
everybody else is enslaved by work and a materialist culture that feeds
our need to earn an income. And it seems she hankers for a “return” to
a romantically subsistence lifestyle – perhaps the kind which the Bangladeshi women are escaping at speed, lured by the very trappings of a
materialist world which to them represent a desirable future –
advancement!
For its part, the ACTU has developed a marketing strategy for
regaining the lost legions of union members. It revolves around
reducing and restricting working hours and building a case for that in
the public mind by arguing that work is essentially injurious; that large
numbers of employees are being “worked to death” and/or are
performing substantial overtime without pay; that if they are not being
overworked and underpaid, they suffer the precariousness of
temporary, part-time or casual employment; that the workplace is
hyper-stressful and that employers are to blame; and that all of this
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makes it impossible to devote as much time to the family as employees
may want.
The ACTU goal is substantially the same as it was 20 years ago –
more leisure, increased pay and more jobs, and, of course, masses of
new (or renewed) union memberships.
In the early 1980’s the ACTU claimed a great victory as working
hours were reduced (via a rostered day off in many workplaces) and
wages increased significantly. Sadly, however, the increased leisure was
enjoyed only by those who retained their jobs. The increased costs and
the lost productivity cost jobs – over 100,000 jobs according to none
other than, then Treasurer, Paul Keating.

Is work more precarious?
Temporary, part-time and contingent work are said to be another
fundamental problem. So we have to ask, should workers hold onto an
“outdated, manipulative” work ethic in which they “give of their all”,
while employers allegedly “shove them around” in precarious, casual
and part-time jobs, with no future prospects?
Part-time and casual jobs are frequently portrayed as the last nail
in the coffin of a civilized, equitable workforce, providing us with even
less incentive to work. Or the mythical golden age of full-time,
permanent employment is said to have been replaced with insecure,
casual and short term work. As much of media and academic comment
sees casual and part-time work, combined with longer hours, as an
inimical employer plot, it is worth taking a quick look at some measures
of job stability.

How many are forced to work part-time?
The denigration of part-time work is an interesting development.
Employers were unwillingly “encouraged” to make part-time work
available in the 1970’s by “supply side” pressures. Now, the anti-work
lobby labels part-time work “non standard”, “involuntary”,” a source
of under-employment” which presents workers with limitations, rather
than opportunity.
The issue here is not the numbers who are working part-time, but
how many people are working part-time who want more hours of work
and where longer hours are actually productively available.
In its last aggregate survey of under-employed workers
(September 1999), the ABS found 471,300 or 4.9 per cent of the
working population worked part-time AND wanted more hours. This
proportion of the workforce has not changed dramatically since 1990
when 320,000 or 4.5 per cent wanted more work hours, and is a mere
3 per cent higher than in 1980.3 Not a huge jump over two decades,
particularly given the change in workforce diversity, and the much
greater numbers of working women in particular.
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Whilst the proportion of women in each age group working parttime and wanting extra hours is fairly uniform (20 per cent), by far the
largest concentration of “part-time” males are under 24 years (44 per
cent) many of whom are in some form of training, but only 14 per cent
of these want extra hours. It seems that it is the older males who seek
more hours of work.
There is still a clear preference amongst those working part-time
not to work full time. In February this year, 15 per cent of “part-time”
males looked for full-time jobs and only 6 per cent of women.4

Table 2: Working part time but wanting more hours
MALES
FEMALES
Looked for
Preferred
Looked for
Preferred
full-time work more hours full-time work more hours
%
%
%
%
Feb 1978
Feb 1985
Feb 2001

10
14
15

21
26
33

3
5
6

13
17
21

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics C 6203 February 1978-2001 TABLE 34

The jump in numbers of women wanting more work hours, from
13 per cent to 21 per cent over 20 years, is unsurprising, with women’s
increased workforce participation rate and wider spread across occupations and skill levels over two decades.
With estimates varying between 65 per cent and 76 per cent of
part-timers stating they prefer to work this way, we are plainly not
facing a situation of instability and precariousness.5 The vast majority
of part-timers seem to be satisfied with the particular combination of
work and other things they do and would no doubt object strongly if
their current choices were removed.

Are increasingly large numbers of employees trapped
in unpredictable and irregular casual employment?
Until the recent release of a new ABS survey there was much
discussion about the growth in casual employment – based on ABS
data showing a 10 percentage point (from 16 per cent to 26 per cent of
all employees) increase from 1984 to 1999 – almost half the growth in
employment.6
In some quarters, this was seen as evidence that employers were
generating undesirable, precarious jobs, which should be curtailed.
However, the Productivity Commission has estimated that less than
half the people so classified by the ABS, were in fact casuals.7 In its new
surveys, with a revised definition of casual, the ABS estimates:
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•

the level of casual employment to be 18 percentage points above
the 1984 figure
•
75 per cent expect to be with the same employer in 12 months
•
one in six casuals had worked for the same employer for at least
5 years
•
just over 40 per cent were under 24
•
77 per cent of 19 year olds and 35 per cent of 20–24 year olds
were in full-time study.
The gross over-estimate in the 1984–1999 figures is partly explained by
ABS’ inclusion of owner managers and many employees who worked
regular hours and had a long-term relationship with their employer.
So, the overall level of casual employment is not vastly different
from Australia in 1972. However, the nature of casual employment is
very different. Casual employment then meant on/off, short term
employment on an “as needed” basis. Today, casuals have evolved into
many varieties, including “permanent” casuals who are entitled to
maternity leave, unfair dismissal protection and so on. A casual
position in the 2000s is frequently “much more permanent” than it was
in the 1970s.

Are we changing jobs more often?
Over the past three decades, the length of time people stay in a job has
changed little up to 5 years in the same job, as Table 2 shows, while the
structure of medium term employment has changed markedly:

Table 3: Length of Time in Job

Under 1 year
1-2 years
2-3 years
3-5 years
5-10 years
10-20 years
20+

1972
%

1980
%

1990
%

2000
%

24.9
14.9
10.3
12.20
37.70

25.1
13.7
9.7
15.30
39.00

26.5
13.3
9.8
13.2
15.5
14.2
7.7
(37.4)

23.6
12.7
9.7
13.1
16.4
16.1
8.3
(40.8)

Source: ABS Labour Mobility C6209.0 February 2000, September 1983

In 12 out of 16 OECD countries surveyed by the ILO, job tenure had
either remained unchanged during the 1990s, or had in fact increased,8
a finding that did not seem to please the ILO which remarked that it
was the result of an aging workforce (job tenure always increases with
age). This is somewhat ironic, however given that we hear so much
about the vulnerability of aged, technologically illiterate workers.
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Labour market statistical data do not reveal that working life in
Australia has been transformed, that hours are longer, job security
diminished, nor that work has become more precarious. So what about
the depression and “stress” all these are said to cause? It has been said
there is much of it about. If you read the literature you couldn’t be
other than convinced it is there. Well, we’ve actually looked at the
question of “stress” and psychological injury to see whether indeed the
case adds up, because everywhere it is said that we are suffering a
deluge of “stress” and that work is the problem and employers are to
blame; that the volume and pressures of work are unacceptable, people
can’t cope, and, as a result, there are fundamental medical problems.
In our study, we have looked for the evidence. And you know
what? The evidence is not there. And the academics and those others
from the “stress industry” who assert it’s there, simply cannot provide
clear, scientific evidence about the connection between what are said to
be stressors at work and the ultimate injury that people are said to
suffer.
The stress myth, along with the claimed demise of jobs, is a clear
case of not letting the truth get in the way of a good story. In response
to widely reported surveys finding, for example, that over half the
workforce suffered from “stress”,9 and the OHS implications of this,
my organisation found:
•
Stress can be defined to mean anything or used as a label for
anything. Not even the scientific community, including the
medical community, has reached agreement on definitions of
stress (despite over 2,700 articles since 1990 in psychology
journals alone about occupational stress, work stress or job
stress), let alone its causes or its effects
•
Research on stress suffers from a number of significant
conceptual and methodological problems. Two major problems
are that studies of work stress use research techniques which tell
us nothing about cause and effect, and the vast majority rely on
self-reporting techniques
•
Research in the area has been exponential, and an entire
workplace stress industry has emerged. However, in the words of
one researcher, the only non-debatable issue is the amount of
investment made by academic communities each year, replicating
inconclusive research designs and further clouding the issue10
•
Despite this vast amount of research purportedly showing
“stressors” at work causing physical or mental illness, we still do
not have evidence demonstrating this causal link. Additionally,
research showing the effects of stress on job performance,
absence, morale, and turnover, is similarly inconclusive.
•
What the research does show is that stress is not a disease, not a
particular physical or physiological state and it is not a particular
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psychological state of mind or behaviour. Stress remains a highly
subjective concept.11
•
Researchers, faced with these theoretical and research
shortcomings have shifted to a new, all encompassing model of
stress which says that stress is the inability to cope with, or at,
work.
•
Evidence shows that “remedies” or interventions for stress
generally have little or no effect, and where they do, the effects are
not always positive for the employee.
•
The incidence of stress increases markedly with employee
awareness campaigns, etc, introduced ostensibly to help
employees “cope” ( e.g. the UK )
•
Stress is used by unions and others as the means for negotiating
workplace change, such as reduced hours, work-life balance, etc
I have gone into some detail on this subject as I think it is a good
illustration of the ways in which work and the value of work are being
attacked. It is fashionable to be “stressed”, it is a convenient vehicle to
push for change while disregarding the facts. Unless, of course, you are
an employer who has to bear the financial and legal consequences.
Having said all of that, there remains the question about the
continued viability of the work ethic. Why have a work ethic? Why is it
important to hold on to jobs, and to create employment? Is it simply
our blinkered, culturally determined inability to see the alternatives to
work in a post materialist society? The lunacy of encouraging business
to shed jobs, or not create new ones would appear to be readily
apparent. But that is already happening. We have just emerged from a
five year period of sustained economic growth. Whilst new jobs have
been created, more should have been generated by the level of
economic activity we experienced.
Let me raise some questions with you. If you impose on
businesses so much regulation that they simply cannot cope, in the end
they’ll disemploy and/or disappear. They’ll try to limit their exposure to
people. It’s partly a competitive issue and partly a question of how you
try to reduce your risks. The unfair dismissal laws are a perfect
example, now complete with a whole raft of insane decisions. Courtesy
of Laurie Brereton and his ideas about unfair dismissal, we had many
employers in a position where they simply didn’t believe they could
manage their businesses effectively. There were cases involving
employees competing against their own employers, running their own
businesses from inside their employer’s establishment. They were
reinstated or given compensation when they challenged dismissal.
Many businesses, particularly the small ones, couldn’t cope, so they
reduced jobs and didn’t fill vacancies.
The Occupational Health and Safety Regulations have changed
fundamentally in NSW. The government has introduced what is called
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the risk assessment philosophy, which as a theory is wonderful. If
you’ve got lots of resources it’s possibly workable. But small and
medium businesses will not have a hope. Employers now have to
foresee, and prevent, every hazard and risk which may occur at their
workplace. Any avenue of defence has been deliberately blocked by the
drafters of the legislation in NSW WorkCover. The Occupational
Health and Safety Act even says that compliance with the Regulation is
no defence to a prosecution but failure to comply can be used as
evidence against the employer in a prosecution.
One example of what employers now have to contend with is
provided by the requirement to guard against workplace violence. This
is just one of a thousand of things an employer has to consider. And
workplace violence is defined broadly according to the ILO definition
and includes gesticulation and swearing, etc. So, as an employer, if you
or your employees swear at somebody or gesticulate, you could be in
trouble.
It’s the same with workplace consultation. Consultation, if it’s
organic, can be absolutely productive in business. But if you put so
much consultation into the consultative requirements for business, they
simply won’t get their business done. They’ll be out there “consulting”
all the time.
Businesses are being buried in restrictive law and regulation, so
they try to limit their exposure to employees. This is not a competitive
response, its risk avoidance.
In this post-industrial, post-consumerism society, where do we
end up in regard to consumption decisions? Sharon Beder’s book
argues that those who don’t want to work, should not have to work;
that the majority, in the end, will be those who don’t want to work and
the minority will be those who do. It is implied that those who work
will be so productive and so well paid they will happily pay increased
taxes to enable governments to fund those who don’t want to work.
The non-workers will be on the beaches or, theoretically, in the third
sector, volunteering.
But who will decide what it is that the non-workers will have
available to consume? How much will the government be able to give
you to spend and on what? What will be the choices if there is no
earned income, simply a redistribution? Who will make those decisions?
The planned economies made a disastrous mess when their power
elites made all the choices. There are many things that are imperfect in
our society, but one of the things you usually get to do is to make your
own choices. This is unlikely to be the case in Sharon Beder’s world.
Those who work would have to be exhaustively taxed to provide
inevitably inadequate government revenue to be transferred as
subsistence income to non-workers.
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Sharon Beder says that those at the bottom of the occupational
hierarchy know they will never make it to the top and therefore they
work only because it’s an economic necessity. And she argues that work
at this level should be a matter of choice. But is it true that promotion to
more challenging positions is not possible, and can we sustain our
society by paying large unearned incomes to everyone who chooses not
to work? There are many people on the shop floor who demonstrate
they’ve got the “gears” to make it up the line. And there are others who
prioritise their commitments. On the weekend, they may run the local
football club, employing significant organisational skills and yet at work
they may be disinterested. It’s not that they don’t have the intellectual
capacity; rather their keenest interests lie elsewhere. There’s nothing
more certain however, than that if you demonstrate capacity and commitment on the shop floor, you will be offered opportunities to move
upwards when those opportunities become available. Alternatively, as
your skills, experience and confidence develop, opportunities to move to
more challenging jobs with new employers will be open to you.
But if you are constantly told, from school onwards, that there is
no hope in the future; that all jobs are menial; that the workplace offers
nothing but drudgery and exploitation; that personal aspirations for
advancement are doomed from the outset; and that consumption itself
is both futile and immoral, why would most people not ultimately
forsake the notion that work has anything to offer.
And how, indeed, will the incomes of the few remaining workers
(who eschew this propaganda), yield sufficient taxes to support the vast
population who now surf the waves or, curiously, work in the third
sector for transfer payments unrelated to the quantity or quality of their
work.
The ACTU, for its own marketing and industrial objectives, seeks
to convince us all that these allegedly manifest deficiencies exist and that
the solution lies in voluntarily destroying our competitiveness in
domestic and international markets – 1981 revisited – goodbye profits,
investment and jobs. And Sharon Beder says we don’t need the jobs –
just stop consuming and everything will be okay.
Well, all of this raises a host of issues. Among them is the
consequential removal of the need (as most non-workers would see it)
for education.
If you don’t require education to work then do you require an
education? The intelligentsia would want education for its own sake.
But you don’t need a formal education to ride a surfboard. Surfing is
about balance, and subtlety and flair, the latest shape of the board and
how you wax it. But will you actually need to go school? If you don’t
require education, do you and your generation and then your children
in the next generation become the ones for whom education will not be
funded?
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Will governments say “we can’t afford that, because the transfer
payments to the non-workers are so massive we cannot afford to educate
those who don’t need it for work”. Supporting current social security
expenditure levels is hard enough, raising the payments to cope with ever
increasing numbers is going to require both a very buoyant economy,
generating massive tax revenue and workers with all the skills, experience
and drive to achieve at a high level, but who are prepared to work for
virtually zero net income.
Somehow, traditional economics always gets in the way of another
good story. Even if we demolish our current measures of GDP and focus
on indices of well being and social and environmental health, income will
still need to be generated to support the needs of the non-workers within
a global economy.
The debate about the work ethic seems to me to be a debate from
another age. We have moved on from that. It’s now a question of choice.
Rather than taking the depressing view of work as a cultural construct
which needs to be assigned an entirely new set of values, we should be
focussing on what is it that creates opportunity and choice in society.
Perhaps a little less denigration of work, and the work ethic, and a
little more effort in protecting and encouraging jobs may result in a more
equitable and saner society. The alternative is the negative society,
constantly proselytising for new victims of the world of work, yet without
a rational strategy for real improvements in people’s lives, just the hollow
ring of the ACTU’s 1980 mantra: “More leisure, more jobs” or Sharon
Beder’s fond hope: “Buy nothing, go nowhere, subsist and be happy”.
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Prof Peter Singer, an outspoken and prolific writer, has been
described as both “the most dangerous man in the world” and
“the greatest living philosopher” for his views on animal
rights, abortion, euthanasia and infanticide. Dr Bernadette
Tobin is the Foundation Director of the Plunkett centre for
Ethics in Health Care at St Vincent’s Hospital in Sydney and
currently a member of the Australian Health Ethics
Committee. On Tuesday 28 August 2001, Peter Singer and
Bernadette Tobin addressed The Sydney Institute to debate
their different perspectives on “ethical lives”.
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ETHICAL LIVES
Peter Singer
Tonight I will talk about some of the underlying principles that
motivate the conclusions I reach in my work. I did this in the
introduction to Writings on an Ethical Life because I thought it would be
interesting to try and draw together the things that are basic to what
I’m doing. The principles seem to me fairly obvious, but the
conclusions that follow from them are not.
The first and perhaps for me the most fundamental point that
underlies the things I say is the idea that pain or suffering or distress, or
perhaps more generally the thwarting of preferences of any being that
has conscious preferences for a particular state of affairs is, other things
being equal, a bad thing. The “other things being equal” clause is
extremely important, because we can’t live without inflicting pain or
distress or at the very least, thwarting preferences. And we will on many
occasions, even unknowingly, cause that pain and distress, sometimes
even to ourselves. When I go to the dentist I find it a distressing
experience but I guess it’s worth it in the long run. I know there’ll be
more distress down the line if I don’t go. But there are many other
occasions more complicated and ethically more difficult where we’re
trading off different kinds of distress or other concerns. So I’m not
saying that this is always bad but I am saying that, other things being
equal, unless there’s some overriding and more important reason why
it’s necessary to do something that causes pain, distress, suffering or the
thwarting of preferences, that’s something to avoid.
Where does that come from? Is that just an axiom? My answer is
that it comes from the idea, which you find expressed in a variety of
different teachings – both religious and non-religious – from a wide
range of different cultures, that we ought not to do to others what we
wouldn’t like to have done to us. We find that idea in the Bible, both
the Jewish and Christian scriptures, but you can also find it in
Confucius, and in the Mahabharata. I think it is something quite
fundamental to ethics. If you’re not prepared to put yourself in the
position of others, then you’re not really entering into the ethical
enterprise, not really trying to think what you ought to do. You’re
perhaps trying to think of what’s best for you, what’s in your interests
or maybe what’s in the interest of your family or some larger group. To
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the extent that you’re not prepared to put yourself in the position of
everyone affected by your actions, however, you’re not really accepting
what it is to think ethically. Because to think ethically is to say
something that you can defend in a more universal forum. Not just
amongst yourself and your family, who are all agreed on your goals of
doing better or whatever else it might be. But something that you can
defend to anyone who can engage in a discussion with you.
Now if you can accept that, then given that we don’t like to suffer
pain or distress or misery or the thwarting of our preferences ourselves,
again other things being equal, then it’s pretty easy to see why if you
universalise you can say, well it’s not only my pain which I don’t like.
Putting myself in the position of others, anyone’s pain becomes
something bad that we ought to try to avoid or reduce, where there is
no overriding reason for it.
That’s not the whole of ethics. I’m focusing on the negative here.
Of course you could ask: does this mean that happiness or pleasure or
fulfilment of preferences is a good? I would be prepared to defend that
but I don’t really need it for what I’m trying to do today.
So that’s one fundamental ethical premise for me. The second of
the four points that I want to make is not really an ethical claim at all.
It’s a factual claim, though some claims in philosophy of mind or
theory of knowledge may underlie it. I think it’s clear that not only do
other humans feel pain, suffer, and have their preferences thwarted, but
at least some non-human animals do as well. We could argue about
which ones, but suppose for the sake of the argument we say
“vertebrates”. We’d be on solid grounds, looking at similarities
between their nervous systems, and ours, and looking at their
behaviour in circumstances which could be expected to result in pain to
us.
So there are a lot of other beings of whom we can say that they
experience these bad things. That is my second premise.
The third point I want to make is about the wrongness of killing.
The underlying premise here is that the wrongness of killing must
depend on some characteristics about the being’s capacities or the
nature of their awareness or consciousness. It should not depend on the
mere fact that the being belongs to a particular species.
How would I go about defending that claim? To some extent by
an appeal to your sense of moral relevance, your sense of what counts.
Many people find the point obvious. If you don’t have that response
there are a variety of other things that I can suggest you might do, to try
and test it out. For example, consider the hypothesis that there is a
being very like us, so like us that we can’t actually tell that this being is
not a member of our species. You’ve all seen lots of science fiction
movies where aliens take on the guise of being humans. They come and
live in our midst. Imagine you’ve become close friends with one of these
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aliens and you realise that your friend has a lot of the emotions that you
have, she has similar concerns, and an intelligence similar to yours.
Obviously, you think that it would very wrong of anyone to try to kill
her, let’s say because they thought she would make a tasty dinner. But
you then discover one day that this is an alien, not a member of the
species Homo sapiens at all – very far removed indeed from any biological
link with us. Does this mean that you now think that the wrongness of
killing your friend has dramatically changed? Previously, when you
thought this was a human being you thought it was just as serious to kill
this particular person as anyone else that you knew. Now you know that
this person is not a human being, do you think that you don’t need any
very serious reason to kill this being? That wanting a tasty dinner would
be enough reason, or perhaps an interest in cutting her up for scientific
study. Maybe it would be good sport for other people to chase her
through the woods with dogs that will catch her and tear her to pieces?
I think no one would think that. This suggests that membership of the
species does not itself determine the seriousness of killing.
What would make a difference to the seriousness of killing a
being? It must be something to do with characteristics like consciousness or some level of awareness. Ask yourself: why do we think it not at
all wrong to walk boldly into a vegetable patch, cut off a head of
cabbage and make salad out of it? One plausible answer is that the
cabbage doesn’t feel anything. The cabbage doesn’t even feel pain when
the knife goes through the stalk. What about a chicken? A chicken can
feel pain, and killing a chicken is a more serious act than killing a
cabbage, but I’m sure that you don’t think that the fact that millions of
chickens are killed every day in slaughterhouses is a tragedy akin to the
deaths of tens of human beings – let alone millions.
So we have a big jump here between the seriousness of killing a
chicken and the killing of a human being. What can justify that, if not
the difference of species? The chicken doesn’t know what it’s missing
out on. It doesn’t really understand that it has a possible future. It
doesn’t think about its future to any serious extent. So it’s not losing
out on that. Killing it is not thwarting its plans or desires for the future.
So, that’s the third premise. The wrongness of killing a being
must depend on the actual characteristics it has, not on what species it
is a member of.
The fourth and last of these premises is that we are responsible
not only for what we bring about by our overt acts, but also for what we
knowingly and intentionally refrain from doing. An example that I’ve
used for many years is a case of someone who is walking past the
shallow pond and sees a toddler walking towards the pond, falling in,
and thrashing about in danger of drowning. The person walking past
the pond sizes up the situation, sees that it’s a shallow pond and there’s
no danger at all of coming to any harm if he wades in, but also
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remembers that he has one of his better pairs of shoes on and a
reasonably good suit of clothes and it’s going to be a bit of a nuisance if
he has to go back home, change the wet shoes and send the suit to the
drycleaners. Therefore he decides to refrain from wading in and pulling
out the child. The child drowns. We would, I think all believe that that
is something for which the person bears a heavy burden of
responsibility. He has behaved quite wrongly. So that’s a case where
we’re pretty clear that refraining from doing something good is wrong.
We may not say that the person who walked on past the pond has killed
a child, we may not think that it’s the same as if the person had pushed
the child into the pond, but we still would take a very serious view of it.
I argue that those four points ought to be part of any defensible
ethic. But when we look at some conclusions that follow from them we
find things that are sharply at odds with what we ordinarily believe.
From the conclusion about unnecessary pain being bad and from the
fact that other animals feel pain, it’s clear that the sufferings of animals
are our concern. When we put ourselves in the position of others, we
should not stop at the boundary of our species. We can imagine to
some extent what it’s like to be, let’s say, a pig confined in a stall so
that you can’t even turn around, so that you can’t walk a couple of
steps, so that you have nothing to do all day except lie on bare concrete
and occasionally eat the food that’s put in front of you. If suffering and
distress is a bad thing and if the sow suffers that distress, then there’s
something wrong with that system. Now there could be overriding
reasons for doing it but simply keeping the price of pork as low as
possible – for consumers who are in no danger of starvation – is not
sufficient reason.
We ought to take into account the interest of animals in a way
that we generally don’t. We think of them as our property. We have
some laws about cruelty, but they are minimal and they tend to be
directed to the most extreme forms of cruelty, not the institutionalised
suffering of, for example, the modern factory farm system. That this is
wrong is something we can derive from the first two premises.
From the first and the third premises we can get to conclusions
about the sanctity of human life that are quite different to these
conventionally accepted in this society. There are at least some humans
of whom we can say that the wrongness of ending that human’s life is
not comparable to the wrongness of ending the life of a normal human
with the full level of self awareness that normal humans have. In some
cases, there will be nothing wrong about ending a human’s life. That
might, for example, be the case where they have no consciousness at
all. Consider an anencephalic baby – that is, a baby born with some
brain stem but with no cortex, with no higher brain, with no capacity
for consciousness. That being is at a lower level than those conscious
animals that I talked about before. If the parents realise that their child
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can experience nothing, and will undoubtedly die within months or a
year or two at the very most, they may want their child’s heart to be
used to help another child who has an intact brain, but a failing heart.
Then we ought to be prepared to remove the anencephalic baby’s heart
and give it to the other baby. True, the anencephalic baby is not brain
dead, as others donors we use now are. We would be killing the
anencephalic and using its heart for the benefit of a child who can make
use of it. That seems to me a justifiable course of action.
I want to mention one more very important example, one that
draws on the first and the last premises. Recall that the first premise is
about pain, suffering, and the thwarting of preferences being a bad
thing, and the last premise claims that we are responsible for what we
refrain from doing from doing as well as for what we do. There are
many people in the world who are experiencing all kinds of suffering
and distress from the fact that they are not in a situation to provide
themselves and their families with sufficient food for an adequate and
balanced diet. They can’t afford even minimal health care. If their child
gets diarrhoea which can be treated with a rehydrating kit costing a few
cents, they can’t even get that and the child may die. They don’t have
safe water to drink so they are more prone to such diseases. Now let us
look at ourselves. No doubt everyone in this educated and thoughtful
audience knows that there are things we can do to help these people.
There are agencies – Oxfam Australia or UNICEF, for example – that
help people find sustainable ways of living, feeding themselves and
escaping the poverty trap that so many people, through no fault of their
own, are in. And we know that we live a very comfortable lifestyle,
where everyday we are spending on things that we don’t really need,
that don’t make a big difference to our quality of life, certainly not one
comparable to what that amount of money can do for people in the
poorest countries, given the enormous difference in purchasing power.
So I think we have to acknowledge that we are knowingly
refraining from doing what we can to help the world’s poorest people.
And for that we have to hold ourselves responsible. Now that opens up
a lot of questions about how much we ought to be doing. Where do we
draw the line? Asking the question may make us feel very
uncomfortable. Perhaps ultimately none of us are going to say that we
have done all we should. I certainly can’t say that. But there is a
question for us to think about. Are we making a serious effort here? Are
we doing something substantial, rather than sending off a small cheque
once a year at Christmas? Are we really thinking about the extent of
world poverty and the fact that at least now – it may not have been true
a long time ago – we have the means both to know of the situation of
these people and to do something to help them?
So these are some of the issues I discuss in Writing on an Ethical
Life. I hope I have given you a few points to think about.
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ETHICAL LIVES –
ANOTHER VIEW
Bernadette Tobin

Peter Singer is a clear and readable writer. The ethical theory that he
recommends seems attractively scientific and sensible. His personal
integrity is well-known. So it is not surprising that his ethical views
have been and continue to be influential on several generations of
students of philosophy. But they now seem to be influential on the
culture itself. Why is that?
Paradoxically, Singer’s ethics issues is a reassertion – though, I
think, a muddled one – of two of our traditional ethical principles: that
cruelty to animals is wrong and that we have obligations in justice and
not only in charity to those who are worse off than we are, including
those whose lives and suffering is remote from us.
But you couldn’t argue that Singer’s views are influential just
because they usher in a reassertion of our traditional ethics, since his
views also usher in some previously unthinkable ethical principles, for
instance, that you would neither wrong a three-week-old child, nor do
anything wrong, if you killed him or her for trivial reasons. And indeed,
as Singer himself points out, his views about our obligations to those
who are worse off than we are seem hardly to have caught on!
Singer himself seems to think that his ideas have been influential
because of their intrinsic merit. At least in the case of cruelty to
animals, he thinks that the progress that has been made in many areas
of the treatment of animals, from product testing on animals to factory
farming, the use of animals for fur and in circuses, and in our eating
habits, is a direct result of the “animal liberation” movement whose
ideas he popularized in his Animal Liberation first published 25 years
ago.1
So my question is: what is their intrinsic merit? What are we to
make of Singer’s own ethical views? Are they deserving of serious
consideration? Do we disagree with him only on pain of being
irrational? If we disagree with him, does that show that we are
misguidedly hanging on to an outmoded ethic (the “sanctity of human
life” ethic) which is based on bias and unsubstantiable religion and
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which he has refuted? Are we forced, on pain of irrationality, to accept
the new ethic (the “quality of life” ethic) which he recommends in its
place?
I think not. To show this, I’ll do the following. I’ll first try to
explain why Singer thinks that we are rationally required to give up the
two key elements of our traditional ethic. Second, I’ll try to show why
neither of these principles is persuasive. In all this, I’ll concentrate on
what he says about infanticide, in particular the idea that there is
nothing wrong in itself with killing a three-week-old infant.

Why Singer thinks we are rationally required to give
up the two key elements of our traditional ethic.
(a) Singer thinks there is nothing distinctive of human beings
that is ethically significant: Stephen Buckle’s review of Singer’s
latest collection provides the best step by step analysis of the
philosophical assumptions and moves according to which Singer
reaches this view: I’ll borrow extensively from it.2 First, Singer takes it
that ethical viewpoints are distinguished from non-ethical viewpoints by
the fact that they are defended not by appeal to one’s self-interest, but
by reference to a universal standard – universal in the sense that it does
not privilege one’s own standpoint but is potentially acceptable by all.
So the subject matter of ethics is the equal consideration of the interests
of all.
Second, Singer defines “interests” as “whatever is desired”.
Ethics thus involves accepting that similar desires, no matter by whom
they are possessed (male/female, black/white, animal/human) are of
similar worth.
Third, Singer notes that what is common to all beings capable of
having desires/interests is the capacity to experience the realisation or
frustration of one’s desires/interests or, as he puts it, the capacity to
experience satisfactions and dissatisfactions. So Singer argues that the
value of any desire is to be understood according to this common
measure, that is, according to the satisfaction it delivers. This move
allows him to take account of the fact that different creatures have
different kinds of desires, and in particular that human beings have
desires distinctive of their species. But he insists that the proper way to
take these differences into consideration is to employ a measure which
will not privilege the desires/interests of one group over those of
another.
Fourth, all lives (including human lives) are of value only
according to the satisfactions that they in fact deliver. So, though it may
turn out that some particular human life is of more value than some
particular animal life (because it delivers more satisfaction than does
the life of the animal), there is nothing either inherently or distinctively
valuable about that life. Nothing inherently valuable, because human
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lives may not in fact deliver satisfactions, whether to those who live
them or to others. Nothing distinctively valuable, because the lives of
other animals may deliver satisfactions in just the same way as human
lives may. In fact Singer rejects the two characteristics that have
traditionally been cited as distinguishing human life in a morally
relevant way – human reason and the ability to speak a language. First
these capacities do not in fact distinguish human beings from some
other animals. Secondly these ideas tend to privilege the lives of
humans over those of other animals (as, he thinks, they used to
privilege the lives of men over those of women, the lives of whites over
those of blacks).
So Singer thinks that we are rationally required to give up the first
of the two key elements in our traditional ethic – the idea that there is
something distinctive about human beings which is ethically significant.
Since the subject matter of ethics is the equal consideration of the
interests of all beings which have interests (including many animals but
excluding some humans), the idea that there is an ethically significant
distinction between human beings and other creatures is to be rejected
as mere bias. Along with this ‘bias’ go such ideas as the thought that we
ought to protect innocent yet vulnerable members of the human
community who (through immaturity) lack present desires and
knowledge of their interests. If they lack desires and thus interests, or if
their desires and interests are outweighed by those of others, then
(according to Singer) we will not wrong them by getting rid of them.
But to see this clearly, we need to appreciate the other key feature
of traditional ethics that Singer rejects. The first was the traditional
idea about the subject matter of ethics. The second is the traditional idea
about how to reason in ethics, in particular that it involves the
recognition that some ways of acting are absolutely wrong.
(b) Singer thinks that ethical reasoning is a matter of
calculating the likely consequences of our proposed actions. On
the matter of ethical reflection and reasoning, Singer is robustly
objectivist. He rightly rejects both postmodernism’s pessimism about
the very possibility of discovering ethical truth and moral relativism’s
anti-intellectualism (whether the relativism is individual or cultural).
He does write objectively about what he thinks is a truly ethical life and
he does reason with us sensibly about how we should live, what we
should do. So far, so good.
However Singer is committed to a controversial (and I think false)
theory about how we best do that reasoning: “consequentialism”.
Consequentialism (as its name implies) says that the ethical value of an
action (or policy or social institution or whatever) depends only on its
consequences and not on anything else. In other words, all that matters
from an ethical point of view are the likely consequences of one’s
actions. There are many versions of this very general doctrine which
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vary according to the sets of consequences they pick out as relevant to
ethical evaluation. One version says that the only consequences which
matter are those which bear on my own interest and another that the
only consequences which matter are those that bear on the interests of
my nation.
Singer’s version of consequentialism is called “utilitarianism”
because it says that the consequences that matter are those that have a
bearing on the interests of anyone affected by the action, whose
interests are to count equally with those of all others similarly affected:
Bentham called this the principle of “utility”. Utilitarianism itself
comes in 57 varieties: Singer’s version of it tells us to look to those
consequences which bear on the amount of satisfaction brought about
by an action. In calculating just those consequences, you will work out
what is right and what is wrong.
And so, in the introduction to a most useful anthology of essays in
bioethics, Singer and his former colleague Helga Kuhse quote the
following passage from Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov:
“Imagine that you are charged with building the edifice of human
destiny, the ultimate aim of which is to bring people happiness, to give
them peace and contentment at last, but that in order to achieve this it
is essential and unavoidable to torture just one little speck of creation,
that same little child beating her chest with her little fists, and imagine
that this edifice has to be erected on her unexpiated tears. Would you
agree to be the architect under those conditions? Tell me honestly!”3
Singer and Kuhse respond: “If answering honestly – and if one
really could be certain that this was a sure way, and the only way, of
bringing about lasting happiness to all the people of the world –
utilitarians would have to say yes, they would accept the task of being
the architect of the happiness of the world at the cost of the child’s
unexpiated tears. For they would point out that the suffering of that
child, wholly undeserved as it is, will be repeated a million-fold over the
next century, for other children, just as innocent, who are victims of
starvation, disease and brutality. So if this one child must be sacrificed
to stop all this suffering then, terrible as it is, the child must be
sacrificed.”
We now have the two key elements in Singer’s thinking that
underpin his views about the ethics of infanticide. There is nothing
wrong with infanticide in itself (because human life has no inherent
value; its value is to be calculated according to the measure of the
satisfactions it delivers). So the ethics of infanticide is a matter of
calculating the likely consequences (in terms of satisfactions delivered)
of killing the child. If the parents of the child would not be greatly
distressed by its being killed, then they would do no wrong in killing
the child (though the calculations might go the other way if there
happened to be sufficient others with at least a mild preference for
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keeping the baby). Similarly if a couple found that pregnancy got in the
way of accepting a much-wanted job or long-planned overseas holiday,
they would do no wrong in killing the child (though they may not
legitimately do so if sufficient others were sufficiently distressed at the
prospect). Of course, there may be utilitarian reasons for rethinking
each of these cases: concerns about undesirable social consequences
were everyone to act in this way might cause you to rethink the matter;
indeed giving up an unwanted child for adoption may deliver more
actual satisfactions than would killing it. But the central point is the
same: the child itself cannot be wronged whichever way it goes, because
it has no rights to violate. As with every human practice traditionally
thought to be wrong in itself (torture, slavery, human sacrifice, etc.),
the ethics of infanticide are to be determined by a calculation of the
satisfactions any particular case would deliver relative to the
satisfactions expected from any alternative course of action.
Of course when Singer’s views are discussed in the popular press,
it is mainly his views about killing disabled (or as he sometimes says
“defective”) infants that are reported. But his reasoning applies to the
killing of any child, disabled or perfectly healthy.

Why we are not rationally required to accept this
“quality of life” ethic
(a) There is something ethically-distinctive about human
beings: The idea that there is something distinctively ethicallysignificant about human beings is an old one. Singer often speaks of it
as though it is an essentially Christian idea.4 But even the proudest
Christian ought to know that, in talking of human beings as
distinctively “made in the image and likeness of God”, Christ
reasserted, reexpressed, a Jewish idea.5 Nor that it is uniquely JudeoChristian. The Greeks struggled to express it too: Socrates’ claim that
the unexamined life is unworthy of us is only one, haunting, attempt.
But it is one thing to show that it is not a Christian invention; it is
another to say that any rejection of it is mistaken. I think that it is. Put
simply, what is wrong with Singer’s rejection of this view is that it
seriously misrepresents the key features of human experience. Certain
critical aspects of human experience do not carry over to the lives of
members of other species.
Wittgenstein explained the point in this way. Though some of the
descriptions we use of the mental states of other human beings can be
sensibly considered as possibilities for animals (we can think of animals
as angry, frightened, happy, unhappy, startled, for example) others
simply cannot be. For these descriptions employ concepts the structure
of which is such that they can only be sensibly ascribed to human
beings.
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Ruth Cigman is right to say that the example Wittgenstein
chooses to make this point may not be entirely convincing. He queries
whether we can imagine animals as hopeful, and perhaps there are
some animals who can express something like hope in their behaviour.
But his general point is sound.6 We cannot sensibly attribute to animals
the fear of contracting a fatal disease, a desire for the respect and
esteem of others, the fear of having wronged another, a desire to lead a
fulfilling life, for one’s life to have “point” or “meaning”, nor indeed
can we sensibly attribute to them corresponding fears and desires on
behalf of others.7
These thoughts suggest that there is a reason for thinking that
human beings require a distinctive moral concern. This reason does not
rely on the idea that animals lack, but humans possess, reason. Nor
does it rely on the idea that animals lack, but humans possess,
language. Nor does it rely on the idea that mere differences of
biological species are morally significant. Rather, it relies on the idea
that animals lack, and humans possess, capacities to make meaning of
their lives. Any attempt to show that animals suffer in ways identical to
humans will involve an implausibly reductive account of human experience (misfortunes, wrongs, evils, tragedies), one which redescribes it as
no more than a set of pleasurable and painful experiences (of varying
degrees of intensity). Of course we are obliged to recognize the
capacities of animals to feel pleasure and pain. But any attempt to
extend our duties across the animal/human boundary which involves a
leveling down of human experience to that of animals is highly
problematic. Indeed if, as in Singer’s case, the reasons for extending
moral concern to animals have the effect of undermining the kinds of
respect and concern we should have for members of our own kind
(such as a three-week-old baby), then I conclude that there is
something wrong with those reasons!8
Of course, Singer will reply that new born babies, and a fortiori
unborn infants, do not have an inner life: they lack the necessary
conceptual capacities. So their experience cannot be said to be
misrepresented in any talk that equates them with animals.
That response depends on the idea that it is only present
capacities which matter. But from long before infants have the relevant
conceptual capacities, we do not respond to them just in terms of the
properties and capacities they actually possess. Rather we respond to
them as creatures who will, barring unforeseen misfortunes, grow into
beings for whom life can have a meaning, adult human beings. And this
is true even when we know that an infant will not develop into a normal
human being. Our attitude to severely disabled newborns is structured
by a sense that their lives are marked by the misfortune that they may
not be capable of achieving the meaning that only human lives can
have. And this is not how we relate to animals with the same properties
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and capacities of disabled newborn children. That is to say, we respond
to all newborn infants in a way that marks them out as as our fellows,
and we do this because we think that we owe it to them.
Animals and small children may have a roughly equivalent
capacity to experience physical pain and to enjoy physical pleasures. So
we may sensibly say that we have an obligation not to inflict gratuitous
suffering on both animals and small children. But this does not entail a
moral equality between them. We cannot sensibly say that animals have
the capacity to make meaning of their lives in ways that humans have,
and that’s the morally significant difference.
Singer is not taken with this argument. In the essay entitled All
Animals Are Equal, he says that the hazy line of philosophical thought
that maintains that we cannot meaningfully attribute states of
consciousness to beings without language seems very implausible to
him: language may be necessary for abstract thought but states of pain
are more primitive and have nothing to do with language.9 But my
point is that almost all that is morally significant about human beings
occupies the space between abstract thought (maths, physics,
speculative theology, metaphysics, etc) and the states of pain which
human beings experience in common with animals: Socratic ethics is
almost entirely devoted to that topic!
(b) There is more to reasoning in ethics than a calculation of
likely consequences: Consequences matter, and often it is morally
irresponsible of us to ignore them (which is what is plausible in what
Singer has to say about our indifference to the sufferings of others). But
there is more to morality than that. Living an ethically decent life
involves intelligently pursuing goals that are worthy of pursuit,
nourishing attachments and commitments, acquiring certain attitudes
and modes of responsiveness to others and, most importantly for this
discussion, avoiding doing certain things even when tempted. When
reasoning about how we should live, what we should do, we need to
remember that there are some things – torturing an innocent child, for
instance, – that a morally decent person won’t do, even when tempted
by the expected consequences – bringing about the peace and
contentment of the whole world! – of doing them.
Let’s call this contrasting account of moral reasoning
“inherentism” because that term identifies unambiguously how it
differs from consequentialism. Notice that it’s a theory about the
nature of right and wrong and thus about how to reason in ethics. It
says nothing at all about how certain is our grasp of right and wrong,
and it lends no support to moral dogmatism, fanaticism, nor even to
the moral superiority of the person who thinks she has a more certain
grasp of morality than do those who find its challenges complex and
difficult. Of course there is as much variety in “inherentism” as there is
in consequentialism. But common to them all is the idea that either
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torturing or killing the innocent are absolutely prohibited.10 Killing the
innocent is wrong because unjust. Torturing the innocent is wrong
because sadistic. Other things might be more complex: as Tony Coady
has pointed out, lying may be wrong in itself but “inherentism” can
allow a place for a lie to save lives but not a lie to promote oneself.

Conclusion
Traditional morality holds that there is nothing inherently wrong with
rearing and killing animals for food, but it also prohibits occasioning
avoidable suffering to an animal: our culture’s indifference to animal
suffering stands condemned by traditional morality.
Traditional morality recognizes the obligations of fellowship, not
only to those to whom we are tied by circumstance and affection but
especially to those we are tempted to think of as outsiders. It asks us to
reflect on the question: just who is our neighbour? Our partiality for
members of our own group, and our indifference to the suffering of
those remote from us, stands condemned by traditional morality.
And traditional morality’s prohibition on the killing of the
innocent goes hand in hand with the principle that often we have no
obligation, either in justice or in compassion, to prolong the life of a
severely-disabled infant. The infliction of therapeutically futile or
overly-burdensome medical treatment on such infants itself stands
condemned by traditional morality.
That is to say: traditional morality has the resources for
addressing the complex questions thrown up by modern methods of
animal husbandry, the widening gap between rich and poor, the
availability of new and powerful means of keeping people alive in
circumstances in which there may be no obligation to do so. Since
Singer’s attempts to provide us with a new way of understanding these
obligations has the effect of undermining our sense of our obligations to
other human beings, I do not think it is decisive for us.
Perhaps, then, the reason why Singer’s ethical views are so
influential is not their intrinsic merit. Perhaps they are influential
because they reflect the spirit of the times, because they provide a
rationale for what, as a culture, we have come to accept independently
of him, a rationale for certain cultural shifts which have more complex
origins than his new way of doing ethics. As Raimond Gaita says: “If
Singer’s arguments for infanticide are now accepted as deserving of
serious consideration it is not just because of their logical power. It is
because changes in the culture have disposed us to accept a conclusion
that only thirty years ago discredited any argument that led to it,
however logically powerful the argument might have appeared.”11
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Endnotes
1. Indeed he says that “[p]art of the strength of the movement was its solid
philosophical base. The animal liberation movement is unique among recent political
movements in the extent to which its ideas and support have come from academic
philosophers. This has meant that the case against speciesism has been put more
rigorously than might other wise have been the case.” “Bridging the Gap” in Peter
Singer: Writings on an Ethical Life, Fourth Estate, London, 2000, pp78-79. Singer
recently argued in the Sydney Morning Herald that a range of welcome changes in the
cosmetic industry, the fashion industry, the treatment of farm animals and in
European eating habits which “are a vindication of much that has been said by
animals advocates …”.
2. Steven Buckle, The Australian’s Review of Books, 2001. Reprinted in Bioethics Outlook,
Vol 12, No 3, September 2001
3. Quoted in Introduction to Bioethics: An Anthology, edited by Helga Kuhse and Peter
Singer, Blackwell Publishers, 1999
4. For example, in “Taking Life: the Embryo and the Fetus”, in Writings on an Ethical
Life, p 169. But in a more recent review of a book on bestiality, he acknowledges that
this idea has more ancient origins.
5. Genesis, 1.27
6. Ruth Cigman: “Death, Misfortune and Species Inequality”, Philosophy and Public
Affairs, Vol 10, No 1, 1981
7. Raimond Gaita puts it this way: “Only human beings (of the beings we know) have
an inner life. That is because only human beings can reflect on what happens to them
and take an attitude to what happens to them because of such reflection. An animal
can suffer but it cannot curse the day that it was born; an animal can be afraid but it
cannot be ashamed of its fear and despise itself; an animal can be happy but it cannot
be joyous; an animal cannot give of its substance to certain pursuits and be
admonished for doing so. One can go on almost indefinitely. The problems of life’s
meaning cannot arise for an animal … because an animal cannot live its life deeply or
shallowly, lucidly or opaquely, honestly or dishonestly, worthily or unworthily.” Good
and Evil: an Absolute Conception, Macmillan, London, 1991, p 120-1
8. Of course sexism and racism were and are morally objectionable. It is morally
objectionable to treat women and blacks as not fully human beings. But if a
particular manner of rejecting either racism had the effect of undermining our
concern for white human beings, then we would have reason for thinking that there
was something wrong with that way of rejecting racism.
9. In Writings on an Ethical Life, p 39-40
10. Aristotle’s examples are murder, adultery and stealing : Nicomachean Ethics, 1107a11
11. “Forms of the Unthinkable” in A Common Humanity, Text Publishing, Melbourne,
1999, p 183
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Elsa Atkin

A seminar on city life and planning brought together three
outspoken voices of Sydney on Monday 3 September 2001, at
The Sydney Institute. For Dr Elizabeth Farrelly, architect and
journalist, cities “need to be seen as dynamic ecosystems,
oscillating between order and chaos, … between equity and
intensity”. Movie maker George Miller has a vision for
Circular Quay that encapsulates the creative throb of the city
and nation. Elsa Atkin, Executive Director of the National
Trust of Australia, NSW, believes the past is as important to a
city as its future. The papers which follow offer a fascinating
dialogue from three of Sydney’s key commentators on city
living.
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A CITY THAT WORKS
George Miller

Some years back I took a stroll with Peter Ustinov through Circular
Quay. It was early evening. It was summer. Here I was looking out at
our preeminent urban landscape with a wise and kindly man who knew
the great world cities intimately. I couldn’t help myself.
“So what do you think of Sydney?”
His answer was a stunner. “Cities are like lovers,” he said, “there
needs to be a reason to come back a second time.”
He had alerted me, at once, as to why this city is often accused of
being soulless or skin deep. Why, despite its extravagant good looks, it
somehow falls short. Approach any city, in any epoch, and at first
glance you will know its people and their aspirations. If at first you saw
a walled city, a citadel, you knew it was about the protection of the
powerful. If you saw the spires of a cathedral, a temple, a mosque, you
knew their gods were the driving priority.
More recently we may come upon the neon palaces of Las Vegas,
the New York City skyline or its mega-city clones and know that, in the
Twentieth Century, their inhabitants were about audacious enterprise,
progress, fun and money.
So, what about Circular Quay, symbolically Australia’s Gateway?
For about 200 years – from the moment the Europeans first claimed
the real estate until the arrival of Jorn Utzon – Circular Quay was all
about transport. An arrival point for convicts and settlers. A Customs
House. A passenger terminal to accept the migrant ships and the
Queen Marys. A Harbour Bridge to connect two shores. Ferries.
Trains. Buses. A tram terminus, the Cahill Expressway, even a Maritime Services Building where you might go to have your boat licence
rubber stamped.
Circular Quay is still primarily a transport hub – robust, utilitarian and, of course, accessible. For a long time that’s how we thought of
ourselves. As resourceful, egalitarian and, essentially a colony … firstly
of Europe and more lately the USA.
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Then came the miracle of Bennelong Point. We decided to turn a
tram terminus into an Opera House. Political will was matched by
imagination. Old-world art forms, opera, music and theatre were to be
housed in a contemporary building of astonishing architectural
virtuosity. Mostly we got it right, like we’ve never done before or since
and we re-invented ourselves in the process.
The Sydney Opera House not only declares Australia to the
world, it declares the world to the entire universe – literally. Along with
the Taj Mahal, Utzon’s building is etched into a disc on the Voyager 1
spacecraft – the first ever human artefact to leave our solar system –
representing humankind to whatever extraterrestrial intelligence may
find it across the eons. “This.” it suggests “is what the human life-form
is capable of when inspired. These are creatures who wished to do
terrific things.”
On a cost benefit analysis, the Opera House is Australia’s
cheapest ever building. By far! Yet we’ve failed to take advantage.
A city is driven by the exuberance of its cultural life and for the
past decade there have been some heroic attempts to make Circular
Quay what it’s crying out to be – a dynamic cultural precinct. The
focus has been at West Circular Quay and the MCA, the visual arts in
lively support of the performing arts across the water. But ten years of
blood, sweat and enthusiasm could not keep the MCA afloat and now
with recurrent government funding, grudgingly given, no one is
pretending that it will be anything more than a modest, well mannered,
institution.
“Contemporary Art? No votes in it,” say the politicians.
“Inaccessible,” say the punters.
The MCA alone cannot give pulse to the life of West Circular
Quay. For some time now I have been an advocate for a national
cinemateque or Moving Image Centre (MIC) to sit alongside the
MCA. Every self-respecting contemporary art museum has in its
“jurisdiction” the Moving Image. And what could be more accessible
than movies, TV, animation, video and new media? Because that’s
what the Moving Image Centre would be all about – actors,
moviemakers, practitioners, sharing their experiences and wisdoms.
Everything and anything to do with the moving image.
For example, imagine Chuck Jones, belatedly recognised as an
animation genius, telling us about his work on the Bugs Bunny or Road
Runner cartoons. Imagine seminars on the evolving digital technologies
that drive the visual effects of the Hollywood mega movies. Imagine the
Sydney Film Festival down at the quay. Imagine how Circular Quay
would be enlivened by its presence for two weeks each year.
It is no coincidence that the world’s top three film festivals have
in common brilliant locations – Cannes in the heart of the Riviera,
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Sundance at a stunning Utah ski resort and Venice on the Lido, the
island on the edge of the Venetian lagoon.
Down at the Quay, the Sydney Film Festival would become one
of the world’s best.
All these events – the festival, the retrospectives, the exhibitions,
the seminars on animation and digital technologies – happen
piecemeal, all around the city, in any case – spreading thin the relatively
few dollars available to visual arts and moving image culture. Why not
bring them to the one charismatic location. Rationalise the arts dollar
and get more bang for our bucks. It’s common sense.
Sydney, however, rarely leads the way. Most of Australia’s
important cultural movements have risen out of Melbourne –
everything from the Heidelberg school to the renaissance of Australian
theatre and cinema in the sixties and seventies through to the comedy
movements in the 1980s and 1990s. It’s a city which seems to
understand the value of the meeting place, the gathering of like minds.
I think it is to do with topography. Melbourne is flat. Sydney is
hilly. With its harbour and coastline, Sydney is a city of vistas. Looking
out at the view, we tend not to address each other in the way
Melburnians do.
Whatever the case, that’s the real work of those of us concerned
with the cultural life of the city; to create the space where, having been
bought together by art, humans engage in energetic discourse. The
public gathering space where, to use Robert Hughes’ lovely phrase,
“solitudes may lie together”. Without it the MCA and the cinemateque
would be half as potent.
Glen Murcutt calls it “the Big Room” in the way of the Pacific
Islanders. Peter Weir refers to the “Creative Gynasium”. I think of it as
a “Watering Hole” as in wildebeest drinking with hyena. Make this
“Big Creative Watering Hole” a public institution, put it in the middle
of a transport hub, so we can find it and get to it easily and cheaply,
and they will come thirsty for ideas. The suits from the CBD. The
tourists from the five star hotels. The kids off the trains from south and
the west. Those from the north off the ferries. The pensioners, the
unemployed, the daytrippers, the backpackers. All of them gathering at
Sydney Cove to be nourished by the human interactions, the synergies,
the cross fertilisations and the ideas they will find there – all for the
price of a cheap cup of coffee.
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CITY OF
IMAGINATION
Elizabeth Farrelly
I am intrigued by the way the advertising industry, which has to be one
of the most conformist forces in the history of the species, has hooked
(40 years late) into the “do your own thing” thing. From the side of
every bus and phone booth we are exhorted express ourselves – to buy
the latest cell phone or condom or choc bar – in order to be different.
Just like everyone else.
This tension between the self and the group – between
individualism and conformity – is probably the defining tension of the
city. It is built by individuals, but inhabited, driven, by the crowd. And
it is this tension that makes city politics the tense, intensive, exhausting,
rewarding nightmare that it is.
Somehow, though, advertising notwithstanding, the city needs to
become not just a symbolic financial centre, but a focus and liberator of
the imagination, both individual and collective. A place that excites
creativity.
When I first came to Sydney, in the early 1980s, I fell in love –
with the place. It seemed to me then the most vibrant and seductive
town on the planet: wayward and eccentric; exuberantly unpretentious
and energetically unpredictable; teeming with curiosity, dissent, pzazz
and outright – outrageous – cheek. In other words, it was voraciously –
ferociously – imaginative.
Everywhere I went there seemed to be extraordinary people
curating strange exhibitions, making bizarre and exotic jewellery,
publishing subversive papers, directing grainy shoestring films or
glorious acerbic fringe theatre. Everyone I met seemed effortlessly,
joyously to combine tap-dancing with medicine, dentistry with book
design, or journalism with satirical street puppetry.
The common factor was the sense of energy, limitless creative
energy, which is what makes people link Sydney with New York. And
the city itself, from Balmain to the Cross, seemed physically to support
this creative ferment. The weather was perfect, yes, but it was more
than that.
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The streets hummed with energy and down every crooked
laneway, between, beside and behind the glossy high-rise, were derelict
warehouses or top-floors of old (now “heritage”) buildings, which
made perfect studio space, exhibition space or living space – indeed, all
of the above, simultaneously.
Where has all this energy gone? Well the answer has to be that, in
part, I’ve got older, had kids, changed perspective. But I think the town
has changed too, becoming quite distinctly more staid, more
conformist and more conscious of class & money. Of course Sydney
has always been this way, to some extent. The classless myth was never
an option for convict Sydney. And with the primitive nature of our
beginnings came the idea too that class, and political power, were
things that could be bought.
There’s that wonderful story about the posse of Sydney
landowners (call them the Wentworth-Macarthurs) greeting a newlyarriving governor off the boat and instructing him in who really ran the
place. Not the governor, anyway. More lately, though, as the market
economy has evolved from a dominant economic principle to a moral
one, conformism – intellectual, political, visual conformism – has
become the depressing norm. Certainly this is true in architecture,
where market forces dictate a beige-on-beige conformity even in places
like Balmain, always so vividly iconoclastic.
Cities are extraordinary constructs. Originally economic devices,
they have become, as often noted, humanity’s most remarkable works
of art, held together by a breathtaking level of cooperation and trust
(just the traffic light system alone) and yet still impelled by the
irrepressible desire for personal profit. Over the last few decades cities
have become fashionable as a topic for intellectual discourse. Dozens of
theories have been proposed, although most of them pretty threadbare.
From Corbusier and Mumford to Kevin Lynch and Richard Rogers,
every architect has a view – if not quite what you could call a theory –
of city design.
And yet the idea of design, like the idea of a work of art, implies a
degree of control that sits uneasily with the idea of city.
Indeed, in many global cities these days, control of this kind is no
longer possible, if it ever was. There is no one in Sydney who can say,
as Herr Oberbaufuehrer can say in Berlin, “No, there will be no
motorway here, after all. This land will be housing.” And thank god for
it, perhaps. Controlled cities too easily become dull, obvious and
predictable. Moreover, if control is possible, some person, some
common or garden clay-footed human, ends up exercising it. There’s
the rub.
I can remember, about ten years after my first infatuation with
Sydney, standing as a newly elected City Councillor in the office of the
then NSW Director for Planning, trying to persuade her of the
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importance of controlling development in the city. It was I believed
imperative to set rules – as few, as clear and as simple as possible – so
that everyone (public and developers alike) would know their rights in
advance, and set their expectations accordingly. This, I naively
thought, would end forever the culture of secret deals that seemed to
run the city – the exchange of private favours in the guise of public
policy.
The director, a formidable woman running Sydney’s only
matriarchy, looked at me thoughtfully. Pityingly, even. She took me to
the window of her Park Street office and pointed at the hugger mugger
agglomeration of towers. “I love this city,” she said. “It’s wild, it’s
untamed, and I love it. What’s to control?” Or words to that effect.
This, remember, was the State Director of Planning.
Regrettably I had no answer for her. I’m not sure that I have even
now. Except to point out that the temptation to abandon development
control altogether, leaving it to market forces, may produce an
appearance of pluralism but enforces in the end an underlying reality of
remarkable sameness: not just in city architecture, but in the uses
which are able to thrive.
For years – decades – now, futurologists have predicted the death
of the city, expecting it to fall victim to our new capacity to do it, as it
were, via modem from a corner of the bedroom. As Peter Conrad said
in his recent book, “modernity
is about the acceleration of time, and
1
is
also the dispersal of places.” One of the latest to take up this theme
2
Melbourne consultant Bernard Salt, whose book The Big Shift argues
that the Third Australian Culture, after the Bush and the Burbs, is now
upon us – the Beach. Now we can have our cake and surf it.
But if you look at what is actually happening in our cities –
Sydney for example – nothing could be further from the truth. On the
contrary. As Sydney thrusts itself into the global century, its buildings
become taller, its land more valuable, its workforce more educated,
more managerial and more highly-paid. The graphs are all going up,
recession or no recession, and show no sign of doing otherwise. In
some ways this is a good thing. You’d think, though, that as the market
became wealthier it’d become more discerning, more confident, more
demanding of interest, quirkiness, variety.
Not so. Where are the shops selling only antique maps (like the
one in London), or handmade paper masks (like the one in Barcelona),
or fragrant, crumbling sheep’s cheeses (like the one in Venice)?
The answer is that the skyscraper put paid to all that. Now,
there’s nothing wrong with high-rise per se. Personally, I like the shaded
streets, the canyon effect, the gloom. I find it exciting and mysterious.
To me, the biggest downside of skyscrapers is the devastating effect
they have on the undergrowth. It’s like a pine plantation, where the
combined effect of shade and ground toxin kills everything – except
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pine trees – producing those eerie, silent forests. Not a feathered or
furry thing in sight.
In cities, the effect of a skyscraper monoculture is similar –
producing skyrocketing land prices and destruction of fine grain at city
floor. Old buildings and lanes get whapped away by the demand for
giant footprint and, once the megaliths come, nothing can survive at
ground level except banks, 5-star restaurants and shops full of
overpriced alligator-skin.
Complexity is of the essence. Just as complexity-theory
researchers are now predicting that science will have to become more
poetic and “ecological” to accommodate the interactivity between
sciences and the systems they study; and neuro-geographers are coming
to terms with the brain as a dynamic ecosystem, much more elastic and
interactive in its geography than previously thought; so our
understanding of cities needs to expand and deepen, taking into
account the interactivity between demography, economics, culture,
transport, urban design and so on.
That’s why Bob Carr’s attempt to create a system of style police
to ban ugliness from city buildings is a simplistic and pointless exercise.
Like banning bad painting. Or bad writing. It’s well-intentioned, but
it’s futile, and even mildly dangerous. There are some fundamental
problems with the idea that you can improve the city by legislating
against built ugliness. Committees stacked with architects can never
resist the temptation to design the building themselves, but become
instead a sure path to camel-production). Even producing good
buildings won’t necessarily result in fine cities. There is a difference
between good arch and good urban design. Often there is a choice – do
you want a city of top-flight look-at-me Architecture, or of wellmannered, discreet backdrop-buildings? Very ordinary buildings can
make very special streets – and vice versa.
The anti-ugliness idea nurtures the misapprehension that good
cities are fundamentally about looks – which is no truer of cities than of
people. Good cities exude energy, generate creativity, and engage the
imagination.
For example. The simplistic arch approach will say – we’re
designing a tower to replace these old warehouses, which happen to be
inhabited by a colony of artists. But we’re good guys; we want an active
street frontage. So we’ll put the artist’s studios back at the base of the
new tower. Simple.
And they’ll be designed, and be built, and die because suddenly
the land value has quadrupled (or more) and no artist could even think
about the rent. Then the banks move back in, complete with a
substantial rent holiday to subsidise the expensive new fit-out. And so it
goes.
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If urban design is to succeed it must emerge from its cosy
aesthetic cocoon and come to grips with the essential – and potentially
creative – dynamic that plays between these forces.
So, why is there such discontent with the modern city? Why do
old buildings look so good, by comparison? Is architecture a lost art?
Again, the answer is cultural, not architectural. Buildings used to look
good because they played a primary public relations role. Before spec
development and PR consultants (if you can imagine such a time) city
buildings were built by and for the company they housed. This meant
that time, money, material and skill were lavished on city buildings – at
least on the visible parts. The marble might stop half way up the
second flight of stairs, but the public face gleamed.
This belief in public show, even at the cost of private squalor, as
inverted by modernism’s subsequent commitment to “private wealth
and public squalor,” was partly just a question of manners, a sort of
architectural “family hold back” principle. Stiff upper lip, even.
There’s a great moment as you walk up Pitt Street, Sydney, where
in one breath you see the old Fairfax Building (now the Radisson
Hotel) and, directly opposite, across the narrow street, Australia
Square’s (so-called) Plaza Building, with all the branching concrete
legs. The Fairfax Building, in its fat honey-coloured yellowblock, is all
opulence and generosity – rustications and pediments, architraves and
dentils, quoins and quirks and cornices. All wildly unnecessary.
Wasteful even. It’s quite an ordinary building, spatially, but it has a
very handsome face. And it makes a fine contribution to the street.
Australia Square, by comparison, is dour and reductivist, no-nonsense,
pared right down to the bone.
For architects this was an aesthetic thing – a kind of reformation
of neoclassical decadence. But developers quickly recognised a perfect
excuse for building cheap, and adopted modernism with an alacrity
bordering on glee.
These are structural changes. Cultural changes. They can’t be
fixed by a talk-fest on window colour, or by holding a design comp or
two. For urban disciplines to have an enriching, rather than deadening,
effect, they must start to see cities as dynamic, interactive ecosystems,
oscillating between order and chaos, between global pressures and local
flavour, between equity and intensity. This requires a combination of
wisdom and interest not commonly found in politicians, and not
generally rewarded by democracy.
Now, I’ve read enough philosophy to know the danger in tagging
a thinker by a single idea. But I’ve always liked John Rawls’ famous
“thought experiment” – the “veil of ignorance” precept – that in
politics (which for some reason he sees as being related to ethics)
individual decision-makers must learn to act AS THOUGH THEY
HAD NO PERSONAL INTEREST or investment in the outcome.
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In other words, people need mentally to divest themselves of their
own identity – gender, religion, background, politics – and make
decisions not knowing how their own interests will be affected. Such an
idea could have substantially changed the outcome, for example, at
ECQ.
In the ECQ story, as ever, each player had a particular agenda,
sometimes overt sometimes covert. The developers had paid way over
the odds for the site and needed to stem the bleeding. The planners,
instructed by a strongly pro-development administration, were insisting
on a minimum floorspace quotient. The City saw a possible means of
improving public space along the route to the opera house. The lawyers
kept threatening to revert to the pre-existing approval, even higher than
the existing buildings, if we didn’t play ball. And the public wanted
grass.
For a few hundred million they could have had grass, and the
whole problem would have gone away. But at the cost of a marginalseat hospital or a few dozen schools.
Or take traffic. We all grumble about congestion. Always have,
always will. Except during the Olympics. Then, the terror of total
traffic chaos generated draconian legislation, which banned on-street
parking and restricted servicing to off-peak hours.
And what happened? The traffic ran better than ever. It moved
like a dream.
Now, though, we’re back to standard congestion-grumbling. No
politician is going to ban parking permanently – or indeed, curb
speculative development – unless and until there are votes in such a
move. Serious votes. Numbers. This means cultural change: deep
understanding, intense involvement and a preparedness to override
self-interest – on the part of the voters, first. Politicians don’t lead, they
follow.
We get the cities we deserve.

Endnotes
1. Peter Conrad, Modern Times, Modern Places, Life and Art in the 20th Century (Thames
& Hudson 1998, p.9
2. Bernard Salt, The Big Shift, Welcome to the Third Australian Culture, Hardie Grant
2001
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DOES SYDNEY WORK
AS A CITY?
Elsa Atkin

French philosopher, Roland Barthes, says the city is “a place of our
meeting with the other” and commentators for centuries have been
captivated by the diversity that the city presents – the cosmopolitanism,
the openness, the differences.
Sydney, like other great cities of the world, is a cosmopolitan
place, a place of contrasts and diversity, a vortex of tensions between
what it is, has been and is trying to be. On the surface it is sunny,
bright. Underneath is a darker side of a city, born of the displacement
and dispossession of the indigenous inhabitants, of hardship, violence
and of the ruthless opportunism of the early days of the colony that
seem to have taken root in the DNA of the city’s blood.
In terms of its demographic, Sydney is one of the great
multicultural cities of the world. From its early days as a penal colony,
Sydney was a repository for undesirables, most of whom seized the
chances to make a fresh start. Free settlement made it a haven for the
adventurers and for those after a quick buck. Each successive wave of
new arrivals has brought its own pieces of the past – memories, cultures
and traditions. These influences today contribute to the development
of a cultural heritage that is rich in its diversity and gives Sydney its
uniqueness.
Sydney is the success story the world looks to, as an example of
bringing peoples together, in relative harmony. In this respect we can
proudly say Sydney does work!
While most of the world’s greatest cities have evolved over many
hundreds, even thousands of years, Sydney has grown in just over 200
years to become a city of four million. The speed of growth –
economic, physical and social – has brought pressures and benefits –
moulded the city and the way we are in ways which are unknown in
other great cities. Writer John Birmingham said recently:
Sydney stands, as it has from the first day of its whole white settlement
history, at a confluence of fantastic energies, with tidal flows of money and
people warping and contorting the structure of space within its boundaries.
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As globalisation accelerates the pace of change, and possibly
threatens our sense of individuality, this may be a time to take stock
and accept who we are, a time to decide intelligently on what is integral
to nurturing Sydney’s distinctiveness. Because it is only by being
honest about ourselves that we can maintain a city that works. We need
the richness and awareness of the layers of our past if our lives are to
have solidity and depth. If we fail to do this we will, inevitably,
succumb to the sterilisation of sameness – lose the plot and our soul.
What do we have – and what should we decide to keep, add to the
earlier layers, while leaving space for progress, for the dynamic pace of
change which is part and parcel of this city of ours, and all vibrant
cities?
For it is those layers which bring light and shade into the
composition. Which build a rich complexity of cultures, traditions, trial
and achievement. A social history of richness and poverty, of adversity
and triumph which, together, create a living city and gives it its sense of
place. It is through saving and protecting buildings and landscapes
representing these layers, good and bad, that gives Sydney its character.
Robert Hughes said, in a recent National Trust Lecture that we as a
people have suffered for a long time from “historical amnesia” – and
that
… learning to value what is local is one of the means whereby a culture
finds its maturity, its balance, its sense of self. It’s how we find a
relationship with our own history, and if we don’t do that, we end up not
being able to say who we are. An urban culture that predicates itself chiefly
on an obsession with development is not worth having. A city needs deep
memory, without which it becomes merely a stage set. You cannot throw
out the past like a kleenex … intelligent preservation is democracy at work.
It affirms that we have a shared history, out of which come shared forms of
consciousness.

People of Sydney have shown that they do want to keep in touch
with their past and value their heritage. They have fought to defend
their suburbs from over-development and from intrusive freeways.
A city that works must have effective instruments for articulating
community opinion on urban planning issues. The National Trust
provides one such voice. It came into being in 1945, founded by Annie
Wyatt, a Sydney housewife angered by the destruction of bushland in
her neighbourhood. Annie Wyatt realised that government, with its lack
of continuity, and dependence on short term popularity could not be
relied upon to make the difficult decisions which would halt
development in its tracks. (Walsh Bay when government introduced
legislation to kill off the Trust’s efforts in questioning the legality of the
development).
Right from the start the Trust was interested in conserving both
the built and natural environment. After saving Balls Head reserve from
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development, a major campaign in the 1950s was to save Macquarie
Street from redevelopment. The government of the day planned to
modernise this precinct, and to demolish amongst others the Barracks
and the Mint Buildings. Politicians and various commentators vilified
the Trust in the media but, eventually, these buildings were saved.
The Barracks and the Mint buildings, rare surviving buildings of
Governor Macquarie’s Sydney, are tangible links to our early colonial
days. And I am sure that you would agree that we are all glad they
escaped the wreckers ball. Not so on the other side of Macquarie
Street, where you can see what has replaced its beautiful array of
terrace townhouses and how little of the original fabric remains. The
battle to save Macquarie Street was only a precursor for the intense
fights to come.
Sydney moves on tides of change. Gold rushes, wars, waves of
migration, plague – each phase has inspired new waves of development.
Falling into decline as tastes and times change – then, to be revived – if
there was anything left.
Paddington came close to extinction by the 1960s. But today it is
admired and acknowledged as the largest intact Victorian suburb in the
southern hemisphere. With, as gateway, the proud trilogy of Town
Hall, Post Office and the earlier grand mansion built by Daniel Cooper
on the proceeds of his gin distillery in Cascade Street, and,
ignominiously named Juniper Hall.
Acquisitive landlords, two world wars, ensuing economic
declines, and the trend towards the quarter acre block which came to
epitomise the “Australian Dream” had seen a move away from inner
city suburbs. By the 1950s and 1960s Paddington fell into disrepair,
saved only because its then impoverished residents, including Italian
and Greek immigrants, did not have the cash to ruin it.
The growth of the “people power” gained strength during the
development rampages of the 1970s with the partnership between the
Builders Labourers Federation, headed by Jack Mundey, and the
National Trust leading to the Green Bans of the 1970s which have
passed from history into legend. This partnership rallied and focused
community action to save and protect inner city suburbs which had
fallen into decline.
The intrigue, violence and death which surrounded the move to
demolish Victoria Street perhaps highlighted this as the most successful
Green Ban of all. Certainly, walking along Victoria Street past some of
the most gracious and expansive terraces ever built, with their delicate
iron lace and leafy gardens, the sense of what would have been lost, had
they been demolished, is palpable. In the Rocks precinct the remnants
of sites like the Argyle Cut allow us to trace the marks of the convicts
tools in the sandstone. The fights for Victoria Street and The Rocks
stand as testament to the fact that a city that works must have smart,
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passionate community minded activists willing to get involved in urban
planning issues.
While saving heritage is only the first step, its management to
make it economically sustainable is just as important. It raises
difficulties and options in which all the players – community, government, developers, even conservationists – can differ widely, and often
acrimoniously, in their preferred approach.
Perhaps one of the most difficult questions today is that of
adaptive re-use of significant buildings – so that their economic
sustainability can be assured without loss of what it is about them that
makes them significant. There are few hard and fast rules – and even
those which exist are the subject of much debate.
We have travelled a long way since the 1970s facadism –
supposedly a means of protecting the character of streetscapes by
retaining facades, while gutting and redeveloping everything behind.
Walking through the central business district, one could see ornate
walls, propped elaborately and precariously on the edge of a deep abyss
pending, perhaps, multi-story car-parking facilities and new structures
and uses. A series of follies, without depth or dimension.
And there is the sad evidence of heritage saved – only to be
trivialised. Its shell intact – stabilised, conserved, adapted, freshly
painted. But its soul is lost. To many of us who fought hard to protect
the Woolloomooloo Finger Wharf, the alienation of much of the
structure from public use by a 99 year lease to private enterprise is a
sad travesty. There are few reminders of the character of the building as
it once was. It is likely that the Walsh Bay wharves will suffer a similar
fate.
Architect Derek Latham, noted British authority on creative
reuse, points to the economic and the psychological benefits of
retaining what is known, understood and loved, as a magnet for
stability in a world of rapid change. But for it to work, it must be
carried out with sensitivity and flair and he warned against pseudo
heritage saying:
The economic benefit gained from retaining heritage and improving the
visual quality of its surroundings for tourism and leisure is self evident.
However, if this is allowed to justify the theatrical creation of ‘pastiche’
townscapes in a competition to attract tourism then the heritage is
devalued.

Sadly, there is much evidence of pastiche in Sydney today.
Perhaps the most incongruous of all, is the rush to recreate Federationstyle townhouses – frequently on sites where the genuine article once
stood, before falling prey to the bulldozers. (Good examples of this
abound in Neutral Bay, Mosman, Canterbury)
Cities change, they must if they are not to die, and they don’t
remain dynamic without losses to their historic fabric. Noone
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complains about sacrificing the tramsheds to have the Opera House or
part of Miller’s Point to make way for the Harbour Bridge. The
question is one of negotiation. In relation to the new a city that works
must have an architecture which is contemporary, beautiful, practical
and accessible. Only when a new development is of real quality should
the old be sacrificed to make way for it.
We also need our icons. As a capital city with a global reputation
to build and maintain, we need structures we can be proud of. The
grand, the artistic, the unique. Many of the early buildings of the
colony were about projecting a sense of confidence. The Rum Hospital
built by Governor Macquarie on Macquarie Street was around three
times bigger than it needed to be and designed to be long and narrow
in order to present a large façade to Macquarie Street and the
Governor’s Domain.
Sydney has shown the world that we are as good, if not better
than most, at creating symbols. People instantly recognise the Harbour
Bridge – the Opera House. To Sydneysiders overseas, these icons are
part of what we remember as home. But there is much more for our
city to work.
David Malouf in last year’s Heritage Lecture spoke poetically of
what it is that makes a place, or building, special – the experiences and
the associations – some individual, some shared – which over the years
build layers of understanding – of who we are as individuals and what
makes HOME.
This does not – cannot – mean that everything should be retained
as it first was, without change, but we must be particularly mindful of
meaning, before trampling on our past. Physical beauty and economic
value are only part of the equation. What is of value is not restricted to
the grand, the iconic. And the recent success of the National Trust’s
fight to save the former Maritime Services Board Building from
demolition is a case in point.
In the interests of increasing the viability of the Museum of
Contemporary Art while “revitalising” – a word which we in Sydney
view with much suspicion – the precinct of West Circular Quay, the
Lord Mayor launched an architecture competition to adapt the
building. The brief for the competition was subsequently altered to
provide for solutions which ignored existing heritage constraints and it
allowed for demolition.
Too much was taken for granted. It was stated that the MSB
building has no merit architecturally, and therefore no heritage
significance. What was ignored was the fact that, people related to it,
and that, if not actually loved by all Sydneysiders, this somewhat
severe, sandstone clad building is a known and remembered part of the
city’s maritime industry, its history and our lives.
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The National Trust campaigned to save – not just the building,
but the integrity of the site as the landing place of the First Fleet,
gateway to the Rocks, site of significant archaeology, and a park which
is much used and appreciated by the public. And we are not opposed to
an appropriate adaptive reuse but are opposed to a use which is beyond
the carrying capacity of the building and site.
Our win in this fight was a heartwarming example of people
power. It was proof that the voice of the community can make a
difference, and perhaps the most tangible evidence that we have come
of age in recognising the significance of the value of the not-so-lovely,
as part of who we are.
We have learnt much in the last few decades, since the days of the
Green Bans, the enactment of the Heritage Act and the development of
registers, lists and controls to protect what we have been able to define,
until now, as significant. (But local heritage is threatened by State
Environmental Planning Policy (SEPP) 5 allowing redevelopment of
residential blocks to provide medium density accommodation for
people over 55 years – it is being abused and the developments are
impacting on curtilages of significant properties and changing whole
streetscapes).
As I said earlier, Sydney is coming of age. We are starting to
accept the good with the bad – about who and what we are. And that, it
is the layers of change which are important – far more important to our
sense of self, than the new and the beautiful alone, or purely
antiquarian. But vigilance by us as a community remains of the
essence. We also have the great challenge of discovering Sydney’s
indigenous history.
The Eora people, the original inhabitants of Sydney, may no
longer be visible, but they are still present. In the book, Debating the
City, Indigenous artist Brenda Croft said:
Stand anywhere in the Sydney region and you are standing on the land of
the Eora………Their experiences, suffering and dispossession frames our
contemporary history. We owe it to them to ensure that their presence is
more than that of yellowing files in the library, out of sight, out of mind.

We must learn to read the landscape through Indigenous eyes in order
to celebrate the first Sydneysiders and begin to share their wisdom. Our
previous Governor, Gordon Samuels in a talk at Old Government
House said, “What we choose to keep or to destroy will tell us much
more about ourselves than about the things whose survival we are
determining”.
We walk through our city and our suburbs, and take pleasure in
the soft light of sunset on golden sandstone; in the majesty of the
Bridge and, just as much, in the fading paint of a timber verandah, the
worn stone steps and cobblestones of the Rocks – and the lives and
memories conjured by their age. Heritage buildings and landscapes
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have the power to put us in contact with the past. They are tangible
references offering us a chance to absorb the spirit of other people and
other times. When we value a building and feel it is worth preserving,
then as David Marr expresses so eloquently:
It is not because we are comfortable with it or we are nostalgic. … or that
we want to be able to see the narrative of our little civilisation. It is because
we crave and we need contact with other imaginations. Exciting societies,
great artists, civilised people feed on the imaginations of other cultures and
other times.

And a city without such references is a barren city indeed.
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Alistair Darling

In Britain, policies surrounding work, welfare and pensions
are being reformulated, including welfare to work and
retirement incomes in an aging society. The Rt Hon Alistair
Darling is the UK Secretary of State for Work and Pensions.
While on a visit to Australia in September, Alistair Darling
addressed The Sydney Institute on Britain’s work and
employment policies on Thursday 6 September 2001.
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WORK AND
EMPLOYMENT POLICY IN THE UK
Alistair Darling

Today, I would like to talk to you about the reforms we’re making
which are designed to get more people into work. Like other developed
countries we face similar problems and we can learn from each other’s
experiences. The solutions will be different but the objective is the
same. Tackling poverty of income and in many cases, poverty of
expectation and ambition, increasing employment, extending
opportunity and providing greater security through work.
Our approach is very straightforward. We believe that people who
can work should do so. Whilst at the same time providing greater
security for those who can’t.
First some context. Like Australia, the UK has enjoyed a period of
strong and sustained economic growth. We now have the lowest
unemployment rate in the UK for around a quarter of a century. (ILO
unemployment at 5 per cent). And employment at record levels. The
result is we are spending £4bn less (nearly A$10bn) on social security
this year and in the next as a result of getting more people back to work.
But we are only able to do that through a fundamental change in
the role of the welfare state. From a system that was designed to give
people a basic safety net but little else, to one that helps people to
become self-sufficient, and provides them with opportunity to get on.
If we are to maintain high levels of employment in a dynamic economy
we need to ensure that every lever is pulled to get people into work.
But first, let me start by saying a few words about why that new
approach was needed.

The inheritance
As you will probably know, for many years, Britain experienced periods
of growth, followed by recession and mass unemployment: a cycle of
economic boom and bust. There were other problems too. We failed to
get the basic educational system right. Too many people were leaving
school without the most basic standards necessary to enter the world of
work. In the mid 1980s – and again in the early 1990s we faced huge
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structural problems in the economy – the numbers who were
unemployed and receiving social security benefits peaked at around 3
million. And for those individuals who were out of the labour market
for any length of time, the prospects were bleak.
As in other similar countries, the chances of being out of work
were much greater for the young, for people with disabilities, for some
ethnic minorities or for those who found themselves made redundant in
their late 40s and 50s. In turn, this was a major cause of the dramatic
growth in child poverty in Britain – which had trebled between 1979
and 1997. At the same time, these trends were reinforced by a system
that – for many people – offered little help to move into work. Indeed,
it was never designed to do so and the stresses on the system couldn’t
have been foreseen when it was designed in the post war years. Too
often, the system was just a passive benefit payment machine. Paying
out a fortnightly cheque, but with little attempt to address the
underlying causes of joblessness and poverty.
As well as being too passive, the system could penalise those who
tried to get on. If you worked, you could be worse off than if you stayed
on benefits (especially for families with children). And if you wanted to
re-train, the help was often not available. So people saw our social
security system failing to help, yet costing more and more to support.
When the modern British welfare state was set up in the 1940s, it was
genuinely popular. But by the 1990s, it was seen as part of the
problem, not the solution.

Reforms under Labour
The starting point for our welfare reforms was that for most people,
work is the best way of providing opportunity as well as a route out of
poverty.
The first and most important foundation for our reforms has been
to build economic stability by putting in place a new framework for
both monetary and fiscal policy, through independence for the Bank of
England and firm action to put the public finances back on a sound
footing. In 1992, 42p in every extra pound of government spending
went on social security and debt interest payments. Today that figure is
16p. As a result, Britain now has steady growth, with low interest rates,
low inflation and more jobs in every part of the country.
Now, a strong economy is essential if we are going to maintain
high levels of employment. But on its own, it is not enough to ensure
jobs for those who have missed out in the past. Change was also
needed to the tax and benefit system to make work pay and new
approaches were needed to make work possible. So the second crucial
strand of our reforms has been to ensure that work pays. Most people
want to work – but they want to be rewarded for their efforts.
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We now have the national minimum wage, which has helped to
raise the wages of over a million low paid workers, most of them
women. And we’ve introduced a new tax credit-paid through the wage
packet (called the Working Families Tax Credit) – to prop up the
incomes of families with children. The amount of credit depends on the
number of children in the family, and there is additional help with
childcare costs. That extra help – an average of £35 a week (or 95
Australian dollars) – is making a real difference to more than a million
families. Making sure that people see the benefits of being in a job.
At the same time, we’ve delivered a number of targeted tax cuts
to promote work, to encourage small businesses and to help families
with the costs of bringing up children. (e.g. 10p tax band, lower
corporation rate, Children’s Tax Credit) A family with a single earner
and one child would not start paying tax until their weekly income
reaches £265 (or around $A720).
Even within a stable and growing economy, and with the right
incentives in place, some people will find it hard to move into work. So
the third element is to deliver better support to help people move into
employment. That is why we have invested heavily in our New Deal
program – one of the flagship policies for the first term of the Labour
Government. The New Deal draws on experience in the US and other
countries including Australia, where more active labour market policies
have had real successes in getting people back into work and boosting
the overall employment rate.
We started in 1997 with the New Deal for Young People – with a
pledge to help 250,000 young people off welfare and into jobs. That
pledge was achieved within 4 years – over 300,000 young people now
off benefit and into work. The New Deal offers young people more
flexible help, the support of a personal adviser, and high quality skills
training. And most importantly: access to jobs, with incentives for
employers. As well as aiming to get young people back into work as
quickly as possible, it is important to emphasise that we are also
investing in their long term employability – increasing skills and
training.
And there is another important change – a change in philosophy.
Five years ago, when we said that the New Deal for Young People
would be compulsory, that you couldn’t stay at home and just draw
benefit – it was controversial. Now it is accepted as the right approach.
People are willing to accept more responsibility. In return for better
advice, more training and support. And with the understanding that for
those who are unable to work there will be greater security and help.
Rights are matched by a responsibility to help yourself.
Independent research has shown the significant effect the New
Deal has had on the labour market and the economy. That research
estimates that long-term youth unemployment would be nearly twice as
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high as today without the New Deal. It also points to the success of the
personal adviser – as a key feature responsible for the greater
effectiveness of this program.
It means people are treated as individuals, who will need a range
of different help if they are to overcome their barriers to work. In
Australia too, the government is also putting a strong emphasis on
investing in more personalised assessment and support. And it is not
just young people – the New Deal has been extended to other groups,
including lone parents, people over 50 and those with disabilities.
In the past, it was only people claiming unemployment benefits
who were eligible for assistance to find work or training. We are not
starting to extend that help to everyone of working age without a job.
Lone parents for example – many of whom want to work – if they can
find the right childcare. If they are sure they will be financially better
off. If they can get help to learn new computer skills and so on.
The proportion of lone parents in work has risen to more than half
in work for the first time. But we still have to go some way, to reach the
rate of 70 per cent found in the US or other European countries.
Over the past few years our policies have helped to put the UK in
a strong labour market position. Internationally, while Europe is aiming
for an employment rate of 70 per cent by 2010, we already have almost
75 per cent of the working age population in jobs. But the nature of
work is changing and will continue to change. So we need to do more.
We now have an opportunity to build on what we’ve achieved over the
last few years. To extend more help to people who have missed out in
the past. And to equip people with the capacity to adapt to change in
the labour market.
First, more needs to be done to help those who are economically
inactive.

Jobcentre Plus
Whilst the numbers of people who are unemployed has fallen
substantially – now below a million for the first time since the mid
1970s – there are still substantial numbers of people who could benefit
from more help to get into work. Now for some, work is not a viable
option: and for them we want to deliver greater support and security.
But many can and do want to work, given the right sort of support.
So we’ve adopted a new approach to all people of working age.
From October, we are setting up a new single gateway to the benefit
system called Jobcentre Plus for everybody of working age. It will end
the arbitrary distinction in the present system between those who sign
on for work and those who sign on for benefits and who aren’t required
to seek work.
So Jobcentre plus will take over the delivery of social security
benefits – formerly provided by our Benefits Agency – along with the
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services previously run by a different Agency, the Employment Service,
for those looking for work. Bringing a new focus: work first wherever
possible. From now on, everybody of working age will receive a single,
integrated service – with a very clear focus on work. No longer will
people be left for years on end, without any offer of help.
We’re making better use of technology. When I became Secretary
of State in 1998, I was struck by the fact that 100 years after its
invention we didn’t make much use of the telephone. So we need to
make better use of technology that our children take for granted. To
give you one example, we aim to offer 24 hour access to internet-based
job vacancies across the country. I’ve been impressed by the service that
Centrelink is now providing and we can draw on your experience here.
That brings me to the question of who should provide
employment services. To me the answer is straightforward. We go with
what works. We have a range of partners – to deliver more innovative
and flexible options. For example, Employment Zones, where we pay
providers for the number of people they get into work. What matters is
getting people into good jobs – it’s on that we judge performance.
As we introduce the new Jobcentre Plus network, we will also
bring in a new regime of more opportunities in return for greater
responsibilities. There are parallels here with the proposals in
“Australians Working Together” to develop a fair and consistent set of
mutual obligations. But we now need to consider how we provide the
proper level of help and reward to extend work to people who have
been excluded in the past. People with disabilities for example – are
nearly seven times more likely to be out of work and reliant on benefits
than others. Some people will not be able to work and they need
greater help. But others can. People living in parts of the country where
we still have pockets of high unemployment. We need to do more to
match specific jobs with individuals.

The Over 50s
Here I declare an interest. I’ll be 50 in 2 years and 2 months time. We
need to see a change in attitude towards older workers on the part of
employers as well as help in remaining in the labour market.
Today, one in three people in Britain aged between 50 and
pension age are not working. And almost half of these people are
dependent on benefits for most of their income. That’s something we
need to put right. Many people want to carry on working long past 50,
and indeed past 60 or 65. Not necessarily in the same job, but perhaps
a new career, part time of voluntary work. We are determined to give
people those choices: doors should be opening, not closing.
That means tackling discrimination. Crucially, providing access
to lifelong learning and making sure that everybody who wants a job
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can get the help and re-training they need. Raising standards in
education is an essential part of our reforms.
I’ve set out our objectives and the strategy we’ve put in place. But
to me its unfinished business. There are many people in work – but
there are still too many people who could work, with the right support.
The challenge we all face is how to make full employment a reality for
everyone so that no one is written off.
When we talk about opportunity for all – we should mean it.
Which is why I believe that a work first approach must be the right
approach. No one should be left out.
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Mark Aarons

For more than 50 years Australia has been one of the many
safe havens for war criminals around the world. Ex Nazis,
Afghan and Chilean police, Khmer Rouge members and Serbs
and Croats who committed genocide in the 1990s Balkan war
have all found safe passage to Australia. In War Criminals
Welcome, Mark Aarons puts the case for official action. In
1986, Mark Aarons’ radio documentary series Nazis in
Australia, prompted the Hawke Government’s inquiry into
war criminals and the formation of the Special Investigations
Unit. Mark Aarons addressed The Sydney Institute on
Tuesday 18 September 2001.
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WAR CRIMINALS –
WHERE IS THE JUSTICE?
Mark Aarons

Almost a quarter of a century ago, in April 1977, I began what I
thought would be a short investigation into allegations that hundreds of
mass killers who had served under the Nazis had settled in Australia.
While reporting on the trial of Soviet spy, Christopher Boyce, I was
introduced to one of Australia’s most senior law enforcement officials
based in Canberra. In answer to my queries, he assured me in a matterof-fact way that there were, indeed, a large number of known Nazi war
criminals here, and that successive governments from the 1940s
onwards had known almost everything there was to know about them.
Indeed, he said, senior politicians within the federal government and
senior bureaucrats had actually protected them from investigations by
the Commonwealth Police, the forerunner of today’s Australian
Federal Police.
His account of the story was so shocking – and so unbelievable –
that it has been a major part of my life ever since. After two-and-a-half
decades of research on almost every continent of the globe I still have
not found totally satisfactory answers to many of the questions I asked
myself in 1977:
•
How could the Australian government – one of the smaller yet
most committed partners in the anti-Hitler coalition of World
War II – allow this country to become a sanctuary for those who
had committed some of the worst acts of genocide and crimes
against humanity in history?
•
How were such evil people knowingly allowed to settle next door
to the Australian war widows whose husbands had given their
lives to oppose the Nazis’ tyranny?
•
What possible benefits did our governments believe the country
would receive by turning a blind eye to mass murderers?
In the quarter of a century since I first asked myself those questions,
I have spent many months in official archives throughout the world.
I have examined the files of indictment against Nazi collaborators who
made Australia home in the United States, Great Britain and Australia,
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as well as in former communist countries like Yugoslavia, Hungary,
Ukraine and Latvia. As a result of interviewing dozens of former
Western officials who participated in various programs to utilise exNazis I was able to use various Freedom of Information Acts and
“Thirty Year” release rules to have numerous intelligence and
diplomatic dossiers declassified and released into the public domain.
The answers to my questions are, I am afraid, all too predictable.
In the era of the early Cold War battle against communism Western
politicians, diplomats, intelligence officers and their advisors believed
that many mass killers from the Central and Eastern European nations
recently occupied by Stalin were useful allies. As a result, some were
recruited as agents by MI5, MI6, the FBI, the CIA and even by our
own domestic counter-intelligence agency, ASIO. Others became foot
soldiers in the political battle against domestic communism and joined
the Republican Party in the United States and the Liberal Party in
Australia. Sadly, the politicians who used these killers and torturers for
their own political advantage in the 1950s and 1960s were often fully
appraised of their unsavoury backgrounds by the intelligence services
that had many of them on their payrolls.
We perhaps should not be surprised by these facts. After all, in
that period fighting communism – and rounding up the ethnic vote to
gain electoral advantage – merely illustrated a well established fact:
pragmatism combined with amorality all too often infect even the
noblest of crusades and can too easily reduce the effectiveness of the
cause itself. Of course, this phenomenon has been with us since the
very beginning of modern democratic politics. It still does not provide a
satisfactory answer to the fundamental questions of morality and justice
that arise when we consider the enormity of the crimes committed by
some of the men the West used in its fight against communism. The
questions still nag:
•
How could our political and bureaucratic masters look at
themselves in the mirror in the morning knowing that men who
had rounded up, tortured and murdered hundreds of thousands
of innocent civilians merely because of their race, religion or
political belief were breathing the same air as other decent,
ordinary Australians?
•
Why were so many years allowed to elapse before action was
belatedly taken by the Hawke government in 1987 – 40 years after
the first Nazi mass killers had stepped off the ships bringing
almost 200,000 refugees from Nazism and communism as part of
our great humanitarian immigration program of the 1940s and
1950s?
That they apparently gave little thought to such questions is now a
matter of mere historical interest. The political leaders, the spy masters
and the diplomats who oversaw these programs are now either dead or
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so old that they cannot answer these questions. So, too, are most of the
Nazi mass killers who settled here, as well as the victims and eye
witnesses who survived their campaigns of terror – often to also settle in
Australia nearby to their former tormentors. Although the occasional
Nazi collaborator in Australia, the United States and Canada is still
facing extradition or deportation proceedings (mainly under various
immigration statutes), the time for bringing Nazis to justice is just
about over. Most are now between 80 and 90 years old. Actuarial
mortality rates indicate that the last Nazi will soon die peacefully in his
bed – perhaps, unfortunately, somewhere in Australia.
Yet at the time I began my investigations in 1977, the average age
of the suspects was between 55 and 70 years. Most of the witnesses
who could have testified to their crimes were in the same age bracket. If
only official investigations had been launched then, perhaps dozens
may have been successfully prosecuted. As my original informant had
told me, official knowledge of the people on my then growing list of
suspects was extensive, a fact confirmed by my archival research. Yet it
took a further ten years before action was taken. By then the suspects
were mainly well into their seventies, and many others had died or were
so ill that the highly professional and dedicated officers of the Hawke
Government’s Special Investigations Unit had to abandon their
inquiries because they knew that such belated prosecutions were futile.
In the end, the investigators went down as failures. No successful
prosecutions were launched (although three charges were laid, and a
fourth should have been). Millions of dollars had been spent on what
some in the media claimed was the “hounding of elderly pensioners”,
and a covert and often nasty public relations operation was launched
against the investigators by senior politicians and bureaucrats in the
Keating Government. When public opinion had been softened up
sufficiently, the Special Investigations Unit was closed down and
Australian involvement in the international effort to bring justice to
mass killers and torturers ceased, just as our closest Western allies were
stepping up their own commitment.
The decision to wind up Australia’s war crimes investigations was
taken against the explicit advice of the experts. In the aftermath of the
Gulf War in 1991, the first head of the unit, the late Robert
Greenwood QC, warned the government that war criminals from
Middle Eastern conflicts were about to descend on Australia.
Greenwood strongly recommended that his unit should be re-tooled to
deal with modern conflicts, but was ignored and treated with such
contempt that he resigned in April 1991. A few months later, the
Yugoslav civil war broke out, and Greenwood’s successor, Graham
Blewitt, renewed the warning: mass killers from the Balkans conflict
would soon make Australia home. Even worse, some Australian Croats
and Serbs were travelling to their former homeland and committing
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some of the worst atrocities of the war and then returning to Australia
to live as normal citizens.
Graham Blewitt’s plea to the government that the Special
Investigations Unit’s expertise should be retained to deal with this
mounting problem was brushed aside. The already scaled-down unit
was closed in 1993 and its remaining members were scattered back to
their original jobs in State and Federal police forces. Some, though,
were not prepared to abandon the search for justice. Blewitt applied for
and obtained the job of Deputy Prosecutor of the International
Tribunal investigating war crimes in the Former Yugoslavia, based in
The Hague. Together with other veterans of the Special Investigations
Unit like John Ralston, Bob Reid and Grant Neimann, since 1994
Blewitt has kept Australia’s flag flying in the search for justice for those
who have committed genocide and crimes against humanity.
Indeed, Blewitt has served under all three Chief Prosecutors,
while Ralston became the Head Of Investigations and two
distinguished Australians (Sir Ninian Stephen and David Hunt) have
had extended periods as highly regarded judges on the Tribunal. The
arrest, charging and successful prosecution of a number of the worst
Serbian, Croatian and Bosnian war criminals has confirmed the
professionalism of Blewitt and the other Australians. The long-hopedfor arrival of Slobodan Milosevic in The Hague to stand trial for his key
role in instigating, devising and ordering the Serbian crimes in Croatia,
Bosnia and Kosovo is a testament to Blewitt’s persistence in an effort
that many said could never succeed. If, as seems likely, Milosevic is
joined in The Hague by Radovan Karadzić and Ratko Mladić, then
those who said the Serb leadership could not be brought to justice will
have been proven wrong.
This is to Blewitt’s credit, but it still leaves unresolved the
problem he and Greenwood identified a decade ago. Australia, it
seems, has once again gone to sleep. Our political and bureaucratic
leaders seem only too willing to turn a blind eye to the mass murderers
and torturers who have found sanctuary from justice in Australia over
the past 20 years. There are, for example, plenty of Milosevic’s
lieutenants (and those from the Croatian side, too) living freely in
Australia today. They are, however, only the tip of a very significant
iceberg.
★★★★★

In 1977, just as I began my long journey to investigate Nazi mass killers
in Australia, the communist Khmer Rouge was reaching the pinnacle of
its genocidal campaign against its own people in Cambodia. During its
four-year reign, the Khmer Rouge killed two million innocent people,
and permanently scarred millions more both physically and emotionally. Then, as now, there was a heated (and oftentimes unenlightened)
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debate going on in Australia about “illegal boat people” fleeing from
repression and looking for a new, more prosperous and secure life here.
In 1977, it was the Indo-Chinese (Vietnamese and Cambodian) who
were the butt of the anti-immigrant rhetoric pouring out of the talkback radio stations. The hysteria in some quarters matched today’s
anti-Muslim tirades as the mainly Muslim victims of the Taliban seek
refuge here.
I will never forget the words of Frank Knopfelmacher in an
interview I recorded with him about the plight of the Indo-Chinese
boat people in 1978. In his chilling, Central European accent he
declaimed: “For 50 years we have been urging the communists to let
their refugees go free and come to new homes in the West. Now that
we have a communist country, which not only allows them out, but
actually encourages them, what do we do? We let them drown in the
sea.” Now, I disagreed with Frank Knopfelmacher on several major
issues, including the belated effort to prosecute Nazi mass killers who
made Australia home. Thankfully, however, people like Frank raised
their voices loud and long enough to ensure that the Vietnamese and
Cambodian boat people were not incarcerated in “detention” camps
but were made citizens. They have since proved themselves worthy of
Frank’s trust, as the vast majority of them have gone on to make some
of the country’s best citizens. It is much to the credit of Malcolm
Fraser and his government that this was the outcome of that wave of
boat people, despite the strong objections of senior bureaucrats in the
Immigration Department.
One of those who made her home here as a refugee from the
Khmer Rouge’s depredations was Phiny Ung. A resident of Phnom
Penh in April 1975 when the communists took power, Phiny’s family
was among the millions made to walk for days into the countryside
until they were forcibly “resettled” in the hamlet of Me Sor Preacham.
Here they were soon introduced to the Khmer Rouge officer in charge,
Lim Eang Eak. The following years were physical and mental torture
for Phiny and her family, which lost a number of members to the
communists’ death machine. While Lim Eang Eak was in charge
Phiny’s father and brother were taken to the local torture centre for
“interrogation”, never to return. They became two of Pol Pot’s many
victims. Eventually, the Vietnamese invaded Cambodia and overthrew
the Khmer Rouge in 1979, and Phiny and her husband fled and finally
found a new home in Australia.
The first few years here were “heaven”, as Phiny has said, and she
played a leading role in helping the fledgling Cambodian community to
settle into its new world. A few years later, however, things changed
forever for Phiny. She came face to face with Lim Eang Eak, the man
she holds responsible for her father’s and brother’s deaths. He was
living almost around the corner in the very city Phiny had chosen as her

108

WAR CRIMINALS – WHERE IS THE JUSTICE?

new home. In 1993, SBS TV exposed Eak’s presence in Australia, and
interviewed him for a major documentary program. Eak did not even
bother to deny the charge that he had been a senior Khmer Rouge
official. He could not have done so, in any case, as Phiny was not the
only survivor to identify him as the officer in charge of Me Sor
Preacham when many innocent people were killed by the Khmer
Rouge.
Today, Eak is a wealthy businessman, driving an expensive car
and thumbing his nose at Phiny and the other survivors of Me Sor
Preacham. Although more than eight years have passed since he was
exposed, the Australian government has done nothing to investigate
Phiny’s charges. Indeed, in all those years the only people who have
approached her have been journalists, many of whom have published
the story. Not one police, intelligence or immigration official has even
bothered to ask Phiny about her accusations, let alone taken official
action to investigate Eak. Phiny and the other survivors have drawn the
same conclusion as the Jewish survivors of the Holocaust 40 years
before them: Australia is a safe haven for murderers and torturers, who
can live here with apparent and complete immunity from investigation,
let alone prosecution.
Unfortunately, for both the victims and Australia’s reputation as a
nation committed to the rule of law, the evidence suggests that perhaps
several dozen Khmer Rouge have settled here. Even more tragically,
there is a compelling case that large numbers of people who have
ordered or carried out genocide, crimes against humanity and war
crimes from many other conflicts have also found refuge in Australia,
including:
•
Senior Afghani military, intelligence and political leaders who
served in the Soviet quisling regime when 1.5 million people were
killed between 1979 and 1990.
•
Members of Serb and Croat paramilitaries which carried out the
euphemistically named “ethnic cleansing” campaigns in the
Balkans wars of the 1990s.
•
Fascist and communist secret police officials from Latin America
(especially Chile) and Central and Eastern Europe responsible for
torture and summary executions.
The best known Afghani to find sanctuary in Australia is General
Abdul Qader Miakhel, the self-confessed military commander of the
notorious KHAD, the KGB-controlled Afghan secret police which
carried out extensive torture and killing operations. Miakhel lives in
western Sydney nearby to many survivors such as Professor Habib ul
Rahman Halla. The evidence suggests that well over 100 Afghanis with
similar backgrounds are in Australia. In an eerie parallel with the Nazis
who came before them, some have actually been recruited to work for
Australian intelligence.
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Mohammed Rafiqi, for example, was a senior officer of the
KHAD. As station officer in New Delhi, Rafiqi occupied one of the
most important positions in the repressive communist apparatus,
responsible for quelling dissent abroad by passing intelligence back to
headquarters in Afghanistan (which took repressive action against the
dissidents’ families and friends). In 1989, Australia’s overseas
intelligence agency, ASIS (the equivalent of Britain’s MI6) recruited
Rafiqi, sucked him dry of intelligence (which was shared with the CIA)
and then resettled him here where ASIO gave him a false background.
Rafiqi now lives in northwestern Sydney, where he almost certainly
continues to pass intelligence to his Western masters.
★★★★★

A week ago tonight, the world watched in horror at the worst act of
organised terror in history. The destruction of the World Trade Centre
twin towers in New York, the attack on the Pentagon in Washington
and the brave overpowering of the terrorists that resulted in the plane
crash in Pennsylvania (probably saving many other innocent lives) has,
rightly, been greeted with disbelief and unprecedented outpourings of
grief right around the world. At the end of the day, more than 5,000
innocent lives may have been lost in a few short minutes. To put this in
some perspective, this is less than the number of Muslim men
murdered by the Serb forces commanded by Karadzić and Mladić in
Srebrenica in mid-1995. Like then, today the talk is of war and
retribution, as the world (especially Americans) demands that
something be done against those responsible for this act of audacious
terrorism.
It is time, however, to talk of justice. Both crimes were, in fact,
against humanity as a whole, one committed in an undeclared civil
conflict, the other in an undeclared campaign of terrorism. As things
stand in Australia today, our justice system is almost entirely
inadequate to deal with either the crimes committed by the terrorists in
the United States, or the killers from Srebrenica. If some of those who
conceived of and ordered either of these crimes were to settle in
Australia today there are no laws to prosecute them. At best,
deportation or extradition would be the only option for these
individuals to face justice in Australia. The reality is, however, that
there are so many gaps in our laws that the perpetrators could most
likely evade justice altogether.
On present indications, Australian governments will most likely
continue to ignore the problem raising the possibility of belated
proceedings against elderly mass killers in another 40 years when the
media, once again, shames our political leaders into taking action.
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Consider the paucity of the current legislation, which would apply
to those accused of crimes against humanity committed outside
Australia:
•
The War Crimes Act 1945 (amended in 1988), which allows
Australian courts to try individuals only for those war crimes
committed in Europe between 1939 and 1945.
•
The Geneva Conventions Act 1957, which allows Australian courts
to try individuals for “grave breaches” of the Four Geneva
Conventions of 1949 or Additional Protocol I (but only after
1991 when ratified by Australia). However, these only apply to
international armed conflicts (i.e., between nation states), not to
war crimes committed in non-international armed conflicts (e.g.,
civil wars and international terrorist atrocities).
•
The Crimes (Torture) Act 1988, which allows Australian courts to
try individuals specifically for acts of torture (defined in the
Torture Convention) committed after 1988.
•
The Crimes (Hostages) Act 1989, which allows Australian courts to
try individuals specifically for hostage-taking (defined in the
Hostage Taking Convention) committed after 1989.
The fact is that, at present, Australia has no legislation enabling the
prosecution in Australian courts of the following international crimes
committed outside Australia by people who subsequently settled here:
•
Genocide (the Genocide Convention Act 1949 did not make
genocide a crime under Australian law; it only approved
ratification of the Convention);
•
Crimes Against Humanity (other than torture after 1988 and
hostage-taking after 1989);
•
War crimes committed in the context of non-international armed
conflicts anywhere in the world at any time, or committed in the
context of an international armed conflict prior to 1957 (except
Europe 1939-1945).
The High Court has consistently held that Australia’s obligations under
international instruments to which it is a party will apply in Australia
only if the federal parliament has enacted implementing legislation
incorporating them into Australian law. Consequently, international
crimes perpetrated by foreign nationals on foreign territory can only be
prosecuted by Australian courts once the Commonwealth Parliament
has enacted legislation making such offences criminal acts under
Australian law.
The present federal government has announced its intention to
ratify the Rome Statute, which would lead to Australian participation in
the proposed International Criminal Court. Commonwealth legislation
is required to implement the Rome Statute. This would cover existing
gaps in respect of the international crimes already referred to. However,
existing legislation drafted by the government does not provide for
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retrospectivity and will only come into force after parliamentary
ratification of the Rome Statute. The rationale for this exclusively
prospective approach is that the new International Criminal Court will
have no retrospective jurisdiction.
Although the Statute does not require retrospectivity there is, in
fact, no prohibition against such an approach. On the contrary, it is
more accurate to say that retrospectivity at the national level is
permissible – even encouraged – but not mandatory. If Australia chose
to make any such implementing legislation retrospective to 1939 or
1945 or even 1957 it could certainly do so consistently with
international law. The accepted prohibition on retrospective criminal
law (there can be no crime unless there was a law against it at the time
the act was committed) is not applicable. In fact, war crimes, genocide
and crimes against humanity were both crimes in international and
Australian law at the time they were committed (i.e., prosecutable as a
national crime if the act had, hypothetically, occurred on Australian
territory).
This was precisely the approach taken in the 1988 legislative
amendment of the War Crimes Act and upheld by the High Court in
Ivan Polyukhovich’s challenge to the constitutional validity of the
amending legislation. It is arguable that such retrospective legislation to
cover the acts of many individuals who have found refuge in Australia
ought to be dealt with separately from implementing legislation for the
Rome Statute. This approach could be given effect either by:
•
New omnibus legislation to cover all three categories of
international crimes; or
•
Amending the War Crimes Act 1945 a second time, and/or the
Geneva Conventions Act 1957 a second time to ensure that war
crimes (as defined in the relevant international instruments)
whether committed in internal or international armed conflicts
since World War Two could be prosecuted in Australia. This
would be on exactly the same jurisdictional basis as currently
exists in respect of the 1988 amendments to the War Crimes Act
1945.1
Rectifying the gaps in Australian law would give us the opportunity to
avoid an embarrassing repetition of the Nazi scandal of the period from
1947 to 1987. It would be meaningless, however, in the absence of
effective investigative mechanisms to deal with the range of criminals
who have taken refuge in Australia, and who may continue to do so in
the future.
International and domestic experience suggests that dedicated
resources are required for such complex international investigations.
This should be achieved by re-establishing a war crimes unit reporting
directly to the Commonwealth Attorney General. Such a unit need
only be small, but requires resources to conduct forensic investigations
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anywhere in the world. It could also assist intelligence and law
enforcement agencies to develop more effective immigration screening
procedures, and provide support to international investigations, (e.g.,
the Yugoslav and Rwandan tribunals and the proposed International
Criminal Court).
Such a legal framework is not a radical departure from accepted
norms of Australian justice. My disagreement with Frank
Knopfelmacher about the pursuit of Nazi mass killers in Australia was
very straightforward. Frank believed that every member of the SS
caught in the aftermath of World War II should have been lined up and
shot without trial. Many Americans are voicing similar views about
those responsible for the terrorism in New York and Washington last
week. No matter how satisfying revenge and retribution may seem,
however, they are no substitute for our sense of justice. To descend
into revenge is to undermine that which makes our cause just and those
of our enemies unjust. The Khmer Rouge, Afghani, Serb, Croat and
Chilean killers and torturers who have made Australia home deserve
justice no more and no less than those who killed so many New
Yorkers and Washingtonians in the worst act of modern terrorism.

Endnote
1. I am grateful for the advice of Professor Tim McCormack, Foundation Australian
Red Cross Professor of International Humanitarian Law at Melbourne University,
for this account of the Australian legal framework.
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Frank Moorhouse

Nikki Gemmell

Frank Moorhouse, winner of the 2001 Miles Franklin Award
for Dark Palace (Knopf), is one of Australia’s most prolific
writers and the author of twelve novels and one non-fiction
book. Former JJJ presenter and ABC personality, Nikki
Gemmell is the author of best selling novels Shiver, Cleave
and, most recently, Love Song (Viking). Together they span
generational and gender divides in Australian writing.
Together they have some stirring words to offer on the
challenges for Australian writing. Nikki Gemmell and Frank
Moorhouse addressed The Sydney Institute on Tuesday
25 September 2001.
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ISSUES FACING
WRITERS
Frank Moorhouse

I do not have the time to talk about publishing generally or to look at
all the trends within all the sub categories of publishing. Even if I
wanted to give you a useful picture of what has happened in Australian
publishing, say even over ten years, I would have difficulty because of
the paucity of data.
I have always felt I was ignorant of the publishing industry and
therefore shamefully ignorant also of the statistical shape of the world
of writing of which I was part. I have always felt I should make an effort
to find out more. Now that I have sat down to find out, I realise that
until recently no one knew much about the detailed over-all picture of
the publishing business. And there is still a hell of a lot we don’t know.
Only this year do we have, for example, anything resembling
accurate figures on the sales of individual books. For sales figures, the
media relied on authors and publishers both of which have been – are –
and will always be – notoriously unreliable about the figures they give
out. It is a waste of time to ask an author how many copies of his/her
book has sold; or how many hours a day they work; or how far they jog.
Until this year the best-seller figures in the newspapers were
unreliable and still are not entirely accurate. I will say something more
about that later on. Still, today we cannot find out much about what is
called “non-fiction”. Everything is lumped in here – gardening books
and biographies. I could not find out how many biographies and
autobiographies were published this year without contacting each of the
199 publishers, let alone find comparative figures from past years. Susie
Bridge, Executive Officer of the Australian Publishers Association
(established in 1947) says some figures lie uncollated in the APA
archives but fundamentally the statistical ignorance about the use of
books in this country is “a shame”.
In my analysis, I have concentrated on fiction and tried to narrow
it down to the novel to make it manageable but still, much is also
lumped into the category of “fiction”. So I will try to show what is
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happening with the novel with some sideways glances at other parts of
the publishing world.
My concerns for what I might call the statistics of literature started
when I won the Miles Franklin prize and began talking with the
organisers and they told me of the record numbers of novels which
were being submitted to the prize even though publishers were now
limited to submitting three novels each. While I will be talking about
what I call the statistical picture – I also feel that there are serious
problems with the whole motivation and functioning of fiction writing
in Australia now being shown up statistically.
The figures showed that there were about 200 Australian novels
published this year (plus about 600 overseas novels). You might be
interested in how poetry is going. The Victorian Premier’s Award for
Poetry attracted 84 volumes of poetry this year. Again, more than a
book of poetry published a week. Praise the Lord, for we are a poetical
nation. The Steele Rudd Award which is the only prize for a book of
short stories attracted 14 entries this year (the short story is no longer
in fashion or demand).
Of the Australian novels published, 36 appeared in hardback, 155
in trade paperback (most good fiction first appears now in quality
paperback). About 1000 other fiction titles were published in what is
called mass paper back which would include re-publication of earlier
titles, classics and books written by overseas writers and printed here
(roughly 600 of these would be Australian titles).
When I began work I wanted to go back and look at how things
had changed statistically during my life time. In the end, I chose two
dates for backward comparison – the first date is simply egocentric –
1969 – when I published my first book of fiction Futility and Other
Animals and the other date, 1994, I chose because, surprisingly, it is the
first date when comparable statistics on book publishing were gathered
by the Bureau of Statistics. Before that figures on book publishing in
Australia were based on National Library acquisition figures – being a
copyright deposit library the National Library is supposed to receive a
copy of every published book, journal and pamphlet. Until 1994 this
was the only source of crude information about publishing.
In 1994, the Bureau of Statistics began to collect more extensive
data on book publishing. Infuriatingly, they had not quite decided their
categories and mostly used sales figures in dollars which makes
comparison very difficult. Over the years they have refined their
statistical categories which again makes historical comparison over even
this short period difficult.
For fiction I have also used entry numbers for the Miles Franklin
prize as a guide. The prize was established in 1957. Nineteen novels
were submitted that year and Patrick White’s Voss won it. Going to the
year my first book was published – 1969 – 13 novels were submitted.
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Not mine (but then I didn’t call it a novel and it wouldn’t have got past
Leonie Kramer). In that year according to the National Library
acquisition figures – 170 works of fiction were published. This is higher
than I would have thought. My guess is that it included what was once
known as pulp fiction or novelettes – westerns, thrillers, and so on
which used to be published weekly or monthly – genres and publishing
formats which have almost disappeared except say for Mills and Boon.
This figure is so high when compared with the figures for the
Miles Franklin entries in the sixties – which indicate that a lower
number of novels were around – at least of quality novels. So I put a
question mark over this 1969 National Library figure. I mention it
because on the surface it seems to go against my argument. But, as I
say, it doesn’t correlate with the Miles Franklin entries or with other
later trends. This was in a population of about 12 million.
By 1994 – the year the Bureau of Statistics began collecting data
on publishing – 43 novels were submitted for the Miles Franklin Prize
when about 100 novels were published (an estimate because the
Bureau in this first year of collecting date had not refined its data
sufficiently to tell precisely). And this year, nearly ten years later, 54
novels were submitted by publishers to the Miles Franklin, 203 for the
Vogel Award for an unpublished manuscript by a writer under 35, and
191 published – nearly four a week. That is, the number of novels
published has nearly doubled in ten years. The entries to the Vogel
have almost doubled (127 in 1992).
I will throw in another figure – Random House doesn’t solicit
manuscripts and usually only accepts submission through literary
agents. Yet this year, regardless, it received something like 2000 novel
manuscripts. They publish about 10 novels a year. What is causing this
huge wasteful production? This false sense of reality about fiction and
its possibilities?

The teaching of creative writing
My suspicion, is that this huge distortion in human effort has to be
traced back in part to the introduction of creative writing courses in the
universities – 37 universities now offer courses (Professor Nigel Krauth
of Griffith Univesity estimates that there are 2500 undergraduates and
250 post graduates in writing courses). It can also be traced to the
creation of another level of infrastructure – the “writing centres” which
are government funded in part, and which offer writing courses,
lectures, self-publishing programs and often run journals in which they
publish the work of their members. They offer prizes and they have
web sites for “publication” of work. These exist in many cities and
towns – Broome, for example has one and has a part-time “Literary
Officer” paid by the WA government. The biggest centre is probably
here in Sydney.
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In the 1980s I published an anthology of short stories with
Penguin called The State of the Art which was a selection of short stories
which sold very well. Back then I did a survey of the writers whose
stories I had selected. Of the 40 contributors, ten had done writing
courses, and three taught writing courses. About 25 per cent. That is,
most of the contributors had not been to formal writing course. The
writing courses and writing centres are not the only reason for an acceleration in fiction writing. It is a game anyone can play. It is a financially
speculative activity similar to drilling for oil or mining for gold.
Still, the writing centres and creative writing schools, have much
pressure on them to accept would-be writers rather than to reject them
or severely limit entry (as say, medical faculties limit admissions with
regard to the availability of positions in the profession). In the arts, this
is, of course, not realistic.
I am associated with one school – at Griffith University on the
Gold Coast and I feel that it practises the selection rigour and critical
rigour which is the painful and onerous responsibility of teachers of
writing. But my hunch would be that many teaching institutions are in
the search for student numbers which then support expansion and
justify the jobs of the teachers. The pressure is to include rather than
exclude. They should have the rigour of drama schools where the
inclusion process is strenuous and demanding. They should not
become dream factories offering false promise of “careers” as writers.
It seems to me that publishers come under pressure from the
schools which are producing a high level of what might be called writing
competence. Writing schools try to bring publishers onto their advisory
committees. In turn, a special relationship develops. There is also
something of a pressure for publishers to have competing fiction lists
but they also know that by publishing more novels (novels are a
notoriously tricky marketing problem) they can in fact hedge their bets.
They get the prestige of having a fiction list and that by having more
horses in the race hope that they have a chance of a winner or two.
As Patrick Gallagher of Allen and Unwin told me, among books
“the novel is still king”. It is the prime publishing job. But I now
suspect that they are suffocating the readership. More and more novels
are being published and the infrastructure of reviewing, media attention
and bookshop space is not coping. There is a literary log jam and
quality fiction writing is becoming even less viable as a way of living.
There are many ghost books out there – that pass by unnoticed in
ghostly procession – never reviewed, never mentioned in the media and
hardly sell a copy.

Publicity
In the publishing houses the publicity and marketing departments are
being driven to seek ways of connecting new fiction with its appropriate
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readership. In turn pressure is on writers to be public figures not only
through media but in personal appearances. There has been a rapid
growth of literary festivals and now the provincial cities as well as the
capitals have festivals. I was in a conversation in Canberra at the
weekend were I read at the National Library’s Open Day (another
example of a writer’s public appearance) and I heard the idea of a
writers’ festival at Gunning (a town of 500) jokingly discussed. Writers
are increasingly invited to bookshop “events” and signings. They are
asked to visit bookshops and meet the staff.
I estimate that since Dark Palace came out in November – say ten
months – I have done about 30 public appearances where I spoke or
read from my work. This included the Melbourne and Sydney Festivals
and the Pyree Literary Institute outside Nowra. I estimate that I have
talked to more than 2000 people in that time with audiences ranging
from about 20 to 500.
I find it very demanding and exhausting. I have stopped trying to
kid myself that a festival is a “break” from writing – something of
holiday. They are hard work. But I am an established writer with a
profile, who sees public appearance as part of his work as writer
(something that not all writers accept) and these public appearances
happen partly because of that. It also still requires the ingenuity and
strenuous efforts by a sales and marketing team of a major publisher to
bring together a book campaign and to maximise whatever efforts the
writer brings to it. The new writers are struggling to find any audience
to speak to or be offered a bookshop “event”, let alone to find their
appropriate readership.
And strange things are happening in the media attitude to books.
Jane Palfreyman from Random House sent me this email this week.
“By the way, in light of what we were talking about this morning –
novels and the media etc – Annie [that is, Annie Coulthard – the senior
media strategist at Random House, yes that is a new title in publishing]
was just telling me that all the papers have become ‘scoop’ mad, and
are asking what other papers are doing before they commit to a story or
review. They are regularly breaking embargo to be seen to be the ‘first’
with a story – and now even a review!” She has just recently had two
interviews cancelled with overseas writers by the SMH because the
Australian got wind of that and ran “spoiler” stories on the authors
from UK papers. We are getting to the stage where a newspaper will
not print a review of a book if another paper has run a review before
them. Of course we’re talking about the lesser known books here, but
it’s a terrible precedent.

Reviewing
The new writers are also struggling to find review space. This year the
Australian’s Review of Books closed. I heard on the US program Lehrer
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Newshour, in a discussion of the future of reviewing, that the Boston
Globe, New York Times and LA Times have this year reduced their books
pages. Happily, shortly after the Australian’s Review of Books closed a
new book magazine Good Reading edited by Caroline Baume started.
But it is hardly trying to replace the Australian’s Review of Books. It is
trying to reach a middle range of readers and offer some guidance to
what is being published.
I went back to look at the review space that the two national print
outlets The Bulletin and The Australian gave to books in 1969 (the year I
published my first book). It is the same amount of space as it is today
although the reviews seemed longer back then. That is, despite the
growth in publishing, review space has not increased. It has, relative to
books published, diminished. Though there is an impression in the
publishing industry that more news space is given to books – author
profiles – if they can “make” news of them. Novels do not lend
themselves to news making.
But perhaps the media are realising that books are “intellectual
news”. Reviews of course, are also intellectual news. The nonsense we
hear from some newspaper executives suggesting that reviews don’t
bring in enough advertising to justify more space is a bit like saying that
crime doesn’t bring in any advertising, therefore we are cutting back
the coverage of court cases.

Bookshops
Then there is the pressure on bookshops. Roughly 50 per cent of the
books you see on display in a bookshop will not sell a copy in that shop.
They may sell in other shops and vice versa. But in most shops most
books are window dressing. There are more than 9000 titles on sale in
shops at any given time and from this year, and for the first time, 5000
of these are being tracked by a computerised service called “BookTrack
Australia” owned by AC Nielsen and Whitaker. The Australian now
takes this service from BookTrack and publishers are buying it. Not
every book selling outlet is taken into account yet. The system is still
being fine tuned. But BookTrack, for the first time, gives some idea of
how many of these 5000 titles are sold each week.
This gives the ten best selling titles which appear in the
newspapers – they offer, for example, “top ten” categories; in firstrelease fiction; in first-release non-fiction; in mass-market paperback; in
children’s books; and in Australian titles. These figures are more
accurate than publishing figures have ever been but still aren’t quite
accurate. Random House says that the figures given by BookTrack do
not line up with their sales figures which are sometimes twice as high as
those reported by BookTrack. But the pressure in bookshops to
accommodate 9000 titles is tremendous. It results in short shelf live
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and a fast turnover of books on the shelves. This results in less time for
browsing and for word-of-mouth to have an impact.
One of the answers seems to be more specialised bookshops and
bookshops finely tuned to a readership on one hand and larger megastores and chains such as the American company Borders. These
chains in the UK and US now offer a range of services from
restaurants, bars, music, events, email service, and a huge range of
titles. According to one survey I have read in Atlantic Monthly, and my
own experience in the UK and in Washington in the US, these chains
are often very sophisticated in the range of titles they offer and the level
of training of their staff. They stay open at weekends and late at night
and become something of intellectual and social centres. They do not
just sell cookbooks and bestsellers.
I am not as frightened of them as I once was but they have
tremendous reserved power in terms of display, copies purchased and
the stocking of books. With each title there is a battle between
marketing departments of publishers and the book chains for
“positioning” – which titles go in the window of the stores, which books
go on the front table of new releases, which title is on the counter
beside the cash register, which titles will be permitted in their own
display bins, the display of book posters, and mentions in bookshop
newsletters and in-house created displays.
An American writer on a recent trip to the Barnes & Noble
branch at Astor Place, in New York City, did some mental measuring
of the shelving and what it contained. There were, he estimated,
approximately 189 feet of biography, 196 feet of philosophy, 92 feet of
military history, 168 feet of poetry, and 165 feet of books and materials
on foreign-language instruction, in Albanian, Amharic, Bengali, Urdu,
Welsh, and Yoruba, among others. And what the chains don’t have,
they will order. “It’s the most democratic forum, the most democratic
marketplace of ideas imaginable,” the historian David McCullough has
said. “No civilisation has had anything like what we have now.” Our
small independent bookshops are also now an important part of the
intellectual life of this country with many organising their events with
authors, publishing newsletters and running websites.

The impact on writers’ income
As a crude rule, more books are good for readers. Readers are offered a
greater choice and the books cater for a wider band of sensibilities. And
the more titles, in theory, is good for publishers because they spread
their risks. That is, if the readers can be connected to the books they
might want. Most connections comb other readers and readers seem to
be industrious in browsing and passing on recommendations. But
somewhere there has to be a formal linkage – that is, the book has to be
sighted or mentioned in media, or the writer has to “appear” that is,
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arouse interest in his or her book. A significant number of opinion
leading readers have to be linked to the book and then sufficiently
aroused to spread the word.
But for the writer – more means less. The royalty system – that is
a return to the author on each copy of the book sold doesn’t really work
when there are so many books dividing the readership pie into ever
smaller slices. Because of our low population base this seriously affects
the income of not only new writers but also established writers. More
titles are now selling into a finite market. Although attempts are about
to be made again by the Australia Council and publishers to expand
this market of readers. An attempt last year called “Books Alive”
involving TV advertisements and so on was not successful. The
Australia Council Reference Group then decided they didn’t know
enough about readership and decided to do some research which has
just been published. If we want this range of titles we need to find an
economic answer which will allow us to continue to support writing as
a vocation. I will return to the subject of the vocation of writing later
on. Perhaps a Super Royalty or Top-Up Royalty tied say to Public
Lending Right figures on holdings of books in public libraries – and
perhaps paid from out of copyright book sales: the dead paying the
living.
But the important thing is that some of us, for the first time, feel
that new writing talent is at risk of being unfairly ignored – of falling
through the cracks. And new writers are now facing insurmountable
economic and other obstacles to becoming full-time writers. I do not
trust the publishing superstition that somehow talent will survive by
some Darwinian principle.

What about the Net?
Here I quote Ralph Lombreglia reviewing the book Book Business by
the American publisher Jason Epstein: “Saying ‘World Wide Web’,
‘print on demand’, and ‘electronic book’ just might bring a magic
answer. A solid audience for quality reading still exists, and publishers
still publish good books. The problem is that market realities force
them to publish good books badly. Because of the high rate of turnover
required by superstores and mall-based book chains, the shelf-life of
quality titles has now grown laughably brief… The cautious optimism
of Book Business is based upon the hope that the decentralising power
of the Web, along with digital production and distribution
technologies, will mean that no book need ever go out of print; that
serious writers will find serious readers in a marketplace unconstrained
by a best-seller mentality; that online communities will provide selfreinforcing word-of-mouth promotion for good titles; and that ‘book
publishing may therefore become once more a cottage industry of
diverse, creative autonomous units.’”
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Perhaps. But the problem of connecting books to their
appropriate audiences remains. And most readers still prefer the
technology of the printed books for reasons I will not go into tonight,
but which most of us know.

Vocation
I also believe – romantically perhaps – that we need to keep serious
book writing as a vocation. Sure, many good and important books are
written by people who have other jobs. But many of these would prefer
to work solely at book writing and it would be better for us if they did.
The Western societies have believed for centuries that it is healthy for
the culture to have a band of writers unattached to institutions,
independent of the control of the state, and able to command resources
to do their work. Connected with this idea of a band of independent
writers, is the 19th Century notion of art for art’s sake. Perhaps art for
art’s sake is the imaginative equivalent of pure science. That is to follow
scientific inquiry wherever it may lead.
So with the notion of a clericature of writing, to write whatever it
is the spirit dictates to go with the imagination wherever it might lead.
Our literary tradition has maintained that the writer determines the
subject and pursues it in his or her own way to the natural conclusion
of the inquiry or the imaginative journey. They may not even accept the
market place or book sales, as the measure of the success of their
mission. And nor does the society. All sorts of ways – prizes, patronage
– have been found to supplement the market place. These supplements
are now very much stressed and under resourced.
It is appropriate readership (not size of readership) which this
tradition of writing seeks. And of course, some books remain as a
valued part of the reading life of the society and ultimately go on, over
say a lifetime, to outsell the sometimes ephemeral best-sellers of the
day. By what authority does a writer feel that they were ordained to this
clericature of authorship?
The invitation to the young artist is inherent in the cultural ethos,
in the way the arts are taught to us, the way the arts have historically
been treated, and the general posture of the community towards the
arts (increasingly so in Australia). This is a recipient posture towards
those who demonstrate talent in the arts – expressed through the
various communal gesture of encouragement to the talented young
(and not so young). As I said earlier, I fear that the writing courses and
centres are creating a distortion in this process. The work is offered. It
is also an invitation of risk. I am talking here, I suppose, of literary
authorship. By literary authorship I include both imaginative and serious
and important nonfiction books – sometimes quaintly referred to as
belles-lettres in the Bayswater Brassiere. Literary authorship is
distinguished from other types of authorship by the ways that the
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society uses the author’s work and the role given to the literary author –
by the special use that is made of the work and the social placing given
the author of the work. Apart from book sales to individual readers, the
society uses the literary work in education and through libraries
(“Literature” is the books which are taught, says Roland Barthes, but it
is more than that).
It is further characterised by the role in which the media and
community cast the author as commentator or even as tribal counsellor
(especially poets) and as an important participant in the public
discourse. In New Zealand recently on afternoon television I was asked
my opinion of the New Zealand White Paper on Defence. I was happy
to give it.
Another characteristic of the literary author is the influence of the
work on other writers and on other art forms because the literary
author is usually working at the innovative edge either in thought or
form. The literary author is also characterised, at least in early career,
by an indirect economic motivation. The young author usually adopts a
gift-giving posture towards the economy (it might not feel like this to
the young artist) rather than a simple transactional relationship.
While this may be wearily and impatiently criticised by older
authors as romantic and unprofessional it is still an economic
relationship – a primitive economic relationship which does not work at
all well because our society has changed its shape and lost the means of
fulfilling its obligation effectively. The literary author is also
characterised by an aspiration to achieve literary value which requires a
commitment to traditions of excellent and innovation and also a
commitment of significant years of his or her life – this is literary
aspiration.
Of course, the aspiration is not enough and has to be sooner or
later replaced by achievement. Literary authorship is characterised by a
special orientation, or focal length to the society – different from that of
say, journalists or scholars. It could be argued that literary authorship is
further characterised by the ancillary people it engages and supports
occupationally – researchers, critical theorists, teachers, lecturers,
biographers, theses writers, social historians and so on. Literature
claims immunity both in expression and conduct because it has the
wide ranging role of exploration of the human condition.
The Western literary tradition is sophisticated and is concerned
with brilliance and artistry in communication – that is, the use of the
power of language with appropriateness and precision and in a
compelling and entrancing way; it is audacious, not frightened of the
dark places; and uses all the tools of experience in its imaginative
inquiry. It does not seek authorisation because to do that would be to
acknowledge a higher authority, would be a surrender of its own claim
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to be untrammelled by other authority systems, to be untamed, to be
its own ethical system.
It is a tradition created for those readers and writers who
participate and delight in self-knowledge, this mission, this aspiration.
So it has a sense and tradition of serving a higher authority than the
laws of the state – say, censorship or defamation.
If we value the literary vocation as I have outlined it here, we have
to find the ways and mechanisms to sustain this vocation so that our
talented new writers do not publish their first book and then find that
they tumble into the darkness.

Endnote
Acknowlegements: Jane Palfreyman and Annie Colthard of Random House, Susie
Bridge, Executive Officer of the Australian Publishers’ Association, Craig Munro of the
history of Australian publishing project, Brisbane Writers’ Festival administrators of the
Steele Rudd Award; Professor Nigel Krauth, Griffith University; Patrick Gallagher,
managing director, Allen and Unwin.
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A U S T R A L I A N
W R I T I N G
– THE CHALLENGES
Nikki Gemmell
I’ve been out of the country for four years, so when I received the topic
of this talk I thought oh my goodness, I need some help. I began
emailing anyone I knew within the publishing industry, be they writers
or journalists or editors. Well, the response was interesting and says a
lot, I think, about the nature of the Australian publishing industry. No
one wanted to be identified, everyone demanded anonymity. Why was
that? The Australian publishing industry is so small and incestuous,
and much power is concentrated in the hands of so few, that few
people, it seems, want to stick their neck out in case their head is bitten
off somewhere down the track.
Well, maybe I will stick my neck out. I’ve lived out of the country
for four years now. I’m based in London and one of my aims has been
to establish a career, if I can, beyond the confines of the Australian
publishing scene.
So, Australian publishing, the challenges. Or, more bluntly, what
is wrong with the local book scene?
Of course, there’s the obvious: The shrinkage of review space,
particularly for so called high brow publishing like literary fiction – I’m
not just talking about the loss of the much lamented Australian’s Review
of Books. There are many publications that don’t even have book
sections now. And I’m suddenly hearing ominous laments from people
within the industry that new Australian novels are coming out that
they’ve never heard of, because these books just aren’t getting any
attention. No reviews, no press. They’re lasting maybe three weeks in
the bookshops. What are the implications for new, up and coming
novelists in Australia? Publishers are taking fewer risks. Fewer first
novels are appearing now than in the past – because it’s harder to get
exposure for them. And publishers, perhaps, are less willing to take a
chance on nurturing a writer’s career through three or four books,
which may be the time it takes before they really flower. Books need the
oxygen of exposure, or they, and the careers of their creators, will grind
to a halt.
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Still on reviews – those that actually appear are often concentrating on foreign fiction, or heavy duty non fiction. And I was struck,
when I was here earlier in the year, that some of the reviews on
Australia’s quality broadsheets were lifted directly from New York or
London newspapers. Where are the Australian reviewers? I know
they’re out there, champing at the bit.
This lack of review outlets in this country means that enormous
power is concentrated in the hands of relatively few. In England –
gloriously – there are ten national newspapers on both Saturday and
Sunday, and most of them have books pages. There’s also the Times
Literary Supplement and The London Review of Books, and that means
that you’re getting a wonderful, rich diversity of opinion. What one
person may hate another may love – well, here, what one person may
hate may be the only thing people ever read about a book. Public
opinion, God forbid, can be decided by a single person, who may or
may not have an agenda beyond a critical look at a certain novel. My
publisher told me I received a bad review once because the reviewer
hated her, and had a campaign going against herself and her writers.
Thank goodness I did get other reviews, to balance out the situation,
but all I can say is we need more books pages!
Another challenge to the Australian publishing industry: editorial
support for writers. My experience of editors in Australia, and England,
was very different. In Australia, my manuscript was sent off to a
freelance editor in another city. I never met her. She returned my
manuscript with about six pages of notes which I duly worked through
in isolation, for a couple of weeks, and that was it. In England, my
editor was in-house. She asked me into the Macmillan boardroom and
we sat there for a day, with the manuscript spread out on a huge table,
yellow post-it notes everywhere, and we basically workshopped the
whole book. It was gruelling, and then I went away for six months and
rewrote and shaped and honed, always in consultation with my editor
who was just down the road. The experience was invaluable, and I was
immensely grateful for it. It’s how I’d always like to work in the future –
I admit it, I need help! There’s a concern that some novels in Australia
are rushed through to publication without proper editorial support.
Although I must say that the situation has changed with my Australian
publishers, Random House – I’m told they now have in-house editors.
Another challenge: the loosening of the way London publishing
houses can dictate deals for Aussie publishers. It’s all got to do with
this magic term “Commonwealth rights” – which often originate in
London. The problem arises if the rights are for an Australian writer,
and that writer might want to split off their Australian ones. This
happened to me. My latest novel, Love Song, was bought by Picador in
the UK from my London agent. Picador, naturally, wanted
Commonwealth rights for the book – Australia is always seen as a good
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market by English publishing houses, we’re good readers here – so of
course Picador don’t want to lose those lucrative rights. Well, I wanted
to stay with Jane Palfreyman at Random House Australia – she’s been
with me since the start of my writing careeer, she’s believed in me when
a lot of other people didn’t, and because, simply, I think she’s the best
publisher in Australia, wonderfully passionate about her writers and
incredibly dynamic.
Anyway, I can’t begin to tell you the hoo haa that followed when I
made this request to my London agent. I was told this splitting of rights
had never been done, couldn’t be done, it was impossible. I put my
foot down and was then told I might lose the whole London deal. It did
eventually turn out okay, the rights were split and I retained my Aussie
publisher, but it took a lot of wrangling on a lot of fronts. I think it’s a
ridiculous situation, and can be blamed to some extent on the greed of
English publishing houses. There needs to be an easier way. It’s often
to the benefit of the writer if book deals are negotiated territory by
territory.
Now, another local challenge: the rewards for a writer. In
Australia, as is well documented, they’re miniscule. Most writers just
can’t live off them. Overseas is where the money is. Now why can’t we
take a leaf out of Ireland’s book – writers there live tax free. I love that
idea – that would get me home! But of course, that kind of national
fondness for writers is just not in the Australian psyche. Writers would
be instantly labelled as bludgers here – hang on, they are already. I
think that’s a whole other speech.
Now to one of the points that was raised – anonymously – by an
industry mate who didn’t want to be quoted. He said that Penguin had
almost “an open door” policy in the 1970s and 1980s, and too much
local fiction that didn’t quite make the grade was published. The result:
the Australian public lost confidence in Australian fiction. They weren’t
reading it. It’s an interesting idea. It was before my time, so I can’t
comment on that. But I do know that as I was growing up, and found
writers I loved, none were Australian. Has that got something to do
with our nation’s lack of confidence in our own artists’ ability? That we
trust overseas success more than local success?
One of the only ways a writer can survive in Australia is to get an
overseas publishing deal. It’s difficult, but not impossible to do it from
here, but I do think it’s easier if you go overseas and pursue those deals
yourself. If I’d stayed in Sydney, I doubt whether Shiver and Cleave
would have gone anywhere much beyond Australia. Random had world
rights for Shiver – nothing happened with them. The London agent of
my Sydney agent hated Cleave. If I had been in Sydney, well that would
be it. But I persisted. Moved to London, got to know the London scene
a little, and acquired an agent who has writers like Arundhati Roy, Will
Self, Ben Okri, and Jeanette Winterson on his books. Cleave is now
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published in many languages, Shiver in several. Both books have
become bestsellers in France. I know, with absolute certainty, that this
would not have happened if I’d stayed put and relied on my Sydney
agent to do the legwork. I feel brutal saying that, but it’s the truth.
I think there is a need for international book scouts here. These
are people who liase constantly with agents and publishers, finding out
what is the next big thing, tipping people off. As far as I know, none
operate here. There’s an active network of scouts in London who then
feed into the European book market. Not many Australian publishers
seem to attend the big international book fairs like Frankfurt.
I’ve just been doing some readings in Tasmania, and I asked
Clive Tilsley, who runs the respected Fullers bookshops, what he thinks
are some of the problems within the industry. He was someone who
was happy to be quoted, and he said, instantly, the lack of
professionalism. Why? Because publishers here will publish maybe one
hundred books, and 95 of those will fail. He said publishers should be
publishing just twenty five books, with only perhaps twelve failing. He
said their eye just isn’t discerning enough. I don’t know, I’m not on the
other side of the business. I don’t want to buy into his argument, I’m
just grateful that I’m published.
Finally, on a much more personal note, I want to return to the
smallness of the Australian publishing scene I touched at in the
beginning of this talk. Two things happened in London recently that I
feel are pertinent. I received in the mail the magazine of the Australian
Society of Authors. Well, the vitriol and bitchiness, the attack in its
letter’s pages. I was stunned. That kind of blunt hatred and frustration
would never happen in the UK, and I suspect it is tied up with the
smallness and insularity of a deeply competitive industry here.
Several days after this, a person on the periphery of the Australian
writing world came to dinner. As she gossiped and bitched and put
down several of my friends and fellow writers, I felt a tightening in my
whole body. By the end of the entree I couldn’t stand it, I just wanted
the evening to end. I felt suffocated, and remembered, that night,
precisely and vividly why I had left Australia. Why I had chosen four
years ago to write overseas, and why I wouldn’t be returning in a hurry.
I felt that night, thank God I’m away from all of this.
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Tom Schneider

Tom Schneider believes advances in biotechnology are going
to transform society and life on earth, and will change the way
organisations of all types work and manage people. As he puts
it, emerging knowledge about biological systems provides
insight into creating high performance organisational systems
and these will impact on future Human Relations practices.
Tom Schneider, President and CEO of Restructuring
Associates Inc in North America as well as Chairman of the
Australian consultancy Corrs Schneider, addressed The
Sydney Institute on Wednesday 26 September 2001.
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THE DNA
REVOLUTION:
DOES PRIVACY MATTER?
Thomas J Schneider
The world is in the infancy of a technological revolution at least on par
with the information technology revolution that we have seen over the
last fifty years. Within this century, we will see a transformation of life
on earth due to the biotechnological revolution. Biology and molecular
science will be to the 21st Century what physics and chemistry were to
the 20th Century. We are all witnessing an explosion in knowledge,
technology and change.
The magnitude and character of the changes we will see are
almost incomprehensible. These developments will bring with them the
potential for great good; the relief of tremendous suffering and a
renewed planet. At the same time the biotechnological revolution will
bring with it the potential for devastating evil.
Biotechnology confronts humans with exceptional moral and
ethical challenges that few people have thought about and fewer people
understand. How we resolve these challenges can greatly enhance and
accelerate the revolution with its benefits, or can retard its
development, thereby prolonging pain and suffering. Biotechnology will
not only transform the practice of medicine and health care, and the
production of food, it will also revolutionise much of the rest of society
and industry including in areas of materials, the environment,
computing, privacy and security, how things are produced, warfare,
evolution, and life itself. Let me give you a few examples to illustrate.
I will take a long term perspective, over the next 50 years, although
given the rate of scientific advancement, the time frame is likely to be
much shorter.
Health care will move from being a remedial, highly intuitive,
imprecise, generic system of care and treatment, to a preventative,
completely individualised, fact based, precisely focussed system.
Vaccines will exist for most diseases. When one becomes ill, a specific,
precise diagnosis will be made, and drugs will be administered that
attack only the specific target, and are customised for each unique
individual.
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As cancers, bacteria, or viruses adapt and evolve, the specific
genetic changes in the organism will be immediately identified and
treatments will be adjusted and retargeted. Bodily systems that are
injured, as in a spinal cord injury or degenerate, will be regenerated or
replaced: nerves, skin, muscles, blood vessels and the like. Perhaps
even organs will be grown for replacement. Drugs will no longer be
produced for the population as a whole, but will be developed for
specific individuals with specific genetic make-ups. Cancer may not be
eliminated but paralysis, diabetes and most heart disease will be. By the
middle of the century the average life expectancy in OECD countries is
likely to be around 100 years. For the rest of the world, many of today’s
scourges are likely to disappear: malaria, AIDS, tuberculosis and the
various parasites infecting humans and domestic animals.
Although food distribution is still going to be important, the
application of biotechnology to food production will not only
dramatically increase output levels, it will also make the food that is
grown substantially more nutritious, and producible in areas that are
currently problematic due to extreme weather conditions, or problems
with moisture or salinity, all the while putting much less strain on the
environment due to the need for fewer pesticides, fewer antibiotics, less
land, less fertiliser and less water.
For example, if the same amount of food per capita was produced
today as was produced in 1950, the world would need to use one
hundred percent of the arable land on the earth. This has not happened
because of the technological advances of the green revolution. In fact,
the world is presently producing over twice as much food on roughly
the same acreage as it did in 1950. The world will be able to sustain its
population given projected growth rates, only with an even greater
revolution in productive capability, a revolution that can only come
through biotechnology. At current production levels there is simply not
enough arable land on the face of the earth to sustain the population of
the earth in 2050, even assuming a wholesale distraction of the
environment.
The world of materials will be transformed. Natural materials
with extraordinary properties will be produced in commercial
quantities: spider webs, bamboo, crustacean shells, and various
chemicals are but a few examples. Organic plastics will be produced by
plants, and will be designed for specific desired properties. Bacteria will
be put to work producing limitless supplies of natural gas, in effect
creating organic fuel cells.
Organisms will be harnessed directly to clean up environmental
messes, oil spills, chemical leaks, nuclear waste and hazardous metals
such as arsenic and dioxin. Perhaps most importantly, organisms will
be put to work pulling carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere, thereby
reversing global warming (perhaps the organisms will be combined with
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those producing natural gas to produce an efficient fuel recycling
system).
Silicon based computers will be supplemented by DNA based
organic computers. Every individual will have a unique identity chip
reducing identity fraud and improving security. How things are
produced will change as biological systems are used for mass
production; vats of yeast or bacteria, and plants will become the
factories of the future. Extinct species will be brought back to life.
Biological terrorism will occur.
Currently research is under way on almost everything that I have
mentioned. Much of this already exists in the laboratory, and some is
already in place or in field trials. This is not a fantasy world.
Biotechnological advances will profoundly effect wealth creation, the
distribution of power, education and security within societies.
For all of this to happen, society must overcome many challenges,
and face numerous moral and ethical questions. For the revolution to
occur, a great deal of basic research needs to take place. Enormous
sums of money must be spent. Governments will need to invest
tremendous sums in educating scientists and engineers, and conducting
research. Governments will need to provide the intellectual property
and tax regimes to attract the vast sums of private capital necessary to
conduct further research, and to turn the research into useable
products and processes.
Societies are faced with making decisions about privacy,
discrimination, types of research (e.g.. stem cells and cloning) and
specific species changes (ie. designer children) that are very
controversial, that can profoundly effect the speed and direction of the
biotechnological revolution, and which must be taken in the context of
a diverse global economy in which large sums of money are at stake,
and in which human suffering and life are at stake. Finally, these moral
and ethical decisions are being made in the context of a world in which
knowledge and technology are advancing at a breakneck pace, so a
decision made today based on the knowledge and capability of today,
can be amusingly archaic within a matter of a few years, if not a few
months. One single discovery can change the terms of debate.
Before looking specifically at the privacy and workplace issues, it
is worth noting that one of the real problems facing society and
government in dealing with biotechnology is the general ignorance level
of the underlying subject matter, specifically biology, biochemistry, and
genetics. Many of the key policy makers and most of the voting public
have no knowledge of the underlying science. Consequently societies
and governments are making decisions blindly, based on opinion,
myth, and misinformation rather than fact-based reasoning.
So let me start with a very short biology lesson for the layman, of
which I am one.
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All of life works from a basic instructional manual, written in a
complex molecule called dioxyribonucleaic acid, or DNA, which is
made up principally of four bases best represented by their initials A,
T, C, and G. The A and the T molecules always match up with each
other and the C and the G molecules always pair up. In the human
genome (the full set of genes), there are over 3 billion base pairs; these
pairs, in their unique sequence, together define the organism. To give
you a sense of complexity, there are more “letters” in the human
genome than there are letters in all the New York Times printed since
the founding of the newspaper in the Nineteenth Century. These base
pairs, in various combinations and sequences, form the genes that
define the being: they do this because they provide the recipe for the
creation of proteins of various types, sizes, shapes and sequences that
are the building blocks of the organism. Some genes may be as simple
as a single base pair, other genes may consist of hundreds if not
thousands of base pairs. Huge quantities of base pairs are repetitious,
and serve no known purpose; it is called junk DNA. Some of the genes
play the role of acting as the recipe for protein construction. Other
genes play a regulating role of telling other genes when to be active and
when to stop being active. This is important because all cells have a
complete set of the organism’s DNA, yet only some of the DNA is
active at any point in time. When it is active it is called expressed. Now
that the full human genome has been mapped, the research challenge is
first to identify the genes, then to determine their function.
This is complicated because it now appears clear that a significant
number of genes have multiple functions, and when and how a gene is
switched on or off determines what it does. The when and how a gene
is switched on or off may be due to interaction with the environment or
external stimuli. In short, living organisms are exceedingly complex and
we are just beginning to understand how they work.
In any case, the discovery of a gene which often makes a headline,
is only the first little step in understanding how it works and what it
does (its functionality). Functional genetics is the major growth area for
future research.
In addition, remember, genes are only the recipe; the real action
centres around the proteins that are produced because the proteins are
the building blocks of all life. Proteins are extremely complex
molecules, and very poorly understood. There are large numbers,
perhaps up to 1 million, and some of them are extraordinarily complex,
consisting of thousands of chemical bonds. So the second principal area
of future research in biotechnology is the study of the protein, called
proteomics.
To complicate the picture, in the study of proteins, one needs not
only learn the sequence of chemicals bounds together, but how they
fold together in different circumstances. This is vital because most of
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the unique properties of proteins are due to how they fold together, like
origami. We know that a change in one chemical bond can cause a
protein molecule to take on a totally different shape, thus giving it
totally different properties. It is this change in shape that is the source
of some of the terrible diseases humans suffer.
Put all together, what does this mean? 1) Experts in the field
know well how little we know, and how much more we need to learn;
we are fundamentally ignorant about how life works. For every new
discovery enormous amounts of further research needs to be done. 2)
Genes are not for the most part, deterministic. Rather, they may be
predispositional, but external factors and environmental factors are
critical in determining what happens to an organism. 3) Every person is
unique, despite the fact that we are 99.97 per cent identical. There are
more differences between two individuals than there are between two
groups of people, e.g. races. The fact that the variation is as small as it
is, is at the heart of many of the challenges we are facing.
With this as background, let me turn to the issue of genetics and
privacy in the workplace. Quite rightly, people see their genetic
information to be their essence, the part of them that is uniquely them,
and something that is totally personal. Therefore, most people are
intensely sensitive about their genetic property; it is deeply personal.
This is true despite the scientific understanding that the organism,
human or fruit fly, is actually the intersection and interaction of its
genetic make-up and environmental stimuli. The debate is not about
nature or nurture, but rather both. Thus, today’s scientific
understanding says that the genetic profile of an individual, although
important, does not define the person, and, therefore, is not “sacred”.
Nevertheless, most people see their own genetic code as something
exceptionally personal.
Within this context, people have an acute sense of privacy around
their genetic information, and are deeply concerned about how the
information will be used. In short, most people believe this genetic
information, if seen by others, will be used against them, in some
discriminatory way. So in addition to a visceral sense of privacy, most
people have a real fear that they will somehow be penalised because of
their genetic code.
At the same time, most people, at least in the USA, see the
potential benefits from biotechnology and knowing their genetic code.
The struggle consequently is managing the risks while deriving the
benefits.
The existence of this fear is clearly reflected in a survey conducted
by the American Medical Association in 1998 that found that 68 per
cent of the survey respondents said that they would pay for genetic
testing themselves in order to avoid disclosing the results as would be
required if insurance paid for the tests. Moreover, 26 per cent of those
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surveyed said that they would use aliases in order to avoid disclosure.
In other words, these people see the value in having the information,
but they are fearful of how others will use the information. This fear
and concern is widely held by people in all the OECD countries
amongst all walks of life.
Consequently, there is close to a consensus in these countries that
it should be illegal to penalise a person for their genetic profile. Most of
these countries have already passed such laws, or are considering
passing such laws. It is highly probable that within the developed world
in the near future, genetic discrimination will be forbidden in either the
workplace or in insurance, and that the involuntary disclosure of
genetic information will be tightly limited.
In the USA the only issues around passing such legislation are 1)
existing laws (such as the Americans with Disability Act [ADA] and the
Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996) already
provide sufficient protection; 2) the liability must not be too high or
unlimited; 3) the liability should not be too broad, for example, finding
liability when there is only casual knowledge of an individual’s family
history; and finally 4) the law should not be a barrier to using genetic
information for beneficial purposes, such as more closely monitoring
people with a genetic predisposition.
In conclusion, privacy matters a great deal in relation to genetic
matters, and woe unto anyone who violates that privacy. Last year the
American railroad company, Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railway,
secretly tested employees for gene defects relating to carpal tunnel
syndrome. When this activity came to light, there was near universal
condemnation and an immediate law suit. The company quickly settled
the suit with the US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
(EEOC), committing to cease and desist, and to make financial
payments.
Any organisation that involuntarily or under compulsion requires
genetic testing, in any way, discriminates (financially or behaviourally)
between individuals based on the results of genetic tests, or discloses
genetic information to another party without freely given authorisation,
will not only suffer in the courts of public opinion, but will likely suffer
in the courts of law. Moreover, such activity is likely to drive the
political institutions of society, goaded by social activists, to tighten
severely the laws regarding the use of genetic information, perhaps to
the extent of limiting its beneficial use.
In short, individuals and organisations with access to genetic
information need to treat it with the greatest sensitivity, and should go
to extreme lengths to protect individual privacy rights relating to such
data. Failure to do so, is likely to lead to a social and legal backlash that
will undermine the benefits that can arise from broad scale genetic
testing, and the integral use of the data in the care and treatment of the
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population. To date, there has been a practical, balanced, moderate
approach by governments and societies toward genetic testing and data
use, but given the sensitivity around the subject, the balance could
easily disappear if organisations abuse their public trust.
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Stephen Smith MP

Stephen Smith MP, Shadow Communications Minister,
addressed The Sydney Institute on Thursday 27 September
2001 – the last parliamentary sitting day prior to the 2001
federal election. In a wide ranging speech, Stephen Smith
outlined the policies for communication which Labor would
take to the federal election – from opposing the sale of Telstra,
to broadband, to privatisation and Australia Post and the
significance of Knowledge Nation to its communications
policy.
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TWO NATIONS OR A
KNOWLEDGE NATION?
Stephen Smith

I would like to thank Gerard and Anne Henderson for inviting me to
speak here tonight. The Sydney Institute plays an important role in the
intellectual and political life of this nation. As a forum for discussion
and debate, it may be less lively than the Federal Parliament from
which I have just come, but on occasions it can be more enlightening!
Having said that, the most lively and enlightening forum that we have
for discussion and debate about our nation’s future is just around the
corner.

Key themes in the coming federal election
The 39th Parliament sat today for what the Prime Minister said earlier
today would be its last occasion. Accordingly, it is appropriate to
contemplate both the political prospects and the policy themes in the
run up to the federal election which will soon be called.
So far as prospects are concerned, you might recall that by the
end of last year, most commentators were writing Kim Beazley’s and
Labor’s chances off entirely. By the end of the first quarter of this year,
however, those very same commentators were saying that Labor
couldn’t possibly lose! Now, following recent events, those very same
commentators are again effectively writing Labor off.
The truth is that none of these analyses was, or is, correct.
The next election will be hard fought and close. That, in my view,
was always to be the case. The Australian community doesn’t give
federal election victories away lightly. You have to earn them. Kim
Beazley and Labor are firmly focussed on, and dedicated to, that task.
In the coming federal election we believe the key thematic will be
security – a secure future for all Australians. That means security at
home through jobs, health and education and security abroad. It means
focussing not just on the last five weeks, but also the last five years. It
means focussing not just on the next three months but also on the next
three years. In my own portfolio area, communications, that thematic is
perhaps best described as whether Australia wants to be two nations or
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a knowledge nation: a nation with some winners and some losers or one
where we all share in the social and economic benefits and opportunities
that our nation has to offer in the future.
Five years of a Howard Government have seen Australia
increasingly divided into two nations, a nation divided both on socioeconomic and geographic grounds: the rich getting richer, the poor
getting poorer and the middle being squeezed by financial pressure or the
pressure which comes from services and opportunities disappearing. And
the pressure flowing from the disappearance of services and opportunities
increases, for more and more people, the further away they live from the
capital city GPO of the State or Territory in which they reside.
While in the last five weeks Australians have become increasingly
exposed to external security threats to our nation, over the last five years
they have become increasingly worried about security in their daily lives.
For example, the more financial pressure you are under as a result of the
GST, the more insecure you feel for you and your family. As well, in
recent days, we have seen job insecurity return to the national agenda. If
your job is not safe with Ansett or Coles-Myer, whose job is?
Under the Howard Government, Australians have also become
increasingly concerned about the loss of basic and essential services – like
the quality of education in our schools, the quality of care able to be given
to family members in our hospitals and nursing homes and, if you live in
the outer metropolitan hinterland or rural and regional Australia, key
services like banking, transport and telecommunications.
Kim Beazley and Labor will argue that the Howard-Anderson
approach is out of touch when it comes to these issues of personal and
family security and that Australians want a government that will listen to
them and act on their concerns. When John Howard says, as he has
recently and repeatedly, that the government has made its investment in
health, education and aged care – what he is really saying is that:
•
if you are worried about the Americanisation of our hospital and
healthcare system, where your credit card is more important then
your Medicare card– get used to it;
•
if you are worried about the trashing of our public schools and Dr
Kemp’s $100,000 university degrees – get used to it;
•
if you are worried about the erosion of living standards and declining local service, like personal banking services – get used to it.
By contrast, Kim Beazley is committed to relieving the pressure on
Australian families in a number of important ways:
•
by taking the GST off a range of essential items and simplifying the
administration of the GST for small business;
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•

by investing more in our children’s futures through education
initiatives such as the National Public Education Alliance, the
University of Australia On-line and The Learning Gateway;
•
by supporting our public health system through the National
Medicare Alliance, Medicare After Hours and a Fight Against
Cancer; and
•
by building for the future, for better and higher paying jobs,
through the development of Australia as a Knowledge Nation.
Kim Beazley’s aspiration is to build a fairer, more secure Knowledge
Nation for all Australians. Where Australians, irrespective of where
they live, will have opportunities to share in the great wealth of our
nation.

A great trading nation
Australia has survived over the last 200 years because we have been, or
aspired to be, a great trading nation. Whether it has been clipping
wheat or wool, exploiting our mineral or petroleum resources, or
producing elaborately transformed manufactures, Australia has
survived by selling its resources, physical and intellectual, to the world.
We have successfully done this in the past, not only because of our
land’s abundant natural riches but because as a nation we have over
time successfully applied our intellectual capital to the task at hand.
Our wool industries first prospered because of the inventiveness of
people like Macarthur who adapted the Spanish Merino to Australian
conditions.
Today, for example, our iron ore industry in the North West of
my home state Western Australia, retains its international competitiveness not just because of plentiful deposits, but also because Australian
technology, engineering and ingenuity have developed one of the
world’s most efficient computerised railway systems to bring that
inland ore to port, and ultimately, competitively to market. In this new
century, Australians will increasingly need to mine our intellectual
resources if we are to succeed as a prosperous nation.
And as a nation of only 20 million people, with 70 per cent of the
population contained in half a dozen metropolitan coastal capital cities,
and the remaining 30 per cent scattered over the other 70 per cent of
our vast landmass, we must bring the talents of all Australians to bear,
irrespective of where they live. While many of the skills that we will
need to advance Australia will need to be developed in our universities
and laboratories, the practical ingenuity workers in all walks of life are
just as significant in ensuring Australia remains regionally and
internationally competitive.
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The Knowledge Nation and modern communications
The Knowledge Nation is a key part of Kim Beazley’s plan to provide
greater security for Australia and Australians in an increasingly
uncertain and competitive world. If Australia is to succeed in this
century then we must not merely become the early adopters of
technology, we must also find new and better ways to adapt that
technology for the benefit of Australians and for our nation’s
productive economic development. The advent of modern
communications technology should increasingly mean that no matter
where you live, you will have the opportunity to contribute to
Australia’s and to the global economy. Overcoming the divide caused
by distance is not only vital to the future social cohesion of Australian
society, it is essential to our nation’s future economic fortunes. That’s
why Kim Beazley’s Knowledge Nation is so important.
The Knowledge Nation is different from most plans for so-called
knowledge or information based economies in two key respects. First, it
recognises the importance of applying our “knowledge” skills across a
much wider field of economic activity than simply the so-called hightech industries, which are usually the focus of such policies.
And secondly, because in a modern translation of the Australian
tradition of a “fair go”, Kim Beazley understands the fundamental
importance of ensuring that as many Australians as possible,
irrespective of where they live, can participate in and receive the
benefits of the development of our economy and society that flows from
the application of our “knowledge” based skills.

The role of communications policy
Communications policy is a vital part of Australia’s economic and
social future. A true Knowledge Nation will require Australians to have
equitable access to the latest communications technologies at
affordable prices. This is important not just so Australians can continue
to stay in touch. Communications policy can act as a foundation stone
upon which Australia becomes increasingly internationally competitive,
particularly in the development of our application and content
industries and key communications technologies, such as photonics.
Communications policy must also drive greater equity and access
in the delivery of education, health and other government and essential
commercial services, including banking. This is particularly important
for those who have traditionally been most disadvantaged by
communications policy, namely, those living in outer metropolitan
hinterland, rural, regional and remote Australia.
Enabling Australians to make the most of new communications
technologies and the economic and social opportunities they create,
requires a concerted and co-ordinated public policy effort by
governments at all levels, but with clear and consistent national
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leadership from the Commonwealth. This must be across a broad
range of initiatives, only one of which is communications policy.
Labor’s focus on the Knowledge Nation will help to bring those strands
of public policy together in a way that has been disappointingly absent
over the last 5 years.
So, how will Labor develop the Knowledge Nation?

Two nations or a Knowledge Nation
In my portfolio area, communications, Labor will focus on restoring
basic services that have been eroded under John Howard, and at the
same time build for the future. Kim Beazley and I are determined that
Australians, no matter where they live, should be able to equitably
access these important services. And if you think equity of access is
important in the traditional world of voice telephony that pales into
insignificance as Australia and the whole world move to digital and
broadband.
In terms of access to important communications services, there
are three key important national institutions that focus will fall on
during the coming Federal election campaign: Telstra, Australia Post
and the ABC. In all of these areas, Labor offers a plan that is about rebuilding and improving services for people living in the outer
metropolitan hinterland, rural and regional Australia. We want these
people to be part of a Knowledge Nation, not two nations!
Labor’s view is in sharp contrast to the Howard-Anderson
Government’s agenda, that will only see these vital national services
fully privatised, de-regulated, under-funded or simply ignored and run
down to the great detriment of people who live outside or on the fringes
of our major metropolitan population centres. The fortunes of our
nation cannot just depend on a slavish commitment to the market and
encouraging volunteerism. Australians need a Government with a
genuine desire to ensure the economic and social welfare of all
Australians, irrespective of where they live, through an appropriate
modern public policy framework.

Telstra and privatisation
Despite their recent efforts to hide the fact, the Howard-Anderson
Government wants to fully privatise Telstra: it is in their Budget. By
contrast Kim Beazley has pledged that Labor will maintain Telstra in
majority public ownership. Labor opposes the full privatisation of
Telstra for two important reasons.

Fully privatising Telstra doesn’t make cents
First, the economic case for full privatisation of Telstra is a highly
questionable one. In the mid to long-term, Australian taxpayers will
lose on the full privatisation of Telstra. After three and a half years, the
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Australian taxpayer is now $499 million worse off as a result of the sale
of just the first one-third of Telstra. This is because, over the last three
years, the cost of selling Telstra and the amount of dividend lost to the
government has been more than the public debt interest (PDI) the
Government has saved by retiring debt. In short, the HowardAnderson Government has cost Australian taxpayers more than $3.8
billion to save just $3.3 billion!

Table 1: Net impact of the sale of Telstra
1997/98

1998/99

$6,930

$5,850

Debt retired ($m)

1999/00

2000/01

2001
(1H)

Total

$3,322

Public Debt Interest
saved ($m)

$343

$741

$895

$895

$448

Actual Dividend ($m)

$901

$1,802

$4,247

$2,316

$1,415

33.3 percent of
Dividend ($m)

-$300

-$601

-$1,416

-$772

Sale Costs

-$260

Net impact

-$303

$140

-$511

$123

-$472 -$3,561
-$260
-$24

-$499

This situation is only likely to get worse as Telstra’s dividend continues
to grow, but the interest savings remain static. Since the partial
privatisation of Telstra, the Howard-Anderson Government has
committed just over $1.1 billion over eight years (including the
financial out years of the current Budget) to improve communications
services in regional Australia, the vast majority of which has come from
the proceeds of the partial privatisation of Telstra. However, as a result
of its record $4.1 billion profit announced last month, Telstra will pay
more than $1.2 billion in dividends to the Commonwealth for just one
year’s work. Telstra will pay more for one-year’s work than the
Howard-Anderson Government has given back to rural and regional
communications services in the eight years it has budgeted for.
If Telstra is fully privatised, then the Budget papers show a
further $436 million will be paid to the lawyers, brokers and
accountants just to sell it. That’s more than three times the
approximately $140 million in new money that the Howard-Anderson
Government has allocated over 4 years to improve mobile phone and
Internet services in regional Australia, its response to the Besley
Inquiry’s report which found that services in rural and remote areas
were not adequate.
Labor has continually argued that Australians are better off
relying on an ongoing dividend stream from Telstra rather than a oneoff flog-off. The figures for the sale of the first third of Telstra clearly
show that. In this regard, Labor believes that the Prime Minister should
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heed his own advice to Telstra’s mum and dad shareholders, namely;
the Commonwealth should take a long-term view1 of its majority
ownership of Telstra. That which is good advice for the minority
shareholders is also good advice for the majority shareholder.

Telstra’s national role
The second reason for not fully privatising Telstra is its central role in
the delivery of communications services to Australians. Telstra
remains, and is likely to remain, the only carrier that either seeks to, has
the potential to, or can provide a comprehensive telecommunications
service to all Australians irrespective of where they live. In many parts
of rural and regional Australia, Telstra is the only real provider of
services. And in outer metropolitan markets, Telstra’s Customer
Access Network remains the dominant infrastructure over which
competition takes place. Labor believes that that national role can only
be adequately secured through retaining majority ownership of Telstra.
By contrast, the Howard-Anderson Government believes that
ownership is not critical and that services are adequately secured,
without more, through the Universal Service Obligation and the
Customer Service Guarantee. Labor rejects this argument for a number
of key reasons.
First, Telstra’s service levels are simply not adequate. Even the
government’s own Besley Inquiry Report found that Telstra’s services
in rural and remote Australia were not adequate. This finding is
consistent with report after report of the Australian Communications
Authority which have repeatedly shown that Telstra’s service
performance in outer metropolitan, rural and regional Australia does
not meet even the lower 90 per cent standard of compliance with the
Customer Service Guarantee that the Besley Inquiry regarded as
acceptable.
Secondly, the USO and the CSG do not secure many services
that Australians increasingly regard as being important. For example,
the USO does not providing an adequate guarantee of access to dial-up
Internet services. Further, while minimum levels of mobile phone
coverage are mandated, the additional mobile phone coverage currently
being rolled out is not. There are also a raft of other benefits, such as
Telstra Country Wide, Seaphone and the new Wide Area and Regional
call options, which are not secured by legislation.
Today, outer metropolitan, rural and regional Australia is crying
out for more and better mobile services and faster Internet services.
Tomorrow it will be for better Third Generation (“3G”) mobile and
broadband Internet services. Without a strong Telstra at the heart of
our communications system and access to the steady dividend stream
that majority government ownership provides, we will not have the
ongoing means to help ensure that future governments continue to
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invest in equitable and universal communications services for all
Australians irrespective of where they live.

Australians want Telstra to remain in majority public
ownership
This is not just my view, nor just a Labor view, of the role of Telstra.
This is a view that is shared by both a considerable majority of
Australians, irrespective of where they live or their economic circumstances, as well as by a comfortable majority of Telstra shareholders.
Why? Because, like Labor, both the Australian community in general
and Telstra shareholders in particular recognise and support Telstra’s
national role.
Telstra’s individual investors also take considerable comfort from
the security that majority government ownership provides for their
investment. The mum and dad investors know that while Telstra
remains in majority government ownership, it would not be in the
political or economic interest of the government of the day to see
Telstra fail, or indeed to act with reckless indifference to it. Finally, on
Telstra, it’s a funny world we live in under a Howard-Anderson
government: it’s okay to have Australia’s second largest telephone
company majority owned by a foreign government, but it’s not okay for
Australia’s largest telecommunications company to be majority owned
by the Australian government!

Australia Post
Another area of sharp contrast between the Coalition and Labor is
Australia Post. The Howard-Anderson Government wants to deregulate Australia Post, putting at risk services in rural and regional
Australia. In March this year, the government withdrew its Postal
Services Legislation Amendment Bill 2000 which would have deregulated
some Australia Post services, undermining Australia Post’s ability to
cross-subsidise services in rural and regional Australia and leading to
the consideration of differential pricing for Australia Post’s services. In
other words, the further away you live from the capital city GPO in the
State in which you reside, the more you will have to pay for post and
parcels. But despite this, the Howard-Anderson Government remains
committed to the further de-regulation of Australia Post, either before
the next election or after.
And how do we know this?
Because on 29 March 2001, the Minister for Communications,
Senator Richard Alston, said that the government still supported its
Postal Service Legislation Amendment Bill 2000 and would not rule out its
re-introduction at some time in the future. Senator Alston repeated the
government’s commitment to its de-regulatory agenda at a speech he
gave to an annual conference of big business mail users in July this
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year. This is all part of a long-term campaign by the Howard-Anderson
Government to fully de-regulate Australia Post, just as they plan to
fully privatise Telstra. The government’s approach is consistent with
the National Competition Council’s recommendations to increase
competition for Australia Post’s reserved services.
This approach may well benefit big business mail users and
providers but will do nothing to improve services in outer metropolitan,
rural and regional Australia.
Nothing in the government’s approach would prevent major
international postal service providers, like Deutsche Post or Royal
Dutch Post’s subsidiary TNT, providing full end-to-end mail services
in direct competition with Australia Post’s reserved services, with no
consequent obligation to even contemplate the provision of nonprofitable services to regional and rural Australia. Australia Post has
already advised Senate Estimates that the government’s Postal Services
Legislation Amendment Bill 2000 would have cost Australia Post about
$200 million in revenue per year.
Further, Australia Post has also advised Senate Estimates that if
the Postal Services Legislation Amendment Bill was passed, it may be
forced to introduce differential pricing to reflect the real cost of
providing services to less profitable regional, rural and remote areas.
This would mean that Australia Post’s customers in rural and regional
Australia would have to pay more than their city counterparts for the
same postal service.

The government wants to run down Australia Post
The government has also secretly taken a $200 million special dividend
from Australia Post in this year’s Budget. This dividend is on top of the
approximately $165 million dividend Australia Post was scheduled to
pay in the normal course of events. This secret dividend was not
disclosed in the Budget papers. And why? Because there was no public
policy reason to justify it, the government was simply too craven to
admit it. Rather than encouraging Australia Post to invest this money
in better postal and on-line services for all Australians, particularly for
those who live in rural and regional Australia, the Howard-Anderson
Government has been secretly lining its own pocket. Through the
taking of this special dividend, the GST costing Australia Post $90 to
$100 million and its plans for further de-regulation of postal services,
the Howard-Anderson Government has now placed Australia Post
under sustained pressure.

A better plan for Australia Post
Kim Beazley’s and Labor’s plan for Australia Post is in stark contrast to
that of the Howard-Anderson Government. Whereas the HowardAnderson Government plans to attack Australia Post’s ability to cross-
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subsidise regional and rural services, Labor plans to enhance Australia
Post’s role in providing services to regional and rural Australia.
Australia Post is a critical part of Australia’s communications
infrastructure, particularly in regional, rural and remote areas. It plays a
unique role in ensuring that all Australians have access to an efficient
and reliable postal service. Opposition Leader Kim Beazley promised
on 28 February 2000 that:
•
Australia Post would remain in public hands;
•
No further deregulation of Australia’s postal industry would
occur;
•
Australia Post would continue to provide current postal, retail
and financial services, including Giropost, banking and Internet
bill paying services; and
•
Australia Post would play a critical role as a platform for the
delivery of services, including emerging digital data services,
particularly to rural and regional Australia.
Australia Post’s ubiquitous outlets are probably the only piece of
national infrastructure that is now readily accessible by the vast
majority of Australians, no matter where they live. Indeed, the further
the Australia Post outlet is away from the CBD, the more likely it is
currently to be the only piece of infrastructure a small local community
has access to. Labor will encourage Australia Post to provide these
enhanced services in its more remote outlets first. These communities
are also, more likely than not, to be the ones most adversely affected
already by the withdrawal of government, commercial and financial
services.

Australian Broadcasting Corporation
Another endangered species under the Howard-Anderson Government
is our independent national public broadcaster; the ABC, which the
government has placed under sustained financial and political pressure
over the past five years. Unlike the Howard Government, Labor is
committed to the ABC as an adequately funded, genuinely independent and truly national public broadcaster. Even this year’s $17.8
million belated Budget increase for the ABC was a cynical political
exercise by the government.
While I welcome the fact that this additional funding will see a
enhanced local radio service established in many communities, that
funding decision was made in the context of a pre-election Budget,
designed to bolster National Party and regional and rural Liberal MP’s
chances against a rising political tide. Were the government not
desperate to save its own political skin, the ABC would not have
received any additional funding in the Budget. The decision is also only
a limited back fill. It goes nowhere near making up for the $66 million
the government slashed from the ABC’s Budget in 1996 and 1997,
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nor is it an effective response to the ABC’s $40 million December
2000 urgent funding submission. This urgent funding request
sought funding for a range of education, family and business content.
These aspects of the ABC’s submission appear to have been ignored by
the government simply because they do not suit its political purposes.
Regrettably, this limited additional funding will not resolve other
ongoing problems caused by the Howard-Anderson Government’s
1996-97 $66 million cut to the ABC. For example, the ABC’s TV
production capacity has not recovered since the Howard Government’s
cuts were first instituted in 1996. As a result, the ABC now has only
440 hours of first run television in its inventory. Nor does it appear that
the government will provide the ABC with the funding necessary to
provide an appropriate level of content for its digital multi-channel, nor
is it providing adequate funding for Radio Australia. By contrast, Kim
Beazley has committed to provide additional funding to the ABC, the
precise amount to be announced closer to the election. Labor would
also encourage the ABC to be truly national, to better reflect the
diversity of our great nation of which rural and regional Australia is an
important part.
Just as importantly, a Beazley Labor Government would extol the
virtues of the ABC, publicly proclaiming the importance of this
national institution: when was the last time you heard John Howard or
Richard Alston doing that. And, finally, Labor would provide greater
transparency in the appointment process for members of the ABC
Board. This will help to restore the public’s confidence in the
independence of the ABC.
As a result, a vote for Kim Beazley and Labor at this year’s federal
election will send a clear message that the Australian community want
the ABC to be an adequately resourced, genuinely independent and a
truly national public broadcaster.

Access to broadband: digital access for all
Australians, not some
While these three iconic institutions will, I expect, be the most
identifiable symbols in my portfolio area defining the differences
between the Coalition and Labor during the election campaign, there
are other fundamental areas of policy which will determine whether
Australia becomes two nations or a Knowledge Nation and on which
there are stark contrasts in the policies of the major parties.
Important among these is access to broadband. Labor has already
signalled that we will focus on the growth of broadband technology and
services as a key part of our nation’s economic future. The Knowledge
Nation Taskforce set Australia an ambitious but achievable long-term
goal of universal access to broadband technology. Unlike the present
government, Labor has joined the rest of the world in recognising the
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importance to our economy and society of greater access to broadband
technology and the services that technology brings.
Most Australians haven’t experienced broadband technology yet,
but increasingly broadband technology will provide Australians, no
matter where they live, with access to an increasing array of services
that will help educate our children, improve the quality and
accessibility of a wide range of health, government, financial and other
commercial services, as well as bringing us the latest in entertainment.
Australia, as a great content producing nation, is well placed to become
a world centre for broadband content and applications.
If we properly wire up our nation, we will enable a good content
idea in the back-blocks to be just as good as a trading idea in the CBD.
If we don’t, then Australia will remain a net technology importer, there
will be fewer job opportunities for our children and ourselves and the
opportunities that will be available will be increasingly poorly paid.
Five years ago, Australia’s telecommunications infrastructure was
among the best in the world. Even the current government recognised
this when it came to office. But under the Howard Government,
Australia has slipped behind. As a recent report by the Productivity
Commission concluded, Australia is generally behind our major
international competitors in terms of the take-up of high-speed Internet
services. Australia is well behind many of our European counterparts
on the take-up of ISDN services and has precious few ADSL or HFC
cable broadband Internet services to speak of.
The Productivity Commission’s report supports the findings of an
OECD report released in January this year, and recently reported in
The Economist, which shows that Australia is only thirteenth in the
world in terms of the take-up of broadband Internet services.

Senator Alston’s vision: “slowband”
Despite this, Senator Alston confirmed the government’s scepticism
about the future of digital broadband services when he said on ABC
Radio’s AM on 3 July 2001 that:
There have been a number of articles in recent times about broadband and
whether it’s a mirage, whether it really is going to meet consumer needs
and this is precisely why you can’t force someone to do something that
doesn’t make commercial sense.

But unfortunately for Senator Alston, he had already admitted in that
same interview that Telstra is:
… in the process of rolling out DSL technology to up to 90 per cent of the
population over the next 12 months, so we’re going to get a long way down
this track very quickly.

Telstra is also making digital broadband services available to its
customers via both satellite and cable modem. Telstra’s competitors are
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also trying to role out broadband infrastructure using these and a
variety of other technologies. The principal barrier in the way of these
competitors is not just Telstra itself, it is also a Howard-Anderson
Government that, rather than ensuring that Australia has a genuinely
open and competitive telecommunications market has been obsessed
instead with the full privatisation of Telstra.
The result has been protracted delays in resolution of essential
disputes about access to Telstra’s network, delays, which it is now
widely accepted the government has not adequately addressed despite
the limited reforms currently before the parliament. Despite this, and
unlike Senator Alston, Australia’s telecommunications carriers believe
that there is a commercial case to make digital broadband more widely
available to the Australian community. Labor, together with many
market analysts and industry experts, wants to encourage Telstra and
its competitors to take further steps in this direction. Unlike Senator
Alston, we believe that to do so is in Telstra’s, the industry’s and the
national interest. In effect, Senator Alston has made it clear that the
Howard Government is happy to allow Australia to just muddle along,
somewhere in the middle of the pack, in the digital broadband
revolution. Senator Alston wants to leave Australians on the slow boat
to the Knowledge Nation, reducing Australia’s international competitiveness.

Improving our infrastructure is essential
If Australians are to be able to access this content then improving our
nation’s infrastructure is essential. The recent Productivity
Commission report found that only 73 per cent of Australian
households can access dial-up Internet services at 28.8 kbps, well below
the rate of many of our international competitors. Many cannot also
access DSL services because of the use of pair gain systems. Some 9
percent of households are connected to Telstra’s network using this
technology.
Australia can and will do better. How would Labor do this?
First, Labor would pursue further reforms of the telecommunications industry specific competition regime to ensure effective access to
the local loop, opening up greater competition in the Australian
wholesale market. These reforms will of themselves encourage Telstra
to help grow the broadband market, as well as enabling Telstra’s
competitors to compete more effectively. The limited reforms recently
passed by parliament will go some way to improving the current
situation. However, there are still significant obstacles to effective competition in the current regime.
In this regard, I welcome the ACCC’s recent decision to consider
the declaration of spectrum sharing. More generally, Labor will use the
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Productivity Commission’s Final Report, delivered to the government
earlier this week, as the vehicle for further reform.

Open digital cable networks
Australia’s digital cable networks are also key platforms for our nation’s
broadband future. The failure to achieve open access on these currently
analogue networks over the last five years, let alone the digitisation of
these networks, has been another significant policy failure by the
Howard Government. As with competition over Telstra’s local loop,
competition for the provision of pay television or data services over
these networks has been frustrated by the delays in the
telecommunications access regime. In this context, I have argued that
further consideration needs to be given to the Productivity
Commission’s suggestion of “access holidays” and whether they may be
a useful mechanism to overcome regulatory barriers to investment.
In particular, Labor is interested in discussing with the industry
whether an “access holiday” could be appropriately used as a tactical
device to ensure that Telstra and Optus digitise their cable as open
access networks. Senator Alston has indicated a preparedness to
consider the issue. However, some confusion has arisen among a
number of industry participants because the Minister has still not ruled
out the use of such a device to restrict access to these important
networks, rather than to achieve the strategic objectives of open access
on these digital platforms.
I hope the Minister will rule out in the course of the coming
election such an anti-competitive arrangement. This would enable
debate to focus, where it should, on the terms and conditions that
could apply to such an arrangement to the potential benefit of the
infrastructure providers, Foxtel and Optus, potential access seekers and
content providers, like C7, Australian consumers and the nation as a
whole. Only once that discussion has occurred will it be possible to
determine whether an “access holiday” is a suitable device to ensure
that the Foxtel and Optus cable networks are digital and open
networks. Of course, that discussion may suggest other mechanisms by
which that objective can be more effectively achieved.

Content is king
Bigger and better pipes are only part of the answer. Australians will not
take-up broadband services if the content is not there to match it. And,
as in other areas such as television and radio, it is clear that Australians
will look for Australian content as a key driver of demand. Government
clearly has a role to play in this regard by moving government services
on-line and making them increasingly accessible and relevant to the
consumer. The current efforts to move Government services on-line
are disjointed and often user-unfriendly. Many government websites

THE SYDNEY PAPERS SPRING 2001

153

are set up for those with a policy bent – not those wishing to process
transactions. This must be improved.
Encouraging the development of broadband applications is also
vital. Very few major Australian Internet portals feature broadband
content. I am pleased to say that the ABC is a leader in this regard,
with its broadband news service. As in South Korea, the world’s
leading broadband nation, on-line education will also be a major driver.
Kim Beazley has already announced his plan for the University of
Australia On-line. Labor would also provide an additional $10 million
over 3 years to make broadband access more affordable for regional
universities and their staff and students. And Labor would establish a
Learning Gateway, an on-line educational resources for secondary
schools students, their teachers and parents.
By contrast, the Howard-Anderson Government has done almost
nothing to encourage the development of broadband content in
Australia. Only in August this year, after more than five years in office,
did the government announce a meagre $2.1 million over 3 years for a
broadband content fund. While this funding is welcome, it is manifestly
inadequate as a basis for a stronger Australian broadband content
industry

Digital television
Digital television is still a relatively new service around the world. To
date, digital television has only really achieved a reasonable level of
consumer acceptance in one market: the United Kingdom. The United
Kingdom model, unlike Australia’s, is subscription based. The primary
driver for the successful take-up of digital television in the UK has been
access to sport, in particular the English Premier League on BSkyB. By
contrast, Australia has retained a strong attachment to the principals of
live free-to-air sport, access to which is protected through the antisiphoning regime established by the previous Labor government in
1994, and enhanced by the anti-hoarding regime established under the
current government in 1999 with the support of Labor.
The 1998 parliamentary framework for digital television and
datacasting framework also limits the new content that might attract
Australians to pick up digital television. Almost ten months since digital
television was formally switched on, all we can see are a series of policy
failures by the Howard Government. First, there is the “Spruce Goose”
that is the Howard Government’s digital television policy, which has
seen more interference than take-up.
Secondly, the abandonment of the datacasting spectrum auction
under the cover of the Centenary of Federation sittings on 10 May
2001 was a regrettable but necessary end to the government’s
datacasting farce. And, finally, we are yet to see an agreement among
the free-to-air broadcasters and the component manufacturers as to the

TWO NATIONS OR A KNOWLEDGE NATION?

154

minimum standard back-channel that will need to be provided to allow
program enhancements to be wrapped around digital television
broadcasting.
Rather than having a government actively participating and
encouraging the parties to resolve these issues, we have had a
government asleep at the wheel that has been content to sit back and
see these discussions proceed at a snail’s pace. The failure to date of
this government’s digital television and datacasting policies, taken
together with its current approach to “slow-band” and failure to effect a
genuinely competitive telecommunications industry is typical of this
“comfortable and relaxed” government.
Rather than being energetic exponents of our nation’s fundamental economic interests, of being active partners with industry to
drive our nation’s economic development, we have a government, like
its Prime Minister, with one foot off the bus on the way to the golf
course.

Datacasting
If datacasting is to provide Australian consumers with the interactive
content they will want then, as the Productivity Commission noted:
A step along this path could be taken when a limited amount of new
spectrum becomes available for the purposes of datacasting. The
Commission recommends that liberal conditions be attached to datacasting
licences.

But rather than heed this advice, the government sought to strangle the
datacasting industry at birth. The restrictive genre-specific datacasting
regime devised by the government was unworkable, a lawyer’s picnic
and ultimately resulted in the markets rejection of the datacasting
spectrum auction. I do not enjoy being the harbinger of bad news, but I
predicated on 21 December 1999, the day the nature of the
government’s datacasting regime was announced, that it ran the risk of
strangling this new industry at birth. That is why Labor took a
constructive approach and proposed an alternate liberal and general
datacasting regime during debate on the detailed implementation of the
digital television and datacasting regime in June 2000. Labor’s regime
would have placed minimal restrictions on datacasting, while
honouring the 1998 parliamentary framework, which prevented back
door or de facto broadcasting. Regrettably, we were opposed by the
both the government and the Australian Democrats from achieving a
more sensible outcome.
The only blessing to have come out of the sorry saga of this
government’s handling of datacasting is that the use of that spectrum
has not been prejudiced. The datacasting spectrum is still available and
still may be able to be used to foster greater diversity in the Australian
media market. Whether this will occur is another matter. The
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experience of the datacasting spectrum auction has tainted the view of
datacasting for a number of potential industry participants. This may in
part explain the failure of the Minister to provide as promised a new
approach to datacasting. Regrettably, despite some modest reassurances, we are yet to see any tangible sign that the government
genuinely continues to see datacasting as part of the 1998 Parliamentary framework and, if so, what new proposed datacasting services
the government has in mind.

ABC and SBS multi-channels
Other forms of new content will also help drive the take-up of digital
television. Thanks to the persistence of Labor during debate on the
detailed implementation of the digital television and datacasting
framework in June 2000, the ABC and the SBS have been given the
right to engage in a restricted form of multi-channelling. The recently
launched ABC Kids is the first example of a new digital channel that is
not available on free-to-air analogue television, though it will also be
available through pay television re-transmission via Optus and Austar.
Both the ABC and SBS are planning to announce more channels in the
future. Labor has already promised to further enhance the ABC’s and
the SBS’s multi-channel services by removing the restrictions currently
placed on their content by the government. Kim Beazley’s commitment
to additional funding for the ABC will also give the ABC the
opportunity to further enhance its digital multi-channel services.

Other aspects of the Knowledge Nation
More generally, the targets in the Knowledge Nation Taskforce Report
are ambitious, but we must try to achieve them. However, success
cannot be achieved through an overnight, one-off program. It will take
years of sustained effort. But if we do not begin immediately, and make
substantial progress over the next ten years, we will lose touch
irretrievably with the rest of the developed world. Labor has committed
to the long-term goals of:
•
Doubling Australia’s overall Research and Development levels as
a percentage of GDP by 2010;
•
Reaching this target will make Australia the world leader in R&D
investment. Australia must try to achieve it;
•
Ensuring that nine out of every ten young Australians leave their
teens with a year-12 or equivalent qualification;
•
Fostering a large-scale environmental management industry; and
•
Making Australia one of the world’s leaders in biotechnology by
building on our excellence in medical research.
•
Labor has already spelt out some of our policies relating to the
Knowledge Nation, including:
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•
•
•
•
•

Doubling the number of research fellowships in our universities to
begin the process of reversing the brain drain;
Creating 400 new postgraduate training places in regional
universities;
Retraining our primary and secondary school teachers in
important subjects including maths and science; and
And attracting the brightest maths and science graduates into
teaching.
Investing in our schools, universities and scientific institutions will
be one of the focal points of the election campaign.

Conclusion
Australia is standing at an important crossroads in terms of its history.
Australians face important decisions as to the best way to secure for the
future both our prosperity and our unity in difficult times. Many
Australians living under increasing financial pressure or suffering from
the withdrawal of services and opportunities, while understandably
concerned by international events, are also looking for greater security
in their own daily lives.
As they see our nation dividing along socio-economic and
geographic grounds, Australians are looking for a national government
that will listen to their concerns and act to secure their futures. So, at
the coming federal election, the choice is a stark one. Between:
•
A government that wants to sit back and let the market decide,
hoping that volunteerism will fill the void, or a Labor government
that will work to provide a public policy framework which will
create greater security and more opportunities for Australians;
•
A government more interested in flogging off Telstra to the
detriment of competition and consumers, or a Labor government
that remains at the forefront of competition reform of Australia’s
telecommunications market, but which will secure the benefits
that come from majority government ownership of Telstra for all
Australians;
•
A government content to see basic services continue to be
withdrawn from outer metropolitan, rural and regional Australia,
or a Labor government that will re-invest in key national
institutions such as Australia Post and the ABC;
•
A government that is happy to muddle along in the middle of the
broadband pack, or a Labor government that will work with
broadband service and content providers to help Australians make
the most of these new technologies;
•
A government that has no meaningful plan for technology
important to our future, like digital television and datacasting, or
a Labor government that understands that new content, whether
it be an ABC and SBS multi-channel or better interactive
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enhanced program and datacasting services, is vital if Australia is
to succeed in the new age;
A government that is comfortable to see Australians as the users
of other people’s technology, or a Labor government that wants
to secure our future by having others use ours; and
A government that continues to sit on the sidelines as Australia
increasingly divides into two nations, or a Labor government
determined to secure our future with the jobs and services will
come from a Knowledge Nation.

Endnote
1. Transcript of Interview with Radio 3AW’s Neil Mitchell, 1 September 2000.
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Natasha Stott Despoja

As the third force in Australian politics, the Australian
Democrats have always faced change squarely. Having taken
up her position as the new party leader only months before the
2001 federal election, Senator Natasha Stott Despoja was
already in campaign mode when she addressed The Sydney
Institute on Tuesday 2 October 2001 to give a broad ranging
view of her party’s new directions.
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Natasha Stott Despoja

I acknowledge the traditional owners of this land.
Last month at the Yeperenye Festival, in the Northern Territory,
the Indigenous Peoples welcomed all Australians to their land in a
gesture of reconciliation. It was part of the Centenary of Federation,
but also, a landmark of significance in its own right, in our journey as a
nation. As an example of cooperation and good will between peoples, it
stands in contrast to the recent handling of asylum seekers.
Of course, it stands in even starker contrast to the acts of
terrorism in America, three weeks ago tonight.
I am honoured to be addressing the Sydney Institute for the first
time as Leader of the Australian Democrats. The Institute provides an
important stage for speakers to explore issues broader than either the
legislative or talkback agenda. It seems there is something of the
confessional about the Sydney Institute, albeit “on the record”. In
reviewing the contributions of previous political speakers, I noted some
surprising honesty, followed on occasion, by some frantic back
peddling.
Examples of candour include, Dr Carmen Lawrence calling for
her party to break free of the disproportionate power of unions. And
the New Zealand Minister who raised the possibility of a trans-Tasman
federation. I think we can assume that is off the agenda for awhile. In
the days after his speech to the Sydney Institute, Treasurer Peter
Costello was forced to rule out any “secret” plans to increase the GST.
Mind you, he did not say “never, ever”.
Addresses to the Sydney Institute can also be predictive, and an
opportunity to seed ideas. Last year, ACTU President Sharan Burrow
said Superannuation funds should be legally forced to disclose whether
they take the environmental, social and ethical impact of their
investments into account. This year, the Democrats successfully moved
amendments to the Financial Services Reform Bill, for this to occur.
So I congratulate the Institute for providing a space for political
ideas, outside the dichotic debate of the parliament.
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I was due to address the Sydney Institute the day after 11
September (terrorist attacks in America). Gerard Henderson agreed
that my talk should be postponed, as a number of events in the
following days, were. I know many of us were up most of the night,
watching the television, crying for strangers and fearing for friends. The
latest toll is almost seven thousand dead from all over the world.
Twenty-three Australians are believed to be dead, and the whereabouts
of another ten are still unclear. A friend of mine was in the World
Trade Centre and did not escape. The painful loss felt by his family
and many friends is replicated hundreds of times across the nation and
thousands of times across the globe.
The emotional, economic and political fallout of the terrorist
attacks, highlights how interlinked the world has become. One recent
impact, the cancelling of CHOGM, has brought forward the likely date
of the election campaign.
When I addressed the National Press Club two months ago, I said
the Democrats would not support tax cuts until we first started to pull
people out of poverty and looked at necessary spending in health,
education and environmental protection. I expressed a concern that the
federal election campaign would degenerate into a contest for the
biggest fist full of dollars, as taxation looked set to dominate the federal
election, for the third time in eight years. I said at the time that when
you think of the great political movements, the inspiring leaders, the
most memorable speeches that have moved a nation, there was not that
many about taxation.
“Give me excise or give me death.”
“The only thing we have to tax, is tax itself”
“Ask not what your country can do for you, but what your accountant
can.”

In retrospect, a tax based election now looks quite attractive, compared
to the prospect of a campaign based on a phoney war against a few
thousand asylum seekers, or Australia participating in a real war in the
Middle East. I still hope that this election will be about the triple
bottom line: the economy, the community and our environment. I call
on all parties to be truthful and positive in their campaigns. Hiram
Warren, in a speech to the United States Senate in the early 20th
Century, said, “The first casualty when war comes, is truth”. I do not
know whether that is true, but certainly truth is often a casualty in an
election campaign.
With around six weeks to a federal election, the topic of
leadership is being discussed daily. Gerard Henderson in the Sydney
Morning Herald a month ago, said, “Leadership is a fine concept. It’s
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just that, emergencies aside, most of us don’t like being led for very
long.”1
Well, we have had three emergencies in the last month: the
handling of asylum seekers to keep them offshore; the collapse of
Ansett; and the terrorist attacks in America.
US President George Bush’s capacity for real leadership will be
tested over the coming months and years. The lesson of Bush senior is
that a war – even a relatively successful one – is no guarantee of a
second term. We are in a period of rapid global change and, in
Australia, we are re-appraising our role. Whether you call it
“globalisation” or Fukuyama’s description, the “Great Disruption”, we
are experiencing great change. There is a renegotiation of communication, communities, and identities, as we move from an industrial society
to an information, or knowledge-based one; and from an international
world of independent nation-states and distinct cultures and societies,
to an interlinked, interdependent, global one.
In a political and social climate of rapid change, we must develop
the new institutions and approaches that can respond to human needs
as readily as to new economic and technological developments. At the
same time that Australia faces the challenges of change, we have a crisis
of faith in politicians and political institutions. For many people,
politics just sounds like two dogs barking. While too many members of
the government and opposition spend their time thinking up clever
ways of calling each other liars, Australians are looking for alternatives.
The public are clearly turning away from the politics-as-usual
approach of the old parties2. At the next election it could be as high as
one in three voters choosing an alternative to Labor or Liberal in the
Senate. The vote for the old parties is also dropping in the House of
Representatives.3 We are increasingly seeing governments elected
without a majority of support in their own right – less than 40 per cent
of first preferences.4
The electorate is volatile, and the vote for independent and minor
parties could be considerable.
These are interesting and exciting times for the Australian
Democrats. The polls and membership numbers have risen since
March. I hope we have the momentum to finally break the House
barrier. We are going to run a candidate in every seat and give every
Australian the chance to vote Democrat. The seats of Boothby and
Mayo offer real opportunity. There is a spot at the back of the House of
Representatives, on the left hand side of the curve, that looks just right
for the Democrats. It is even conceivable that – one day – the
Democrats could hold the balance of power, not only in the Upper
House but the Lower House as well, and that really will change
politics.
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In the Senate, five of the nine Democrat senators are up for
election, including me. How the Democrats poll, and what the
Coalition does with its preferences, will determine if Pauline Hanson’s
One Nation shares the balance of power role. Last week’s survey in The
Financial Review listed her as the only woman in the list of the ten most
overtly powerful people in Australia, and she is not in the parliament.
If One Nation gains more seats in the Parliament, it would have a huge
impact on Australian public policy.
The choice facing the voters is not just which party will be in
government, but whether the Democrats will continue to hold the
balance of power in the next Parliament, or a coalition of minor parties
and independents. The Voter’s Voice series in The Australian newspaper, looking at the views behind the polls, uncovered deep dissatisfaction in the community with the old parties.
I believe Australians want leadership. The Voter’s Voice survey
found that Australians say they want in their leaders honesty, strength,
dignity and ironically, in light of recent events, compassion. Great
leaders create a shared sense of pride and purpose in a nation, they do
not fan fears and play on prejudices. We surely would not want a leader
to pursue conflict, in order to create a crisis. We should avoid a leader
who deliberately demonised others, in order to create a sense of “us
and them”. Genuine social cohesion is about how we feel about
ourselves, not our enemies.
The handling of the Tampa issue was good populist politics, but
bad leadership. The Tampa situation was a manufactured emergency, a
created crisis, in contrast to the real crisis we witnessed in America and
the emerging developments in the Middle East. Events that could
potentially have serious implications for stability in Indonesia.
Australia’s problem with asylum seekers must be put in context. This is
a country of just fewer than 20 million people,5 with an immigration
program of 88,000 a year, and a few thousand asylum seekers a year
approaching on boats. That is not a crisis, unless you make it one.
The government set up an imaginary threat and then provided an
imaginary solution. There is unnecessary fear and panic about the
asylum seekers. On immigration, the country is suffering from extreme
roonism, as Tony Abbott might say. The tide of emotion in Australia,
built on years of government demonising of asylum seekers, and
convincing the public that there is an invasion occurring and a serious
threat to our sovereign borders.
Understandably, Australians got scared. They wanted something
to be done. And John Howard did something. He sent SAS troops and
the navy, to provide a shuttle service to small Pacific Island nations. It
was not a solution, it was not humane, it is receiving international
condemnation, it is a lot more expensive than if had we just allowed the
asylum seekers to land at Christmas Island, and, in the long run,
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I suspect it will make little difference as to whether the genuine
refugees eventually reach Australian shores.
But the Prime Minister did something. He put his foot down in
Canberra and declared no Afghani on the boat would put their foot
down on Australian territory. John Howard was taking a stand and the
asylum seekers were remaining at sea, at least in the short term. Prime
Minister John Howard chose the most dramatic, expensive option in
refusing to allow them to land. He added to the drama by putting
before the parliament, in an emergency sitting, legislation that was
arguably unconstitutional. Mr Howard was asking for a backdated “Get
Out of Jail Free” card for unspecified military action on the high seas.
He asked the parliament to pass laws that should not have even been
considered, unless Australia was at war. And that is the impression I
believe the Coalition was seeking to create, and they have had a degree
of success.
There has been a jump in the polls for Prime Minister Howard
once he started the Clayton’s war against asylum seekers. At the same
time, the Coalition Government was asking for immunity from prosecution, we were accused of the crime of treason, for doing what we are
supposed to do – scrutinise legislation and vote according to our
conscience.
Talk back hosts, and Coalition politicians, described those of us
who opposed Mr Howard’s so-called solution, as traitors, disloyal,
treasonous. Subsequently, we saw the anger and aggression from
members of the public overflow. “Tow them out to sea and sink them”,
“Shoot them on sight” are some of the comments that have been
received. This is xenophobia and racism dressed up as nationalism.
You do not run an immigration and refugee program like a reality
TV show. You do not vote people off the island. There is a sensible
solution to the issue of asylum seekers – we could just use our existing
immigration program. We could actually fill the existing quota of
12,000 humanitarian and refugee places. If necessary the 12,000 places
could be expanded to 16,000. That would still be less than one in five
places dedicated to refugees, out of the 88,000 places in the
immigration program. This is well within a migration intake that would
lead to a stabilised population of about 23 to 24 million, by the middle
of this century – this is a sensible population policy and supported by
the Democrats.
But that would not be a crisis, and Mr Howard would not have
got his jump in the polls.
Politics is more than following every poll. The French revolutionary, Ledru-Rollin, is alleged to have said, “There go the people. I must
follow them, for I am their leader.” Sometimes leaders have to lead.
Sometimes a leader has to say, “You are going in the wrong direction.”
Otherwise, it is not democracy, it is mob rule. The government’s
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handling of the asylum seekers is the worst kind of wedge politics:
dividing the population and taking the bigger half. Australian politics
often follows the lead set by American politics and policy – be it Lee
Atwater’s “wedge politics” or Dick Morris’ “triangulation”.
The Coalition, in its approach to reconciliation, industrial issues
and most recently immigration, has favoured wedge politics. The ALP,
as has “New Labour” in Britain, has tended toward triangulation –
drawing together the traditional policies of Left and Right movements
to appeal to a carefully-polled centre. If they think it cannot be sold to
“middle Australia” marginal electorates, the ALP usually runs scared.
Their “principled” stand against the Border Protection Legislation did not last.
The problem with triangulation is that it is not about taking the
best policy solutions from either side to address problems, but about
polling voters, and finding out which policies they like best and going
with them because they are more likely to win votes. The trouble is,
just following the polls does not lead to credibility. It bankrupts the
policy process and stifles real debate. It says vision and ideals are
irrelevant to getting elected.
Labor went along with the passing of seven extraordinary
migration bills and eventually a guillotine on debate, without proper
examination of the legislation. This left the Democrats as the only party
in the parliament that voted against. Labor members were saying “this
is terrible but we’re going to vote for it anyway”. Just like they did on
funding to private rather than public schools. It is like they are trying to
rebrand themselves as “Labor lite”, “low fat Labor”, “I can’t believe
it’s not Labor”. And watching them vote against refugees and public
school funding, I cannot believe it is Labor.
While the Democrats could not prevent the passing of these bills,
we could keep them honest, we could ensure that parliament does what
it is supposed to do, scrutinise legislation. We were able to reveal their
flaws, and ensure that the many arguments against the bills – that
emerged in the few days we had to consider them – were put on the
public record. We could give a voice to the many Australians who do
not support the legislation, to the many Australians who recognise that
these bills are unworkable, inhumane and unjust.
Part of the government’s new cunning plan, is that Christmas
Island and the Ashmore Reef, are no longer Australian territory for
immigration purposes. This of course, will merely encourage asylum
seekers to travel further. Do we really want to return to the situation in
the 1970s and 1980s where Vietnamese and Indochinese died in the
tens, possibly hundreds, of thousands because their boats sank, were
attacked by pirates or the people simply starved?
Do we want to return to the days when SOSs were ignored by
some commercial ships because the captains knew that no country
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would allow them to unload their human cargoes? Do we want to
return to the late 1930s and 1940s when boatloads of refugees escaping
nazism were turned away from international ports? Another element of
the plan is to set up processing centres outside Australia, presently in
Nauru. Outsourcing the problem is the most expensive, inefficient
option – as outsourcing often is. And it will not turn the tide.
Politicians need to tell the truth about refugees and immigration, about
defence, employment; about the growing gap between the “haves” and
“have nots”.
The old parties are tied to increasingly outdated ideologies when
it comes to economics, immigration, industrial relations and many
other policy areas. The Democrats are the real realists on a range of
issues including employment, fair trade versus free trade, family
structures, foreign affairs, and the role of women.
The Democrats have been years ahead in getting more women
into politics, because we recognised that structural changes in how
parties are run, give women real access and opportunities. And I
acknowledge Anne Henderson’s text, Getting Even which points to
political pathways for women. I was honoured to launch that book in
1999.
The Democrats appreciate and respond to the changing nature of
family life, while conservative politicians blindly follow an ideology of
“protecting the traditional family” – which sometimes is just code for
making life difficult for single mothers, working mothers and same sex
couples. Over the Superannuation Choice bill, the Coalition was so
determined to deny same sex couples the same rights as heterosexual
couples in leaving superannuation and death benefits to partners – that
they withdrew their own legislation, rather than agree to the
Democrats’ amendments.
I know conservative politicians are obsessed with trying to
discourage homosexual sex, but the superannuation legislation was not
about sex, it was about long term relationships. The Democrats were
recognising the changing nature of families.
Similarly neither of the old parties are recognising the changing
nature of work and the industrial relations agenda is stuck in a pro
union / anti union debate. The Democrats recognise the real divide is
not between employers and unions, but between those Australians who
are overworked and those who are unemployed or underemployed.
There are more than 2.5 million Australians now working more than 45
hours a week. On the other side, we have 670,0006 Australians who are
officially unemployed. One in five children is being raised in
households where no one has a full time job. We need to have a
community conversation about how to spread the work around.
Yesterday in Wollongong, I launched a key part of our election
campaign, the Fair Hours Fund and a maternity leave payment. These
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initiatives will tackle the twin issues of overwork and unemployment,
and address the pressure on families. The Fair Hours Fund will be
available to companies that move to adopt agreements that cap
overtime and reduce the length of the working week to an average of 38
hours a week. By spending $244 million we can create 80,000 new jobs
and take unemployment well below six per cent, even on conservative
employment and tax assumptions. The paid maternity leave plan would
mean all working women in the private sector had access to basic pay –
12 weeks at the level of the minimum federal wage – when they had a
child.
We need to make it easier for parents to work and care, and easier
for employers to hang on to their productive, highly trained and
experienced workers – more and more of whom are women.
Workplaces are undergoing a revolution and so is the shape of our
households, but the debate about industrial relations does not seem to
recognise that. Our laws and workplace practices are out of step with
the reality of modern work and family life. Similarly, the government’s
zero tolerance drug policy does not recognise what is happening in our
society and does little to minimise harm to individuals and their
communities. “Just say no” is ridiculous when many Australians may
have said “yes”.
The government is trying to prevent single women accessing IVF.
They are in the High Court arguing about whether single women
should have babies. Next thing you know, they will be banning turkey
basters.
And, while the government blindly pursues competition policy,
deregulation, privatisation and outsourcing – and all the other catch
cries of “small government” – the Democrats recognise that, not only
are people and communities being hurt by these policies, but
economically, they are often just not working. No economy can be
completely deregulated. Without regulation can you imagine the traffic,
the electricity and water supplies, health, education, etc? Without
regulations the television, radio and mobile phone industries would be
a chaotic confusion of static. Who would buy Sydney airport if the
government didn’t have the regulatory power to control the airspace
around it?
Government regulation plays an important role in the operation
of a modern economy. Meaningless terms such as “deregulation” and
“free markets” ignore the need for all forms of government intervention
to be as simple and efficient as possible. The government’s ideological
commitment to smaller government has meant privatisation and
outsourcing. Contracting out the government’s IT services, fitted in
with the government’s preference for “free markets”, but the reality was
significant service difficulties and a tripling of the budget.7
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National Competition Policy has meant farmers are paid less for
food but consumers are paying more. In the last five years, egg retail
prices have risen 16.4 per cent but producers’ prices fell 13.5 per cent.
Milk prices rose 15 per cent but the price paid to farmers fell 10 per
cent. It is not that the chickens and cows are getting paid more.
HIH, One.Tel. and Ansett have all collapsed this year.
Thousands of other small businesses have also failed, but not so
spectacularly. The collapse of insurance, phone and airline companies,
highlights the government’s important role in protecting workers’
entitlements and ensuring the provision of essential services,
particularly to regional areas. Markets can fail and firms can collapse.
When markets are the sole providers of essential infrastructure or
services this leaves us in a very vulnerable position.
The federal Coalition has spent the last six years trying to
convince the Australian people that there is no direct role for
government in the economy. It has led them down a policy dead end.
The problem for the federal government is that it can not make
practical and usable policy decisions, because it is so ideologically
driven towards deregulation, competition and small government.
Having placed all its faith in the capacity of markets to solve all the
problems, the federal government is either unwilling or unable to
intervene directly to solve the range of crises that are confronting
Australians today.
Finally, the old parties are basically stuck in the belief that we can
cause pollution or use finite natural resources, as long as it is good for
the economy in the short term. The reality is that our land clearing
practices, and our emission of Greenhouse gases, are not sustainable.
We have to find ways to tread more lightly on the planet.
Former US President Bill Clinton on his recent visit here,
pointedly pointed out that global warming will mean a genuine refugee
crisis, as opposed to a few hundred people seeking asylum. If South
Pacific island nations vanish because of rising sea levels, their residents
will become “environmental refugees” looking to come to Australia.
A few years ago, the then director of a government economic
forecasting agency, said that rather than stopping global warming, it
might be more economically efficient to evacuate the inhabitants of
small island nations. It is weirder still that at present the government is
doing the opposite. They are sending people to small island nations.
There are issues – like global warming, the flow of refugees, and
terrorism – that the Australian government cannot do a lot about on its
own. The point is to do what we can as good global citizens, because it
encourages others to do the same, and these problems can only be
addressed by a united effort. The Democrats recognise that it is world
events, not Australian government posturing that determines the
movement of asylum seekers. Australia has to recognise our
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international obligations and take our share. We need to work with
other countries and the United Nations to develop sensible, humane
and legal approaches.
Presently Indonesia is not returning our phone calls.
Security problems in our region will include not just people
smuggling, but arms, and drugs smuggling, terrorism, independence
movements, and religious conflicts. These are issues that need to be
confronted not just with security forces but with multilateral diplomatic
efforts. The US expects Australia to take the lead and carry much of
the load in the region and we will need to work closely with other
regional powers. We must continue to pursue peacekeeping,
diplomacy, intelligence gathering, overseas aid, and promoting
democracy. How tough do we need to get in order to deter refugees
from Afghanistan or from Iraq? Tougher than the Taliban, presumably;
tougher than Saddam Hussein. The government’s approach does
nothing to address the causes of refugee flows.
The government’s tough approach to asylum seekers is foreign
affairs played for a domestic audience. If the Prime Minister wants to
wage war, then why not a war on poverty, or unemployment, or
corporate greed? That would genuinely benefit Australia in the long
run.
Behind the asylum seekers there are significant other issues on the
domestic political agenda. The latest forecast of a $500 million Budget
surplus for 2001-2002, opens up the conversation about what we want
to do with those funds. Rollback seems to be rolling again. Health and
education and protection of the environment are important priorities
for the Democrats.
If we are to come up with real solutions to the challenges which
confront us, political debate needs to be about more than winning
marginal electorates and creating imaginary enemies. We need to
change politics.
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Andy Thomas

The Sydney Institute’s Annual Dinner and Larry Adler
Lecture was held on 8 October 2001 at Star City. Dr Andy
Thomas was the guest lecturer for 2001. In 1998, Andy
Thomas made history as the last NASA astronaut to live and
work on Russia’s’ MIR space station. More recently he
completed his third flight on STS-102 and work on the
International Space Station. To date he has logged 163 days
in space. Dr Thomas grew up and was educated in Adelaide
where he completed a Doctorate in mechanical engineering in
1973. Andy Thomas was introduced by Meredith Hellicar,
Chairman of the Sydney Institute, and the vote of thanks was
given by David Mortimer, Deputy Chairman of Australia
Post. The 2001 Annual Sydney Institute Dinner was proudly
supported by Australia Post.
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MY FLIGHT TO THE
SPACE STATION – AND WALK IN SPACE
Andy Thomas

Thanks to The Sydney Institute for the invitation to deliver the 2001
Annual Lecture.
My aim this evening is to use film and sound to give some
experience of space flight – based on my March 2001 mission to the
International Space Centre. There is another message. Namely that, in
the 21st Century world of high technology, Australia should be involved
in space. It is a matter of record that, at the moment, there is no
Australian involvement in space flight or with the International Space
Station. Indeed, Brazil is the only nation south of the equator to be
involved in this particular branch of science. For a relatively small
investment, Brazil has benefited from the resulting access to
technology. Also Brazil has sent a message to the international
community that it is interested in space. In the 21st Century world, all
nations need to embace the values of exploration and research.
It has long been my belief that strength in scientific research,
education, and developments in engineering have been the cornerstone
to developing and maintaining a strong national economy. Indeed, the
failures of the Australian political leaders in the 1970s and 1980s to
appreciate the need for a sustained long-term investment in these areas
is now manifesting itself in the current weakness of the Australian
dollar against that of the US. Investment in research and development,
which can include activities such as the development of space flight and
space exploration, will ultimately strengthen the economic well-being of
the community.
Furthermore, space exploration – aside from offering research
benefits – also serves as a source of inspiration and passion to young
people to study science and engineering. In so doing they develop skills
and knowledge that then diffuses into the community, thereby
enriching it. As we stand at the beginning of the 21st Century,
Australia must now decide if it wishes to embrace the values of the new
century – including bold endeavours such as space exploration – and in
so doing become recognised as a proactive player on the world
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economic stage. The alternative is to maintain the status quo in which
economic strength derives mostly from the economic and technological
largesse of other powers. To my way of thinking, the vision of the
former is the far more attractive and responsible legacy that I would
want my grand children to inherit. It is also a means of redefining
Australia’s position on the international stage.

STS-102 Shuttle Mission Imagery
Astronaut Andrew S.W. Thomas (second left), STS-102
mission specialist, chats with the Expedition Two crew
members prior to a simulation exercise in the Systems
Integration Facility at the Johnson Space Centre. The
station crew members are, from left, astronaut Susan J.
Helms, Cosmonaut Yury V. Usachev and astronaut James
S. Voss – 6 December 2000.
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STS-102 Discovery liftoff countdown proceeds at the
Kennedy Space Centre (KSC) in Florida, flight
controllers in Houston follow the progress at their
assigned consoles. Ascent flight director Wayne Hale
views his monitor at right – 8 March 2001.

Astronauts Susan J. Helms and Andrew S.W. Thomas,
STS-102 mission specialists, check out some of the
extravehicular activity (EVA) gear on Discovery’s mid
deck during Flight Day 1 activity. Helms is scheduled to
participate in the space walk, less than two days away – 9
March 2001.
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The STS-102 crew members huddle on the flight deck of
the Space Shuttle Discovery during rendezvous operations
with the International Space Station (ISS). Astronaut
James M. Kelly, pilot, is seated at the commander’s
station – 10 March 2001.

Backdropped against the blackness of space, the
International Space Station (ISS) is lined up for
rendezvous with the Space Shuttle Discovery. One of the
astronauts aboard Discovery took this 35mm photograph
from the aft flight deck. – 10 March 2001.
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Astronaut James S. Voss works while anchored to the
remote manipulator system (RMS) robot arm on the
Space Shuttle Discovery. This extravehicular activity
(EVA), on which Voss was joined by astronaut Susan J.

Helms (out of frame), was the first of two scheduled STS102 space walks – 11 March 2001.
Astronaut Susan J. Helms works while holding onto a
rigid umbilical and with her feet anchored to the remote
manipulator system (RMS) robot arm on the Space
Shuttle Discovery. This extravehicular activity (EVA), on
which Helms was joined by astronaut James S. Voss (out
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of frame), was the first of two scheduled STS-102 space
walks – 11 March 2001.
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Astronaut Andrew S.W. Thomas, mission specialist, near
the Destiny laboratory during the second STS-102 space
walk – 13 March 2001.

A view of the interior of the end effector apparatus on the
end of the Canadian-built remote manipulator system
(RMS) arm – 13 March 2001.
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Astronauts Andrew S.W. Thomas (left) and Paul W.
Richards, STS-102 mission specialists, are at work in the
Leonardo cargo module – 17 March 2001.

Backdropped against water and clouds, the International
Space Station (ISS) is now separated from the Space
Shuttle Discovery after several days of joint activities and
an important crew exchange – 18 March 2001.
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Astronaut Andrew S.W. Thomas, STS-102 mission
specialist, floats near the hatchway for the Destiny
laboratory. Cosmonaut Yuri P. Gidzenko, a member of
the Expedition – 21 March 2001.
Cosmonaut Yuri P. Gidzenko is dwarfed by transient
hardware aboard Leonardo, the Italian Space Agencybuilt Multipurpose Logistics Module (MPLM). Gidzenko
has been aboard the International Space Station (ISS)
since early November of 2000, but he will be returning to
Earth with the STS-102 astronauts and the MPLM a few
days later – 21 March 2001.
This scene of the aft portion of the Space Shuttle
Discovery, backdropped against a massive cloud cover on
Earth, was recorded with a digital still camera from inside
the International Space Station (ISS) while the two
spacecraft were linked together to accomplish more work
on the station and exchange crew personnel assigned to
man it – March 2001.
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Linda Jaivin

In The Monkey and the Dragon (Text Publishing) Linda Jaivin,
Australian writer and translator, has woven the story of China
and Taiwan through the experiences of a Taiwan songwriter,
Hou Dejian. At 22, Hou wrote the song that became the
anthem of the Chinese world in the 1980s. At 26 he defected
to the mainland and instigated a debate on national identity in
Taiwan. He helped save thousands at Tiananmen Square in
1989 and was eventually shipped back to Taiwan because of
his criticisms of the Communist regime in Beijing. To unravel
some of this amazing story’s highlights, Linda Jaivin addressed
The Sydney Institute on Tuesday 9 October 2001.
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THE MONKEY AND
THE DRAGON:
A STORY OF CHINA AND TAIWAN
Linda Jaivin
Around the time I first visited mainland China, in 1980, someone told
me: “Those who visit China for a week write a book; those who stay for
a month write an article; those who stay for years and years and really
get to know the place in the end can’t write anything at all.” This
became my personal zen koan, one of those paradoxes upon which you
may meditate for years in your quest for enlightenment, like “the sound
of one hand clapping”. I wanted to stay in China for years, get to know
it intimately, and write a book about it.
During my nine years of living in Taiwan, Hong Kong and
Beijing and in subsequent visits I got to know China very well. I made
many Chinese friends, attended numerous Chinese art exhibitions,
theatre and opera performances, travelled, hung out, saw loads of films,
listened to Chinese music and read extensively in Chinese – journalism,
short stories, novels and non-fiction. Though I produced many
hundreds of articles on Chinese politics, economy, society and culture,
I remained for a long time unsure of how to write a book on China.
Noticing a large gap between the stories the Chinese told about
themselves, both in their conversation and their culture, and the stories
told about them, particularly by non-Chinese speaking journalists and
other self-styled “China experts”, I decided that it would only be
meaningful if I could somehow bridge that gap.
I don’t claim to have achieved enlightenment. But something
clicked the day I realised that the book I not only could write, but had
to write, about China, was the story of my friend Hou Dejian – Taiwan
pop star turned defector to China, turned Tiananmen Square dissident
turned fengshui master. I felt that writing his story was my best chance
at telling the story of the China, Taiwan and Hong Kong I knew. The
Monkey and the Dragon, recently published by Text Publishing in
Melbourne, is a story that includes pop culture as well as politics,
picnics and Politburo sessions, personal dramas and public conflicts.
It’s a story in which nothing, from China’s civil war to Taiwan’s martial
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law to the events on Tiananmen Square in 1989, is quite what it’s
made out to be in either the standard histories or journalistic accounts.
When I met Hou, in August 1981, he was one of the Chinese
world’s most famous singer-songwriters. This was true despite his
having neither a particularly brilliant singing voice nor that many hits to
his credit. His fame came largely from one source: a song called “Heirs
of the Dragon”.
Hou Dejian composed “Heirs” on the day in December 1978 that
U.S. President Jimmy Carter informed Taiwan’s president that the
U.S. would be breaking diplomatic relations with Taiwan to establish
them with Beijing. Such a move was long on the cards – Taipei had lost
its seat in the United Nations to Beijing in 1972, the year Japan and
Australia also formally recognised the People’s Republic of China.
Nixon had gone to China in 1972 as well, the first step in SinoAmerican relations’ long march towards normalcy. Yet the reaction in
Taiwan was one of almost hysteric proportions – mobs gathered to
stone the US embassy, people on the streets wailed with grief and
anger.
Hou, a uni student at the time observed his classmates crying and
swearing and shaking their fists. He was shocked. He felt a profound
sorrow – not because the US was abandoning Taiwan, but at the lack
of self-confidence and dignity he perceived all around him; he was
horrified to see how politically and culturally un-centered the people of
Taiwan had become. Moved by a powerful inspiration, he sat down
and in one half hour composed “Heirs of the Dragon”. The song
somehow managed to sum up all the Angst, longing, ardency and
passion of the Chinese condition, of what it was like to live in a divided
nation. The words of the song, translated, go like this:
In the far-off east flows a river called the Yangtze
In the far-off east flows the Yellow River too
I’ve never seen the beauty of the Yangtze
Though often have I sailed it in dreams
I’ve never heard the roar of the Yellow River
But it pounds against its shores in my dreams.
In the ancient east there is a dragon
China is its name.
In the ancient east there lives a people
The dragon’s heirs every one.
Under the feet of this mighty dragon I grew up
And its heir I have become
Black eyes, black hair, yellow skin,
Once and forever, an heir of the dragon.
A hundred years ago a quiet night
The deep dark night before the great changes
A quiet night shattered by gunfire.
Enemies all round, swords of ignorance
For how many years have those gunshots resounded –
So many years and so many years more
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Mighty dragon, open your eyes
For now and evermore, open your eyes.

Hou Dejian sang “Heirs of the Dragon” a few days later at a campus
concert, and the reaction was overwhelming. He was invited to perform
it on radio and Taiwan newspapers published the lyrics. A record
company bought the rights from him for what Hou considered at the
time the princely sum of US$150, had a singer called Li Jianfu record it
and sold millions of copies.
I was intrigued by this song from the first time I heard it. That
was sometime in 1981. I was living in Hong Kong and working as a
journalist for Asiaweek magazine. My friend Nancy Berliner, an expert
in Chinese folk art, who also lived in Hong Kong at the time,
remembers my returning from a trip to Taiwan very excited and keen
to sing the song to her. It was around this time that it began to get
popular in Hong Kong as well.
When I discovered that the composer would be giving a concert
in Hong Kong, I tried to get a ticket. Unfortunately they were all sold
out. Or perhaps fortunately – for otherwise I might never have settled
instead for hearing Hou speak at a forum at the Hong Kong Arts
Centre. That’s when we met and became friends.
Hou confirmed my suspicion that the song was not quite as
uncomplicatedly nationalistic as many of its fans seemed to believe.
The geographically dyslexic reference to China as the “far off east” – it
was, after all, to the west of Taiwan – and as the “ancient east”, as
though it were past history, reflected a profound alienation and phrases
like “Under the feet of the mighty dragon I grew up” were as much
about cultural oppression as connection.
Yet, to Hou’s bemusement and occasional despair, Chinese
people around the globe enthusiastically embraced “Heirs of the
Dragon” not only as a kind of unofficial national anthem, but almost as
a marching song. They sang it at rallies and demonstrations, such as
those held in Hong Kong’s Victoria Park to protest the revision of
Japanese history textbooks.
Despite Hong Kong’s proximity to China, and its people’s easy
access to the mainland, the song seemed to resonate for the people
there as much as it did for those of Taiwan and, most amazingly, had
even crossed the border into the mainland.
This last was no mean feat. At the time, the Communist Party of
China held a very dim view of all pop music. They’d even produced a
booklet called How to Recognise Pornographic Music which described
rock concerts as orgies of “drinking, drugs, fighting and homosexuality… scenes of mad turmoil where some people even lose their lives”.
Any music with a strong beat, including jazz, could cause “turmoil”.
Popular music from Taiwan required special vigilance: the booklet
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warned that even Taiwan songs expressing love for the “motherland”
could conceal a hidden agenda of a call to arms against communism.
If the Nationalist government on Taiwan had been capable of
such an ingenious plot, I’m sure it would have tried. The civil war that
had led in 1949 to the Communist revolution on the mainland and the
Nationalist government taking up exile on Taiwan was not over so
much as in a state of suspended animation. By 1981, the Communists
on the mainland and the Nationalists on Taiwan simply conducted
most of their clashes with rhetorical rather than live ammunition.
Taiwan in the late 1970s and early 1980s remained a bastion of
anti-Communism. Prosecutors worthy of America’s McCarthy era
went after editors who used too much red on their magazine covers.
The military police detained literary columnists for recommending
1920s authors of whom the Communists also approved. No one was
permitted to question the holy mission of mainland recovery and
anyone suggesting that Taiwan should just get over it and declare itself
an independent nation could find themselves jailed for life.
There were signs in all the buses advertising a hotline for dobbing
in gongfei, or “commie bandits”, and the hotline number was broadcast
before the movies at cinemas and on television and radio. You’d know
when you met a Commie bandit, of course, if you’d ever seen one of
the Nationalist-produced propaganda films: Commie bandits all had
buck teeth, green-tinged skin and aura of pure evil.
Of course, if you were raised on the mainland, and came upon
such a paragon, you’d recognise him for a corrupt and evil Nationalist.
There’s surely a doctoral thesis waiting to be written on the use of
green tinted makeup and bad teeth in Chinese propaganda films from
both sides of the Taiwan Strait.
There was no easy way for citizens of either regime to give the
propaganda a reality check. No phone, transport, shipping or even
postal links existed between the two places, which also banned the
other side’s newspapers, books, magazines and films. The internet was
but a twinkle in the eye of some Californian geeks. In those days, there
was only one word for travel between Taiwan and mainland China, and
that was “defection”.
Which brings us back to Hou Dejian. As I’ve said, we met after
his panel, hit it off, and became the best of mates. He was clever,
funny, and a quirk, a real individual. One of the things that drew him
to me in the beginning, I’m sure, was the fact that I was the first person
he’d met who’d been to that forbidden, mysterious and captivating
place: mainland China.
The first person he’d met who’d been there since the Communist
revolution, anyway. Hou’s father had grown up in a remote village in
Sichuan in the 1930s. He joined the Nationalist Army to fight the
Japanese, and found himself at war with the Communists instead.
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When Chiang Kai-shek made his “tactical retreat” to Taiwan, Hou’s
father was one of 800,000 soldiers Chiang took with him to the island.
Hou’s mother was one of the quarter of a million civilians who
followed. She was from Hunan Province, the daughter of a decorated
pilot of General Chennault’s Flying Tigers. Both Hou’s father and his
mother spoke of the mainland as “home”, but it was a home to which,
as the years passed, it looked like they’d never return, a home which
Hou might never see in his lifetime. Coming to Hong Kong, where I
lived, was about as close as it looked like he’d ever get. He wanted to
know everything I could tell him about China, to hear every story I had
about the place.
If I must say so myself, I had some pretty good stories. I told him
how on my first trip into China, the year before, I’d met a 28 year old
teacher of ‘Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought’ whose parents
lived in Hong Kong. As we strolled around a park in Guangzhou, he
told me how he’d been applying for a passport and permission to join
them. “When I get to Hong Kong,” he promised, “I’ll grow my hair
long and take you out somewhere nice in my parents’ car.”
“Isn’t that awfully bourgeois of you?” I asked. “You being a
teacher of Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought and all?”
“Ultimately, your consciousness arises from your class
background and material circumstances,” he replied without missing a
beat, “so according to scientific Marxism, once my material
circumstances change, so will my consciousness. There’s no
contradiction.” Then he pushed me down onto a park bench and tried
to kiss me. When I pushed him off, he proposed marriage.
“Look, you’re very nice but I hardly know you,” I stammered.
“And besides, I gotta catch a train.”
Another tale I related to Hou was about being on a long-haul bus
full of peasants and ducks travelling from Guangdong to Fujian
Province in east China. I was reporting for Asiaweek on China’s new
“Special Economic Zones”, or SEZs. The SEZs were to host China’s
much trumpeted first experiments with capitalist management styles
and the market economy. They were intended as the showcases for the
country’s new modernisation, economic reform and open door policies.
Deng Xiaoping had announced these policies when he
consolidated his grip over the Communist Party’s leadership at the end
of 1978. Mao Zedong had died two years previously. The subsequent
arrest, in October 1976, of Mao’s widow Jiang Qing and her cronies,
the “Gang of Four”, had brought an end to the extreme leftism of the
ten year Cultural Revolution.
Yet the personality cult around Chairman Mao was not so easily
dismantled, nor was the Party united by any means in its determination
to move beyond the isolationism and radicalism of the Mao years. For
two years after his death, Mao’s self-proclaimed heir, Chairman Hua
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Guofeng, ruled the nation under an ideology later known as
“whateverism”, which refers to Hua’s insistence that whatever Mao
said had to be right.
In December 1978, Deng finally pushed Hua aside, and
announced his program of economic reform. The West, as I wrote in
The Monkey and the Dragon, “was in love”. Time named Deng “Man of
the Year” and all manner of overseas political and economic analysts
and journalists blithely predicted that China would soon shed
communism in order to embrace democracy and capitalism. (These are
the sort of commentators we can still read in The Australian and other
journals today who despite their lack of facility with the written and
spoken Chinese language, and as a consequence their near-complete
ignorance of Chinese culture and society, claim to speak authoritatively
on Chinese issues. I won’t name names. They know who they are.)
Deng’s cheer squad in the West somehow managed to ignore or
rationalise his simultaneous quashing of internal dissent, in particular
the crushing of the Democracy Wall movement and the arrest of many
of its activists. These included the 29-year-old electrician Wei
Jingsheng, who’d had the temerity not just to call democracy a
necessary “fifth modernisation” but to warn that without it, Deng
could turn into a dictator just like Mao.
Wei’s sentencing had so distressed Hou, incidentally, that it
inspired one of his more beautiful songs: “For Wei Jingsheng”.
Anyway, back to the bus. As I related to an incredulous Hou, we
were trundling along through the fairly barren and mountainous areas
between the Guangdong and Fujian SEZs when we ran into a police
roadblock. They ordered everyone out of the bus along with their
luggage, bags, boxes and bundles and proceeded to search through it
all for contraband. The peasants got very cranky with the delay and
with the officious attitude of the police, and were already grumbling
with annoyance when with an “Aha!” one of the policemen revealed his
find – several tapes of sentimental love songs by the Taiwan pop star
Teresa Teng. The poor bugger whose luggage they were in was a
shabby middle aged man in a faded Mao suit. The police ordered the
bus driver to drop this miscreant off at the courthouse up ahead. When
he got back on the bus for the ride there, he was shaking.
The fact that a penchant for light music carried such a heavy
penalty even close to the Special Economic Zones spoke loads about
the Communist Party’s own interpretation of phrases such as
modernisation and an open door. The way in which the other
passengers on the bus, mostly poor and powerless citizens, pushed me
to the fore so I could photograph the police action, and told me later
they hoped I’d publicise this absurdity, spoke so much as well about
how fed up the people of China were with what they perceived as
senselessly repressive laws.
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On that first visit to Hong Kong, Hou Dejian also met several
mainland writers and artists, none of whom had green skin or buck
teeth, and read as much as he could about contemporary China in
books and magazines. He returned to Taiwan with a stimulated mind
and a set of mainland-produced calligraphy brushes for his grandfather,
the retired Flying Tiger.
Back in Taiwan, he focussed on putting out a second album. He
married his pregnant girlfriend and worked on a film with friends. He
returned to Hong Kong for another visit in May 1983.
We’d kept in close touch and I’d visited him several times in
Taiwan. I knew that he was distressed the film had been unable to gain
theatrical release and that his album hadn’t sold many copies, adding to
the financial pressure he was under now that he had a young family to
feed. He’d had run-ins with the Nationalist government as well over its
policies on both censorship and refugees (a position with which I can
identify nearly twenty years later here in Australia). It was no secret
either that he perceived himself as trapped within his marriage, and
didn’t feel entirely compensated by the pleasures of new fatherhood.
Nonetheless, I was as shocked as the rest of his friends, family and fans
when on 4 June 1983, he left Hong Kong, supposedly for Tokyo, and
popped up in Beijing.
Hou Dejian was the most prominent and youngest Taiwan person
to have ever defected to the mainland. While his motivations clearly
were complicated, I do believe they centred on a deep desire to find out
where he really belonged.
Hou’s arrival in the mainland was an enormous propaganda coup
for the Communists, who had launched a drive for “peaceful
reunification” with Taiwan. At the same time, his defection sparked a
fiery debate in Taiwan itself on identity. When the popular novelist
Chen Yingzhen wrote an article declaring that “any attempt… to
censure Hou or accuse him of being a traitor does dishonour to natural
nationalist sentiments”, another writer responded by angrily asserting
that, “Only those who identify with the place where they live can claim
to be patriots; those who don’t, who can’t see… the Taiwanese as their
compatriots are by no means patriots!”
The historian Chen Fangming, who collected the articles of the
debate into a book, said that the aftermath of Hou’s defection smashed
the taboos surrounding the sensitive topics of Taiwanese-mainlander
relations, the hopelessness of the Nationalists’ program of “mainland
recovery” and Taiwan’s own evolving identity. He called it a
“milestone” in the oppositionist movement.
Hou knew nothing of this. He was busy trying to adapt to life on
the mainland, which he called “the strangest place he’d ever been to”.
He travelled to Sichuan Province and met his father’s family; their
stories were like a short course on the history of the revolution and
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Chinese communism. He appeared on television singing and
strumming a guitar – the first time anyone had done this on the
mainland – and inspired a generation of young wannabe rock and pop
musicians.
When a few years later, he discovered that the Ministry of Culture
was involved in a dubious scheme to deny him some of the royalties
he’d earned from the first album he made in China, Hou became the
first Chinese citizen to sue a government ministry. The case made legal
history.
Hou went on in 1989 to stage a hunger strike in Tiananmen
Square at the time of the Protest Movement and ended up saving
thousands of lives when the Chinese army opened fire on the
demonstrators. He took refuge in the Australian embassy for 70 days,
made a statement on Chinese television that seemed to feed into their
propaganda that there’d been no massacre on 4 June, then took up the
mantle as the Dissident of Beijing at a time most people were either in
prison or terrified to speak out. Finally, in June 1990, he was kicked
out of China under circumstances both dramatic and absurd, becoming
the first Taiwan defector to be returned to sender. There, he has since
become a celebrity fengshui master.
I think you can see why I chose to write my China book about
Hou Dejian. To my mind, no other individual story comes close in
encapsulating so much not just about the recent history of China, but
of the relationship between Taiwan and China as well as of the
evolution of popular culture in those places. His story holds up a mirror
to Chinese society even as his actions occasionally and dramatically
influenced that society’s history.
Just a footnote on the song “Heirs of the Dragon”. After Hou was
deported back to Taiwan, his name was banned from mention in the
mainland press and his albums removed from the shops. Then, in
1992, Chinese national television announced the Politburo’s latest
lineup while playing “Heirs” in the background. Now, I’ve learned that
the song is scheduled to be part of the opening ceremony of the Beijing
Olympics in 2008, yet another example of how in China nothing is ever
quite as it seems to be.
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GLOBALISATION AND ITS CRITICS190

Clive Crook

The tragic events of 11 September 2001 in New York and
Washington have changed many perspectives across the world.
When some critics of globalisation and its economic legacy
chose to link the 11 September events with the global market
economy, Clive Crook, Deputy Editor of The Economist, was
somewhat disappointed if not seriously surprised. In an
address to the Sydney Institute on Tuesday 16 September
2001 he explained why.
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GLOBALISATION
AND ITS CRITICS
Clive Crook

Many critics of globalisation have been connecting the tragic events of
11 September in Washington and New York in a way that surprises me.
The idea is that America in particular, and the West in general, brought
11 September on itself – and that globalisation had something to do
with it. There have been all kinds of variations on this argument. It has
been argued that globalisation has systematically entrenched the Third
World in poverty, and that the rage that expressed itself in the suicide
attacks on the World Trade Centre in New York and the Pentagon was
a reaction to this. Other people see the attacks not so much as a
reaction to globalisation but as an aspect of globalisation itself. We will
simply have to put with atrocities such as this, it is argued: it is part and
parcel of the modern world.
I want to disagree with the view that America and the West
brought 11 September on themselves. Globalisation, as I understand
the term, had nothing to do with it. I want to argue that globalisation is
good, especially for developing countries, although I also want to
acknowledge and say something about the fact that this is not, let us
say, universally believed. So I’ll try to address two main questions. Why
is globalisation a good thing, and why can’t people see that it is?
A rapid preview of the answers I’ll be offering is that it is good because
capitalism works, and that people fail to see this mainly because the
supposed champions of globalisation – Western governments and big
businesses – are so very bad at defending it. They use misconceptions
about globalisation to advance their own political strategies.
Governments do this to deny responsibility for their policies and their
consequences. Big firms, multinationals in particular, do it to keep
down their competition.
Well I’ll start by saying that I think the true case for liberal trade
is not about profits, but incomes and living standards. Think of free
trade as a kind of technology, as a kind of machine for transforming
objects. Things you can make cheaply go in at one end of this machine
and things you want and which would cost you more to make yourself
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come out of the other. In Australia’s case you might imagine putting
into one end of this machine minerals; various farm products, let’s say;
wine, for good measure. Out of the other end, as if by magic, come
cheap consumer goods. All kinds of things that you want. Now imagine
the reaction if someone invented a machine that did literally this. It
would be regarded as a wonderful invention. Anybody suggesting that
the machine should be smashed would be reckoned insane. Free trade
is exactly like that machine. It is a technology for converting what
you’ve got, what you can make comparatively cheaply, into something
that you haven’t got and that you want. Trade makes resources go
further, in just the same way as this wonderful machine.
Now it is true that if this machine existed as an actual piece of
technology there would be people who would object to it – people who
lose out because of it. There are losers in general from technological
progress. Progress makes some skills obsolete. It puts some people out
of work. It creates jobs but it also destroys jobs. And yet it does not
occur to many of us to try to put a stop to technological progress.
A few people do say that, of course: stop technological progress,
stop growth. If they also say, stop trade, they are at least being
consistent. What is inconsistent is to want technological progress on the
one hand but oppose free trade on the other. People who consistently
oppose both technological progress and trade are regarded as cranks.
This is because most of us are willing to accept that the gains from
technological progress outweigh the costs. People who inconsistently
favour technological advance but oppose liberal trade are not regarded
as cranks, however: this is a mainstream position. Yet exactly the same
logic should apply to both. The right way to deal with the losers from
technological progress is to have effective social safety-nets, an
adequate welfare state and adequate spending on education and
training – all the familiar programs regarded as essential to modern
economies. And that is also the right way to deal with the frictions and
the difficulties caused by trade, capital flows and globalisation in
general.
I want to go briefly through the anti-globalist litany – to look at
several points they make about this terrible force, bearing in mind that
the sceptics mix and match their arguments, which makes it very
difficult to contend with the sceptical position. I think the principal
components of the anti-globalist world-view are as follows:
First, globalisation hurts workers in the rich countries. Yes it does
– some workers, not workers in general, and in just the same way that
technological progress would. But globalisation also raises incomes
overall, again just like technological progress. The right way to help the
losers in my view is to compensate them generously, to insure them in
effect against their losses. That should be the divide: between people
who favour globalisation and don’t want to increase the generosity of
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our social welfare system, and people who favour globalisation and do
want to increase the generosity of our social welfare system. That
should be the issue.
Second, the sceptics believe that globalisation leads to growing
inequality – in industrial countries, first of all. Now I think that
proponents of globalisation need to see that this is an issue. We need to
own up to it. Globalisation does alter the pattern of employment in rich
countries. All the evidence suggests that in countries like the US,
Britain or Australia globalisation promotes employment in high-wage
industries and discourages employment in low-wage industries. An
increase in high-wage jobs is good, in itself. But of course, the people
who lose employment in low-wage industries are not necessarily the
people who get the new jobs in high-wage industries. This process may
well increase inequality and there is evidence, specifically for the US,
that suggests free trade, more liberal trade, does worsen inequality –
albeit less than (as you might expect) technological progress.
What should we do about it? Again, effective social insurance is
the answer. And again, bear in mind that many forces may work to
increase inequality. Trade is by no means the most important. In
America, the evidence suggests that free trade may increase inequality –
but not as much as technological progress does. (The channel in both
cases is the same as before of course: a shift in the pattern of work from
low-wage to high-wage employment.) Moderate sceptics who are
willing to cope with pressures tending to increase inequality coming
from technological progress (provided remedial social policies are put
in place) ought to look at liberal trade the same way. Especially since
the effect of liberal trade on inequality is apparently much milder than
the effect of technological progress.
Third, anti-globalists argue that globalisation hurts workers in the
developing countries. I have far less sympathy for this view than I have
for the view that it hurts (some) workers in the industrial countries. In
the case of developing countries, all the evidence suggests that
globalisation makes workers better off. Simply think about the
developing countries with the worst economic and social problems,
where poverty is most acute: Sub-Saharan Africa, say. Compare those
countries with the parts of the developing world that have made
enormous progress, historically unparalleled progress, in reducing
poverty over recent decades: the countries of East Asia, say.
It should be blindingly obvious that Sub-Saharan Africa is not a
victim of globalisation, but a victim of lack of globalisation. Africa’s
problem is precisely that it is not, for one reason or another, integrated
into the global economy. East Asia’s success in reducing poverty has
surely come from integrating its economies with the world at large. The
method was to exploit the export markets that globalisation made
available to them. This pushed up the demand for labour, and led to
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higher wages. That is what East Asia did, and that is what Africa failed
to do.
What about the view that foreign multinationals exploit poorcountry workers? The evidence shows that multinationals pay higher
wages in developing countries than do similar local employers. The
Economist’s survey cites studies that shows that in the mid 1990s the
average American multinational paid workers in middle-income
countries $9,500 a year; the corresponding local wage in similar
operations was $5,400. In the poorest developing countries, American
multinationals paid over $3,400 a year; the equivalent for local
employers was half that, $1,700 a year. So it isn’t very surprising that
workers in developing countries compete vigorously to get jobs with
multinationals. They want to get involved in globalisation.
The question then arises, does globalisation widen inequality in
developing countries? Again, the evidence on this is more reassuring
than the corresponding evidence for industrial countries. Growth in
developing countries feeds through one for one in growth of incomes of
the poorest, the evidence shows. And that makes no allowance for the
prospect of improving safety nets and social spending which growth
makes possible. As developing countries grow they can afford more in
the way of compensation and social insurance. Not counting that, just
looking at aggregate incomes, growth raises every income group up
together.
Next, sceptics say that globalisation hollows out democracy,
partly by promoting a race to the bottom in social welfare spending.
This idea of a race to the bottom is widely accepted. But just look at
the taxes and welfare spending in many rich industrial countries. They
are very high. In Denmark and Sweden taxes account for between 50
and 55 per cent of GDP. Both those countries have elaborate and
generous welfare states. And they are among the most open economies
in the world. Denmark and Sweden both have higher, far higher
penetration of imports in relation to GDP than even the United States,
which is usually regarded as the exemplar of globalised capitalism. How
can this be? If globalisation is hollowing out democracy and forcing a
race to the bottom in welfare spending, the effect should be very
obvious in Denmark and Sweden.
There are two possible answers. One is that the social institutions
which countries like Denmark and Sweden have developed have
actually improved productivity. In that case, globalisation would
favour, as it were, a race to the top. Foreign investors like societies that
are stable, workers that are contented. If the institutions that support
stability promote productivity in this way, there is no logic in the
market that crushes social welfare spending down to zero – quite the
opposite.
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Alternatively, even if social spending is not productivityimproving in the narrow economic sense, there is no reason why
globalisation should make it unaffordable. Economically unproductive
social spending will lower incomes on average in the economies that
embrace it. The economy will be poorer than it otherwise would be.
But the fact that wages will be lower than they otherwise would be
means that the economy would still be “competitive”, so far as
international investors are concerned. Put it this way. Suppose
Denmark devoted that enormous share of GDP purely to the
redistribution of income, and suppose that foreign investors regarded
that as economically wasteful. They may value Denmark’s health-care
system, they may value Denmark’s excellent schools and universities –
these are productivity-improving, investment-attracting expenditures,
and globalisation does not militate against them. But redistribution, let
us suppose, has no such attractions. Yet Denmark, which goes in for
redistribution in a big way, is not losing inward investment. Denmark is
not getting poorer. Denmark is one of the richest countries in the
world, and getting richer. The price Denmark pays for its supposedly
“wasteful” attempt to level incomes is simply that incomes are a bit
lower than they otherwise would be. This doesn’t make the economy
any less competitive. Globalisation does not rule out that choice.
The real problem is that governments, for reasons of their own,
pretend otherwise.
In his book, The Lexus and the Olive Tree, Thomas Friedman
coined the metaphor of the Golden Straitjacket. That is how he thinks
of globalisation. He is a supporter of globalisation, he thinks it
produces good economic results. But he says you pay a price. Once a
country puts on the Golden Straitjacket – that is, once it adopts the
orthodox pro-globalisation policies of free trade, moderate taxation,
balanced budgets, privatisation, all those good centre-right things – two
things tend to happen:
Your economy grows and your politics shrinks. … the Golden Straitjacket
narrows the political and economic policy choices of those in power to
relatively tight parameters. That is why it is increasingly difficult these days
to find any real differences between ruling and opposition parties in those
countries that have put on the Golden Straitjacket. Once your country puts
it on, its political choices get reduced to Pepsi or Coke – to slight nuances
of taste. Slight nuances of policy, slight alterations in design to account for
local traditions, some loosening here or there, but never any major
deviation from the core golden rules.

That doesn’t sound like democracy does it? And governments seem to
be agreeing with Friedman all the time. In Britain you hear constantly
from the prime minister that such and such a policy is necessary
because of globalisation, that such and such a policy is demanded by
the world economy. The mantra of the modernising Left, not just in
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Britain but all over the world is, “The world has changed, but our
values have not.” We still want the kind of society we always did – but
the world has changed, and our choices have narrowed. Because of
globalisation, we have to change our ways.
This sounds like the death of democracy. In reality, it is merely
the denial of responsibility. It simply isn’t true that globalisation forces
these restricted choices on governments. Globalisation reduces next to
no freedom in terms of the policies that people are interested in. Do
you want to live in a high-tax/high-spend country, or a low-tax/lowspend country? Globalisation gets along perfectly well with either.
That’s what the numbers say, that’s what Denmark and Sweden say,
and that’s what the economic logic says. But governments want to deny
this in order to put a better face on their own change of heart. Simply,
it is much easier to sell the realignment of the Left to traditionalists in
those parties this way, than it would be to tell them, “What we believed
in all those years is no longer very popular with voters. They don’t want
it any more so we are moving to the Right.” That would not go down
well with the traditional Left of the British Labour Party or, I expect,
with its counterpart in the Australian Labor Party. Far better to say,
“Deep down we haven’t changed – but the world has, we must change
with it.”
It needs to be emphasised that this is no harmless evasion. That
strategy in fact corrodes democracy. It is a dangerous lie.
The last point I’ll touch on concerns the institutions of
globalisation – the IMF, the World Bank and the WTO. The critics
argue these organisations are anti-democratic by design. This is not
true. No question, the IMF and the World Bank have made mistakes
and plenty of them. But, in my view, they’ve done their best in difficult
circumstances. A lot of the criticism, especially of what they did in East
Asia in 1997, is the wisdom of hindsight. At the time it was very hard
to know what was best. The IMF does admit that some of their policies
were wrong. But the key here again is the issue of accepting or denying
responsibility. If you look at IMF and World Bank policies, what you
often see is that Western governments have used the institutions not to
promote financial stability or development, but to conduct foreign
policy. Suddenly we find the IMF taking a friendly approach to help for
Pakistan. America and the West has a pressing and legitimate interest
in bringing Pakistan into its alliance to fight the war against Taliban –
but recognise this arrangement for what it is, don’t use the IMF to
disguise it as something else.
There is another kind of denial of responsibility. Suppose the
governments of poor countries get their economies in such a mess that
they have to bring in the IMF and the World Bank to bail them out. It
is very convenient of those governments to say that the pain the country
must suffer is because the IMF is demanding cuts here and tax

THE SYDNEY PAPERS SPRING 2001

197

increases there. Better that, than to admit to their own fault. But again
the result is to undermine the perceived democratic legitimacy of the
international institutions. They aren’t in charge, in fact – but it suits
governments very well to pretend they are.
One thing that puzzles me about anti-globalists is the special
loathing they feel for the WTO. They regard it as tyrannical. Yet this
institution is actually hyper-democratic, because all the decisions
attributed to it are taken by its member-governments on the basis of
consensus – meaning that any member of the WTO can veto any
decision. I ask you, how could any international institution be more
accountable to national governments than that?
Does the WTO force countries to change economic policies
against their will? No. Countries force other countries to change their
policies against their will. The WTO merely acts as a kind of referee.
An example often mentioned by anti-globalists is the quarrel between
America and the European Union over hormones in beef. As you may
know, American uses growth hormones; the EU is opposed to this, and
bans imports of beef from the US as a result. The US claims there is no
good evidence to support this ban, and took the EU to the WTO. The
WTO ruled against the European Union, not because of the import
ban (it hasn’t expressed a view on that), but because the EU promised
to produce scientific evidence in support of its ban and then failed to
do so. The globalists deplore the WTO for, as they see it, trying to
overturn the EU’s policy on hormones on beef.
That was not, as I just explained, why the WTO decided as it did.
But put this to one side and ask what would have happened if the
WTO did not exist. Would everything be fine between the United
States and Europe on the issue of hormones in beef? Of course, the
answer is no. Europe would still be trying to ban these imports and the
US would still be trying to overturn the ban. The US would be
pursuing its present aim of trying to get the European Union to change
its mind – but by other means. Perhaps by means of a trade war. Now,
if it came to that, the EU is big enough to stand up for itself. But if it
weren’t for the WTO, how would small countries, especially developing
countries, do in such a contest? The WTO is a vital ally of small
developing countries in dealing with big economies that might want to
force them to change their policies.
Anti-globalists are their own worst enemy. They are so offended
by the idea of profit, so hostile to the idea of economic freedom, that
they fail to see that international competition is the best and possibly
only way to address the fears they have. Competition is the only reliable
way to discipline companies. Governments very quickly end up in the
pockets of powerful corporations; the best way to discipline corporate
power is to force companies to compete. What you see now is that
multinationals are co-opting anti-globalist ideas about civil society and
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social responsibility to advance their own interests. Labour standards in
the Third World are a classic case. Good idea, say many
multinationals, we must have stronger labour standards in the Third
World. How enlightened, how progressive. But let’s make sure we have
a level playing field. In other words, all producers in these economies
should abide by the strong labour standards. What does that mean in
practice? It means that local companies in countries such as India are
burdened with costs they cannot support. The multinationals are happy
because they have set back their competition. The anti-globalists are
happy because there are more trade barriers around the world to
suppress trade and there are fewer tainted imports. But the workers in
developing countries receive lower wages or are thrown out of their jobs
altogether.
I don’t deny that many of the concerns that the anti-globalists
have are valid. Reducing poverty in the Third World should be all the
world’s first priority. But the best way to do that is to accelerate
globalisation, not to retard it. Rich countries should be lowering their
trade barriers to exports from developing countries, not raising them.
And if globalisation continues, whatever governments and
corporations might say, there is no need whatever to feel that
democracy will suffer. Liberals from Adam Smith on have understood
that economic freedom – capitalism, in other words, goes hand in hand
with political freedom. That is as true today as it ever was.
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Supplementary Speeches given
at the Sydney Institute’s
Annual Dinner –
Star City, 8 October 2001
Introduction to Andy Thomas – Meredith Hellicar
For this dinner each year, we always try to secure an Australian speaker
whom Australians don’t normally hear from. We’ve been particularly
lucky this evening as, in Andy Thomas, we’re hearing from someone
who represents every kid’s dream at some stage – to be an astronaut.
And what’s more, this is a real life action hero who also knows what
he’s talking about.
Andy Thomas grew up in Adelaide and received a Bachelor of
Engineering in mechanical engineering with first class honours, from
the University of Adelaide in 1973 and a Doctorate in mechanical
engineering from the University of Adelaide in 1978. He began his
professional career as a research scientist with the Lockheed
Aeronautical Systems Company, Marietta, Georgia, in 1977. In 1983
he was appointed as head of the Advanced Flight Sciences Department
to lead research into experimental and computational studies in fluid
dynamics, aerodynamics and aeroacoustics. In 1989, he moved to
Pasadena, California, to join the Jet Propulsion Laboratory and shortly
after was appointed leader of the JPL program for microgravity
materials processing in space.
Dr Thomas was selected by NASA in March 1992 and, following
one year’s training, qualified as a mission specialist on Space Shuttle
flight crews. He flew his first flight in space on Endeavour in May 1996.
In 1998 he served on board Mir, making history as the last NASA
astronaut to live and work on Russia’s space station. After nearly five
months on board, he returned to Earth on 12 June 1998. For
Australians, it was a special moment as he still admits to his Adelaide
roots and, indeed, his parents still live there. Asked by Australian
students, in a broadcast direct from Mir, how they could join NASA,
he replied simply, “I studied engineering, science, physics, medicine …
The key is to get a good education because NASA seeks people who
have the best credentials.”
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And Andy Thomas has other skills too: he has become an expert
in bureaucracy and told me this evening that he, too, has to fill in a
travel authority form for each space flight, advising that his mode of
travel will be “government spacecraft”. As he has his accommodation
and meals provided, he actually only receives $2 a day extra – receiving
the massive sum of $280 for his Mir visit! Recently Dr Thomas
completed his third space flight on STS-102. To date he has logged
163 days in space. Now here’s a man who knows a thing or two about
frequent flyer points. He only arrived in Australia last night and I
couldn’t help being surprised to hear that he’s suffering from jet lag!
Of course I should tell you that there is one height that he is yet to
scale and that’s our Sydney Harbour Bridge – when we suggested this
might be a good thing to do whilst he’s visiting here his completely
deadpan response was, “No thanks – heights worry me.”
Welcome Andy Thomas.

Vote of thanks – David Mortimer
Good evening ladies and gentlemen. It’s my pleasure to represent
Australia Post tonight. We are very proud to sponsor the Sydney
Institute Dinner for 2001 – it’s our first time as sponsor, although we
are a long-term supporter of the Institute. It is also very fortunate
timing for me and certainly for all of us here tonight because we have
been able to meet with Andy Thomas!
I want to offer my congratulations, to Meredith Hellicar, Gerard
and Anne Henderson for the work they do with the Institute. Australia
is a long way from the centres of power in the US and Europe, but with
organisations such as The Sydney Institute we can look at world events
and analyse how they will truly affect us, as far away as we are. The
positive spin-offs from an event such as tonight’s may be felt for many
years in this country. Informed debate brings progress and hope, and
that is why organisations such as The Sydney Institute are so very
important to us.
That brings me to tonight’s speaker, Dr Andy Thomas. It’s every
child’s dream to be an astronaut, but I have never met anyone who’s
actually done it. We sat around in our cardboard and foil space ships,
and then went off to become accountants. But not Andy Thomas. He
studied all the right things, took all the right jobs, and then became
Australia’s most successful astronaut.
This overnight success who hit the headlines in 1996 actually
took more than 20 years to create. From Adelaide University to the
laboratories of Georgia and California, decades of hard work led to
selection by NASA, which brought with it even more hard work! But
what a prize that hard work brought!
The benefit Andy Thomas brings to our children is incalculable.
He shows them that there is no dream too wild, no ambition too great.
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Education, ambition and dedication can indeed conquer worlds.
Children these days have many heroes – there are the football stars, the
tennis stars, the rock stars – but the jet propulsion research scientist
stars? Andy Thomas is a rare bird indeed.
But being a hero is a very demanding role. We share their joys in
good times, but we also look to our heroes for leadership and
contribution. There would be few Australians who did not share
Andy’s joy as he took that first flight on Endeavour in 1996. We were
proud that one of our own was part of that super-elite group. But after
the glamour wears off, we find ourselves asking what can he bring back
home, what can he share with us?
We wouldn’t be Australians if we didn’t have just a tinge of tallpoppy in our attitude to Andy. But you only have to hear him on TV,
to meet him briefly, to know that this is a man without pretension,
without hype. And what he brings with him, apart from the marvellous
Boys Own Adventure of space travel, is a totally unique insight into the
very real benefits of scientific research and education.
Andy brings with him the lesson that as nations, the pursuit of
excellence in science and engineering brings with it great benefits for
society. The discipline and dedication of people like Andy encourage
excellence and endeavour right across society. They give us inspiration.
At Australia Post, we also like to believe we pursue excellence and
innovation in our endeavours. In 1999, we introduced a world first –
Personalised Stamps. This innovative service allows a stamp to be
personalised with a photographic portrait on the tab. It also gives
Australia Post a way to honour our “heroes”, and both The Sydney
Institute and Andy Thomas are ideal candidates. And nothing could be
more appropriate than a stamp design showing a view of Australia from
space, no doubt a familiar sight for Andy.
Andy on behalf of Australia Post, please acccept this framed
personalised stamp sheet as a token of our thanks.
And to Meredith Hellicar please accept this set of personalised
stamps, with our greatest thanks for the work of The Sydney Institute
and for this function tonight.
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GUEST SPEAKERS
AT THE SYDNEY INSTITUTE
AUGUST 2001 – OCTOBER 2001
Susan Mitchell (Writer & author Splitting the World Open – Taller Poppies and Me )
Tall Poppies – a Decade On
Shaun Carney (Associate Editor, The Age & author, Peter Costello:The New Liberal )
Peter Costello – The New Liberal
Dr Michal Govrin (Israeli writer, poet & theatre director)
The Case of the Jewish Biography
Chris Jordan (Chairman, New Tax System Advisory Board)
Anna Carrabs (William Buck Chartered Accountants)
Tax Reform – What Next?
Garry Brack (Ex Dir, Employers’ Federation of NSW)
Dr Sharon Beder (Author, Selling the Work Ethic [Scribe])
Work and the Work Ethic Down Under – Two Views
Professor Peter Singer
(Chair of Bioethics, Princeton, writer & author of Writings on an Ethical Life )
Dr Bernadette Tobin (Lecturer & Director, Plunkett Centre)
Ethical Lives
Dr George Miller (Film Director)
Dr Elizabeth Farrelly (Architect & journalist)
Elsa Atkin (National Trust of Australia, NSW)
A City that Works
Mark Aarons (Author War Criminals Welcome)
War Criminals – Where is the Justice?
Frank Moorhouse (Winner of the 2001 Miles Franklin Award for Dark Palace)
Nikki Gemmell (Best selling author of Shiver & Cleave and, in 2001, Love Song )
Australian Writing – The Challenges
Thomas J Schneider (Chairman of Aust consultancy, Corrs Schneider & President and
CEO of Restructuring Associates Inc in North America)
The DNA Revolution: Does Privacy Matter?
Stephen Smith MP (Shadow Communications Minister)
Two Nations or a Knowledge Nation?
Senator Natasha Stott-Despoja (Leader of the Australian Democrats)
Leadership
Dr Andy Thomas
(Australian-born astronaut and last NASA astronaut to live and work on MIR)
My Flight to the Space Station and Walk in Space
Linda Jaivin (Writer & author The Monkey and the Dragon )
The Monkey and the Dragon – A Story of China and Taiwan
Clive Crook (Deputy Editor, The Economist)
Globalisation and its Critics

THE KILLING OF
SISTER MCCORMACK
In late May 1991, Sister Irene McCormack's murder by Sendero
terrorists in the Andes of Peru made headlines for days in
Australia - receiving media coverage that overshadowed that
given to the passing of historian
Manning Clark and the assassination of
Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Ganghi
which occured at the same time. In The
Killing of Sister McCormack, Anne
Henderson travels across Peru and
Australia to speak to many who knew
Irene McCormack and put together
the pieces in this tragic and
compelling story.
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Check out the details at www.sydneyins.org.au
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