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chapter?

30 years, 15 minutes

The service of philosophy, of speculative culture,
towards the human spirit, is to rouse, to startle it to a
life of constant and eager observation.

Walter Pater

The real trouble with intellectuals is that they are

cowards in the face of the good.
Martin Boyd

[t Time
As a dedicated watcher of news on television, I’'m used to bad
news. The paradox of news is how constant an index it is of
human folly. So there was a spemaljofy for me in the late 90s
In watching television news reEorts ofthe electoral success of
social democratic parties in France, Germany and Britain.
The endIessIY deferred demise of the conservative ethos of
Helmut Kohl and Margaret Thatcher gave me a feeling of
modest optimism. _
It could be that I wait for these rare moments of hope amid
the constant drone of bad news because | was trained at an
early age to expect them. | was eleven years old when Gough
Whitlam won the 1972 Australian Federal election, and
became Prime Minister. | had to wait another eleven years
for another moment like it. Bob Hawke won the 1983 elec-
tion for Labor when | was 22.
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There may be little anyone can do about human folly, but
the incremeéntal overcoming of human misery seems to me,
even in postmodern times of attenuated scepticism, to be
somethln%forwhlch one can still hope. The incremental over-
coming of human misery is the “light on the hill” of which
another labour movement hero used to s[)eak. As the histo-
rian Jill Roe points out, Australian Labor leader Ben Chifley
Frobably borrowed that phrase from Matthew 5:14. “Yeare the
ight of the world. A city which is set on a hill cannot be hid.”1

he light on the hill is a figure of fable in Australian labour
movement culture, but given its origins, I don’t think it’s
stretchln? things too much to think of any and every social
democratic government that achieves some small step to
pvercomm? avoidable human_ misery and suffering as an
instance of the light on the hill. 1t i$ hardly fashionable to
think of Bob Hawke’s Labor government as a shining
instance of the |I_?ht on the hill. Maybe in the postmodern
ethos of the 80s, i wasl|(ust the hill. There was a fair share of
human folly in Hawke’s government. Perhaps that was
inevitable, in that it confronted a rapidly changing interna-
tional strategic, economic and communication environment,

The rise of an optimistic rhetoric about a ‘third way”
between market capitalism and state socialism among
European and American commentators comes as no surprise
to me. One of the few prophecies | ever made as a writer that
came true was that the collapse of communism would be a
crisis for the right, not the left. As | wrote when the Berlin
wall fell: “Hard” conservatism always worked in a paranoid
way, by drawm%a ling through reality, and putting everyone
to the’left of Churchill on the otherside. That other sidé was
a fearful thing, threatening, subversive, mamPuIatlve inde-
fatigable, a horrible thln(f] Which must be resisted at all costs.
Now that this paranoid fear has revealed itself as a mirage,
conservatism of this kind must enter into deep crisis. So
much the worse for them!"2Without the cold war to hold it
to?ether, the liberal and conservative compromise that so
often kept social democracy out of power unravelled. Old
cold warriors looked for new scare-mongering campaigns to
keep themselves gainfully employed. _ , _

One of the least discussed aspects of the third way isas a third
way to follow the first two vectors along which social democracy
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communicated and organised itself as a culture. The light on
the hill is about being an example to the world, an instance of
hope for the overcoming of misery for all to see. Conservatism
may flourish, as it did during the cold war, on fear and igno-
rance. Social democrac%/_ can only flourish as a culture onthe
basis of the communication by example ofwhat can be done to
overcome misery. The firstway social democracy found to com-
municate itselfwas tied to the printed word and the uses that
could be made of it3The second way was via the electronic
media. The third way is about taking social democracy into the
emerging postbroadcast world. Flttl_ngly, I've found a particu-
larly succinct discussion of the third ‘way, not in dead tree
format, but on a web site, called Nexus.4

I’'m not entirely convinced that social democrac% full
understands the way that it has been changed by the broad-
cast era, let alone how it can chan%e in the postbroadcast era
of multi-channel broadcasting and the internet. That is why
in this book Iwant to look at the culture of the broadcast erg,
and see what a study of the media, within which postwar
social democracy had to publicise itself, can tell us about the
ongoing struggle to provide some light on the hill in a post-
modern world, o _ o

When Gough Whitlam won office in 1972, it felt a bit like
Australia was finally catching up with the world, and that the
radical optimism of the 60s had finally reached the colonies.
But it is not always the case that the “periphery lags behind
the centre. The Australian Labor Party formed the first
minority government led by the labour movement, and gov-
erned in its own right while most of EuroFea_n social democ-
racy was still struggling for power. Early in the century,
Australia was seen as a social [aboratory for the world.

This is not because Australian Labor has displayed any
more wisdom than other labour movement parties, and it has
certainly had more than its fair share of human folly. Rather,
Australian Labor’s precocious achievements are more likely
just a symptom of the uneven costs that the globalisation of
the capitalist economy has extracted over the last century of
its accelerated development. ‘Globalisation’ is not a new idea
in the former colonies and peripheries. Economic existence
there has always been predicated on a sober grasp of the cen-
tralisation of économic power — elsewhere.

1
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The depressions caused by setbacks in global economic
developm_ent in the 1880s and 1930s were especially savage
in Australia. What made it worse was the realisation of the
power that international capital held over a peripheral
economy. This experience of being always and already
subject 'to global flows of capital and information was a
strong part of labour movement culture. S

Reading the summary on the Nexus web site of discussions
among Engllsh academics about the third way, | can't help
thinking that, like earlier in the century, Australian Labor
has been there and done that. The prodect that emerged for
Australian Labor at the end of the 90s was how to have a
second go at the third way. At the 1996 election, the elec-
torate punished Labor for inflicting its brand of the third
way on it during the previous thirteen years. Australia swung
rightjust as much of Europe and Anierica swung more or
less left. When Australia elected a Labor government in
1972, it felt like Iag&;mg behind the social trend in the rest of
the ‘over-developed’ world. When Australia elected a conser-
vative government in 1996, it felt more like what may come
if the third way is not managed without as much attention to
the cultural fallout from economic change as to the reform
of the economy. , _ _ _

Perhaps another meaning of the third way is that hesides
paying attention to economic and political matters, social
democracy also has to understand culture, for it is throu%h
culture that the stress of economic reform s likely to be
exPressed. Culture in a postmodern world means media
culture. The culture of everyday life has its ruses and guises
for resisting or |Fnor|_ng the'media’s bad news, but for social
democratic Par les in" the postmodern world, access to
everyday culture is mostly mediated by broadcast, and
incréasingly by postbroadcast, vectors. These days, social
democratiC parties often have quite tenuous links to the
culture of everyday life, and find themselves reliant on their
media profile fo keep all?ht the light on the hill. _

In this book, I want to ook in some detail at how a partic-
ular national space of mediated, postmodern culture, actu-
ally works. Rather than trade in the seemmg%_transnatlonal
jargon of social theory or cultural studies, this book deals
with the particulars of both media culture and everyday
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experience. One little-discussed aspect of globalisation is the
rise of professional and scholarly jargons that appear to
abstract from particular national-cultural spaces. Scholars
develop concepts that can be applied anywhere, as a social
rationalist companion to the economic rationalist thought
that provides the Ie(iltlm_atmg rhetoric for economic globali-
sation. These placeless jargons may suit the multinational
Publlshlng industry, but'that does not mean they can articu-
late the peculiarities of actual cultural spaces.5Broadcasting,
In Ipartlcular, still creates powerful national zones which are
%J_n |keI){ to be dissipated by transnational media for some
ime yet. _

While applicable, in theory, anywhere, abstract and place-
less intellectual work really seems'to find the countries of the
old imperial heartland more congenial. These are the spaces
from which the cred.ent.lallmg of scholarship, the publishing
of internationally distributed work and the Ie%!tlmlsmg of
ratlonallsm? ways of thou?ht all emanate. While transna-
tional social theory and cultural studies often pay lip service
to the unequal differences that float across the surfaces of a
postmodern world, in Practlce, these ways of thinking and
_speakl_n? still subsume them under concepts convivial to an
imperial practice of thinking from the centre outwards.

ut the 90s are a time when globalisation has come home
to roost. The populations of the old imperial centres are as
subject to colonisation by flows of information, and almost as
vulnerable to the withdrawal of flows of capital, as the popu-
lations of the periphery have always been. Even social demo-
cratic governments can no longerrely on imperial privilege,
and protect their poFuIatlons rom global forces. In this they
catch up with what the periphery has experienced and had
to manage for some time. _ _

This weakening of the capacity of social democracy in the
‘postimperial’ world to exploit for national populations the
benefits of beln? host to centres of capital and information
is of course only partial. The European Community still
functions effectively to skew power in world trade fo the
ad\_/anta?e of Eu_rolpean populations. All the same, the weak-
ening of this privi e?e may in the long run be as significant
as the end of the cold war'to the future of_soual_democrac?{.

The 60s seem to me to have been a time in which the light

1
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on the hill communicated itself around the world via the
images of social change. The 80s seem to me to have been a
time when many feared the candle snuffed and the times
unfavourable for the incremental overcoming of suffering.
In this book, | want to write about the 80s and the 90s as |
experienced them in Australia, as a time in which the eco-
nomic impact of globalisation and the reform of social
democracy itself produced a distinctive experiment in the
third way.

The Wonder Years

A'lot can hapBe_n in thlrtY years. It’sjust over thirty Years, as
| write, since Prime Minster Harold Holt drowned.” It’s thirty
years since Paris rebelled and rioted. It's thirty years, in
short, since the hlgh tides and green ?rass of ‘the late 60s’.
_One’s first decade is like one’s first love. You live it intu-
itively, at once excited and serene. Iwas a little kid during the
60s, playing handball in the playground of Lambton Primary
School,” in"suburban Newcastle. The Vietnam Moratorium
was to me a really fab red and blue badge, the first of what
would become a collection. I lived the 60s unconsciously,
having not then yet grown much self-awareness. Now | have
to teach classes on those times to people for whom it is even
more remote. As | write this, people born in the 80s are
entering university. S

Celebrities, Culture and Cybe_rsgace is titled in homage to a
book Craig McGregor published thirty years ago, People,
Politics and” Pop,s That was a hook | found useful when |
wanted to reflect on the decade | had lived intuitively. |
would say of mY book what McGregor said of his, that it is “a
purely pérsonal, impressionistic book, a sort of collage of the
contém porar&". Celebities, Culture and Cyberspace is dedicated
to my niece Katie and my nephews Scott and Tim. | hope
some day it will explain something to them about this
decade, the 90s, now nearl¥ passed — their first in the world.

McGregor is one of the Tew writers of the 60s who | find |
can admire today without invoking a sense of irony. Unlike
some of his contemporaries, he didn’t get stuck in"a groove
back then. His later wrltmgs are alive to the changes as well
as the continuities of the 70s, 80s and 90s. Writing In the late
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90s, McGreqor declares that “modernism is no longer con-
temporary. It was the name given to a particular cultural
epoch.... like the others, it had a.beglnmn?, amiddle and
an end. In its place, as a dominant cultural paradigm,
blazons postmodernity. It is characterised, among other
things, by conflict, disSonance, plurality, discontinuity, asym-
metry, contradiction, decentring, fragmentation, "subjec-
tivity, ambivalence, pogullsm, and a_cacophony ~ of
simultaneous discourses”.71don’t necessarily agree with all
of McGregor’s diagnoses here, but the point is his engage-
ment. There is no shortage of gently gre_Ylng pundits who
reject the attempt to think the presentin its own terms. The
leSson this book seeks to learn from the 60s is about the
need to start over, to try for a mental leap clear across the
Phresentt, rather than to burrow snug into the worn warren of

e past. _

In"the late 90s there was a link between the complacency
and reaction displayed by many contemporary opinion
makers and the rise of an éven more reactlonarK_an_ puni-
tive mood in Australian politics and culture. This is why |
think it is important to acknowledge and celebrate
Australian thinkers who did not lose their nerve when con-
fronted b changi_llng realities. Craig McGregor is one such
thinker; Donald Horne is another.

From the 60s to the 90s

What peolple think of as ‘the 60s” includes a bit of the earl
70s as well. Itwas a decade with so much energy to burn that,
like an_overly enthusiastic sporting event, it sgllled over into
extra time. In Australia, | think it convenient to date the end
of the 60s to the election of Gougﬁh Whitlam’s Labor govern-
ment in 1972. That was when the enthusiasm for chan%e
achieved electoral success and mainstream expression in the
person of Whitlam. By contrast, the 90s were a bit of a wash
out. It’sonly 1998 as T write, but alread>( the 90s seem to be
over. | date the end of the 90s from the election of One
Nation candidates in the Queensland election of 1998, That
was when the populist reactionary culture of the 90s found
mainstream expression in the person of Pauline Hanson,
Whatever happens from this point on, in some ways it’s a
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whole new ball game. Hanson’s support declined in the 1998
Federal election, but she still had an impact. What Chandran
Kukathas and William MaIIeY, academics from the Australian
Defence Force Academy, call ‘soft Hansonism’hecame main-
stream policy; denying refugees their human rights
restricting welfare access for migrants, fudging Aboriginal
reconciliation.8 John Howard’s conservative Liberal “and
Nadonal Party coalition government, which came to power
in the 1996 Federal election, did so by a_pgearlng_ to embody
the reactionary mood rising on the right. While Howard
made _conmhator_z noises on reconciliation after winning in
1998, it looked like another term with the TV cartoon South
Parks Mr Garrison running the country.

| write at a different time in Celebrities, Culture and
Cyherspace, to that in which McGregor wrote People, Politics
and Pop. The late 90s, like the late 60s, were a time when the
Ie?mmacy of mainstream politics and culture came under
attack. In other ways, the late 90s were different. In the 60s,
the attack was from'the radical left. In the 90s, it was from the
Rﬂopullst right. My interests are also a bit different to

cGregor’s. He sou_?ht significance in the suburban,
whereas it is the urbanity of Australian culture that | find fas-
cinating. It was still news in the late 605 that the suburbanite
was a more resonant image of Australian self-identity than
the swaggie. It was still news in the 90s that with the niove to
apartment living, close to the city, urban self-identity was
formlnF, in part as a reaction against suburbia.

Conflict moved from the clash between bush and suburban
values to one between urban and bush values, with the
suburhs poised as the swinging vote in between. This showed
clearly in the 1996 federal election, where Labor held itsvote
in what journalist Terry McCrann calls the triangle, the
urban and urbane space of Sydney/Melbourne/Canberra,
but lost ground in the outer suburbs and the country.9The
1998 Queensland election demonstrated the stren%th of the
resistance and resentment in the hinterlands to urban
culture and its values. _

The 1998 Federal election, where One Nation won only
one Senate seat but polled around 8% across the country,
showed that the vernacular culture and hinterland politics of
Hansonism had national appeal. Labor also made a come-
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back in 1998. As columnist Gerard Henderson noted, “Labor
won back part of urban, provincial and rural Australia
outside the Sydney/Melbourne/Canberra axis ... However
Labor's failure to win sufficient seats in Sydney and
Melbourne provides an ill omen for the future.”DIt may not
be possible to put together the urban block who voted for
Paul Keating and the parts of the suburban fringe who voted
for his successor as Labor leader, Kim Beazley. This is why |
revisit the cultural construct of ‘suburbia’ in" this book, the
study ofwhich McGregor was an early advocate.

In"place of the people McGregor used as his touchstones of
cultural flux, I write about celebrity. Since the 60s, it is clear
that any public life is one that the media both shapes and
shadows. Andy Warhol’s Frophecy, back in the 60s, that “in
the future, everyone will be famous for fifteen minutes”,
came to pass by the 90s.1 I_-IoEJefuIIy the fame of populist
celebrity Pauline Hanson will last only fifteen minutes, but
whether that comes to pass depends in part on |mag|n|nﬁ a
positive and popular alternative to the populist reaction that
would dra? us back thirty years and more. Hansonism is the
h]grpt)es of the body politic. It is an itch that returns in times
of stress.

Aforetaste of the political significance of celebrity was rock
star Peter Garrett’s strong showing in the 1984 federal elec-
tion, in which he came close to winning a Senate seat for the
Nuclear Disarmament Party. While Garrett made the transi-
tion from entertainment celebrltY to political celebrity,
Prime Minster Bob Hawke reversed the process in 1986 when
he appeared on the popular TV drama A Country Practice —
g/lvmg a speech in the imaginary country town of Wandon

alley about nuclear, disarmament. 2By the 90s, celebrity was
Permanently intertwined with politics. The Greens “capi-
alised on “Garrett’s initiative by running_high profile
Tasmanian activist and celebrity Bob Brown. The careers of
Australian Democrat Senators Natasha Stott Despoja and
Cheryl Kernot showed just how effective it could be having a
base in the media rather than_in the old style party machine
of the Liberal and Labor parties. _

Kernot’s defection to the Labor Party in 1998 then proved
an interesting test of the ability ofa more traditional party to
exploit the relationship between celebrity, politics and the
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media. A test the Labor Party failed, with Kernot om% down
to the wire a%alnst Liberal candidate Rod Henshaw, a
quular radio broadcaster, in their contest for the seat of
ickson on the suburban north western edge of Brisbane.
Independent candidate Peter Andren, a rural television
journalist, won Calare, a diverse electorate including NSW
country towns of Bathurst, Lithgow and Orange. John
Schumann, former singer with the radical folk rock group
Redgum, ran on the Australian Democrat ticket. He gave
Liberal front bencher Alexander Downer a run for his
money in Mayo, a seat that includes a brace of suburbs at the
foot of the Adelaide Hills in South Australia. _
If there was a lesson in those results, it was that celebrity
candidates can do well in diverse electorates if voters feel
they are still a local candidate who cares about them, but
celebrity itself does not give a candidate a winning edge. So
while celebrity provides a shared, public image for people to
think aboutvotmq for, or in my case, write about, the way the
public resP_onds 0 celebrities is complex. The culture of
everyday life contains a remarkable depth of skill in
reading” media images, whether in politics or entertain-
ment, and Rerhaps_partlcularly when the two overlap.
Rather than write about politics, the second term of
McGregor’s title, | write mostly about culture. As cultural
studies scholar Meaghan Morris once suggested, in the 60s
everything seemed arrestingly political, but then everything
seemed to turn obscurely cultural.” Sometimes religion IS
the battle ground for competing views of the world, such as
in the mid 50s, when the Catholic-inspired Democratic
Labor Party split from the Labor mainstream. Sometimes it
ISPO“IIC&J Ideology, such as the challenge posed by the new
lett and liberationist social movements of the 60s. In the 80s,
culture became the arena. o
In each instance the conflict over the definition of the
?ood life seems to me to be what is at stake. The possibilities
or leading the good life are expressed at different times in
religious, political, or cultural_institutions and terms. In
Australian culture, the expression “fair go, mate” is often
cited as the classic vernacular articulation of the good life,
although practically everyone who makes the demand for a
fair go has a different view of what might constitute a fair go.
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As Donald Horne wrote in the 60s, fair go is “what happened
in Australia to the ideals of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity.
As mlght be expected, in the transmutation these ideals have
been knocked about. But the whole thing cost no lives and it
IS ingrained into the texture of Australian life.”4

In the 90s, Horne wrote a book that imagined a theme
park called The Avenue oftheFair Go. In this tour of Australian
political culture, Horne had a representative sample of
Australian ‘types’ offer their differing views on what kind of
good life the fair go posits. When a young woman with

adges critiques it as a term “too White and too Male”,
Horne has his Aboriginal character reply that his
Grandmother, who was brought up in the bush, would say,
‘el a fair go would do for a start.”5Horne’s particular
|n5|?ht In hiswritings of the 90s is that the falr_?o isa cultural
matter before it is a political one, and that it is some_thmg
that exists only in the different ways people construe it an
argue about if, rather than being Some identifiable essence
common to all Australians. N

The rise of Pauline Hanson showed how political operators
could mobilise a _pop_ullst movement with the help of a
leader with an instinctive grasp of celebrity power and a dis-
tinctive articulation of a view of the fair go. Hanson’s qua-
vering voice and outer suburban style connected the lunar
rightto a W|deeread questioning of the legitimacy of polit-
ical culture. The mainstream pundits pointed “out with
increasing exasperation that her policies were racist and dis-
criminatory and made no economic sense. All of which was
true, but missed the point. Populism is never about policies
and politics, it's about culture and celebrity. Hanson's talent
was In using the media to create an image that articulated
the feelings of people who no longer believed the policies of
the Labor, Liberal, or National parties.

From Television to Cyberspace

Where McGregor wrote of pop, | write of cybersRace. Pop
was his word for the jetsam that drifted through the experi-
ence of everyday life, as the dominant media of the postwar
world cranked up to top speed. But the vectors along which
images and sounds come to us underwent subtle changes
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between the 60s and the 90s. Pop was a product of a mass
media age, where industrial scale distribution channels
churned out anht, sharp, hll?h contrast images, aimed at
the most general qualities of its audience. Cyberspace is an
emer?ent culture horn of a postbroadcast age, where the
digital quality of all information breaks down the mass media
Image into many multiple and shifting coalescences of sense.
~When McGregor wrote about pop, it was a topic that
incited conflicting passions. The critique of mass media
offered by mam{ modern intellectuals was of its complete
and irredeemable banality. McGregor was more subtle. He
did not go all the way with Canadian literary critic Marshall
McLuhan, who became a celebrity by embracing it
McLuhan imagined print media as a sort of fall from grace,
and broadcast media as_transcending the limits of print
culture and launching us into the collective consciousness of
the “global village.”®1n the 90s, the promise of cyberspace
also Incited a range of responses. McLuhan’s prophecies
about the coming of the global village enjoyed a revival,
largely sponsored by the Californian cybercilfure magazine
Wired. New York critic Mark Dery’s caustic term for this
McLuhanite revivalism is “theology of the ejector seat.”T
While there is much that is illuminating in McLuhan’s insta-
matic aphorisms, | find McGregor’s inquiring scepticism
more consistently edifying. o
Australian writers were rarely evangelical in their embrace
of cyherspace. A more practical and sceptical handling of it
%rev_alled among writers such as Dale Spender, Jon Casimir,
aniel Petrie and David Harrington.BAs if to (over) com-
pensate, John Nieuwenhuizen ranted against cyberspace as
cultural AIDS”. BBoth Nieuwenhuizen and his o;f)po_nents.m
this debate tended to over-estimate the novelty of this partic-
ular ‘information revolution’, as if there had not been a
whole series of information_revolutions in the past century,
each of which brought a unique set of changes in its wake.
It is mmp_l% not the case that cyberspace boots-up out of
nowhere with the internet, Nor i$ the internet a unique_or
radical break in vectoral history. Even before the federation
of the colonies, Australia was cau%ht up in a whole series of
technological changes that generated new vectors for storin
or distributing information. Communications historian K.T.



from television to cyberspace

Livingston lists telegraphy (1840s), rotary prlntln(}; (1840s),
the tg ewriter (1860s), transatlantic cable (1866), telephone
(187 R,motlon pictures (1894), wireless telegraphy (1899),
ma%netlc tape recording (1890s), radio (1906) and television
(1923) as significant inventions that created new communi-
cation possibilities.ICyberspace isan emergent property that
arises out of the cumulative growth of ever more supple,
subtle, pervasive and invasive vectors of communication.

Rather than see things in a technological determinist
fashion, where these new vectors drive changes in everything
else, | think it makes more sense to adoFt a ‘technologlcal Pos-
5|b|hst’V|ew. leml%s_t.one has an interesting take on the extent
to which the E)OS$I |||tyoftele%raf)_hy made it possible for the
competing colonies on the Australian continent to think about
cooperation. He points out that telegraphr Was a slﬁ]mflcant
topic of debate among political leaders in inter-colonial forums
in‘the long, slow process of federating the colonies. New tech-
nologles make possible new vectors, along which information
can travel more quickly, more reliably, more accurately or in
greater quantity. These vectors create’a matrix which makes it
prossmle to generate new forms of political or cultural action.

hese forms of political and cultural action can in turn shape
the way the next generation ofvectors isimplemented.
~The relatlonshlg between te_Iegiraphy and federation is an
interesting late 19th centur)L.ms ance of such a connection
between a vector and the kinds of action it enables, and
which in turn furthers the development of the vector.
Telegraphy b_rouqht business and political elites into an
emerging national space, while many ordinary people lived
in a more local matrix of vectors. In the 20th century, televi-
sion and the telephone extended the national space into
ordmarr Ja_eople’s lives, while business and political elites
connected into a growing global network of communication.

Television makes it Possmle to generate vast publics,
attuned simultaneously to the same message; the telephone
makes it possible to coordinate personal connections,
exchan%mﬁ particular and self generated messages.2
Through the television and the telephone, quite different
kinds of culture coalesce: one based on normative and
majoritarian messages; the other at least potentially enabling
the formation of marginal and minority cultures.
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Through the television and telephone, quite different
formso folltlcal action can be generated. The election cam-
paigns o the major parues use television to spray messages
as widely as_Posm le, trying to catch the transient attendon
of uncommitted voters. The telephone, on the other hand,
is the weapon of choice of the machine politician, lobbying
and persuading one on one. Or as the conservative paities
learned, it can be used for aggresswe ‘oush polling’, where
part¥ o,oeratlves call voters and ask leading guestlons_that are
carefully targeted to particular local issues. Push pollmg does
not try"to gather information on voter intentions, but to
change those intentions.2

Communications historians Graeme Oshorne and Glen
Lewis argue that there have been three persistent themes in
Australian debates about communication. The first is a tech-
nocratic concern with building infrastructure for national
development. For a long time debate centred on which kinds
of government institution ought to implement which kinds
of technology, but the rise of an argument in favour of
market-led development in the 80s was not unprecedented.
A second theme is the view of communication as an agent of
social control. The critical literature which decries the con-
trolling influence of media that rose to prominence since
the 60s reallyjust reverses the value of long-held assumptions
about the power of communication. Wartime propaganda
managers of the 40s saw control as a good thing, whilejour-
nalists of the 90s who had to work in the shadow of corporate
media interests took the contrary view. The third theme is
the concern over the role of communication in community
and culture. Some saw commercial media as having a partic-
ularly poisonous effect on community; others,” such as
McGregor, adopted a more subtle view of the relationship
between communication and culture. _ _

Each of these three themes takes on a new inflection as
E)op gives way to cyberspace. For Osborne and Lewis, the
echnological development of the vector, from the tele-

raph to the internet, “does not appear to have overcome

e sense of social isolation or the existence of an inarticu-
late citizenship.” It is not enou?h, they arque, to improve
the technology. There is also “a fundamental sense in which
the question of values needs to be addressed by students of
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communication if its role in community creation is to be
better understood.”BIn Celebrities, Culture and Cyberspace, my
aim is limited to looking into the development of values
within the communications matrix emerging at the end of
the century. _ o

| agree ‘with writers such as KT, LIVIHFSth, Graeme
Oshorne and Glen Lewis that the historical dimension to
communication has been unjustly ignored, but I would add
that it is also necessary to develo? concepts out of that
history. I’m looking for Concepts that not only grasp the past,
but can articulate possible futures; concepfs that not only
rasp the technical and social aspects of communication, but
e subjective and experiential side as well; concepts that
might hielp articulate a debate about the fair go_on the cusp
between the broadcast era of radio and television, and the
postbroadcast era of cyberspace.

Conceptualising Cyberspace

“I belong to the first generation in Australia born into a
world in which television already existed”, writes Deakin
University academic Scott McQuire.241think he also belongs
to the first generation of Australian media theorists using
this lifetime of experience as a background for thinking
about how media technologies transform hoth our conscious
and unconscious lives in an ongoing way. For those of us
raised by television, the so-called Generation X, it is clear
that ourperceptions are different to those who preceded us,
who were weaned on cinema and radio. We are no hetter, no
worse, just different. What is emerging in Australian media
studies is a desire to confront the changes to media form
since television on the basis of this experience of a prior
transformation of which we are the product.
“Cyberspace is the defining figure for a sensibility pro-
duced by mediated cultures”, writes Darren Tofts from
Swinburne ,Umversn%, another of the TV generation of
media theorists.2In his experience, “cyberspace... invokes a
tantalising abstraction, the state of incorporeality, of disem-
bodied immersion in a ‘space’ that has no co-0rdinates in
actual space”. While it may appear to some that technolo-
gies like the internet, multimedia, hypertext and so on
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created this space ex nihil, Tofts insists that “cyberspace has
its own sedimentary record, and accordlngly requires an
archaeolo?y”. These are just the latest gadgets in a ang
process of ‘technologising the perceptions through whic
our bodies negotiate the world.

McQuire and Tofts go looking in different places for the
conceptual prehistory of cyberspace. Tofts is interested in
technol_o?les ofwriting, from the clay tablet to the typewriter
to the infernet. McQuire traces the effects of photograEhy:
“The ability to witness thln%s outside all previous limits of
time and space highlights the fact that the camera doesn't
only give us a new means to represent experience: it changes
the nature of experience”. While he is shy of_usm? the term,
he sees in photagraphy a cause for the “anxious Tascination
with cyberspace”. _ _

In my first book, Virtual Geography, | tried to tackle a dif-
ferent aspect of the evolution of cyberspace.HEver since the
telegraph, technologies have developed that permit the
transmission of information that can move more quickly
than people or things.Z7The tele?raph, telephone, television
are steps in the deveIoEment of telesthesia, or %erceptlon at
a distance. Being able to perceive events elsewhere makes it
possible to think and act on a scale far beyond the local but
with the speed of the immediate. The internet extends and
refines these capacities. ,

While | take a different aspect of the past evolution of
media form as the basis for thinking about the emerﬁence
and potential of cyberspace to Tofts and McQuire, | share a
similar experience to these other two children of television.
It is since television brought sound and pictures right into
the living room that the degree to which media pervade and
transform social space has really started to sink in, but it is
only on the basis of belnﬁ immersed in television that it is
Fossmle to think about the further potential for the trans-
ormation of culture by the development of these vectors.

Thereisa charmm%,enthusms,m In Craig McGregor’s expe-
rience of pop that | think is a bit lost on me. Pop was already
going stale in my time, and like Tofts and McQuire 1’'m to0
old to experience the cyberhype about the internet without
some irony. For McGregor, pop was a potentially liberating
force; for some people cyherspace was also meant to liberate
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us — from the tyranny of pop culture and its mass media
vectors. The art of writing media theory in the 90s, having
experienced more than one wave of media change fire up
the magmatlon, IS to steer between the extremes of cyber-
h¥pe and technofear. But this ‘third way’ is notjust a matter
otmuddling through to a middle of the road position. Those
who stand in the middle of the road get run over. It isa ques-
tlon_ofexamln_m([; what the real potentials are that |urk as yet
undiscovered in the media’s transformations of culture. The
writers who gathered around the Melbourne-based 21Cmag-
azine, including Darren Tofts, Mark Dery and myself, tried
to articulate a hlstorlcallg and culturally sensitive reading of
crberculture that could be critical but not too negative, Cre-
afive but not too naive.B . ,

Thirty years ago there was something of an unholy alliance
of the néw left and the old right ‘intellectuals’ against new
forms of media-driven culture. This raised its head again in
the 90s. The conservative pundit and veteran cold warrior
Robert Manne commanded support on both left and right
by revamping the bogey of “R_ermlssweness” and arguing in
favour ofa return to censors IP' He thought the screen ver-
sions of Jane Austen’s novels that were popular in the 90s
were good models of family love. He seemed not to notice
that they portrayed an era’'when women were barred from
real jobs, from “public life and could not even own and
transmltpr_opertsy.29 _ o

Meanwhile, Senator Richard Alston, as Minister for
Communications and the Arts, exerted influence to restrict
our liberty to choose what we want to see on television, film
and video. He relied on rather cruder and more theological
scaremongering than Manne. There would be no more
“electronic Sodom and Gomorrah®, like the popular com-
mercial TV sex and relationship show Sex/Life, if Alston had
his way. As columnist Brian Toohey remarked, “Sadly, a
wrl?t,bgf)ul God has yet to turn Sex/Life viewers into pillars of
salt,

Robert Manne’s kind of nostalgia for a nonexistent past is
no less absurd than the McLuhanite cyberhype for an
|mp033|bIY utopian future. But alongside these tired themes
of control and' development, the third theme Oshorne and
Lewis identify, the theme of community and identity, has
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opened UF into a much more productive debate. What |
would call the virtual dimension of change, the creative
Potentlal to make things otherwise, has opened uB within
he space created by changing media vectors. Cyberspace
contains within it many possible forms of community and
culture that have yet to be actualised. What | call urb_anltY_ IS
the art, culture and politics of tr)(mg to realise the virtuality
that celebrities embody, that culture expresses, that cyber-
space enables.

Intellectuals and Talking Heads

In the late 90s many on what was once the left either acqui-
esced to the moral authoritarian views of Alston and Manne,
or actively supported them. The idea of liberty seemed to
have runout of juice hetween the 60s and the 90s. On the
road to building a fair and{ust and free society, many seemed
to decide somewhere that there was not enough Fetrol to get
us there. Seeing the au%e waver around the half way mark,
‘intellectuals’ on both the left and the ”Eht declared the
tank half empty, and advocated turnlngi back. Few on the left
or the rlght realised that the tank could also be seen as half
full — with enough to press on. Between the 60s and the 90s,
criticism became a pervasive form in which ‘intellectuals’
asserted themselves. _

I’m not happy with the term ‘intellectual’. As broadcaster
Robert Dessaix discovered when he conducted interviews for
a book and radio program on the topic, Australian intellec-
tuals are warE/ of being called intellectuals. Unlike their
French counterparts, Anx Australian whose name was
included in a Dictionary of Australian Intellectuals would very
likely sue for libel."3 Dessaix dared to extend the term to a
number of interviewees, including myself, who offered some
meek protest, but no writs. No-one seemed too proud to pro-
hibit Dessaix from bestowing such a title over the pretence of
?_ltJdectlons, but perhaps Australian intellectuals protest too
itfle.

We can all observe that heads and shoulders freque_ntlly
appear, on television and hehind lecterns at writer’s festivals
and other I|terarydep festivals. These heads may or may not
be attached to bodies. These heads are given time in which
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the top half of the head may hinge up and down relative to
the bottom half, allowing sounds, emitted from the mouth,
to form what talking heads qualified to speak about these
matters call speech. This speech may or may not be attached
to an intelligence, but that too is a matter for conjecture,
Hence the ‘term intellectual calls for an unwarranted
assumption. On the evidence Robert Dessaix provides, intel-
Ilqence Isnot consjstently demonstrated by the utterances of
talking heads — including my own. Empirically speaking,
the term talking heads seems more accurate than the term
intellectuals. ,

From the 60s to the 90s, the value ofwhat talking heads say
came to depend on their ability to say what was lacking in
what they saw around them. Negative évaluation became the
norm; the talklng head hecame a naa/-say!n_g celebrity. What
fell by the wayside was a creative and positive assessment of
the potential that the actual state of things might contain for
Improvements mgustlce, liberty and fairness, or even for new
and unprecedented values. =
“The 60s saw the rise of a radical attack on the conserva-
tive mainstream of the Menzies era; the 90s saw a conserva-
tive counter attack against the institutionalised forms of
urhane libertarianism that existed during the Hawke years.
The 60s was when economic luck seemed still fo be
holding; the 90s was when everyone realised the luck had
run out. In the 60s, radicals confronted their society with
optimism and marshalled a will for change; in the 90s, con-
servatives shouted down any talk of making life better, and
?r,eached compulsory morality as the only way to stop

hings getting worse. _

| suspect that writing in the wake of the 90s might be harder
than writing after the 60s. These are both periods when a
writer of the left could not assume that her or hls_Posmon in
Australian society carried any legitimacy. The difference is
that in the 60s there was a legitimacy to be won. As the hon
vivantdinA ga?; adventurer Peter Blazeywrote of Melbourne in
the 60s; “as the Vietnam war gathered pace, Carlton’s social
Ieﬁers became morally superior to South Yarra’s silvertails
who had manifestly backed the wrong horse”®@

In the 90s, it was left-leaning talking heads, the writers and
thinkers, Blazey’s ‘Carlton’, who weré tagged with the blame
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for the social ills of the times. The Canberra economists that
sociologist Michael Pusey labelled “economic rationalists”
had to carry the can for the economic inequalities and
uncertainties of the 90s.3The social rationalism that accom-
Fanled it was sheeted home to the urbane instincts of the
eft. The popularity of the reactionary writing of Paul
Sheehan is symptomatic of this.3} Between the untimely
death of the free thmkm% and free wheeling Blazey and the
rise of the accusatory and scapegoating Sheehan, the times
were a-changing — back. _

Or so the new reactionary celebrites, from Hanson to
Sheehan, imagined. But in some respects the dynamism of
technical change in media vectors, from the 60 to the 90s,
irreversibly altered the cultural landscape of Australia. The
era of massified pop media began giving way to an era_of
diversified cyberspace. Where there’s a vector along which
eoRIe might imagine new ways of life, then there IS hope.
echnologies do not create utopias all by themselves. Rather,
they offerthe potential for proposing new images and ideas
of the good life with which people might choose to think and
act of their own accord,

The opening U'P' of such possibilities does not mean that
only good possibilities eventuate. The flourishing of the pop-
ulist Hé]ht owes as much to the ongoing media revolution as
does Green politics and other radical social movements,
Cheap and fast media vectors, from desktop publishing to
the internet, enabled a much more diverse fringe of cultures
to coordinate and organise themselves. The web site for
Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Part)( Ltd, established in April
1997, had 500,000 hits over the following 14 months.3

The dispersed media vectors of cyberspace were one factor
that enabled populist movements to reach the point in the
90s where they could challenge the legitimacy of mainstream
B0|Itlca| culture from both right and left. The Greens

rougmtdown the Queensland Goss Labor government, and
One Nation brought down the Borbidge National govern-
ment that succeeded it. The major parties are no longer in a
monopoly position in cag_tu_rlng_gra,ss roots electoral Support
on the ground and comf mmq itwith media clout.

In this book, I'm particularly concerned with the effects
of this transformation on the fortunes of the Australian
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Labor Party, and how it might respond to them. | think
Labor still offers the best chance for reconciling justice
with liberty, government with market, and ad_aﬁtlng the fair
?o to a changing world. In this book I side with the agenda
or radical economic reform and with the forces for radical
cultural change, but I temper this with a prudent affirma-
tion of the value of traditional social institutions, such as
Barllame_ntary democracy, and the institution of the Lahor
arty which Seeks power by composing electoral majorities
across urban, suburban and rural electorates. Labor has
always been the practical means of advancing change, but if
Labor is to remain the party of the people, it has to under-
stand the culture of the people, The light on the hill, the
traditional image of Labor inspiration and aspiration, may
emanate from the cathode ray tube rather than the
kerosene lamp. _
_In the 90s, Labor faced challenges, notjust from the other
Institutionalised Partl_es but from new populist forces on
both the left and the right. What made it possible to organise
effectively outside ofng media and big politics was, broadly
speaking, crberspace._ Is is another factor that made the
90s a hard fime to write about. | think the sh_a‘pe and speed
of media in this postbroadcast age make it a different kind of
culture, but because these media break down mass commu-
nication into smaller channels, it’s very hard to generalise as
to what that culture might look like. ~ _

“What made the possibility of challenging mainstream poli-
tics and culture a reality in the late 905 was the self-inflicted
loss of qultlmacy of the mainstream. The public started
choosing their own talking heads from outside the mass
media tank, and the mass media had no choice, in the end,
but to accept Bob Brown and Pauline Hanson. Both are
curious examples of very different kinds of activist celebrity,
coming into the media from the provinces rather than from
the urban centre. _ _ _

Green politics and One Nation Popullsm articulate ver
different visions of the rural good life. One came e_qmppe
with trouty streams, the other with semi-automatic ritles.
Both were“a challenge to the Sydney/Melbourne/Canberra
trla_n?Ie and the uneasy modus vivendi between economic and
social rationalism sponsored by the country’s urban talking
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heads. In the 90s, the bush and the cityjoined battle for the
hearts and minds of the suburbs.

Culture and Cyberspace

How is it possible that Australia exists? The geog%raphy of
Australia is real enough. The state that controls the space
of that geography is real enou%h t00. So t0o the economy
that produces and distributes Its wealth. But neither geog-
raphy, politics nor economics make Australia real to us as
something present in our subjective experience. What
makes ‘Australia’ seem real to ‘Australians’, as an abstract
object of thought and abstract subject that is supposed to
be thinking about it, is that there are celebrities, cultures
and cyberspace. _ o .
In Subjective experience, this thing called ‘Australia’
appears as a ‘virtual republic’. It is a republic in the sense of
being a res publica, @ public thing, with the additional
meaning of a public reality that everybody shares in making,
if not equally so. What makes it a virtual public thing is the
paradox that while it is shared by all who make it real by
Imagining it and articulating it, everyone imagines and artic-
ulates it as something different, Its existence is not predi-
cated on any agireemen_t as to its essential features, as the
Hansonites would have it. Rather, its existence, like the exis-
tence of the ‘fair go’, is predicated only on the possibility of
disagreement about its qualities. Australia is' that which
Australians dlsa(zree about: Australians are the (People who
disagree about the possible pasts, presents and futures of
Australia. Or at least so | argued in my second book, The
Virtual Republic?6 _ _
What makes it possible to become this people who disagree
about this public thing is the existence of a matrix of vectors
that thread images and stories together, and thread them
also into people’s lives. Images and stories, weaving in and
out ofever}/da life, connect people to each other. From the
telegraph to the telephone, to telecommunications, these
vectors change, and in the process they change the way sub-
jective experience of realltyget_s made. The subtle shift from
amodern world exFerlence_ via people, Ipoll_tlcs and pop, to
a postmodern world experienced via celebrity, culture and
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cyberspace is an effect of changes in the means of commu-
nication, but also in the accumulated techniques available in
everyday life for reading what is communicated. Moving
from pop to cyberspace, Australians start to see their collec-
tive and individual identities differently. o

Australians have many different ways of thinking and
feeling, but nevertheless share a cyberspace within which cul-
tural differences are not onIK negotiated and adjudicated,
but creatively compbined. The most visible signs of this
process are celebrities. They embody notjust the particular
cultures from which the% come, they embodr also something
beyond. We may not like the same celebrities, we may not
like ang of them at all, but it is the existence of a population
of celebrities, about whom to disagree, that makes it P,ossmle
to constitute a sense of belonglln?. Through celebrating (or
derldlngz celebrities it is possible to belong to sometlln%
beyond the particular culture with which each of us migh
identify. Cyberspace provides the vehicle, celebrities provide
the fuel, and culture_is the journey.

Cyberspace mixes |mag1es and stories from the cultures of
different places. What celebrities do is articulate the possible
Pomts of difference and combination that arise between
hose cultures. Both the recognition of differences, and the
BOSSIbIlIty of reconciling them, are things that come about

ecause of cyberspace, The emergln vectors of cyberspace
are what made it possible in the 90s Tor there to be ‘public
things” in a world that long ago out?rew the space of the
town hall or market.square. he development of cyberspace
Is what made it possible to partially bypass the limitations of
television as a substitute space for the public square.

Celebrity, culture and cyberspace are the concepts through
which I want to explain how ‘Australia’ comes into existence
as something ?eople, know in their bones, but about which
there isa constant friction of difference, since no two people
ever experience it as the same thing. Out of this chaotic
dance of information_ passing between public life and private
worlds, how is it possible to Create a majority that has a posi-
tive sense of the possibilities for an oEen, dynamic, urbane
Australia? That is the problem for the Labor Party at the end
of the 90s. It has to find a third _waY between” unpopular
reform agendas and populist hostility to change.
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Donald, Horne, Intellectual Celebrity

The 60s teemed with new concepts. In the 90s, there were
plenty of opinions, stories and rhetorics at work in Australian
public life, but it seemed to me that fewer concepts were
created. Like Sydney University’s Elspeth Probyn, | want to
“engage less in the negative critiques”, but rather “take up an
idea and push it along and see where it gets you”, so as to
“_brm% together a sense of the emglrlcal with different theo-
ries that are abstractions of the observable™ 3 Concepts are
made by looking into all of the different experiences we have
and askm? ourselves what makes these differences possible.
A concep attemPts to express the process by which differ-
ences get made. It’s a way of abstracting something from all
of the particulars of experience. _
Concepts are tools for thinking not only about how reality
%et_s made, but about how else it could possibly be made.
his is why there can be no radical thought without con-
cepts, for without concepts it is not possible to think con-
structively about how things might be otherwise. Without
concepts all we have is nostalgia for how things once were, or
impossible, unobtainable ideals. Conservatives and Utopians
can get by without concepts, but not radicals. Radicals, as the
name implies, want to ?et to the root of how things work in
order to think rationally and creatively about how things
might work better. _ _
etween the 60s and the 90s, making concepts for and with
an Australian public became a bit difficult. The liberation
movements of the 60s proposed concepts, but they were
marked by a tendency to read local experience through con-
cepts from elsewhere. While some liberationists such as
Anne Summers and Dennis Altman tried in varying degrees
to adapt liberationist thinking to Australian"experience
these were still thought of as local variants of international
movements.3 _ o o
The fate of conceptual work in Australia is that it is often
Percelved as too intellectual by the media and too pogular by
he academy. The media are” unthinking but readable; the
academy is thou%htful but unreadable, The media prefers
talklng_ heads who tell stories or evoke feelings that are
immediately recognisable. The humanities and” social sci-
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ences academy prefers work that develops received ideas
within the framework of internationally accepted languages
and styles. Mainstream media ceased transmission of new
concepts from the academy in the 90s, and attacked the
academy for its postmodernism and political correctness.
Some 60s thinkers with entrenched positions in the media
were by the 90s no longer producing new concepts.

There isno shortage of Australian talking heads, but rarely
do they encase thinking minds. A more stringent test is
required to distinquish thinking capacity from mere talking
gapacﬂy. For a talking head to become a thinking mind — an
intellectual — requires a practice of making concepts that
are shared, via the media, with a public, where the conceﬁts
attempt to articulate the experiences of that R_ublgc, at that
moment. Just as there can be talking without t |nk|n%, there
can be thinking without talking, or at least without the kind
of public speech acts that I think define an intellectual’s
habit of thinking out loud. _ _

The talking head is a rare kind of celebrity; the intellec-
tual is an even rarer kind of talking head. There are talking
heads through which people feel"and dream, who articu-
late the emotional or erotic desires of a public. There are
talking heads through which people narrate and moralise,
who satisfy an instinct for stories and rhetorics that provide
the comfort of belonging. But there are also talking heads
who articulate the conceﬁtual desires of a public — intel-
lectuals. They articulate the desires for critical questioning
and creative rethinking of what might otherwise be taken
for granted about e_veryda}/ life. Intellectuals may bring
with "them into public life the authority of an institution,
such as a university or a newspaper or a church, but what
defines their celebrity is that they risk this IegltlmacY_. They
stake it on the communication 0f an idea to a public that
proposes to that public a new way of thinking about its very
existence. _ _ _

The intellectual is a rare event in Australia, but one of the
most enduring, and endearing, is Donald Horne. Which
begs the question of what it isabout Horne’sstyle of thinking
that made this possible. The answer, | think, is'clearly legible
on the surface of Horne’s mid-60s book, the Lucky Country.
In that classic book, Horne stressed “the need to build up-a
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certain kind of cleverness”.®In the 90s it was no longer Tme
the case, as Horne wrote in the 60s, that “almost all
Australian writers — whatever their politics — are reac-
tionaries whose attitude to the massive diversities of sub-
urban life is to ignore it or condemn it rather than discover
it”, But the desire to research and conceptualise everyday life
here and now still met derision and indifference from those
f(l)rwhom the term ‘culture’was reserved for other times and
aces.
IOH_orne’s crucial observation is that “Australians ‘learn’
their culture” and this formally acquired sense of culture is
remote from lived culture. Thé accumulation of wisdom in
the practices of everKday life from below receives scant
recognition among the ‘authorities who teach or review
culture from above. The seeds of the populist rejection of
‘olitical correctness’ in the 90s are aIreadY present in this
lvide, to the extent that resistance to it was a popular
flouting of the terminology and conventions of legitimate
talking” heads.£) What is of enduring significance about
Horne is that he tried to develop concepts out of Australian
experience, rather than mportmg concepts and sticking
them on top of that experience. The_thing to learn from
European culture was that the reason EuroRean writers and
thinkers mattered was that the concepts they created had
organic connections to the culture of everyday life — even
when in oRposmon to it. _

Rather than op;f)ose to everyday life here and now the con-
cepts emanating from Rome or Moscow, London or Paris or
New York, it’s a guestlon of seeing how the practices of
everyday life alrea ¥ have distinctive ways of thinking immi-
nent in"them, The Tair go, for instance, might not bejust a
crude rendering of Liberty, Equality and Fraternlt%. It might
have acquired some different senses of its own. There is still
along way to (_10 in refining the experiences thrown up by the
Australian milieu into concepts and perceptions. There i
still a long way to go in adding to the vernacular lanquage a
conceptual dimension. These are essential tasks if what the
populist reaction dubs Australia’s ‘cultural elites’ are to over-
come Horne’s melancholy dla(fmosw of the second-rate, and
also overcome the resistance ot a large part of the Australian
people to the very idea of thinking.
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Beyond Criticism

[fthere isa part of public life in most need of the challenge of
intellectual rethinking it is the media, as the media are the
very means of communication by which publics form in the
first place. There are intellectuals who criticise the media in
terms of what is wrong with it. To them there can be no
advance towards the t%mod life without first fixing the channels
within which the public argues with itself about it. But what
seems to me less common are intellectuals who can conceptu-
alise what can be done within the actual media. Or in other
words, there is more of a critical than a creative culture of
thlnkm(t; about Australian media. Shifting the balance more
toward the creative side requires a bit of a rethink about what
the point of studying the media might be in the first place.

Critical mediastudies flourished in the wake of the 60s. It
was the means by which a radical minority explained to itself
why the ma{orlty did not agree with it. The masses had been
duped by the ‘media. From this simplistic starting point,
often quite enll?htened and sophisticated knowledge about
the media developed. The |ron>{ IS that while the theories
improved, critical media theo_r%/ ost its political edge, In the
60s, criticism attacked the leg |mac¥ ofjournalism-either in
the name of its stated ideals of objectivity and independence,
or in the name of a radical alternative.” By the 90s, criticism
still attacked the legitimacy of journalism, but mostly this
served to legitimise the authority of the academic “critic
rather than advance a reforming or radical agenda.

In the 90s, criticism of the media took two main forms.
Some talking heads criticised what was lacking in the media
in terms of the stated ideals of liberal democratic somety.
Others criticise what was lacking in liberal democratic society
in terms of a more radical ideal. Julianne Schultz, from the
Centre for IndependentJournalism, argued that the actual
practice of journalism compares badly to the standards of
Independence, rationality and seriousness embodied in the
ideal of a journalistic “fourth estate”4l Victoria University
academic John Langer critiqued this kind of critique of the
media in turn.2He saw it as a “lament” which was obsessed
with policing the boundaries between high and low forms of
journalism. "The lament was popular with journalists and
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former journalists, from Schultz to former commercial
current ‘affairs celebrity Jana Wendt and the ABC’s media
critic Stuart Littlemoré.8 Langer’s critique of it was more
common amonq media studies academics.

Lamenting ta kmg heads decried the incursion of ‘soft
news’ into the world of *hard news’. They were a?_alnst any-
thing commercial, trivial, emotional or exglolta_ Ive. They
were in favour of news that is in the public interest, is
rational and dispassionate. But as Lan&;er pointed out, the
lament style of critique takes for granted that news really can
?.rasp the'world in a factual and impartial waK. The lamenta-
lon chorus were the blg_gest suckers for the assumptions
news makers and journalists have about themselves. The_r
assumed an ideal world in which news isjust about transmit-
ting information to citizens. There is no evidence that the
media have ever worked that way, and good reasons to doubt
that it ever could. As Lan(I]e_r pointed out, ritual, symbol and
my(tjh play as much a part in news as any other part of the
media.

One alternative to the lament was critical media studies.
This had its roots in the 60s, which inspired its rejection of
the claim that news could aspire to be impartial and objec-
tive. It saw news as a purveyor of the dominant ideology.
From the 60s to the 90s, this view became less simplistic. Itno
longer saw news asjust a transmission belt for the dominant
|deolo?y of the ruling class. It saw news as a means by which
the_ruling class seeks consent for its policies by accommo-
dating some of the aspirations of subordinate groups.4

Like the popular ABC comed% Frontling, radical media
critics like Langer went beyond the lamentation, and asked
what the trashy world of lowjournalism is all about. Langer
ar?ued that “0ther news”, stch as celebrity gossip, human
inferest features and disaster coverage are an integral part of
the cultural universe of news and “current affairs. Langer
extended a subtle view of the way |deologiy works to secure
widespread consent for the ruling order 10 the other news.
Journalism’s processes of selection, classification and repre-
sentation produce the meaning of events in such a way as to
naturalise the dominant wa¥ of Iookln? at the world. But
Langer thought the views of subordinate groups are more
likely to be dealt with in the other news. It’s the “crucial
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region where some of the contradictory tendencies in televi-
sion get played out”. .

| think Langer was right to draw attention to phenomena
like celebrity, but the trouble with his critique is that it seems
to assume that nobody understands the selection and pre-
sentations techniques of the media except the media studies
scholars who critique it. Both Schultz and Langer discount
the creative uses Peop_l_e make of media m_eve_ryday life.
Their views are selt-legitimating, in that in their critique, the
Publ_lc are assumed to be unable to read the media without
he intervention of talking heads like Langer and Schultz
with the special ability to see what the media lacks. Langer
also ignores the inflience media studies itself has had on
viewer tastes. | think it unlikely that a show like Frontling, or
the English newsroom comedy Drop the Dead Donkey, could
become so popular if the critical ideas of media studies had
not themselves become a part of everyday culture. Frontline
poked fun at what everyone already knows is wrong with
currentaffalrsrjournallsm. _ _

Whataloto talkl_nP heads who claimed authority to speak
about the media still assumed in the 90s was that the way
people read the media and make use of it isjust some sort
of natural given. Schultz assumed you just have to brln? the
Productl_on of media in line with 1ts own ideal of itself and
the public will be better informed. Langer assumed you can
just s_tudy the texts of the media and from them you could
anticipate the meanings people make of it. Others, such as
len Ang and Virginia Nightingale from the University of
Western Sydney, paid more attention to what people do with
the media, showing that the public can be active readers
who can resist and negotiate as well as consent to what the
media says.b _ o

While this was a big advance, there is still room for a fourth
way of writing and speaking about the media. Rather than
assume that texts generate meanln? all b¥ themselves, or that
publics make the media mean whatever they like, why not see
media studies as the business of enhancing the “capacity
people already have for reading, notjust critically, but also
creatively? As well as showm? how the media does not live up
to its own ideals, let alone the ideal of a radical alternative
vision, why not equip a public with the interpretive tools to
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make other kinds of sense out of the media that confronts
them in everyday life? o

It’s a questionof applying to the popular_readm? ofjour-
nalism and news the kind of concept many intellectuals now
accept asa fair rendering of the WOkan?S ofpopular readings
of entertainment culture. McGregor always saw the popular
arts as c_ontammg people’s “unexpressed potential” and he
Was partlc_ularlg rawn to “Dionysian rituals of celebration”,
from the jitterbug to disco.% In his enduring interest in jazz
music, there is a certain ethical view of popular creativity at
work. Jazz is a great example of a spontaneous, popular cre-
ativity, one that takes the elements of the mass media form of
popular music, deconstructs it into its constituent elements,
and creates out of it a new lexicon of expression.

From the 60s to the 90s, this bebop art of releasing the
virtual world of creatlvn}/ from the actual material of a mass
media culture spread from music to all kinds of media
culture. Celebrities, Culture and Cyberspace is meant as a contri-
bution to this art of making othér kinds of sense, notjust out
of pop tunes but also out of celebrity images and news
stories. It is also a hook that wants to make a modest contri-
bution to the problem of growing concepts out of the
everyday experience of thisjigsaw jazz of popular creativity.

An Itinerary

Over the next nine chapters, | want to look in more detail at
how the media constitute a common world, within which
cultures negotiate via images and stories that bear the
imprint of famous faces. Those faces are a mix of political
and cultural celebrities. I'm interested in hoth the politics of
culture and the culture of politics. One effect of the prolif-
eration of media vectors is that these things are no fonger
quite So separate.

In chapter two, | look at the general contours of the phe-
nomena of celebrity. By Iookm? at particular instances of
celebrity, | want to showhow subtle the machinery atwork in
this phenomena can be. Celebrity is a key with which to
understand not only how popular culture works, but how the
self-perceptions and self-interests of the people who partici-
pate in popular culture form.
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In chapter three, | look in detail at two contrasting stories
about celebrities — Kylie Minogue and Nick Cave, hefy are
celebrities from the world of music who embody quite different
concepts of what it is that people desire, and what kinds of
popular images and stories can embody an idea of the “fair go’.

In chapter four, I look at how a celebrity ac%mres leqiti-
macy with a public, and how this can be used to cross the
invisible border between the politics of culture and the
culture of politics. Like Kylie and Nick Cave, Peter Garrett
started out as a popular entertainer. He transferred the idea
of the fair go embodied in his music and his Rersona Into
Popu_ltl_stenvwonmental politics. | examine how he made this
ransition.

Moving on from celebrity to culture, | look in chapter five
at the way culture is experienced as stratified. | propose a way
of thinking about class difference that is based not on prop-
erty or wealth but on access to information. | look at the ten-
sions in Australian culture between the cosmopolitan and
the suburban as a latent class distinction between people
with the capacnﬁ to benefit from access to information and
people denied that capacity, and hence that benefit.

In chapter six, | argue that tensions about the costs and ben-
efits of access to new information in an increasingly media sat-
urated, globalised world has been a consistenf theme in
Australian movies and television in the 90s. Movies like The
Castle, Muriels Weddingand Idiot Box are read in terms of what
the}/ have to say about ne_gotlatm% the changes that come in a
culture more and more immersed in flows of information.

Ifthere isa culture that ought to be able to articulate, from
the hottom up, a vision of the fair %o that embraces the infor-
mation poor, it s the culture of the Australian Labor Party.
But Labor lost its hold on the popular imagination in the
80s, despite its record electoral successes. In chapter seven |
examine three of the most substantial media |gortr_ayals of
the history of Labor culture, True Believers, The Dismissal and
Labor in Power. Here | find that politics, no less than culture,
struggles to maintain its confidence and its bearings as glob-
alisation and cyberspace become more and more concrete
determinants of the shape of everyday life, o

In chagter eight, | approach the” problem of th!nklnq
about cyberspace through the prism of ‘generationalism’.
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try to show how the sY_nchronlsmg effects of broadcast media
produce generationalism as an effect. But rather than stick
with the rather clumsy distinction between Baby Boomers
and Generation X, | Show how television provides a more
subtle determinant of who might share a given repertoire of
stories and images. , ,

The academic dlsm‘qlmes in which 1 work, media studies
and cultural studies, like to think they have an ethical and
even political orientation. The problém is that | think this
Polmcal orientation has ossified and become as estranged
rom new information as most other kinds of suburban
Australian culture. So in the last two chapters, I try and open
up some space for new dehate about the kind of Connection
that can be imagined between the politics of culture and the
culture of politics. .

Chapter nine looks at the passm? of the torch from Barry
Jones, Labor’s original thinker of the 90s, to a new genera-
tion of Labor_talkln% heads — and one hopes, intellectuals.
An examination of the ideas of Lindsay Tanner and Mark
Latham, from the left and the right of the Labor Part
respectively, takes up most of chapters nine and ten. In part,
I’m looking for a third way, notjust between right and left
within social democratic culture, but a third way that might
come after the old left of the labour movement and the new
left of the social movements. _

What | hope the reader might get out of these essays Is a
sense that radical and progressive change is still possible.
What | hope to show is that re-energising the movement for
change might be a matter of exploring what is to be done
with the means actually at people’s disposal for thinking
about culture and the common world — celebrities, culture
and cyberspace. What | hope for the future is that people
born about now, who are not yet part of this common world,
will look back on what we did and said and will not complain
that we spent all our time complaining.
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chapterz

The murmur of the waves

The barbarians are no longer at the gate, they are
inside the castle, redecorating.
Catharine Lumby

A Strange Kettle of Fish

My brother likes to photograph fish. He’s an accomplished
underwater photographer, and more than once has managed
to make images that convey something of the serene ubiquity
of the sea, across which some fish swims into view, sublimely
oblivious of being made into an image b}( the camera,

My brother also takes pictures on dry land. It’s a standard
family joke that while he has the most up-to-date camera
?ﬁar, It still seems to take him forever to snap the shot. Not
hat | can complain too much, as he has ﬁro_duced a beau-
tiful record of mY family’s progress through time. _

There is something vaguely embarrassing about having a
camera pointed at you, I'm one of those people who squirm
while waltln% for the flash to pop. That my brother takes so
Io_ng about it gives me plenty of time to dwell on this acute
kind of uncomfortable self-awareness. I try to imagine I’'m as
blissfully unaware of the intruding lens as a fish. _

As YOU can imagine, | was even more embarrassed to find
myselfbefore the camera in a fashion photographer’s studio,
standing before him in my best suit, becoming one of the
endless series of images of people that clutter up the pages

45
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of magazmes. In this case, a photo of the huge crow’s foot
around my left eye and my stubbly chin ended up in a stylish
fashion magazine called Studiofor Men." | felt less like a fish
in the ocean, more like a salamander in a bowl, existing
solely to be seen by someone else.

My experience as somethlng. beneath even what broad-
caster Helen Razer calls a “media celebutante of only minor
notoriety” was mercifully brief.2)ust the sort of thln? 'YOU do
these daﬁs at the behest of a publisher’s publicist. Butit made
me think about how Labor parliamentarian Cheryl Kernot
must have felt, becoming the cover girl for the April 1998
edition of Australian Women$ Weekly. While Kernot is prob-
ably well accustomed to swimming in the aquarium, this was
a little different, Kernot is a celebrity because of her promi-
nent role in politics, but what the Women$ Weekly cover made
just that little bit more obvious is that she is also prominent
In_politics because she is a celebrity.

obert Hughes once wrote of Andy Warhol that “he went
after publicity with the single-minded voracity of a feeding
bluefish”3A %reat ling, but one that begs the question: what
kind of fish that would make Hu?hes? As Catharine Lumby
Pomts out, the art critic has an altogether different relation
0 publicity and celebrity than the artist, but a relation to it
all the same.4Perhaps Hughes and Warhol are species of fish
that need each other — celebrity artist of pop and celebrity
art critic of quality; bottom feeding bluefish and predatory
critical shark. _ _ _

There are probably as many different kinds of celebrity as
there are of fish. There are célebrities who are like your stan-
dard qoldf_l_sh — stock images of what is (IJOOd to look'at. There
are celebrities who have some substance to them, ranging from
the flaky salmon t Bes to the strong meat of swordfish. There
are celebrities that become celebrities by predatory behaviour
among their own kind, like sharks. There are hottom feeders,
thrl\(ln? on muck, like flounder; there are rare exotics, like the
tropical fish; there are celebrities with a capacity to shock, like
s_tlngra%/s; there are celebrities so well armoured'you know very
litde about what makes them tick, like Yabbles. Some prefer bi
tanks, some small; some like their water warm, some aerated.
Some perform tricks, like seals; some aPpe_aI to us as much for
their intelligence as their looks, like dolphins,
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The media’s world is like Seaworld, only it is celebrities,
rather than marine life, that it turns into something that
exists only so that we might see that it exists, and might expe-
rience our selves, our desires, our possibilities, and our inter-
ests via their flshy existence. Any desire, from comfort to
Bass_lon and ber_ond, can be experienced via the act of cele-

ration, by putting oneself in some relation to the |magbe_of
celebrity. Even the desire for an idea or two about celebrity
itself. [n this chapter, | want first to celebrate |mages of
celebrity that might produce ideas about celebrity, and then
_Idwant to look at celebrities who are themselves producers of
ideas.

The Pleasure Machine

For all of the differences the celebrity kettle of fish displays,
all these bright species can he graded along a continuum. At
one end are the talking heads, at the other, the moving
bodies. There are celebrities whose images appear because
of what they say, and celebrities who are asked to say things
as an adjunct to their appearance. This is why there is a con-
tinuum “from talking head to moving body, rather than a
divide. The appearances of talking heads matter, and what
moving bodies say matters. _

Take, for instance, a celebutante of 1998, Gabrielle
Richens. She became an object of attention when the Rugby
League football star Solomon Haumono broke his contract
and bolted from Sydney to be with her in London. Richens
was a model who appéared as a_qyratmg pole-dancer in a
television ad for Virgin Atlantic airline, in which the aircraft
was referred to as the,“ﬁleasure machine”. In the coverage of
the story, Richens quickly became “the model known as the
pleasure machine” suggesting in none too subtle terms that
she was so hot and sexy Haumono couldn't resist her. She
was, in short, about as far up the moving body end of the
celebrity spectrum as_You can get.

Yet Richens was still regulred to speak, to the popular
women’s magazine Cleoand its male counterpart Ralph, both
ofwhom puther picture on the cover with THE PLEASURE
MACHINE blazoned underneath. The only significant dif-
ference between the two was that Cleowas more Interested in
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her sexual style and Ralph was more interested in
Solomon’s5All celebrities, whether thFj are moving bodies
like Gabrielle Richens and Solomon Haumono, or talking
heads like Cher%/l Kernot, must produce both appearances
and speech, although attention ‘may not focus equallr on
them. Richens became a celebrity as soon as she was obliged
to sl;()eak. She was a model who became a spokesmodel. The
spokesmodel is a celebrity who has to speak hecause it
appears; a talking head iS a celebrity who has to appear
because it speaks. o _

Celebrity, as the word implies, involves the celebration of
someone, via the circuladon before many e_}/es of their
image. It might appear at first that what celebrity celebrates
is weirdness. Celebrities form a freakshow of extraordinary
appearances and outrageous soundbites. Popular culture is
never without its wiles, and what is also being celehrated via
celebrity is not just the exotic and strange qualities of an
image élite but also the everyday and ordinary qualities of
the Ee_ople who choose to participate in the celebradon.
Celebrities become celebrities only partly because of their
extraordinary appearances or sfatements; they become
celebrities also because, no matter how otherworldly they
ma qlpp.ea_r, they cannot but participate in the ordinary as
well. This is why people were interested less in the policies
Cheryl Kernot ml?ht talk up and more in observing how she
reacted when a truck plowed into her house. "Likewisg,
People were interested In the ordinary, everyday romantic
olly of Solomon Haumono — the banal heart of the plea-
sure machine story. o N _

Celebrities affirm both individual ambition and collective
belonging. A celebrity is at one and the same time someone
who broke from her or his community but who also affirms
the capacity and identity of that community. “| don’t know
where people get the idea from that I'm trouble”, Gabrielle
Richens says to Cleo magazine’s Paula McFadden, “I’m just a
kid from Kent.” This is true not only of a celebutante like
Richens, but even of Elle Macpherson, a model who became
not just a spokesmodel, but a supermodel, a talkm% head,
andeven an ironic version ofan intellectual, with her Tamous
qmi) that “I only read books I've written myself.”

Elle Macpherson was an image of ambifion fulfilled, and
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yet she was still our supermodel, She_bel_on%ed to the
Australian people. She stood, within its limits, for the
cap_amt¥ to extend limits. She embodied a certain kind of
desire for the good life. Celebrity may be all about appear-
ances, but it always invokes something beyond appearances.
Celebrities are the almost tangible evidence that one of ours
can hecome something that might redefine what we think we
can become. Celebrities embody the virtual in everyday life.

The apparatus that Produce_s the appearance of celebrity,
from the publicist to the stylist, from the copywriter to the
Photo%rapher, is the pleasure machine. What the celebu-
ante Garielle Richens was supposed to embody was actually
a quality of celebrity in Feneral. The pleasure of celebrity
embraces the reciprocal link between the everyday and the
fantastic, the banal and the matl;lca_l. Imagine an ordinary
suburban lounge room. The celebrity on the cover of the
magazine on the coffee table, like the goldfish swimming in
the bowl on the mantle, flashes a glint'from another world,
some strange aqua life. _Celebrlt% IS not just a trace of the
extraordinary in the ordinary. What makes it tangible is that
it is also a trace of the ord_lnar_Y in the extraordinary. The
goldfish may fascinate, but it still needs a reqular feed. The
cele_br|t¥ may fascinate, but the trace of the ordinary habits
of life, from"domestic friction to eating disorders, connects
even the most worldly celebrity to the mundane.

Never Tear Us Apart

When rock singer Michael Hutchence was found dead, there
were many stories. Kings Cross parties buzzed with instant
fables. And juicy gossip it was too, for it comhined death
under curious “circumstances with a very high profile
celebrity. In 1987, Hutchence’s band INXS sold 9 million
copies of their album Kickworldwide. In 1997, for a moment,
at least, Hutchence left the ranks of golden haired Rock
Gods, and joined the exalted compan%/ of the multiplatinum
immortals. The irony of celebr|t>{ is that it offers the closest
Ehlr]g to instant global immortality, but only on a temporary
asis,

Most celebrities, we are constantly reminded, are mortal,
They age and they die, just like us. They have faults and
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foibles, just like us. And yet they are living proof that one can
aspire ‘to something beyond. Some celebrities become
immortal. For a time, Michael Hutchence lives on. He lives,
just as manY household gods and saints around the world live,
50 long as there are people to idolise and worship him, who
[%Iay his records, who keep his picture blu-tacked to the wall.

his is the paradox of immortality: it can last forever, but only
s0 long as there are humans to perpetuate the memory.

Celebrities are vampires that suck their existence out of us.
OnIY it is not blood they demand as a sacrifice, but grey
matter, a corner of memory. But celebrities do not colonise
our memories merelr on behalf of their own appeal. They
are the embodiment of actions, statements, stories, about
how someone with some mix of ordinary and extraordinary
qualities responded to events that happened around them,
and made something happen out of those circumstances.
The lives of celebrities are fables, in which they_ai)_pear as
worthy of the events that happen to them. “Such is life”, the
bushranger Ned Kell¥ says, when he knows his end is near.
He isworthy even of the event of his own death.

So, perversely, is another larrikin — Michael Hutchence,
found dead in a room at Sydney’s Ritz Carlton Hotel. He
made the front page of the Daily Telegraph. “Hutchence’s
body was found naked, hanging by a leather belt from the
self-closing mechanism on the door of room 524... He
choked himself by kneeling down and taking the strain on
the belt. It might have been suicide, as the coroner
decided; or as Who Weeklysgeculated, it might have been an
accident that happened “when autoerotic sex wentqun?{’.7
For Juice magazine’s Toby Creswell, it was like a plot paintin
a trashy airport novel: “So what would make Michael
Hutchence, a man who had everything, take his own life —
a mistake in a sexual ?ame or a moment o_fdef)ressmn, a Sui-
cidal impulse brought on by a raft ofemotional, neurological
and emotional causes?8 ~ _

The amblgzuny about motive goes to the heart of the ambi-
quity of Hutchence’s celebrity. The autoerotic asphyxiation
story fits with his Rock God “past, but the suicide story fits
with the saga of his attempt to become a family man, I that
version, Michael wanted to be with Paula Yates and her chil-
dren, but their father, Bob Geldof, was winning the legal
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battle to wrest custody from the wayward Yates. All of which
are private matters, ultimately unfathomable, but which
became public property the instant Hutchence carked it
“Almost as soon as Michagl’s bodly was discovered,” writes
biographer Ed StJohn, “a Ritz Carlton staffer bounded onto
the footpath outside the hotel and blurted the news to a
handful of reporters and photographers. Before a single
member of the INXS entourage knew anything about the
singer’s death, the news — mmallX reported as a rumour —
was spreading like wildfire through the electronic media.™

On talkback radio, | heard many arguments about
Hutchence, Yates, Geldof, child cuStody, responsibility,
Frlvacy, a whole host of ethical questions. Celebrities popu-
ate our ethical life, They are not necessarily more moral
than ordinary people, offen they appear much less so. The
world celebrities invoke is closér to a Pagan world than a
Christian one.DA lot of criticism of celebrity stems from a
Christian revulsion towards this celebration of figures whose
punishments and rewards are_all very much sought in this
world rather than the next. Like the ancient Greek heroes,
celebrities combine strong passions and abilities with
mundane failings. The maY be remembered as much for
how these qualities led to their undoing as for how they
made it. Butwhether tragic or heroic, a memorable celebrity
{%someone celebrated for being worthy ofwhat happened to

em.

It’shard to specify the common characteristics of celebrity.
By definition one of the things a celebrity achieves is some
kind of novelty, some new quality. But there are some char-
acteristics thaf define a sort'of range of family resemblances
among celebrities. Like members of a family’in a snap shot,
each nas some characteristic in common with another, but
not always the same characteristic. | might have the same
chin as m%; brother but a different nose, and the same eyes as
m%swter_ ut different hair, and so on. S

elebrities, like goldfish or humans, are a species. Like
each species, each new individual member of the species
embodies a new combination out of the gene pool, which is
the virtual sum of all possible new members of the species. A
species of tropical fish in their specially heated tanks and
celebrities in their specially lit media environment might fas-
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cinate us for much the same reasons. An exotic fish in vivid
colours is a striking example ofjust how many and varied are
the things that fish might'become. An exotic celebrity is even
more fascinating, for it is rumoured that celebrities as a
species bear some ?enetlc relation to humans. Humans and
celebrities belong to the same genus; homo sapiens and homo
celebratus. Celebrities are a virtual world of exotic thm?s
toward which humans might ‘evolve’. The bodies of athlete
Cathy Freeman or footballer lan Roberts, the minds of sci-
entist Paul Davies or poetJudith erght— these are images
ofwhat, one way or another, we could become.
Celebrities embody the ordinary characteristics of some
kind of community. Ned Kelly is an Irish Australian of the
1880s; Kylie Minogue is a suburban Melbournian of the
1980s. Celebrities produce images of the interaction of the
qualities of someone from a particular community with
other kinds of people. Kylie Minogue is the suburban girl
like us who gets to rub shoulders with the rich and famous
who are not like us. Michael Hutchence is the Sydney lar-
rikin who takes that city’s easygoing cosmopolitan Style onto
the world_sta%e. o _ _
Celebrities have an ability in a particular field, but they end
up circulating among images of ﬁeople who have abilities in
widely differing fields. Elle Macpherson’s skill was asa model,
but now we see her image alongside actors, busmesspeogle,
politicians. Hutchence’s skill was as a singer, but we see him
arm in arm with a supermodel. Whatever their many and
varied attributes, celebrities share the quality of appearing in
the public world of celebrity. In a world where everyone leads
mcreas,mgle/ specialised “lives, celebrities specialise in
apgearln_?_ o live Tives of general appeal to almost everybody.
elebrities come into the world endowed with ‘true stories’
about their exploits that reveal something of their character
and significance, but before long other stories attach to
them which, whether true or not, define them — rumours.
“Nellie Melba”, said Manning Clark, “had a gardener — or
that was his official designation, although his purpose was
markedly different. He would wait backStage af the theatre
and Madam Melba would suck him off immediately before
she went on stage and sang because it relaxed her tubes, you
see, improved her modulation”.1



natalie imbruglia’s haircut

Celebrities require intermediaries who relay to us stories of
their great and ordinary domgs. Sometimes there are whole
chains of intermediaries. The story about Nellie Melba
comes from screen writer Bob Ellis, who is quoting historian
Manning Clark who in turn relies on intermediaries who,
when pressed, he cannot even name. Through intermedi-
aries, celebrities spread their image across time and space,
achieving not only temporary immortality but temporary
ubiquity.” These intermediaries cannot be trusted.” Many
rumours circulated about Hutchence’s death, all supposedly
originating with a friend of a friend who worked at the Ritz
Carlton Hotel, o _ _

The.II’Oﬂ%.IS that it is not the image of any Pa_rtlcular
celebrity which achieves this ubltwty andllmmorallt%, but
the pleasure machine of celebrity. When Michael Hutchence
sanP ‘Never Tear Us Apart’, it sounded like a romantic
ballad, but it mightjust as well be a son%about_th_e strange
love of publics and celebrities for each other. This is another
side to the pleasure machine, quite different to its celebra-
tion of the link between celebrity and banality. Celebrity also
lures a public with the promise of the inexplicable, ineffable
side of living. Celebrities become immortal through dis-
pla>(|ngrpubll_cly that theY_are_ worthy of the event of mortality
Itself, of life itself. They live in public the surprise of life that
the rest of us confronfon the quiet.

Natalie Imbruglia’s Haircut

When former Nelghbours soapie star Natalie Imbruglia had a
hitwith her record Left ofthe Middle, her face appeared every-
where: on TV and in magazines, framed with a distinctive
and fetching shag haircut. 2As the stylists played around with
her image, the face began to appear'without the haircut. But
the haircut also started appearing without the face. The dis-
tinctive Natalie Imbruglia haircutappeared on two magazine
covers, but attached to the ?enerlq faces of models, Tather
than to the distinctive face of Natalie Imbruglia.
Celebrities, like humans, have bodies, and like humans
they have faces too. Unlike humans, the faces of celebrities
can be detached from their bodies, and attached to all kinds
of inhuman things. Natalie Imbruglia’s face was detached
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from her body and attached to magazines, CDs, posters stuck
up in record stores. One night she became the face of my
television. | had the eerie feeling that her head was roa_tlng
in my television, like a goldfish in'its bowl. But then | realise
that this is what is at once so strange and so familiar about
the postmodern world. All kinds ofweird technologies insert
themselves into our lives, but they seem so normal and
friendly because the% have recognisable faces on them. |
have very little idea how a CD or'a TV waorks, but the faces
that mask their strange workings make them seem like
familiar if somewhat demented friends.

This ‘faciality’ is a strange business.BIt is a sort of mask for
desire, but not just sexual desire. Sure, the face of Natalie
Imbruglia or Michael Hutchence might appeal because we
want to fuck them. They also appeal because we might want
to_be them, or be like'them, or want them to like us. We
might want to fuck the body behind the mask, or we might
want this attractive mask for'our own body, or we might want
this mask to want our body. Or possibly even a bit of every-
thing at once — the desires celebrities émbody and that their
faces mask are nothmgI if not polymorphously perverse.

The mask of the celebrity, the face we want, seduces us
away from sexual desire. To seduce is to lead astray or turn
aside, and celebrity certainly turns desire away from any
straightforward satisfaction. ‘This is what celebrities share
with ‘models. Their faces divert us, usually towards other
images, or to products — or services. A fashion magazine, a
sports magazme and aporno magazine might be about very
different Kinds of interests, addressed to different kinds of
People — but on the cover of all three isawoman’s face. Her
ace on the cover might channel the buyer’s desires to pic-
tures of her body, inside. But it might e(%ually channel the
reader’s desire to pictures of men playing tootball in the case
?f H]e sports magazine, or women in frocks, if the genre is
ashion.
~Amodel’s face is supposed to seduce, butwhen the |n(1uest
into the _dlsap‘pearance_of model Revelle Balmain revealed a
darker side of desire, it became a widely reported tabloid
story. “Ms Balmain, who was 22 when she disappeared, has
oftén been described asa model and, indeed, two weeks after
she went missing, a gorgeous portrait of her appeared on the
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cover of the urban style magazine, Oyster." Sunday_AHejour-
nalist Caroline Ov_erlnqgon reports that “Revelle might have
done some modelling, but she was a prostitute for two agen-
cies, VIP Hostesses and Select Companions. Statements from
her clients, tendered to the court, described her variously as
an escort and call girl, and as a ‘nasty little gold-_dlg?er with
abad coke habit’, who was paid to attend sex parties for busi-
nessmen at the Ritz Carlton hotel."¥ The story %oes on to
speculate that Balmain may have been murdered by a client,
or perhaps someone she owed money. _

he pictures that went with the” Revelle Balmain story
showed a generic models’ face, a mask of make up, inter-
changeablé with a host of others. Trained as a dancer,
Balmain had not succeeded in parlaying that face into
celebrity, other than as a posthumous célebutante, an |maﬁe
for a moral on the dark side of desire. Her face was the
generic face of White Girl, the standard from which every
other media face is a deviation. Gabrielle Richens, for
instance, deviates from it in bemgz Eurasian. _

Far from being excluded from the ever_exPandlng empire
of cyberspace, minority faces are mcreasm? y included, but
they’ still _apP_ear as deviations from the standard, and the
standard is still the face of White Girl. Even the faces of male
models appear as deviations from White Girl. In Australian
culture in the 90s, White Girl was the abstract image not
only of what is desirable, but of desire itself— although she
V(S/as inevitably shadowed by her ironic double, the Drag

ueen.

Where White Girl is the generic appearance of seduction,
the Rock God Purveys the sound of seduction, His isa more
active magnet for stray desires than White Girl. He too has
his ironic double, the Bad Girl, who produces the aggressive
sound of an active desire, but with a female rather than a
male body. Bad Girls turned celebrities include Madonna
and C_ourtne% Love, who stage themselves as elaborate drag
Parodle_s of the Rock God persona, In short, both male an
emalellmages and sounds appear in the media as attractors
for desire, but the way they work is not quite the same..

It would be wron? to "think that those generic, inter-
changeable faces of White Girl are all there is to the
empire of desire. Besides almost silent, almost anonymous
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White Girl (it’s striking how many models have only first
names), and the wailing three chord wonders, the Rock
Gods, there are celebrities. The faces of celebrities mask
much more particular, much less abstract kinds of seduction.
Browsing throu%h my cllppmgs files, I find these Australian
faces gracing the covers of popular publications: Ernie
Dingo, Donald Horne, Pauline Hanson, Kerri-Anne
Kennedy, Kerry Packer, Nicole Kidman, Tim Costello, Cathy
Freeman, David Williamson, lan Roberts, Indira Naidoo,
Judith Wright, Georgie Parker, Natalie Imbruglia — and two
appearances of the Natalie I_mbruglla haircut, framing the
faces of anonymous White Girl models. _

In this school of odd fish, only Nicole could be said to
embody the impossible proportions of White Girl. Nicole was
once a model, not surprisingly, but what makes her a
celebrity rather than a model I that she not only appears,
she speaks, she became a spokesmodel, an actor, & celebrity.
The paradox of celebrity is that while it depends like much
of the media on the face as the mask of seduction, celebrit
faces can connect desire to awide range of possibilities, bot
in terms of what kinds of community people are from and
what kinds of people one might become. In the world of
appearances, White Girl reigns, and ever?/ other |mar[1e IS a
deviation from her ideal. But in the world of celebrity, dif-
ference has, I think, made more progress.

White Girl is a mask that hides that to which it seduces.
Take off the mask — turn the cover of the magazine — and
what confronts us next is another mask, another image. Her
eyes often look back at us. Those eyes are not the window to
the soul, thei/ are a shop front window, in which we see our
desire reflected in the form of commodities. You cannot buy
her — unless you frequent prostitutes — butyou can buy the
things for which she is the mask. _ _

And Y‘OU can buy Natalie Imbruglia’s haircut. From
Imbruglia’s head tothe head of a model White Girl to the
head of anyone who walks into a salon with the picture and
asks to have it copied, a sign of what is desirable changes
hands, or rather, money changes hands — and the haircut
changes heads. Notjusta sign of what is desirable, but a sign
of desire itself. As a celebrity, Imbr_u%ha embodies a host of
signs, the combination of which constitutes Natalie
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Imbruglia. But not only can this be the mask for many dif-
ferent pathways of seduction, leading to the purchase of a
magazine or a CD, the mask itself can be what seduces, by
becoming a sign of the very process of attraction.

| think Imbruglia would Tather the public bought her CD
than copied her haircut. This is the problem with the wa
desire works through media images — it goes offon any an
every tangent, The mask of the face is an |_ma?e that appears
in sharp relief, a desert bleached b{ the light of the camera
flash, magnet for our desires. But the voice of the celebrity
can speak of its own desires. Put a pop CD like Natalie
Imbruglia’s ARIA award winning Left of the Middle on the
Walkman, enclose your ears with the headﬁhones; put a sea
shell to your ear, liSten to the murmur of the waves.

Dave Graney's Mysterious Kink

| put on another CD and listen, listening for clues as to the
strange art of seduction that passes between celebrities and
publics. For my money the classic Australian text on the plea-
sure machine of fame, and the seduction of celebrity, is Dave
Graney’ssong ‘Rock’n’Roll is Where | Hide’.5It narrates the
fable of the mvisible Rock God. He reveals the story of his
“mysterious Kink”, his strange power over us, his public. It all
started back in the day when he really believed he was invis-
ible. The invisible Rack God would”materialise every now
and then, just for an instant, and launch into song, just to
surprise us, just for a laugh. _ _

~And then" we start to notice. We start talking about this
invisible rock singer. The problem is, he finds himself mate-
rialising unintentionally. More and more we come to see the
invisible rock singer, but we make fun of him, taunting him.
He thinks he is invisible, we say to each other, expecting him
to overhear us. 1t’snot working any more. He remains visible.
He has lost the knack. _

But then he starts thinking, maybe it's not such a bad
thing, to appear to his public as a singer who thinks he can't
be seen, even though he knows in his own mind that he can.
_It’s_a_sPeglaI talent. Even better than being known for being
invisible is becoming known as a singer who will do anything
so long as nobody iswatching. We want to watch, because we
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think that he thinks we can’t see him. And we keep watchmgL,
because we also think he can’t see us as we watch. We thin
he’sblind; we think he’sinvisible. _

~We're all looking now, because we think he thinks nobody
is looking. Now he can't not be seen. He’s not looking at us
now that he knows we are there, Iookln?. Even if he were
visible, we can't see him. We are not wa chm? him, we are
waiting to watch him dematerialise, _rl_ght before our eyes.
The invisible rock singer and his invisible public, each mis-
recognising the other, gach seeing what is not there and not
seeing what is there. Each celebrating the presence of the
other’sabsence in the absence of their presence.

‘Where better to disappear?, Graney concludes. The fabled
singer, addicted to an unknown, long lost desire, remem-
bered only as that which appears when the person becomes
the celebrity. For when the person disappears into celebrity,
what remains is the fable of disappearance. Graney lists some
of the fabled attributes left behind by famous singers, from
Mel Torme, who became the Velvet Fog, toJohnny Cash, who
became the Man in Black, to Iggy POP who is remembered as
the World’s Forgotten Boy. He adds the signature of his own
dlsagpearance: ave Graney, who disappeared and became
the Best Dressed Chicken In Town.

Appropriately enough, when he appeared on stage to
accept his ARIA award from the music industry for the
record on which this fable appears, he was in a crushed pink
velvet double breasted suit and a black 70s style afro fright
wig. He was a fabulous, almost camp, parod% ofa Rock God.
Thejoke was on him. Graney knew too much about celebrity
to become one. Commercial radio avoided his all tod
knowing recognition of the double Igame of misrecognition
played out between celebrity and celebrants.

In Graney’s fable, it is not the public who are duped by
celebrity, it'is the celebrity who dupes him or her seltwith a
celebration of a quality that is beyond mortal limits. What
the public comes to Celebrate is'not the qualifies of the
celebrity, but the quality of the celebrity’sheliefin his or her

ualities. Celebrity is the celebration of what is inhuman in
the human. Celebrity is the celebration of the virtuality of
humanity. C_elebrltz/ starts with the recognition of the Self-
transformation of the human into something outside itself.
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It is a misrecognition, because this self transformation is
merely an act of faith, and one doubled by the act of cele-
brating it. The trick Is that there is no trick to this most
strange and most commonplace kind of seduction.

Not-Mimi Macpherson

As .cYbersFac_e deepens and thickens, spreading over the
social world, it brings images of celebrity into any and every
corner of our private lives. The vector carries them every-
where: Dave Graney’s face on the TV Natalie Imbruglia’s
song on the radio. From station to station, via satellite and
fibre optic, on any and every frequency — the electronic
murmur of the waves. o

~ The vector also works in reverse. As if in revenge for the
intrusion in our private worlds, media vectors creep ever
more intimately into the lives of celebrities. nghtwelqht
cameras and sensitive microphones offer up to the public
the occasional sacrificial image of the private life of the
public image. This affects not only entertainment celebrities.
As SteEhen Loosely, once a powerful backroom figure in the
NSW Labor Party"once remarked: The directional micro-
phone is the enemy of machine politics.”® ,

Where technology fails, there ‘is still rumour and_gosmi),
which fill in those parts of the fable where the public fable
fails. Gossip is the porno?raﬁhy of the soul.

_For instance: the story fo the effect that Mimi Matherson,
sister of Elle, allegedly appeared buck naked in a tacky home
made sex video with an alleged cocaine dealer.TThe copies
that circulated around Sydney were too degraded to tell, and
she vigorously denied it. The woman in this taPe isn’t Mimi
Macpherson. But the point is that regardless of the fact that
it isn’t Mimi Macpherson, celebrity encompasses images of
public and private behaviour, relayed by intermediaries, in
which elements of fact and fable” mix. The denial cannot
countermand the will to suspend disbelief. _ _

The tape in question is a stran%e artefact, Its interest is
doubly displaced. Mimi stated that the woman in the tape isn’t
her. There is no reason to doubt her denial. This Not-Mimi
who appears in the video is thus twice removed from celebrity.
She is not supermodel celebrity Elle Macpherson. She is not
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Elle’s celebutante sister Mimi. She isjust a Not-Mimi, Non-
Bherson. All there is to it is that she has eyes remarkably like
poth Macpherson sisters. 1t’s a shock when she looks straight
into the camera and we recognise who itisn't.

Viewing the tape can be a repulsive experience. The
woman who is Not-Mimi_seems prett dru?-fucked. She lies
lanquidly on the bed while a man sefs up the video camera.
[t’s hard not to take an instant dislike to him. He asks Not-
Mimi repeatedly what her name is, and she refuses to speak
her name. She decides it’sa game and that she is supposed
to make up a porn star name. Perhaps this is that party game
where you take the name ofK_our first pet, and the name of
street where you lived as a child, put them together, and it
makes your porn star name. (Which would” make mine
Rastus High). Not-Mimi doesn’t want to play.

The zoom lens lunges groggily into Not-Mimi’s crotch
which she covers with her hands and the sheet. “Finished
now”, she chimes. What’s finished?” he asks. The movie”,
she sa¥ .Only this isnot a game and the movie isn’t finished.
He takes ages %ettlng the camera set up on the tripod, while
Not-Mimi masturbates nonchalantly. He takes even longer
Reellng her out of the sheets and proEplng himselfon top of

er, so the camera will witness his cock bobbing up and down
as he fucks her. A hairy bum moons the camera for a while,
and he’s done. He wanders around out of view, “Want
another line?” a voice asks from somewhere out of frame.
Not-Mimi is left to jerk herself off, slowly but surely. When
she comes, he doesn’t even notice. _

Who gets off on what here? As por_no?raphy the tape is dull
and amateur. It has value only In its false link to a famous
name. The most genuinely intimate and the most spectacu-
larly public never quite come together, The desire for the
most ORen_ celebration of what is most closed never comes to
pass. The impossibility of its realisation only fuels this degire.

What does this man'who does the taping want? To profit by
proximity, one can’t help suspecting, But'it mightjust be the
desire to record an mtlmac?;, to not let it pass. The trouble is
that the recording gets in the way of the pleasure. He fiddles
with the camera more than with Not-Mimi. The desire for
the document makes the document fail to record the desire.

Why does Not-Mimi consent to the camera? Perhaps she is
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too stoned to know what’s going on. Perhaps shejust likes the
attention. The irony is that her desires and his do not really
meet. She %ets off on the game of refusing to perform for the
camera. Then she gets herself off with her index finger.
Neither has anything much to do with what he wants, Her
refusal to perform frustrates his desire to film. Her indiffer-
ence to him fucking her makes no difference to him. He comes
all by himself, masturbating himself in her body. She comes by
herselfand for herself. She comes for the camera, but not by
the camera. It sits idly bg, recording its own impotence.

Celebrity is {ust like bad sex. Dave Graney’s song puts the
best light'on the bad sex of celebrity, making the mismatch
of desires between the celebrity and the public into an act of
magic. But the Not-Mimi show is truly bad bad sex. Graney
sings of the ability of the celebrity-effect to invoke something
beyond the world of human appearances. Celebrity calls into
existence the virtual aspect of our nature, its ab|I|t¥ to
become something different, something beyond what we
expect of our species. Not-Mimi performs the side of this
alchemy it is best not to see — for'in the Not-Mimi show we
see the intercourse of celebrity and Rubllc itself. It draws
attention to the one thing that breaks the spell: the complete
incompatibility of the public’s desire with that of the
celebrity. The sordid fact that both jerk off on the other, but
can never come together.

Authorising Celebrity

“It seems Melbourne just can't get enough of Sam Newman
— on or off the television screen. He is, as far as this city’s
obsessions %o, blgger than the weather” says sportswriter
Wendy Tuohy.B After canvassing several explanations for
Newman’s public rise and fall, she decides to ask an expert:
“For David Marshall, the author of a new book, Celebrity and
Power: Fame in Contemporary Culture, Newman typifies
Australians’ love of accessible heroes.” And she goes on to
quote Marshall: “We love to see them fly, but get a big kick
when theg fall... That makes themgust like us.” Hence the
desire to believe, contrar}g to the facts, that Not-Mimi is Mimi
— to set her up and see her fall, o

Tuohy goes on to quote Marshall at illuminating length:
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“Because they have been given this kind of celebrity status,
unlike other things related to a merit system, we begin to
look for ways to see how they might fall, which Pulls_ them
back to our status.. There’s a bit of a death-wish in
Australian icons; we want to see something valn?Iorlqus —
and that often produces blood. It's a bit like the attraction to
motor sports.” Marshall’s explanations seem nplausible
enough to me, but what I find more mterestln? Is that ajour-
nalist would call up this University of Queensland academic
and ask him in the first place. Thé humanities and social sci-
ences have been a source of authoritative talking heads for
journalists seeking all kinds of expert-sounding opinion on
all kinds of social and cultural topics, but not usually on the
topic of the content of the mass media vector itself. _
Another n_ewsR_aper article quotes Marshall as an authority
on the relationship between celebrities and media, which he
describes as “a frantic, desperate dance.” The journalist,
Chris Cobb, then adds, on Marshall’s authority: “When
celebrities allow media inside their private lives, as they often
do, the line between the public and personal is blurred, or
disappears altogether”. 9What | find interesting is that the
journalist Cobb and the academic Marshall seem to be
speakln%qthe same language, and about a topic of interest
they both share with Cobb’s readership — the workings of
celebrity in the media. The difference between media and
academia is blurred, but does not disappear altogether.
Rather, like the relation between the public and the private
lives of celebrities, they form a more intimate relation. Or at
least they could. Marshall is an interesting instance of what
the humanities usually resists — proximity to the media.
“Diana recognised that celebrity poweér was much more
otent than the former symbolic ‘power of the monarchy,”
ohb quotes Marshall as saying, apropos the late Princess of
Wales. “Celebrity power is liquid, chanﬁmg and connected
closely to the power of the people. Royalty relies on symbolic
P_ower and distance to maintain their renown.” There was a
Ime when the same could be said about;}ournalls_m and the
humanities academy. The former so,ugz t organic_connec-
tions to popular culture, the latter distanced itself from it
and insisted on its superiority. What is striking about
Marshall’s book is that it bridges this gap, bringing concep-
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tual judgement about celebrity back in contact with jour-
nalism, which perpetuates celebrl(tjy. o

It wasn’t always the case that educated opinion sou_?ht to
distance itself from the pleasure machine of celebrity. In
1750, Samuel Johnson thought that celebrity had its uses.
“Fame_may be used to smooth the paths of life, to terrify
opposition, and fortify tranquillity.” His conclusion was that
“uf)on an attentive and impartial review of the argument, it
will appear that the love of fame is to be requlated, rather
than extinguished: and that men should be tau%ht not to be
wholly careless about their memory, but to endeavour that
they may be remembered chiefly for their virtues."Which is
as Jood a rationale as any for téaching cultural studies.

illiam Hazlitt, no fan'ofJohnson, was rather more critical

of ﬂopularlty: “The multitude will agree with us, if we a%ree
with them”; he wrote in 1817. His pessimistic view was that
“man is a toad-eating animal. The admiration of power in
others is as common to man as the love of it in himself; the
one makes him a tyrant, the other a slave.”2 Nevertheless,
Hazlitt was an active participant in the public discussion of
celebrity, seeking to judge and compare contemporary
celebrity by the yardstick ot the classical Greek heroes. Over
time, & [iterary authority passed from the professional
writers such asJohnson and Hazlitt to the academy, less of
their active and critical part|C|Bat|_on in the world of celebrity
survived. What matters about David Marshall is that he is ong
of those within the humanities academy almost brave
enough to work for a return to such an engagement,

Central to the broadcast era was the relationship between
the celebrity and the demographic. Celebrity was a kind of
hyper-individual, someone who appeared unique, but who
paradoxically had to appear unique to very many different
Reople for many reasons. The demographic, on"the other

and, was the way the instrumental knowledge attached to
the culture indusries understood the people who read and
listen to the media. In his book Ce!ebn@ and Power, Marshall
calls this development of celebrity and demographic a
double rationalisation.2The demographic is rationalisation
from ahove, part of the WaY the people who run the culture
industries try to get a handle on their customers as an_obg_ect
of knowledge. But counter to this trend is rationalisafion
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from below — the process by which people feel their way
through what is happening, in‘the world in'terms of the plea-
sure machine of celebrities appearing in the media.
Marshall, who was like Tofts and McQuire, born into a world
where television already existed, wants to open up ways of
thinking about, and thinking through, the ‘mass’ in mass
media. He wants to open the relationship of the audience to
the celebrity and explore its complexities.

The very word celebrity has a curious history. Its roots refer
us to both what is solemn and what is notorious. The word
encompasses in its own history the ambl%mty of celebr|t>{
itself. It covers the solemnity of Michael Hutchence’s funera
at St Andrews in Sydney; but it also covers the n_otorletY of
Revelle Balmain’s alleged ﬁrostltutlon at the Ritz Carlton
Hotel. The practices of the pleasure machine, Marshall
reminds us, have a history, and quite a long one. When
People complain that in the 90s politicians have to acquire
he television skills of celebrities, they forget that politicians
have always had to have the ability to appear effectively in the
media of the day. Ronald Reagan might have been a master
of the intimate ‘television chat, but George Washington was
no slouch when it came to parading down main street on a
horse.Z3 Both are skills in managing appearances. What
changes is that the public space has became a part of broad-
cast space, which is now becoming part of cyberspace.

‘Marshall’s main_theme is celebrity and power, and he pro-
vides an illuminating hlstorxofthe wayPeneratlons oftalkmg
heads have spoken about the nature of popular culture an
PO|I'[ICS to the powerful. In the late 19th century, theorists of
he crowd, particularly Gustav Le Bon, identified the crowd
with the feminine and the irrational.24 The crowd operates,
he a[jgued_, by sentiment and instinct. The charismatic leader
could” maintain power by appealing to the crowd for legiti-
macy, by appearing as the symbol of unity and aspiration —
all the while steering the Crowd towards the leader’s own
ends. At a time of optimism and rational progress, Le Bon
introduced a pessimistic note, seeing in the crowd an uncon-
scious force that had to be harnessed and controlled.

Marshall argues that the 19th century anxwtg about the
behaviour of the crowd contributed to the 20th century
anxiety about the culture of mass society. WOiere the former
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feared the activity of the crowd, the latter decried the Bas-
sivity of the masses. Where the former identified the bad
influence as the populist leader, the latter attributed pas-
sivity to the effect of the mass media. Notable anti-media
talking heads in_the English speaking world included the

oet and critic T. S. Eliot and literary critic F. R. Leavis.5

he German phllosopher-crltlcs Theodore Adorno and
Max Horkheimer contributed a more _rlgorous conceptual
framework for critiquing the culture industries. In both
cases, the legitimacy of a critical and literate culture came to
rest on its ability to assert its distance from popular taste. An
inevitable consequence was a growing ignorance among
those trained in literary culture as to how the culture of
everyday life actually works. _

In"the 90s, it was often those who appeared in pop culture
as its token bit of snob value, the literar Aournallsts, who
seemed most ?ro_ud_of_thelrl norance of the very medium
that provided their livelihood. Put Andrew Reimer'and Peter
Craven, who reviewed books for Sydney Morning Herald and
the Age respectively, together in aroom and you might get
some erudite chatabout T. S. Eliot, but not much enlighten-
ment about the media from which they made their liveli-
hood. David Marshall points out the debilitating effects this
disdain for the content of mass media had on thinking;
Darren Tofts points out that it held back an appreciation of
the form of the media vector as well, Media studies scholars
such as Tofts and McQuire had to distance themselves from
literary criticism in order to conceptualise media vectors.
Cultural studies scholars such as Marshall had to distance
themselves from it in order to think about how a mass media
saturated culture actually works. o

Marshall points out that ann?mde the modernist distaste
for mass media’s effects on culture arose a more empirical
approach. With the backing of political and business inter-
ests, social psychologists started researching the actual
processes by which media and culture work. Harold Lasswell
started what is now a whole industry on the effects of mass
media with his studies on the effectiveness ofpropaganda.ﬂ
Paul Lazarsfeld was more sceptical about the direct effects of
mass, media, and thought the impact of its messages were
mediated by what he called “opinion leaders” in the com-
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munity.2 Elaborate studies of the “uses and gratifications”
the public gets from the media have proliferated ever since.

The taste for smentlflc-soundlng1 results among such
researchers made them assume that they were studylngi_so_me
immutable and innate human need that the media satisfied.
They Pald very little attention to the historically variable side
of culture. All the same, the ideal of communication as a
iypodermic’ m&e_cthn ofa messa_(t;e into a public body that
Lasswell initiated is still popular with those who would prefer
an instrumental view of how media work, including many
journalists. It also appears in negative as a paranoid vision of
media power, in which media magnates inject their ven-
omous and self-serving messages into a hapless public. This
kind of fear has Iet[ml_mlsed_an enormous body of Iar?_ely
useless research that tries to identify the hgpo_dermlc action
of the media, particularly on children.® Social psychology
has a lot to answer for in"propagating the view that'commu-
nication is a sort of natural or chemical process. It has con-
sumed vast amounts of public money that could be better
spent actuaII){] educating people, particularly children, in
how to read the media critically and creatively. _

A more sensible approach emerged in the 60s. As the inad-
equacies of the literary disdain for the mass media became
more and more apparént, humanities scholars went Iookmg
for conceptual tools for thinking about how culture an
media work that are a bit more sensitive to particular histor-
ical circumstances than the social psrcholoqy tradition,
Cultural studies grew in part out of the loss of ethltlmacy of
literary culture, which seemed increasingly irrelevant and
marginalised, but also out of the loss of legitimacy of the
social science approach, which seemed subservient to the
business and government interests that funded it. Cultural
studies contained a radical impulse to critique mass media,
but with a better knowledgie_of how it worked than literary
criticism had to offer. But it also contained a democratic
impulse to get to know how culture worked for different
kinds of people in their everyday life.

Marshall is closer to this second view. He does not neces-
sarily endorse any and every aspect of mass media culture.
Rather, Marshall wants to understand how media and culture
interact through the celebrity pleasure machine. This iswhat



authorising celebrity

makes it potentially a genuinely democratic approach to the
nexus between culture and politics. It is also what makes
Marshall a genuinely credible talking head, a celebutante of
celebrity itself. _ _

Implied in the idea of mass culture is the idea that the
images that circulate in the mass media are pretty much
alike, and that the way they effect people is pretty much the
same too. Cultural studies pioneers such as Stuart Hall Pre-
ferred to speak of popular culture, a name that implies that
the stuff is popular because people actually engage with it.3
That people might negotiate or resist the images and stories
of popular culture was one of the enduring contributions of
the earI% cultural studies thinkers. The people produce
culture, but not with media of their own making. .

Marshall writes that “celebrity is a way in which meaning
can be housed and categorised into somethmgi that provides
a source and origin for meaning.” Whatever thoughts, feel-
ings, [ntU|t|onsPeopIe may have, particularly about what may
constitute the fair go, can be arranged under appropriate
celebrity ‘headings’, each labelled with a celebrity face. “In
Polmcs, a leader must somehow embody the sentiments of
he party, the people, and the state. In the realm of enter-
tainment, a celebrity must somehow embody the sentiments
of an audience.” | would go further and suggest that both
politicians and entertainers embody at least'an element of
something beyond, a certain hint of virtuality.

Both politicians and entertainers are “hieadings” under
which peoFIe can identify components of what Marshall calls
the “Popu_ar_wnl”. It’s important to bear in mind that the
Popu ar will is not one thing, it is characterised by the dif-
erences in that to which people aspire. The differences in
what peogle desire find a fluctuating equivalent in the dif-
ferences between celebrities. When ‘the pleasure machine
fails to offer adequate scope for differences in the popular
will, new celebrities appear to express it. The rise of Pauline
Hanson is a striking instance. N
~ One ofthe things that connects the cultural to the political
Is celebrity. Marshall contends that “the leader, although
institutionally an element of the political sphere, must work
to embody what is perceived as universal interest or common
experience, which'is defined primarily in the real of cultural
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life.” [ don’t think it’s quite the case that political leaders can
only achieve political majorltr by embodying majority cul-
tural taste. Rather, | think political leaders have to embody
majority taste of a yerY particular kind. They must embody
taste in leadership itself. When Paul Keating ran for re-elec-
tion in 1996 under the slogan of LEADERSHIP, the problem
was that he was too urbarie an image of a leader. His razor
sharp suits, enthusiasms for antigues, architecture, and clas-
sical music, combined oddly with his westie indulgence in
verbal a?gro. This was not an image of leadership that con-
formed to the suburban norm. _

Marshall thinks that the rise of celebrity represents a col-
lapsing of politics and culture together irito a realm of con-
sumption, but | don’t think this is quite right. Celebrities
occupy the subsidised, public broadcasting channels as easily
as the private commercial ones. It is the distinction between
public and private, rather than that between politics and the
market, that is changing. The classic suburban house, ideal
image of the private world, has not only walls and a security
mesh door but a boundary fence around the perimeter of
the property. What crosses these boundaries with impunity
are the vectors of telesthesia — the telephone and television,
not to mention the vectors of the internet. _

Television, in particular, connects the private world into
the public world in the most intimate manner. In the days of
Prime Ministers likeJohn Curtin and Ben Chifley, radio was
startm&; to reach into this private world, but people who
wanted to see them would have to put on their hat and coat
and go to a public hall, or at least to a newsreel cinema. In
the 60s, the distinction between public and private spaces in
the world had almost entirely given way to the distinction
between public and private’ time — on television. The
evening news and current affairs shows counted as public
time, while entertainment programming counted as private

time.

In the 90s, the lament for the decline of the public role of
news and current affairs pointed out, quite rightly, that
private images were intru mg into it — not least ‘stories
about the private lives of entertainment celebrities. But what
this lament failed to notice is that public issues mc_re_asm?Iy
occurred in the private time of entertainment television. It’s
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hard to think of a current affairs issue, from race and immi-
gration to media censorship to the corruption of public
office that has not featured in an episode of The Simpsons,

While Marshall’s book still carries some ba?gage from the
negative and critical apProach to media studies, what is
refreshing is his attempt to produce concegts that might
account for the comf)lexn of the celebrity pleasure
machine. He does not slag off the fans of celebrity images as
so many cultural dopes, duped by capitalism, or patronise
their taste for ‘kitsch’. Nor does he try to ﬁ_roduce a Pseudo-
scientific calculus. He provides a useful history of the wa
business, government and cultural power has conceptualise
its ‘other” the crowd, the mob, the mass, and the leaders and
celebrities who link one to the other.

Catharine Lumby’s Appearances

Here are some more strange clues as to how the media-made
public sphere might actually work these days: A woman
appears on ABC Radio National’s Late Night Live with Phillip
Adams, voicing her ideas, but she also decorates Mikey
Robins’ panel on the ABC TV comedy game show Good News
Week. The Australian critiques her at’great length, then she
Eops_up in black bra and panties in the music magazine Juice.
xqumteI)A photographed in Vogue, she wisecracks her way
through the Foxtel comedy Panel show Mouthing Off. She
garners an endorsement from distinguished " feminist
Phllosopher Moira Gatens, and features as a talking head on
he commercial TV show Sex/Life. Who is she? Macquarie
University lecturer and Sydney Morning Herald columnist
Catharing Lumby, promoting her book Bad Girls: The Media,
Sex and Feminism?" Is she fighting the good fight, bringing
feminism’s thinking about the media _klcklngz and screaming
into the 1990s? Or Is she selling feminism out to the bad quys
who run the media? S _
These are strange things for a feminist, ajournalist or a
media studies scholar to do, and Lumby is all of these things.
Inspired by the example of Meaghan Morris, Lumby
explores the possibilities of appearing as a reIa?/ between
points within various discourses and what they fake to be
outside’ their domain.@Her thesis was that thé contours of



the murmur of the waves

contemporary feminism are both cause and effect of a trans-
formation of the virtual regubllc. She not only produces a
theory of the postmodern breakdown between zones of dis-
course, she performs it.

Lumby argues that feminism challenges all of those wa)(s of
speaking, from journalism to scholarship. Feminism alters
the parameters of what the public recognise as a public
thing, and also the parameters of who is recognised as enti-
tled to address the public. ,Lumbr’s phllosoRhy{]ofthe media
fits with her evolving practice within it. Both the theory and
its practice reflect a certain contemporarr experience of the
way the media create points and moments within which one
can create a certain kind of effect for a certain kind public.

From the 60s to the 90s, more and more women entered
the work force, acquired their own incomes, and started to
spend them. The market and the media adapted to this
rising field of wants and needs. This is where Lumby directs
Rubllc attention — to popular media that burbllnq talking

eads often ignore and despise. If you want to talk about
what women ou%ht to be, one has to"know something about
what women actually read and watch and buy. A political
feminism that thinks in terms of solidarity and opposition
doesn’t necessarily have a handle on these cultural forms
through which “women forge identities and act as
autonomous subjects. _

Lumby connects the emergence of women in the work
force to'a change in the structure of the virtual republic. The
old alignment of women with the private sphere and men
with the public sphere broke down. Likewise the division
between daytime and prime time television that was built on
this social segnregatlon. What was once considered ‘women’s
business’— the chatty, gossipy, touchy-feelg celebrity-ridden
stuff of daytime talk shows — had by the 90s worked its way
into the serious men’s business of evening current affairs.

This ‘tabloid’ trend was widely derided, but as Lumby
points out, the prejudice against tabloid style news and
current affairs repeated term for term some old prejudices
Marshall identifies about the irrational and feminine nature
of the Popular. Take, for instance, the way the body appears
in daytime talk shows as opposed to prime time current
affairs. The paternalistic style of the latter treats the body as
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a statistical norm to be presided over by experts. An example
mgght be an edition of ABC TV’s Lateline in which four
middle aged white men in suits talk about heroin addiction
and treatment, while the only addict who appears is in the
filmed introduction — and the program announces that she
is already dead. o

The daytime talk show style is quite different, and focuses
not on expert opinion but'on everydag experience. It deals
with the body not as a statistical norm but as grouped exam-
ples of excess and personal struggle. For instance, whole
shows mlqht be devoted to the experience of anorexia, or to
the sexuality of the ‘big woman’, or interracial datqu, or
breast implants. In daytime TV, the body is made to testity for
itself, and the expert opinion |smarP|n_aI_. o

Lumby argues that daytime television was originally
designed to appeal to wonien at home, but as more women
entered the work force, elements of these media rhetorics
found their way into other media formats, thus producm_g
the panic about the corruption of ‘serious” media by tabloi
‘trivia’. Lumby asks just exactly who is sReaklng In these
denunciations of issues to do with women’s health, safety and
self-esteem as ‘trivial’. _ _

Lumby’s book Bad Girls concentrates on interesting and
Posmve examples of print and electronic tabloid culture, but

don’t think Lumby would want to defend all of it. Part of
the problem with the reception of this book had to do with
the Tact that it reached out to a suburban readership in a cos-
mopolitan manner.3 Lumby found positive values and
changes in the low and the pop, and confronted complex
class and gender prejudices. In the 90s, refined suburban
taste stilljustified itself in terms of a notional mass of undif-
ferentiated pop trash beneath it. The whole idea of applying
an aesthetics of distinction to pop challenged the divide
upon which a suburban taste grounded its identity.

Lumby’s conceptual challenge to suburban taste was not
entlreH new. It recapitulated the work of, among others,
John Hartley in exploring the machinations of the popular.3
What was new was that Lumby took these arguments out of
the restricted circles of the cultural studies academy and
rephrases them for circulation back along the vectors of
popular media. Lumby crosses the boundaries between
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media and academia, whereas Marshall is content to position
his scholarship in close proximity to the media. Lumby
introduced an urbane critique’ of the assumed and
unthought hierarchies that prevail in public life.

That people who consume pop media are not ‘cultural
dopes’ was by the 90s a standard idea in cultural studies.
Lumby’s, adversar}/ Was an |ma?e of a feminism that hates
the media and ce ebrltr and calls for more censorship. For
instance: the supposed ¥w left wing Labor Senator Margaret
Reynolds, who worked hand in glove with the reactionary
and anti-feminist Senator from Tasmania, Brian Harradine
on the Senate Inquiry into Community Standards. What
they had in common was that the}/ would rather work away
quietly at administrative control of culture than work within
culture against administrative control of women’s lives.
Feminism~can he about producing speaking positions for
women, or it can be about suppressing sPeech. If politics,
unlike culture, is ultimately a matter of choosing sides,
Lumby sides with the libertarian party, which gives culture
the most free reign. o

This libertarianism is of a democratic variety. It puts a lot
of trust in the ability of ordinary women to make of images
what they will. Media studies scholars like len Ang discovered
the diversity of the wayé),eople use the_media through the
qualitative ‘study of media audiences.dJohn Hartley sub-
jected popular media texts to scruthL and found that far
from belnF an endless stream of covert ideology, media texts
are actualg designed to be open to quite diverse readings.
I've argued that you also have to look at the increasing diver-
sity of vectors along which texts shuttle between media pro-
ducers and audiences.3But while close contact with media
audiences, texts and vectors led to more subtle and supple
concepts of the receiver end of the communication process,
media studies in the 90s was still prone to somewhat para-
noid views of how the media gets produced.

_ Lumby describes the media as a virus. She claims that fem-
inists failed to grasp its elusive qualities. The meaning of an
image doesn’t reside in it, but in the way it circulates. She
criticises influential models of the media process that try to
locate within it an essential structure. She cites art criticJohn
Berger and film theorist Laura Mulvey, who both posited an
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active male spectator for the passive female spectacle of
White Girl.J umb¥wdoes not pursue these theories into
every last baroque twist that academic_screen theory took
since the 1970s. She charges these theories with belng‘wrong
at the root. They fail to address the complexities of the way
images circulate and mutate as they meet an endless variety
of different kinds of reader. _

Wh)( teach women to read images in a way that makes
them Teel bad about themselves?” A good question. Rather
than a feminism which negates what it sees with a critical
reading, Lumby is interested in what | would call a ‘virtual’
practice of media feminism. We’re all media producers”,
she says. Not equally so, of course. And yet, why not start with
whatever space of free interpretation isopen for the creation
of a free Subjectivity? By hecoming a seIf-Produced media
actor, Lumby embodies ‘this idea in a ‘controversial’ form,
For her, feminism is a way of ‘controverting’ the established
Bractlces of a paternal “order. A virtual feminism moves

eyond the hounds of critique and opposition, towards
being a ?,en,erat_or of new ways of becoming a feminist, always
differentiating itself from itself. B _

Feminist Phllosopher Moira Gatens reminds us of Hegel’s
remark that women are the “everlasting irony” of the public
sphere.IWhat he meant was that women are immersed in
private affairs, family ties and local concerns. They never
achieve the abstract and universal quality of b_emq public
actors — and being men. For Lumby, this rational public
sphere is neither possible nor desirable for women. It
excludes women, or it forces them to exclude part of them-
selves in order to belong to it. Butwhat’s happened is that as
women gain some access to autonor_ny_, they pass beyond
%alnlng entry to public life on the existing terms to ?alnlng

e leverage to chan%e the terms of ‘Pu_bllcness’ itself,

Women "bring with them into this emergent virtual
republic residues of another culture, one tied to the particu-
lars of private life, to the body, sex and reproduction.
Women ‘also bring with them elements of an aesthetic
learned from long fye_ars of performing as an object for
others, elements of irony, artifice, masquerade — and
celebrity. In Lumby’sworld, feminism is not about opposing
nature to men’s culture, but playing with an aesthetic sul>
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jectivity that can escape from masculine objectivity. It’s not
some special essence of ‘woman’ that women bring to public
life, but particular capacities to speak about what arises from
their everyday lives. _

Lumby notes in passing that if you look at the popular
men’s magazines of the 90s like Ralph, it is masculinity that
aF_pears to be having trouble adapting to the current cultural
climate, not femininity. Men are in trouble in the
‘tabloidised’ postmodern media — unable to articulate
sense to sensibility. Another part of the ‘man problem” may
be the self-consciousness that arises from the existence of
women mdePen_dent and confident enough to ObjectlfY men
and pursue their own ways of bem%_sexual subjects. In the
90s, sometimes the boot was ever so |ghtl¥/ on the other foot,
particularly in popular culture marketed to women. Which is
not to suggest everyone hecame equal in the 90s, but that the
old patterns of inequity became quite seriously destabilised
particularly at the level of appearances — in images and
stories in the media. _ S _

Perhaps it is as much a;]ou_rnallst’s instinct as a liber-
tarian’s, but Lumby resists the idea of a feminist Bolltlcs_m
which ‘bad’ images of women will be constrained by admin-
istrative means and replaced b){_ good’ ones. Partly, she
resists the claim to authority implied in the assumption that
there are enlightened feminists who can decide on which
images of women ought to be supP{ess_ed. Partly, she resists
the ‘idea that images have one intrinsic meaning indepen-
dent of the context in which they are read. Partly, she thinks
the media have evolved way beyond the image of it formed
in feminist media criticism of'the 60s, as recycled by 90
authors like Naomi Woolf.4) _ ,

‘More fundamentally, Lumby opposes the idea that femi-
nism can reject an image on the grounds that it is a false rep-
resentation of ‘Woman’. That would presume a feminism in
possession of the truth of ‘Woman’. Whenever ‘positive’
Images of this essence are actually produced, they turn out to
be based on preconceived norms about what ‘Woman’ ought
to be and how they ought to be represented. The dream ofa
Place outside communication where a pure self resides is a
antasy. Feminist talking heads have no more access to the
truth "of ‘Woman’ than Marxists had to the truth of the
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‘\Norklw Class’ — or for that matter, priests to the ‘Soul of
Man’. ‘Woman’ is as much a matter of images and stories as
White Girl, and indeed sometime she seems to be White Girl
with attitue. _ _

Even the most tawdry image, of Revelle Balmain or Not-
Mimi, for instance, is a public thing about which publics can
argue — and can be encouraged fo argue. Lumby’s kind of
feminism works throu%h images, whether of White Girl or of
Kylie Minogue, rather than attempting to re{ectlmages in the
name of a |gher moral order. Even more than some of the
other members of that flrst?eneratlo_n in Australia born into
aworld in which television already existed, Lumby came to an
understanding of how the vector shapes experience by expe-
riencing it herself. Compared to the modest excursions into
celebutante status of a David Marshall or a McKenzie Wark,
Lumby grasped the production of celebrity from the inside. As
a former model, she was not blind to the Structural inequality
of the media, in which White Girl stands as the ?old standard
of desire, from which every other image deviates. What she
affirms is that cultural politics has to work within culture, both
in trylng} to produce new |ma3es, and in encouraging a public
to réad tor itself, critically and creatively.

A consequence of this line of thought is that there can be
no feminism without a margin of liberty within the media for
It to differentiate itself from itself. Administrative feminism
can become an anti-feminism, for it shuts down some of the
space in which women can produce |ma%es that differ. There
can be no feminism entirely outside of the media. There can
be no concept of feminism as a productive movement
without a concept of the media as the matrix of vectors out
ofwhich it composes relations between women. _

From the 60s to the 90s, adve_rtlsmgz and Popu_lar media
responded to complex demands inflected b?/ he rise of fem-
inism, and learned to live with it. But in the [ate 90, the state
started flexing its old repressive muscles again. The Christian
right learned to appropriate feminist |maFes and ideas.
Senator Harradine’s most often stated objection to Porno%-
raphy was that it “degrades women” — just as he thought
access to work and safe contraception “degrades women”,
Old fashioned paternalism has learned how to speak in the
language of a new ‘maternalism’. But for Lumby, both these
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views are hased on “coercive ideas of what it means to be
normal.” Both ought to be rejected accordmgly. o

Just as she wants to move away from a feminism that
defines |tselfnegat|vel¥, against F_a_trlarchal power, so too she
wanted to move away from a politics that defines itself nega-
tively, as resistance to the market. In Bad Girls, Lumbx does
not spell it out, but I think the underlying concept of the fair
go isof a plural world of different kinds of institution — state
and market, culture and media — and of a feminism that
could produce different tactics in each.

Which perhaps accounts for why Lumby produces herself
differently in different media contexts. She makes of herself
a proliferating series of anecdotes, qmﬁ_s, cracks, images —
and ideas. AS always with celebrity, this school of Virtual
Lumbys succeeds just as much when people react against
them ‘as when people embrace them. The Irony is that even
hostile reactions are still part of Lumby’s project: to create
differences — productive, interesting, unexpected differ-
ences — within' feminism, via the media, and within the
media, via feminism. The scale on which she achieves this
celebrity is of course quite small. All the same, its a unique
experiment for media studies in the aesthetic laboratory that
Is the Postmode[n,_medla saturated public sphere. She
refines the Bad Girl into a concept, and becomes a Bad Girl
intellectual, an ironic rethinking of the mostly masculine
practice of appearing as a ‘serious’ talking head. _

If talking heads spent a bit less time denigrating celebrity
and a bit more time thinking about it, there mlght eamore
informed discussion of what constitutes popular sensibility
about what constitutes the fair go. It might then be possible
to conceptualise celebrity, rather than merely dismiss it. If
talking heads could admit that they are celebrities, or at least
celebutantes, they might circulate with more ease across a
broader range ofmedia vectors, mformm? more parts of the
public search for what matters. That way the process of con-
ceptualising the experiences that arise in everyday life might
be more widely spread. As I've tried to show, everyday expe-
riences of media, from dead Rock Gods and White Girls to
quite IlyeI?/ pop songs and porn videos, all provide instances
of public things from which concepts can be drawn.

riters such as David Marshall and Catharine Lumby, who
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are not afraid to approach, or even cross, the boundary that
separates serious and ‘masculine’ parts of the media from
what were once trivial and ‘feminine’ parts, end up
becoming interesting examples of the intellectual as celebu-
tante, They break out of suburban pr_eoccuiJatlons with
keeping things, unthinkingly, in their “rightful” place, and
pose. challengim? questions about the changing boundaries
within the virtual republic between high and'low, serious and
not serious, politics and culture.
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chaptero

The ass and the angel

We pursue contact with wealth, talent, beauty, privilege
and influence as though they were viruses from which
we might seek contagion and selfimprovement.

Helen Razer

Ned Kelly, Man and Myth

There aren’t many Australian celebrities who have achieved
immortality. Ned Kelly is the only one I know who has firmly
made the transition. Of the Kelly gang’s last shoot-out, the
showdown at Glenrowan, Colin Cave writes that it was a “the-
atrical masterpiece of which Tyrone Guthrie, Peter Brook or
even Cecil B. De Mille himself mlgiht well be envious. It
opens like aJohn Ford Western, with the bold ride into town,
the Gang brash and unafraid.” Cave argues that this is no
accident— at least five photographers were present, “not to
mention the gentlemen of the press. The imagination warms
to the. men who set it up.”1 _

In his fabulous evocation of the Kelly gang, novelist Robert
Drewe has Kelly himself muse on thls_Process ofbecomlng a
ceIe_brléy: “In their overheated way it was the papers that
defined us, presented us as sure things, as blocks of type. And
when thex declare you to be so-and-so, then you bécome it.
Strange the way they make you famous or notorious hefore
¥ou are — and then you are in spades.”2 In Kelly’s case,
orever. The “gentlemén of the press” may have created his
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celebrity by producing a version of him in story and image,
but his Immortality requires the ongoing agency of another
pleasure machine, one devoted not to producing, but repro-
ducing traces of his image: in Sidney Nolan’s galntmgs of

1947, Tony Richardson’s film Ned Kelly of 1970, Robert
Drewe’shook of 1991, As | write this, another great novelist
Peter Carey, is reportedly working on his version. These well
known artists present | eIIK_as_ very different things, and in
each case he becomes it. This is the irony of modern immor-
tality: each %e_neratl_on requires fresh” images of what i
immortal, which ml?_ht then, retroactively, become the
accepted image of all time. _

There are plenty of celebrities in Australian cultural
history with the potential to become immortal, but who’s
images are fadlnP, or have not yet crystallised. Nellie Melba
IS m,danﬂer ofs |pP|ng back into the Past rather than being
continually present among us. Her star seemed to decline
after Lewis Milestone’s undistinguished biopic Melba of 1953,
The problem is a lack of resources for the reproduction of
enduring celebrity. Don Bradman was, in songwriter Paul
Kelly’s words, “more than just a batsman, he was half the
bloody team.”3‘The Don’ s still with us as I write, so it would
be unseemly to speculate on his immortality. Mary
MacKillop, on the other hand, has achieved sainthood, her
own museum, and perhaps a Iastmgqposthumous celebrity in
the secular world.4 But none of these have yet proven as
durable as Kelly. o .

Ned Kelly became a celebrity in the first place because of
the existence of vectors of communication and recording.
These distributed and conserved images and stories that pur-
ported to be about him. But really, this pleasure machine
produced him. Or at least, produced the Ned Kelly that
people came to know as a celebrity. The telegraph tapped
out tales of his movements, popular songs engraved in
memor%/_ his supposed deeds, popular newspapers repro-
duced his image. But over the years, the memory trade has
not always been there to rechargle his celebrlt){ and confirm
his immortality within Australia. The Nolan pamtln%s
became famous in London. Richardson’s film starred the
Anglo-Irish MlckJagger. Drewe’s book was published by a
local branch plant ofa multinational publisher.
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| think it matters that a culture both produce new images
of celebrity for itself and sustain old ones to the Pomt of
immortality. It is throu?.h. celebrity that we come to know
both our ‘ordinary qualities and extraordinary potentials.
Indeed it is through celebrity that we acquire this habit of
safylng ‘we’ that makes it possible to think within the horizon
of a culture in the first place. We who think we are
Australians know few of the ‘others who also think theY are
Australians. But most of us know at least some of the celebri-
ties who define a common repertoire of people, a virtual
world of possible Australians, past and present.

The Impossible Princess, Kylie Minogue

“All day, ever¥ day, I'm possessed by various characters. |
have loads of them”, says Kylie Minogue, enunciating a nec-
essary though not sufficient'quality for professional celebrity.
She is Minnie to her friends, the mg%mg Budgie to those less
kind. Celebrities are avatars, through which people exPerl-
ence their feelln%s and perceptions as belongllng 04
common world. But it is onIY through the difference
between one feeling and another, one perception and
another, that their qualities can become apparent to us. And
s0, year hy year, fresh talkln? heads and moving bodies
aplpea_r that make it possible to define such differences. A
celebrity may appear to define a feeling, but soon enough
another sensation will be defined by the difference between
that celebrity and another, and soon enough, another in the
series appears, ma.kmgi the first redundant. That’s the way
the pleasure machine functions. S
Professional celebrity requires a constant reinvention.
David Bowie and Madonna raised this to a fine art by
becoming ever new versions of themselves, |nV|t|n? a public
to coalesce its feelings around differences, not between dif-
ferent celebrities, but between different characters gener-
ated by the same celebrity: Zlé]é]y Stardust and the Thin
White Duke; Madonna Sex Goddess, Madonna with Child.
Kylie has had some success at this game, selling over 13
million albums and 20 million singles. *You have to"have a lot
of talent to be commercial”, she says, and it’s true, aIthoufqh
it may be less a talent for singing or dancing than a talent for
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being a celebrity. A one hit wonder isan accident, but a pro-
fessional celebrity is her own creation. _

From what are little girls made? Sugar and spice and all
things nice. From what are little celebutantes made? Snips and
sales and soap opera tales. “Grease inspired me like nothing
else”, Kylie says. It is easy to imagine Preteen Kylie in a sub-
urban bedroom full of posters cut out of magazines, singing
along to ABBA and Olivia, holdln? her hairbrush like a mike.
As Dino Scatena saYs In his elegantly trashy celebrity bio Kylie,
the Minogues “could have been oneé of the central families on
Neighbours. Even their street looked like Ramsey street”s

|t helps to have a relative in the business —in 1979 auntie
Suzette took 12-¥ear-old KY“e and litde sister Dannii to their
first audition. But it also helps that there isa media industry in
which to accumulate a knowledge of how professional celebrity
works, some skills in one of the branches of media production
such as acting, and a relatlonshlﬁ with an audience. What
made Kylie possible was the fact that there was an Australian
television industry with a strong base in Melbourne through
which Kylie’srela |on_sh|RW|th apublic mI?h'[, In time, emerge.

It was sister Dannii who badly wanted the part at that first
audition, but it was Kylie who %ot the job, a bit part as a
Dutch orphan on the popular show The Sullivans. As a con-
solation, Dannii wound up on_Young Talent Time. More sub-
stantial work came Kylie’sway in 1984, in the Henderson Kids,
alongside Nadine Garner and Ben Mendelsohn. Then in
1985, a part in Fame and Misfortune.. According to Scatena,
Kylie and friends would sneak off to watch Countdown being
taped in a nearby studio.

The Countdown Generation

Countdown, that Iegendar?/ weekly fooF) show, defined a whole
style of Australian pop celebrity, ofwhich Kylie is perhaps the
most striking and successful product: innocendy camp, intu-
itively urbane. Appropriately, she hosted the”show’s final
edition. Countdown created a virtual space, across the nation,
within which young people could express their own sensa-
tions, watched over by no'more threatening an authority than
everybody’s favourite funny uncle lan “Molly’ Meldrum.6
What Countdown didn’t do Was create a virtual space within
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which young people could express their feelings in relation to
older Reople. _ _

NEI? bours filled that gap. In 1986, Kylie appeared as
Charlene Mitchell. Of the characters in Neighbours, Scatena
writes that “there was a virtual UN of cross (ieneratlonal, socio-
PO_|I'[Ica| belief reflected within the handful of households on
his magical street”. (Although as Germaing Greer once
pointed out, no Blacks). Set in"Ramsey street, in the mythical
suburb of Erinshorough, it was a virtual matrix for the differ-
ences with which mainstream white Australian suburbia were
comfortable. And it worked: by 1988 the show had two million
fans in Australia and another 13 million in the UK.

A lot of_thou%ht went into c_reatlngi this Erinsborough,
where millions of people would live, at least for halfan hour
in the afternoon. Nel\ghbours was produced by Melbourne
based commercial TV company Grundy’s, originally for
Channel 7, who dropped it after an inifial poor showing,
then for Channel 10. Reg Watson created it, drawing on his
experience on such popular shows as Prisoner, the Restless
Yearsand Crossroads. Like all of those successful shows, it con-
jured up an [maqlnary world. In Neighbours’case, the show
proposed an ideal suburban world. _
"TVSHOCK— TEEN SEXON TVTONIGHT isgreat pub-
licity for what was little more than a screen kiss, but that is
how the Sydney Daily Mirror promoted it. It’s one of the key
things about celebrity: the producers, the audience and the
media all have a common interest in its success. Celebrity is
an index of media productivity. Celebrity onhv exists as a cur-
rency exchanged, not only between its"producers and con-
sumers, but by some additional proportion of other
intermediaries, ‘and as something passed among people
beyond its mere consumption. Celebrity is the human face of
the media vector. Celebrity is who everyone is talking about.

For many aspiring actors, becoming a celebrm{ In"a soap
opera like Neighbours is the worst thing that could happen.
It’s an embarrassment to an artist who wants to be known
only for ‘serious’work. Kylie Minogue and her Neighbours co-
star Jason Donnovan thought otherwise. To them, this was
serious work. T_heY had a naive and precious urbanity. They
are what we might call organic celebrities, in that they grew
out of the prevailing matrix of media vectors of their fime.
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Their idea of becoming a celebrity was defined by the
popular media genres through which their own sense of self
was formed. They became what they beheld. N
Organic celebrity might be contrasted with traditional
celebrity, which isthe desire to resist the prevailing media
vectors that shape one’s experience and develop a presence
in some older and more established zone that has, over time,
acquired more legitimacy. For example, the soap star who
would rather be acting in ‘legitimate’ theatre, or Ferhaps a
part in a film under a famous director. Traditional celebrity
respects what | would call ‘suburban’ conventions of reading
forms of renown through hl?h and low categories of taste.
Organic celebrity grows directly out of proximity to the pro-
duction end of media and invents its own categories of taste.
Far from being embarrassed by becoming soap stars, Kylie
and Jason grew organically with"the experience, Which was
just aswell, as the Channel 10 pleasure machine developed an
aggressive promotional campaign, with radio interviews and
personal appearances in shoppln([] malls, These are now stan-
dard promotional devices, but at the time this was not the
case. What really made it work was the organic quality of
Kylies celebrity, which developed with apparent natural ease
from watching Olivia Newton-John on the screen and wanting
to be her, to appearing on screen in her own right and expe-
riencing other young gurls.wantm_g.to be like her. It appeared
so natural because for Kylie, television was not a thing apart, it
was always a vector that traversed her world and her sense of
self. “OKay, so it isn’t Gone With the Wind,” she said, ‘but it’s
popular..”. There’s something quite touching about the
quality’ image she chooses here for the comparison.
Charlene and Scott’s wedding was the highest ratlng
episode ofa soap on Australian TV, Once Kylie won her Gol
Lo?|e award, where could she go from there? Here is where
Kylle makes the leap from being a soapie celebutante to a
professional celebrity, by developing another part of heré)oy
experience, in quite” a different. medium. In 198
Mushroom records released her version of ‘Loco-motion’.7
Once again, it helps to have an industry at hand if one is to
become a celebrity, Mushroom wefe one of the few
Australian music businesses of any size, and while they spe-
cialised in generic Rock God bands from the pub circuit,
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Countdown had created a national space within which Rop
music for teenagers reigned. While Mushroom boss Michael
Gudinski dreamed of taking 0z Rock Gods to the world, it
was Kylie-pop that would really open doors for him abroad.

| Should, Be So Lucky

‘Loco-motion’ was the biggest seIIi_n(I; Australian single of the
80s. So what next? There is a point in the development of
celebrity where it outgrows the resources of a place like
Melbotume. Or so the theory goes. Neighbours would intro-
duce Kylie to the British, and the suburban Australian
flavour of it seemed to he part of its appeal 8Erinsborough’s
|maEe of suburbia was warm and sunny. Even the manual
workers in Ramsey street lived in mansions. It was like
America without Black People. The Australian qualities of
Neighboursmight appeal on television, but Mushroom wanted
the %uarantee of a London sound for Kylie’s music, and so
Stock, Aitken and Waterman (SAW) became the producers
for her follow up to ‘Loco-motion’, called ‘I Should Be So
Lucky’. A hit in Australia and Britain, it also went to number
28 in"the American Billboard mag,azme charts. _
_Kylie’s London makeover fashioned her into SAW's ‘mil-
lionaire next door’ look. TheY produced happy sounding
records with young, clean, wel ?roomed and styled singers
who appeared to be en{oymg hemselves and " unlike ‘the
typical Rock God, did not whine in interviews about tedious
rug problems. The irony is that this banality perfected
appears to some people “as far from innocuous, but as
somehow deeply threatenmP. | HATE KYLIE t-shirts
appeared on the streets, and [egendary British avant garde
DJ John Peel interviewed a cardboard cut out of Kylie,
claiming that it had more_personality. (The joke was on him.
The cardboard cutout did have more personality — than
Peel.) Cralg McGregor saw a class dimension in the adora-
tion ‘of Kylie, summed up in the ?raffltl KYLIE VS THE
SNOBS.9 She had an urbane style that those exiled to the
outer suburbs could use against the narrow tastes on the
more privileged inner suburban world.

The SAW version of Kylie was an image that appeared to
hide nothing, a bright sign with nothing dark inscribed on the



i should be so lucky

reverse. A sign that resists interpretation, as there is nothing
on the surface to point to some hidden residue of meaning.
This indifference to interpretability was quite an achievement:
The 80s-model Krlle was a discrete image with no distin-
?ms_hmg feature other than its own style. This is anathema to
raditional ways of distinquishing celebrities on the basis of
their qualities, b}{ mter%retmg their hidden residues.
BothJohn Peel and the most ardent Kylie fan were definin
themselves through the differences™ between kinds o
celebrity, created in turn by particular repertoires of sound
and image. For Kylie’s teen fans, she produced just the kind
of;mage and sound through which to produce an expression
ofjoy that can be shared via Kylie. People more attracted to
ex;f)_ressm% themselves viaa more traditional kind of celebrity
defined themselves via different celebrity fl(flures, but also
defined themselves negatively via a distaste for Kylie. John
Peel’s fans m|?ht express themselves through, for'example,
Nick Cave, but also, as Peel’s mock interview sug%ests, nega-
tlyeliiwa Kylie, This isa crucial thing about celebrity. You can
dislike a particular celebrity, but it’s almost impossible to
avoid the pleasure machine of celebrity in general..
Kgll_e’ssuccess In Britain came at a price. Everything ended
up being produced in London. Not only her songs but her
wardrobe ‘and the artwork for her records would all be
express airlifted from London. Mushroom achieved a short
term goal at the expense of a long term one. It was Kylie
alone, not the whole team of people who had a hand in fash-
ioning her image in Melbourne, who established a reputa-
tion in London. Not surprisingly, London is where Kylie
herselfended up as well. _
Perhaps there were dreams of Hollywood. The vehicle was
to be the film version of The Delinquents, based on a novel by
Criena Rohan, published in 1962, Two aspiring film pro-
ducers owned the rights to this moving tale of teen rebellion,
and Village Roadshow, a subsidiary of Hollywood conglom-
erate Warner Bros, agreed to finarice it if Kylie starred. The
producers were also thinking of Nicole Kidman for the lead
role of Lola, but Warner ‘nixed that idea. Warner also
insisted that Lola’s love interest Brownie be played by an
American, and so the producers dumped Australian actor
Ben Mendelsohn in favour of American Charlie Schlatter.
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This ‘Americanizing’ of Australian stories is itself an old
story, well rehearsed in Australian Film criticism, but as
Murdoch University film scholar Tom O’Regan B_omts out,
there are some Dbenefits in the occasional big-budget
Hollywood production for the local national film industry.D
What | find so deBressm? about the film is not that Schlafter
IS an American, but that Ben Mendelsohn is both a better
actor and a more robust celebrity. In any case it made no dif-
ference: when released in 1989, Delinquents was a box office
hit in Britain, successful in Australia and a flop in the US.

Michael Hutchence was to the Sydney rock scene what Kylie
was to Melbourne pop, its relﬁnmg presence. When they got
together in Sydney in 1989, Kylie’s style would change irre-
vers_lblzl. To paraphrase Greg Perano, Michael introduced
Kylie to nightlife and Kylie introduced Michael to dayll%ht.
Hutchence wrote a song for her, ‘Suicide Blonde’; after
K¥I|e’s name for the hair colour she wore in Delinquents.

t's part of the fable now that Michael transformed Kylie.
Some versions of the fable cast this in terms of an awakenin
of Kylie’s sexual self-awareness; some versions as a matter o
avvakenm? her self-awareness as a star. In a way these are
probabIY he sar_ne__thln% What is sexuality if not an aware-
ness of the possibilities between bodies? What is celebrity if
not, in part at least, much the same thing? Or rather, it i in
both cases a matter of seduction. Seduction, which, as the
French essayist Jean Baudrillard insists, is not as goal
directed as sexuality." Seduction has no goal other than to
Ber.etuate itself, o keep open the possibilities between

odies by means of the creation of alluring appearances.
When Michael Hutchence died in 1997, a grief stricken Kylie
would be photographed among the mourners.

Better the Devil You Know

As the 80s became the 90s, Kylie the pop creation became
Kylie the pop creator. She took control — as much as that is
possible in a pleasure machine that is forever assembling
veay large networks of diverse skills and technologies in
order to produce and distribute images. At the start of the
Australian video release ofDeI_lnq#entsthere IS a special “envi-
ronmental message” from Kylie. The world she invokes when
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she appears expands a little. No Io.ngerjust a happy-hapBy
Joy-foyworld, but also a world in which bad people club baby
seal pups to death. Celebrity has its uses, . .

‘Better the Devil You Know’ was a different kind of Kylie
pop video, too. The Pure sign of Kylie was acquiring some
meaning. Shotin Melbourne, it shows a rau_nchK Kylie out of
s%/nc. with the SAW formula, and developing her own aes-
thetic. She spent part of 1990 in America, work mq with other
Produc_ers, refining her style. A pop record is always a col-
aboration, but a celebrity ought to be able to choose her col-
laborators. The 1991 tour extended the sex-bomb theme,
but somehow it didn’t quite seem rlgiht. As one critic said,
“it’s difficult to adequately describe the kind of numbness
that begins to overcome you as you enter the seventeenth
successive number”, In the process of becoming somethlng
different, Kylie was in danger of losing the fans who wante
more of the same. Smash Hits magazine deserted her, but
Melody Maker described her as a “genius of pop”. Which is all
very well, but Melody Maker sells a lot less copies than Smash
Hits. Kylie fell foul of suburban anxiety about the mixing of
hl%]h and low culture, _

he metamorphosis Kylie was strug(rllm to comPIete Was
perfected by the boutique record label deConstruction, who
In 1993 performed a reconstruction on Kylie, transforming
her into a “radical dance diva”. Until now, Kylie was what one
ml([;ht call a general celebrity, 1t's true, she appealed mainly
to_eena?e %IHS, but the mode of address of her appeal was
universal. She addressed a potential audience by presenting
an image of universal desire, seducmg you intdo a world in
which anyone could belong. From 1993 onwards she became
instead a particular celebrity, signalling an address to a sPe-
cific community, and implying a world of desire especially for
them. In short, she became a G,a% Icon. Her a‘ppeal to
anyone else would be bound u?wlt the appeal of gayness
itself as a halcyon image of the fair go.

Confide In Me

The most sublime realisation of this new sPecific celebrity
was her 1994 hit ‘Confide In Me’, which went to number two
in Britain and number one in Australia.2 It's a self-con-
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sciously camp performance, its seductive %ualltles built on
the tensions between gayness and straightness. For a gay
audience, it can be readas classically camp: as something
from the stral?h_t world that can be read as if it belonged to
a gay world.BIt is actually doubly camp. It is also something
from the gay world that can be read as if it were straight. It's
not a symmetrical relatlonshlﬁ. Kylie’s celebrity is historically
very straight, which is wh%/_s e makes such a delicious Gay
lcon. In becoming a specific celebrity of the gay world, Kylie
hints at the homosexual dimension of all celebrity. After-all,
in the heyday of her straight celebrity, when Charlene
married Scott, it’sher image as much as his that was the focal
point of desire for girls. _

There is always a homosexual component to celebrity. But
there is another way to see this: there is a kind of desire
beyond sexualised gender. The desire to be led astray by
images, to be escorted to another possible world. This is the
virtual side of desire. It’swhat was reall ﬁqomg on when Kylie
made her famous 1994 appearance at the Sydney Gay and
Lesbian Mardi Gras, dressed in a pink tutu, with" matching
Drag Queens. But were the Drag Queens imitating Kylie, or
is Kylie imitating Drag Queens? To whom do the signs of
seduction belong? In an urbane world, there are no easy ways
to categorise things, to make distinctions of kind or grade. As
the vector wends its way into every cranny of the everyday,
images mix, combine, juxtapose, formlng any and every
or(iamp relation with each other. Everyday [ife becomes
F‘O entially more and more urbane. In Spite of the garish
|%1tt|s and the shout of colours, celebrity becomes something
subtle.

Like all %eat celebrity performances, Kylie smngg
‘Confide In Me”isa double act in another sense aswell. Th
listener can |ma(f1|ne a character who asks us to confide in
them, as awag 0 _seducm?,us to them. It’sa line one might
hear in everyday life, Yeti |snothusi anyone who is asking us
to confide in thiem. It is Kylie. She is asking, also, for the lis-
tener’s loyalty to her ceIe_bntY. She is asking us to use her as
the medium through which to express a desire. _

If ‘Confide In Me”is a lesson in how to produce celebrity,
Kylie’s aPpea_rance in the movie Street Fighter is a lesson in
how not to. Filmed on the Gold Coast, this video game action
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movie was a commercial success in the US, but it was not a
success for Kylie. As she said, “it’s very frustrating because
you don’t get'to perform unless you're the star”. A celebrity
can only appear in someone else’s tank if they can keep the
airlock oPen to their own world at the same time. The
Delinguents succeeds because, whatever Charlie Schlatter’s
limitations, the movie connects to Kylie’s dlSCOVEf?/ of an
urbane life out of the restrictions of suburbia. Stree F|(f1hter,
on the other hand, contains nothing recognisable from
either the world of Kylie’s origins or her destination,

A more successful ‘collaboration was her duet with Nick
Cave. On the face of it, nothing could be more unlikely. The
alternative rock swamp from which sprangﬂ Cave and Kylie’s
pop sensibility are not only poles apart, they define them-
selves by their differences from each other. Cave comes from
aworld where urban aesthetics meets badlands amorality in
its purest form. KY“E comes from a suburban world that is
careful — most of the time — to avoid both extremes. Which
IS probably why Cave wanted to do a duet with Kylie. He saw
her as pop without cynicism, a true believer. He persuaded
her not to disavow her earlier incarnations completely,
grasping how her more calculatedly urbane later appearance
added qualities to her earlier, more naively urbane pure pop
stye. . .

Caveisa strlkmglg original aesthete when it comes to pop,
particularly attuned to unlikely combinations of qualities In
performers. He sees the humour in Leonard Cohen and the
angst in Karen Carpenter. A duet with Kylie made a certain
kind of Cavian sense. ‘Where the Wild Roses Grow’ was
recorded in 1995.4 Kylie and Cave performed it on the
British Top ofthe Pops. In the suburban cultural world they are
mc?(mpatlble opposites, but in an urbane sensibility, they
work.

Cave once remarked to K;{Wl!e about performing with her
that “I've had people try to hit me over the head with iron
bars and urinate on me, but nothm? has made me as uncom-
fortable as singing to that pocket of Kylie Minogue purists at
the front who were shaking their fingérs whenever I touched
you or held your hands, defiling your sacredness.” And
Indeed there 1s something sacred about a certain kind of
organic celebrity. The gay photographic artists Pierre et
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Gilles saw it too when, in their portrait of Kylie, they mock-
canonised her as Mar){_ MacKillop. For those of us living in a
secularworld, it's not Tikely that we will ever witness someone
touched by God’s grace. But in celebrity, we see everyday a
pagan and profane alternative.

Nick Cave’s Prison of Sound

It’s not hard to imagine Nick Cave swaggering around at
school, affectln? a bit of David Bowie glam. Cave ?rew up in
Wangaratta, not far from Glenrowan, in Ned Kelly _countr%/.
Not OUIK was Nick Cave a fan of the bushranger in‘his youth,
but Nick’s father, who ran adult education prOﬂrams, organ-
ised a celebrated conference on Kelly, The Kelly image may
have more to do with the orltlnns of Nick Cave than any
specifically musical influence, although roung Nick did smg
abit in the choir, Not well, apparendy, although he was fon
of the bible studies that went with it. , ,

Out of the endless flow of images and stories to which the
media vector exposed young Nick, who knows what might
stick? Ned Kelly, the Ramones, Carravagio, Merle Haglgard,
lggy Pop, Bret Whltele}/... Born in 1957, Cave, like alot of
People, was connected from birth to a wide range of media
lows. It was a question of making something out of them.
What defined Cave as an urbane artist was his skill in mixing
thln%s from incompatible cateEorles.,
_ Ditching art school for punk music was a common move
in the late 70s. That seemed to be where the energy was.
Not that the rock music mdustrY paid much attention,
There was pop and their was rock; there was Countdown and
there was Mushroom records. Cave’s band, the Boys Next
Door, didn’t fit into either. But it did one of the things art
has t_%ldo — create a new world, show something else to he
possible. . _ _

Eventually, Mushroom tried to milk the R“”k market, with
a tacky new record label called Suicide. The sampler album
that launched it — and sank it — was a bit sad, but at least it
led to the first recordings of the Boys Next Door, and of Nick
Cave singing fellow band member Roland S, Howard’s classic
%unk torch song ‘Shivers’. As the sound engineer Tony

ohen said ofworking with them, it was “a bit more fun than
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your average, stock standard, eighteen tom-toms, bloody
whatnot”, The Boys Next Door were not the kind of people
who would be welcome in Ramsey street. They were trouble:
private school yobbos who refused to grow up, but whose
career would bé a matter ofshang thisjuvenile refusal into
a sophisticated refusal. They transformed yob punk into
urbane art. _

Melbourne hosted at least two punk scenes in the late 70s
— one in Carlton that would be the tra!nln? round for
dance music technician Ollie Olsen; one in St Kilda where
Nick Cave would learn how to be a performer. Notjust a per-
former on the stage, however, but the kind of ‘total per-
former whose art and life become one process. Cavejoined
his body to a greater body of work of the European avant
garde that runs from the romantics to the symbolists to dada
and beyond. As Greil Marcus argues, this underground tra-
dition was what the punk years grafted onto the basic blues
roots of rock and roll.b

In Australia, rock was one of the last refuges of the Ned

Kelly larrikin style, but the mdegendent music scene was
where it also displayed its vulneranilities and staged its qwn
collapse. After a few years of havoc and stupidity, it was time
to leave town. Cave rechristened the band The Birthday
Party, from a scene in Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment
where Katarina lvanova throws a dinner in honour of her
late hushand. The scene isn’t actually a birthday party, but
(to paraphrase Catharine Lumby? what is art if not the prac-
tice of%ettlng thl_ﬂ?S wrong, flawlessly?
_In 1980, The Birthday Party arrived in London and found
itin the deep fu%ofeconoml_c recession and cultural depres-
sion, It was not a good time. The live rock scene was
declining and being replaced by nightclubs and dance
floors. The music scene favoured synthesiser bands with
leftist credentials, Anti-Australian sentiment was an accept-
able form of racism in the English media. Cave lived in a
dismal squat, read_ln([} Samuel Beckett. GI%SWEYE few, but the
band was not entirely without friends. They acquired some
intermediaries: Ivo Watts-Russell ran a record label; Chris
Carr was a freelance publicist; Bleddyn Butcher, a photogra-
pher — the rudiments of their own pleasure machine for
perpetuating their image and story.
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Apollo and Dionysus

There was something strikingly fearless about Cave’s perfor-
mances with The Birthday Party in those days. They were
closer to what Friedrich "Nietzsche would call the “art of
Dionysus, not the art of Apollo. In the way Nietzsche thinks
of the ancient Greek culture, Apollo is the pre,mdmgi concept
In it sculpture. The dream like clarity and purity ofform, the
hard and sharﬁ{) outline of the singular flgure, these are the
attributes of Apollonian experience, and of the art made
from it. Dionysus is the god lurking in music. The drunken
sway and the  pounding rhYthms e forgetting of the self
and its merging with pulse, these are’ the qualities of
Dionysian experience. Apollonian art can be appreciated
with detached and disinterested observation, but Dionysian
art can on}lg be experienced by giving oneself over to it.

Where Kylie Minogue _a?peared as a Pure |ma?e, a per-
fectly proportioned miniature; The Birthday Parfy was an
ugly"brute, of value for the energy it evokéd, not for the
beauty of how it appeared. Where K){Ile emitted a pure,
an%ellc light of self-awareness; The Birthday Party were the
gu tural murmur of unknown beasts, wallowing comatose
eneath the ripples of a swamp of their own making. Where
Kylie becomes a celebrity by separating herself from %enerlc

hite Girl, so Cave becomes a celebrity by separating himself
from the generic Rock God. o

What punk discovered was that br strlppln% away the surface
artiness of rock music and taka it back to its roots in rhythm
and blues, it becomes a simple and effective medium for
exploring some of the ne%Iecte_d_Dlonysmn territories of
western aesthetics. Not an art of disinterested _contemRIatlon,
but not mere entertainment either. Something both more
sublime and more ridiculous, Punk took simple musical forms
and ground them down until they liquefied, often dlssolvmg
into chaos. And they took their audience with them. The pun
aesthetic had a Nietzschian impulse to show a public that
“their entire existence, with all its beauty and moderation, was
based on a veiled substratum of suffering and knowledge,
revealed to them once again by the Dlon?/smc.”]ﬁ _

The Birthday Party did nof take itself too serlousI?/. The
crowd pleaser” ‘Release the Bats’ was meant as a self-paro-
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dyingjoke.T7But it was one that backfired, as it was one of the
catalysts for the whole subcultural style of Goth, which aped
the mannerisms of the black-clad band. This is perhaps the
most cruel aspect of celebrity — beln? turned into a series of
easily replicated cliches. Cave would Tater write of himself as
the “black crow king”, diminished by ubiquity in a world
where all the crows are sporting black. BUrbang taste values
Its smg_ularlt?/. Cave was out of place in England, where rock
music is part of the creation of ‘subcultures” little pockets of
suburban conformltY that were much fetishised by the rock
press and by cultural studies academics alike.BCave’s whole
aesthetic was opgosed to the idea ofstyéle, of simply mucking
about with the Goth signs that would become so popular in
the 80s. Rather, his was an art of experiences. His songs were
not ‘representations’ of violence, death, eros and chaos, they
were expressions of a kind of inchoate experience at the
threshold of subjectivity. They were not meant to be per-
formed for an audience, but with one.

Theatre of Cruelty

| only saw the band perform a few times, and often they left
me with little but tinnitus and a headache. (But then as nov-
elist Bernard Cohen says, “tinnitus is the spirit of the age."2)
Sometimes they could catalyse a crowd into releasing itself
into a collective experience of the possibilities of life outside
of the self. An experience both exhilarating and terrifying.
“We will try to centre our show around famous personalities,
horrible crimes and superhuman self sacrifices, demon-
strating that it can draw out the powers struggling within
them, ‘without resorting to the dead imagery of ancient
myths.” This is what Antonin Artaud proposed in his famous
manifesto of the 1930s for a “theatre of cruelty”, and it is, |
think, an aﬁt description of a good Birthday Party %lg.

The Birthday Party’s theatre of cruelty was a theatre of
drastic action pushed to the limit. One” that would break
through the veil ofwords and return to its source — the vital
signs of the body itself, that would awaken “the Gods that
sleep in the museums”, in a language of “those tortured at
the stake, signalling through the flames” 2 Or like the “raps
taps and gaps” Cave imagines, in his novel When the Ass Saw
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the Angel, with which twins-to-be communicate while still in
the womb.2 Cave searched for the same thing Artaud was
|ﬁ0klnﬁ for — a language “somewhere between gesture and
thought”,

With the music and lights pounding as fast as the body can
stand, a good Birthday Party gig was a sublime instance of
what Artaud thought culture ought to be — the double of
life itself, raised to its highest intensity. It was theatre
returned to its ancient roots. Theatre, "Nietzsche claims,
began in ancient Greece when a solitary actor stepped out of
the murm u_rm%chorus to speak. The Intensity of Greek art
for him lay in the mutually affirming energies’of the rhythm
of the chorus and the vision of the solitary performer. =

In modern times, these distinct kinds of art, the orgiastic
Dionysian revel and the Apollonian purity of form, separate
out into different kinds of cultural experience. The grunge
of rock divides from the brl?ht sheen of pop. A dream qirl
like Kylie a%p_ears completely removed from the drunken
slur of The Birthday Party. (Although sometimes they come
crashing back together,” as when Pauline Hanson, pure
Apollonian image, addressed an admiring audience inside in
a hall, while an .an?ry, thrashing, swirling mob oozed anti-
Hanson anger, right outside.) .

Nick Cave is a paradoxical celebrity, because the art of
Dionysus from which he stems is a great dissolver of self, a
%eat liberator of energy from the prison house of identity.
Whenever he appears ds a celebrity, it is with the sense of
immanent possibility that he ma;gplunge into_dissolution,
and the residual memory that he has taken audiences alon
on that ride before. His celebrity is a constant reminder o
celebrity’s complete inverse — the senseless, selfless, mass.
When The Birthday Party subsumed themselves in_their
waves of noise, and when Cave crowd surfed the audience
the actor returned to the chorus, and the chorus merged
with the crowd. He was a reminder of the close relation
between grace and danger.. S

“A general exOPerlment In_every direction” is how Tony
Cohen described the recordln? ofJunkyard. Even the title is
a kind of dehased monument fo the poet Arthur Rimbaud’s
idea of the point of art_bem? “to arrive at the unknown, by
the deliberate disordering of all the senses™.31'm still quite
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fond of The Birthday Party’s ‘Hamlet Pow Pow Pow’, in
which the ghost of thie Prince of Denmark returns as con-
temporary psychokiller. That Shakespeare’s fable should end
as it beginis, with the return of the ghost to haunt the descen-
dants, always struck me as an original insight. Shakespeare’s
play ends, éven if not happily ever after. The nl?htmare logic
of Cave’s Hamlet-machine Is the endless, deathless, repeti-
tion of the walking ghost, generation after generation, “Pow
Pow Pow Pow Pow.’

Celebrity Pessimism

The trouble with celebrltg is that it catches up with you. An
artist who becomes a celebrity can no longer bejust an artist,
but really has no choice but to be an artist o/celebrity. Unless
of course there is a line along which to escape. The Birthday
Party fled Melbourne for London, then London for Berlin,
took off for tours of America and other parts where they
were not known. But it couldn’t last. An art based on a
refusal of being turned into a representation of something,
a refusal of immersion in the fishbowl, cannot survive its own
success unmodified. _

“All the qreat works of art, it seems to me, are the ones that
have a total disregard for.everythmgI else”, Cave explained to
the Melbourne writer Richard Guilliatt. Which might be a
good way to think about Cave’s career since The Birthday

arty. The recor_dmgs would veer from good to bad, rarely
passing though indifferent. But as the late 80s went by, Cave
seemed more and more trapped in celebrity. His designated
species in the fishbowl was that of pale-gilled, smack-addled
mISO?anStGOIhIC monster. S

Butsomehow | don’t think this ever did himjustice. Cave’s
writing is misanthropic — the men hardg/ fair better than
the women. The world he invokes is an Old Testament land-
scape, but one without the light of redemption, where God
has absented himself, where characters move and collide
who have not internalised any sense of self-restraint or self-
affirmation. This is a world without God, but also a world
without the God brought down to earth and internalised
that is humanism. There is adgllmpse here of the world
Artaud and Beckett approached from different angles and
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with different faculties, a world without the habits of con-
ventional selthood, a world of both wonder and fear.

“This could be an exhilarating ride, as in ‘Deanna’, or a ter-
rifying descent, as in ‘Mercy Seat’, where a condemned PHS-
oner demands the electric chair.24In the philosopher Arthur
Schopenhauer’s dread utopia, “where everything ?rows of its
own accord and turkeys fly around ready-roasted, where
lovers find one another without delay... in such a place some
men would die of boredom or hang themselves.”s Cave
would be one of those, had he not the capacity to create his
own artificial suffering, and to create an artifice of suffering
for those a little less susceptible to the banality of boredom.

The pessimist as celebrity expresses what the rest of a
culture consglres to deny. Does angone_really believe that

Hamlet’s father’s ghost is the last ghost in the line? Are we
not always condemned to live? The celebrity as psychokiller
and the ‘psychokiller as celebrity both express what is else-
where denied. The attempt to "censor hoth only confirms
what Nietzsche said, that we are not stro_nt[] enough for the
truth about this life: “happiness and viriue are no argu-
ments”.® - . : .

Cave’s reconciliation with celebrity came with the
recording of The Good Son, a record which abandoned the
last traces of aural abrasion and evoked instead a subtle aura
of loss.Z7For once aworld of possibility comes into being, not
as the music approaches, but as it recedes. It was a wonder-
fully untimely record, detached from fashion, and detached
also from some of the smack-Gothic cliches of Cave’s
celebrity. The self-parody of himself in the film Johnny Suede
as the white-clad Rock God named Freak Storm also assisted
Cave’s recovery of his own celebrity.8 In that movie, Cave
sings a few bars of a wonderful parody of one of his own
train-long-suffering songs, before conning money out of a
gullible wannabe — Brad Pitt.

And the Ass Saw The Angel

Cave’s novel And the Ass Saw the Angel takes its name from
Numbers 22:23. Itis the dumb ass that sees the angel, not its
human owner. Cave is one of very few celebrities from the
world of music with a body of work that has theological sig-
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nificance. His work with The Birthday Party seems simply to
assume a godless world. His later solo work'is fre_quentl,i pre-
occupied with god’s absence. “He curses his virtue like an
unclean thing”, Cave sings in ‘The Good Son’. Cave is fasci-
nated by characters who repeat the fall, who stage extremi-
ties of sin, but who, like the ass, perceive the absence of grace
in the world through the violence they do to themselves and
to others. Just as the lowly ass speaks of the presence of the
angel, so Cave’s IowIY, bestial men speak or an absence of
grace that others less lowly do not perceive. Ifhe cannot have
an%el_s,_Cave at least warms to more human signs of grace,
and it is grace that | think he wants to recognise in Kylie’s
celebrity. Her image is the closest thing he can approach in
a world where monotheism is dead and where Hollywood
ga_st_replaced Mount Olympus as the home of the pagan
eities.

The duet with Kylie Minogue was an inspired idea. A
meeting of two Australian expatriates whose roads out of
Melbourne to the stars took such divergent paths. That
Cave’s character kills Kylie’s in this murder ballad seems apt
too. If Kylie expresses a celebrity of the image, of the perfec-
tion of the image of the fair go, then Cave recognises this
perfection at the moment his murderous character dese-
crates it. Cave and Kylie are the ass and the angel, Dionysus
and Apollo, contagion and s_elfflmEJrovement. e is the sun
Pourlng out its pure ener_?etlc lightand he is the swampland
hat traps it and deploys it to decompose anything and every-
thing into base matter. _

_The initial rise to celebrity of Cave and Kylie was only pos-
sible because the component parts of a pleasure machine for
producm? it was present in Melbourne in the 1980s. Both
reached the limits of what the local productive capacity
could support_and the limits of what the local audience
could absorh. These fish got too big for the tank. Both were
obliged to reinvent themselves — and this is one character-
istic of the _sPemes homo celebratus that humans do not possess
— the ability to change form at will. Both Cave and Kylie
kept discovering new" audiences by becoming something
other. In this way they avoided — most of the time —
becoming parodies of themselves, by refusing to play to an
audience’sdemand that they live up“to their past images.
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What makes them, despite their differences, such emblem-
atic Australian celebrities of the 80s is that both embody a
confidence about taking on the outside world, Cave had ini-
tially discouraging expatriate experiences in London, while
itwas where Kylie found hits and a home. It took Kylie a long
time to be taken seriously in England, whereas Cave steadllg
ac%uwed a high prestige if low volume celebrlt¥. But hot
embody a confidence about the relationship of Australian
culture to an outside, an urbane ability to mix the local with
the international. They are to the world o_f_polp celebrity
what Paul Keating is to the world of political celebrity:
embodiments of the 80s sense of possibility.

In the 80s, it became obvious that the aspirations of a gen-
eration, and also its sense of what the Jamaicans call dréad,
came not from church or community or family, but from the
|ma%es and stories created by the pleasure machine of
celebrity and distributed by the vectors of television and
radio, recorded music and’video tape. While Hawke and
Keating opened the Australian econom¥ to the global
economy, Australian culture opened itself to the global cul-
tural world. The fabled life-stories of Kylie Mlno%ue and Nick
Cave are expressions of that double process, as they became
not only international celebrities, but also international
commodities.

In the next chapter, | want to look more cIoseIY at another
archetypal pop celebrity of the 80s, Peter Garrett. Like the
and Cave, he had a career that spanned the 80s and the 90s
and, like them, he embodied some of the possibilities of cul-
tural optimism of the Hawke and Keating years. By looking
more closely at how Garrett’s celebrity was produced, | hope
we can get closer to an understanding of the relationship
between celebrity and culture, and also — another arche-
typi_atl_ 80s theme — the relationship between the market and
politics.



chapter4

Homage to catatonia

Cultures are not manufactured, they grow of their own

accord.
George Orwell

| Don’t Want To Be The One

JuI¥_1987:_ It all begins with a slight but suggestive sartorial
detail. Alittle thlng, easy to miss amid the wash of Australian
Bicentennial pseudo-events and bogus champagne. It was at
the 8ress conference to launch the first advisory report of
the Constitutional Commission where, to my eyes, one little
thing stood out from the usual run of the mill meet the
press bun fight. There, wedged in between the bespecta-
cled, grey suited dignitaries, with their tastefully conserva-
tive ties perched like floppy kippers between neatly pressed
lapels; there sat Mr Peter Garrett in a faded black denim
jacketand open necked shirt. As the report being launched
told us, Garrett was “Lead singer for Midnight Oil; lawyer”.1
Evidently he was dressed in the style of the former of these
two capacities. o
Perhaps it was because | felt as out of place at this partic-
ular press conference as Garrett’s Aacket that | noticed.
Surrounded by ‘real’journalists in their low key work wear
(tailored but not pressed), | stood at the back in a leather
jacket and a t-shirt emitting stale cigarette smoke from the
night before. | was not ajournalist, | was a rock and roll
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writer. So naturally, the only way to ?et to a morning press
conference was to not sleep the night before.

Looking at Garrett, fiel mg questions at the front of the
room, it seemed to me that the “Iawyer”apPeIIatlon was less
iImportant under these circumstances than the “lead singer”.
This was what was most curious about the whole show. How
was it that “Lead singer for Midnight Oil” could become the
sort of qualification one lists at the front of adV|sor¥ com-
mittee reports? Midnight Oil are a rock’n’roll band, after all.
A popular act, admittedly. Yet if that were the main criteria,
why wasn’t the even more popular Michael Hutchence on
the Constitutional Convention? And how was it that the most
striking thing about Mr Garrett’s curriculum vitae was the dis-
creet non-mention of his most remarkable achievement: the
fact that in 1984 this lead lawyer-singer came within a hair’s
breadth of winning a seat in the upper house of the Federal
Parliament? _ _

Clearly, something else was gomg on here. The %erenmal
presence of Peter Garrett in the P_ubllc eye through the 80s
and 90s seemed to me symptomatic of the kinds of relation-
ship that might have hecome possible between Australian
Popular culture, political culture and the culture industries as
hey emergzed in those years. In this chapter I use Garrett as
the pretext for essayinghow these relationships might work.

The urbane critic'has to be careful in terrltor)(. such as this.
Take the opening move of this chapter: the critic as the qne
who has an eye for the telling detail; the suspicious mind
seizing on the metonymic part that explains the whole busi-
ness. Both Garrett’s celebrity and the ways | might write about
itare caught UR in the differences between formations of taste,
such as those that define the urbane, suburban and vernacular
as distinct cultures. So one has to be careful when writing about
culture in general to pay attention to the frissons and frictions
between different cultires that animate not only Garrett’s
appearances but also anything | might say about thém.

Oils Ain't Oils
This is a case study of how celebrity built in one domain can

be parlayed into ‘another: from popular music to populis_t
politics. Given the size of the music industry, perhaps this is
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not all that surprising. Bsythe time Midnight Oil released
their best selling Earth, Sun and Moon album in 1993, the
Australian music industry was worth about $2 billion to the
economy and employed some 80,000 people. Music exports
brought'in a net revenue of $90 million or more, and it was
no small achievement that Australia became the third largest
source of repertoire for the international charts. About 30%
of contemporary music recordings sold in Australia were by
local artists.2 _ o
The distinctiveness of the Qils was their ability to make a
Blace In suburban taste for the idea that rock music could be
oth culturally legitimate and professionally respectable
while at the same fime drawmg a sizeable crowd. As it does
with the experience of any and every cultural artefact, sub-
urban culture drew distinctions within popular music. On
the one hand, there is Ipop music; on the other, rock music.
The distinction arrived late in Australian taste, where the rel-
atively small size of the market Frobably slowed the growth of
distinctions within it. By the late 70, however, it was well
entrenched. . _
Countdoum, the ABC’s weekly pop music show, dominated
popular music for most of its'long life, from 1974 to 1987.3
Countdoum, had at its disposal a vector of national scope, and
it synchronised the once rather parochial Bop music markets.
|t was the defining tempo of pop across suburbia and heyond.
But it also provided suburbia with a way to distinguish® rock
from pop. Rock was, by definition, what was too “hard’ for
Countdoum, which only played what is ‘soft’ — pop. Needless
to say, the distinction within suburban taste between rock and
poP IS between the tastes of young males and females, but
on Y pardy so. It is also partly an aqe distinction; preteen and
early teen pop fans are supposed to grow into late teen and
early 20s rock fans. . _
Ironically, the poE music fan, too young to go to licensed
premises fo see rock music, may have imbibed a more subtle
musical brew via Countdoum than some suburban rock fans,
for Countdown had a certain camp subtlety in the wa%/ it
Played with boundaries ofgender and desire. Countdown had
he'added advantage of beln%_av_alla_ble everywhere — televi-
sion’s vectors cut across the distinctions between urban and
suburban life. The rock music business was more spatially
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segregated. In the inner city, punk and postpunk music s_?,on-
taneously created its own subcultural world, rich in critical
and creative strategies. But this was a ghettmsed world, and
in Sydney it was quite sharply divided from the suburban
rock” scene, where covers bands dominated. Midnight Oil
were one of the few bands that grew out of an urban, punk
scene to extend their territory out into the suburbs. They
were assisted in this by ABC radio station 2JJ, which was at
the time an AM band, Sydney-only government broadcaster,
which supported the inner city music scene and extended its
potential influence. o

With the help of 2JJ, Midnight Oil were able to develop a
fQIIpme among hoth urban and suburban rock fans, com-
bining the stress on independence and orlgmallty require
by the former with the hard rocking entertainment sought
bK the latter. What both urban and suburban rock fans
shared was the ethic according to which rock taste legit-
imised itself. In rock music, some relationship, some neces-
sity linked the public to the music. Demand preceded supply,
or at least appeared to. Those supplying the music, the musi-
cians, had to work damned hard to prove to their public that
the_y were indeed the genuine article, faithful and true, a
suitor who will love, honour and obey. _ _

Once firmly wedded to a rock music act, its public_was
usually tenaciously faithful to it — often for decades. This
courtship occurred through the dense network of vectors
which formed the media landscape of the time; clubs, pubs,
parties, jukeboxes, record stores, fanzines. Like any other
small business, a rock’n’roll band had to start small,
mvestmq a little capital, doing solid business, generating
good will, word of mouth_interest, building up a working
stock of material, improving the product. Midnight Qil’s
drummer Rob Hirst said, “We had the option ofgom% on
Countdown and reaching three million People or doing 4000
?uttt-of-town gigs and building up a following. We chose the
atter.”

The band accepted the financial risk themselves and tried
to build their own foIIowm?, bypassm% the bookmﬁ agents
and front men and a lot of the petty thievery of the small
time music racket. ‘We had a totally sympathetic bank
manager,” says Garrett. “Ifwe had to borrow money from the
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bank, well, okay, that’stjust the way it was going to be — but
we weren’t going to let a bunch of thugs shut us down."4As
educated young men from ‘respectable’ suburbs, Mldm%ht
Qil had_access to more knowledge of business and better
connections than many bands.

_Like all rock bands, Midnight Oil reached the stage where
it needed a major injection of Iqu|d|tg, capital or access to a
big distribution network if it was to break out of the small
domestic market and get into big, international ones. As
Garrett said, “the bI? business of North America that domi-
nates the rock industry makes it Rrohlbltlvely expensive for a
young band to build a'career without the support of a record
company that takes on the role of a large hank. A starting
price of half a million dollars for albums, videos and associ-
ated promotion is a normal fIFUfE in today’s pop music
world."5This iswhen a band ‘sells out’, o

~ With luck, a band might negotiate a deal with the big firms
in the business without damagln%the good will it had with its
small family of loyal clients. In other words, a band would use
the credibi It% it ?arnered as purveyors of rock music as a

bar?alnlng chip to &Iay_ against ‘the mag’_ors’ — Polygram
MI, Sor&y Warner Music, BMG and Fesfival — so if could
turn’ credibility into a base for financial success and expo-

sure, and get a reasonable piece of the action as well. But it
had to do so with a great deal of financial and contractual
care. Rob Hirst: “It means recordln? albums_cheaply and
getting around having to sign contracts which tie you up and

put so much pressure on you that, even if you had a met%a-
e

seIIin% album, you still wouldn’t recoup....” If you burn
record company for $200,000, then where do you go?"6

lowing.
awaysgand surfologists, to middle-aged suburban public
servants, were a loyal, faithful public. Midnight Oil tried to
keep the faith and at least the appearance of independence,
even when they signed a distribution deal with CBS, then the
most major of the major corporations in the music industry.
‘The Qils’, as theY are affectionately known, worked long and
hard to achieve this. (Just as Midnight Oil were bought out
b}/ CBS, so too CBS were eventuaII)(] bought by the Japanese
electronics corporation Sony. But that’s anotier story.7)

M_idni%ht Oil' kept their overheads low and built a fol-
he legion of Midnight Qil fans, from teenage tear-
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_The ethics of keeping a discerning suburban rock Eu_bllc on
side is at some remove from the way thln?s work in pop
music. Most pop music fails in the marketP ace. Some pop
music sells by the tonne, though not without the assistance of
those parts of the pleasure machine that have the job of pro-
moting the product, combing through it for the most bank-
able unit shifter, stamping it with the af)proval of the leading
style authorities — and flogging it for all it'sworth. As Garrett
says, “Big record companies are constantly pushing_out all
this material, throwmg_lt..._ into the funnels and hong that
sooner or later something is going to pop out the other end.
And of course... something |neV|tabI¥ does. I mean, someone
like Australian Crawl has popped out.”8

This is how pop music appears to suburban taste where
that taste has decided that rock represents something ethi-
cally higher than pop, but which still relies on pop in"order
to make the distinction. That rock is ethically higher than
pop is a prejudice worth settln% aside for a moment to con-
sider the difference from another point of view, that of the
strategy for creating a public and a market. In order to try
and make pop music actually popular, a major record
company that Is promoting it has to_invest heavily in pack-
aging and promotion, and the band is obliged to Sit still for
this, to allow itself to be marketed, cling-wrapped, fondled
and pawed b{, the magazine and TV people. _

This is particularly so when the act lacks credibility. If it
hasn’t spent years scraping and savm% and_glg%mg and accu-
mulat_lngi capital and goodwill out there in the minor and
marginal vectors of rock culture. If it lacks this kind of base,
then the act has little hargaining power with the major
recording and publishing companies, and will more or less
have to do as it's told, more like hired hands than a subcon-
tractor. A case in point are Men at Work, who sold ten
million CQFIGS of their first album and reaching number one
in the British and American charts in 1982. Somehow th_e%/
managed to sign themselves away to a ten record deal wit
CBS {%ow S_ony). They won’t let us go”said manager Russell
Deppler, “til the day we die, we’ll still be with CBS.™ Like
Australian Crawl, Mén at Work no longer exist. _

The distinction between rock and pop lies in the order in
which the band tackles the various segments of the industry,
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who’s money they use to do it, and who ends up controlling
the process, owning the product and tapping the revenue
streams that result. The central point, in terms of Mldm%ht
Oil and Peter Garrett’s style of celebutante politics, is that
the impetus in poR music comes from the company and in
rock music from the band. In practice there is no neat dis-
tinction between the two, but a continuum. Suburban taste
arbitrates, and decides which is which. What is at issue for
the parties concerned is the extent to which the band is
selling the audience it has acquired to the company and
keepln(lq some autonomy into the bargain, or selling them-
selves to the company in exchange for the company’s
mvestlngi in the purchase of the means to acquire a public.
From the point of view of urbane culture, the distinction
between the rock and pop approach matters for somewhat
different reasons. In the presentation to a prospective public
ofthe relationship between the comgany and the act, urbane
culture sees a reflection of its own bargainings in the work-
place. The band who retains their autonomy and strikes the
deal is a sign that this is possible for others too. A passing
remark of Garrett’s in one of his 1987 newspaper columns
indicates what’s at stake here: “Advertising: the last refuge in
a sorry world for creative and ambitious people who don't
mind ‘manipulation in the guise of a profession and who
profit greatly b}/ the conundrum of our economic system. If
we don’t keep the hig wheel turning and make sure that all
that is produced is consumed, then as sure as nlght follows
day, we’ll all be ruined.” Garrett could be talking here about
anyone in any branch of the culture industry, from writing to
music to art. He is speaking about the self-awareness, indeed
the class awareness, of many urbane media workers who are
tr%/!ng to keep control and ‘ownership of their creative work
while negotiating access to distribution and investment.
After money, credibility is the second most precious com-
modity in circulation_ in Rubllc life, Once you can buy that
the rest is easy. This is why the majors are prepared fo deal
with acts like Midnight Oil and cede to it a certain amount
of business and artistic autonomy. Credibility is inseparably
wedded to the mythology of ‘paying your dugs’ and is also a
Rxstem of peer assessment,_comFetltlon and support.
idnight Oil, touted in their early days as the hardest

10
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working band in the country, earned it— and enjoyed not a
litde commercial success along the way. Oils ain't oils; there
isa complicated politics of credibility and success which tra-
verses the whole of the ‘culture industry’ and blurs its
boundaries.

The Power and the Passion

Within this framework, we can understand the double
success of Midnight Oil and Peter Garrett. Mldm%hto_ll_are
aswell, if not better known for their extra-musical activities
as their art. This isin no small measure due to the activities
of Garrett, who has been ‘frontman’ in more ways than
one, particularly since he achieved national r_nedla_exPo-
sure as the Nuclear Disarmament Party candidate in the
1984 election,

Garrett’s distinctive high domed pate and bush hat
became familiar icons on television and in the PFBSS- The
Garrett presence mounted the soapbox for everything from
the Uluru/Ayers Rock hand-over ceremonies, to the anti-ID
card campaign to ‘Surfers Against Nuclear Destruction’
(SAND’{ and a symbolic visit to Pine Gap, loud hailer in
hand. Not to mention being hypothesised about on the TV
show Hypotheticals For an act which consistently refused to
appear ‘on Countdown both Garrett and the Olls achieved
remarkably wide media exposure.D Indeed their refusal of
Countdown is one of the fables for which they became
famous. Perhaps Garrett’s baldness has resulted from
wearing too many hats. _ .
“Garrett succeeded in the 80s as a populist and progressive
{\l/g_ure, in the public domain_precisely hecause Garrett and

|d_n|gTht Qil ‘achieved credible success in producing rock
music. The Oils’ authenticity is not r_eaII?/ an Issue. They con-
veyed the sign of authenticity according fo the conventions of
their fans, and that’s what counted. There was an organic
link between the Oils and their patrons which preceded the
machinations of the major powers that be in the industry.
Precisely for this reason, Garrett could appear in public,
wear many hats, give voice to left-leaning populist causes,
vent his spleen in op-eds for the tabloids,2stand for office, sit
on sub-committees, all without appearing ridiculous to the
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fans of Qils music. This is the precious stuff of credibilit){, the
magic elixir of rock’n’roll power and passion — and politics.

Rock Against Rock Critics

There is an approach to the analysis of taste that has an
element of the urbane in it, that treats all kinds of taste as
equaIIY amenable to analysis. Likewise, there are approaches
to culture that have an element of the suburban in them,
manifested in an inability to avoid making pre-emptive dis-
tinctions. This has particularly dogged academic work on
rock and pop music, which can’t resist arranging these in a
hierarchy, in'which rock stands a bit above pop, but both are
found wanting compared to criticism itself, which sets itself
up as the authority thatjudges between them.

For instance, Marcus Breen has it that regardless of how
‘sound’ Midnight Oil’s songs may be, when they “suffer a
transformation and become an extension of the ‘marketing
nexus of the dominant cultural and social values, their
meaning is changed.”2 Breen insists on the inevitable
‘caJJture’_ by the corporate world, as if it were monolithic,
and not inturn subject to the need to resgond to Rop_ular
desires and interests. In the case of Midnight Oil, what is of
interest is precisely the way the band was able to work with
the culture industry on terms that their public would accept.

Michael Birch rightly stresses the “ongom% relationship
between the nature of cultural products and the technology
of production and distribution.”B He also gilves an account
of ‘the influence of the kind of cultural studies David
Marshall mentions on the study of popular culture, and the
way that it looks at it as “a field of struggle, a hattleground of
|deolog?/, a field in which dominated groups win space for
themselves.” So far so good. He also ticks off “scholarly work”
which has “taken a_phenomenon through which millions
have found expression, and has spilled quantltles_of acad-
emic ink to find a definition of popular culture.” This is even
better, though one wonders why it’s in the past tense. Birch
IS admitting to the fu_'[I|I'[Y of attempting to define pop
culture othér than nominally and relatively:

Just when things are going so well, Birch succumbs to a
tedious nostalgia. He can’t resist an invocation of the ‘real’
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60s, as he experienced it, and expresses a desire to rescue the
critic’s own times from younger critics who evidently don’t
understand them. This application of selective memorr cul-
minates in dark mutterings to the effect that “the ‘political
role’ of rock music seems to have disappeared”and that for
Australians “the implications of recent developments are
evenworse.” o o

The bottom line with Breen and Birch is pessimism about
culture industries, other than education, and cultural prac-
tices, other than criticism. In hoth cases, a rather general
kind of ‘social rationalist’ theory is first deduced, and then
applied to the specific case at hand, For example, the theory
that successive cultural technoloqles tend to be more and
more alienating, and estrange the performer more and
more from her or his own work. _

The example Birch gives is video; “the innocent days when
a live band were just filmed making their music are ?one
forever.” Innocent days? Notice that the alienating tech-
nology of today is compared with... the da¥_befolre. As if the
cultural technologies of the 70s were not alienating to those
who first experienced them, relative to the 60s, and so on.
The concept does not arise out of Birch’s experience of
Mldmght il. It is derived from the literature and merely
applied to Midnight Oil, and the critic’s own experience
escapes any serious attempt to perceive its effects on the
process of conceptualising culture. o

Birch, on the subject of Garrett and the Oils, claims: The
effect of a ‘political’ band... will always be negllgilble. The
example of Peter Garrett’s failure to enfer the Senate, despite
an enormous vote, is a perfect example of the treatment of
performers in the world of rock music once they attempt to
steg outside it. Right wing bad actors can do it, but not people
with bald heads. The business is now notjust commercialised
but industrialised.” Firstly, Birch collapses politics into culture,
Garrett putting the wind up the Sussex st Lahor hacks and
debating then Labor leader Bill Hayden live on national TV is
not considered for what it is — symbolic action, ethical fable
— hut lamented for what it is not: an instrumental political
act. The second and third sentences are the pessimism of insa-
tiable criticism: the glass halfemptg. [twould be just as easy to
be overjoyed at how rattled the ALP were by Garrett’s showing.
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The last sentence takes off on a new tack, and sees the root
of the problem in the evil industrial structure. Yet if we take
this metaphor seriously, would we not have to ar?ue that
teachers and metal workers and soapie actors are all equally
In hopeless political situations because they work in ‘indus-
tries™? Perhaps that’swhy, like musicians, teachers and metal
workers and actors, they sometimes form and join unions.
The network economy 0f power, information and money is
still there for all and sundry to struggle in, be they in ‘indus-
tries’ or not, Only when we measure such efforts by some
fixed ideal standard do they pale, which isa good reason not
to conduct criticism on such a basis, lest we all get miserable
and depressed. What politics is, criticism should be — the art
of the possible. _
~ Rather than criticising a work of art for what it lacks, there
isanother way of thinking about it. One can try and identify
the potential it contains within itself for exceeding the con-
ventions and limitations of the day. Art expresses the poten-
tial for things to be otherwise. This is a conception of art |
learned from Crai McGre_?or, and that he learned from the
University of Sydney philosopher John Anderson.4 The
virtual lurks in the actual; in even the most mundane and
debased kinds of culture, in pop son%_s and celebrity |magies,
what hides in the light is the possibility of imagining better
worlds. Better worlds that are not a hereafter or a happily
ever after, but might actually be made out of the resources
H%ht here in this world. Criticism is fond of Pomtl_ng out
what this culture lacks, but what criticism itself lacks is a way
of identifying the possibilities present within everyday
culture. Criticism is too suburban; it lacks an urbane ability
to see anything and everything as a possible resource for
making the fair go. The point of this digression has been to
identify this common flaw in academic writing about popular
culture, one that it shares with many other suburban com-
mentaries, and set it aside.

Best of Both Worlds

The credibility The Oils established with their audience Pro-
vided the springhoard for Garrett to establish quite another
kind of legitimacy. Garrett expresses the possibility of
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becoming, notjust a rock star, but on the basis of rock, a
talking head. One that might grow or%anlcallx out of the
relation the vectors of rock establish between the artist and
the audience. Thisisnot quite the same thing as the ‘organic
intellectual’ proposed by the Italian radical cultural theorist
Antonio Gramsci. The” traditional intellectuals, to whom
Gramsci contrasted the organic intellectuals, were princi-
Pally the clergy.bThe oqanlc intellectuals were for Gramsci
he self-educating and se f-orﬁanlsmg elements of the labour
movement. It is no longer the case that Gramsci’s organic
intellectuals are leading forces for social change resisted by
traditional intellectuals. In any case, Australia at the end of
the 20th century is a different'place to Italy at the start of it.
But Gramsci’s way of.thlnklln(i still works, if at a somewhat
more abstract level. It is possible to identify different kinds of
cultural legitimacy, with different kinds of bases and tenden-
cies to lean toward or a%alnst creative cultural futures.
In an era in which publics form, of necessity, around media
vectors, perhaps the organic intellectual car only come into
existence as a talking head. A talking head is a celebrity who
talks, one who appears on TV in close-up, opening her or his
mouth to say something about something other than their
own career or |mag.e.. n organic_talking head is one that
%gpws a general ability and legitimacy of speaking about
ings out of the parficular ability and legitimacy to talk
about their own work and fame. _
_ Organic talking heads are less likely to have an investment
in the current fixed hierarchies of culture, since their credi-
bility is less based in them than that of traditional celebrities.
Traditional talking heads, such as those hased on academic
credibility, or the credibility of the established political
Partles, ave a vested interest in the distinctions on which
heir credibility rests. But an organic talking head can
express the possibility of a new Kind of culture, one not
based on, and limited to, the fixed orders of taste and pro-
hibitions on cultural mixing and matching so dear to sub-
urban life, _ c _
Garrett is an interesting case here, as his initial celebrity
was based on the traditional distinction hetween rock and
pop music. Garrett evinces a quite traditional distaste for
pop. And yet by building on the base of rock taste, Garrett
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created the possibility of appearing as an organic talking
head, parla _|n_?_ the traditional authority of rock into an
organic credibility in politics, David Rowe puts the up side of
Garrett’s aslplratlons In the 80s very nicely: “Rock and overt
politics collide only intermittently, at particular moments
when broad socidl movements meet performers with
Brechtian aspirations. Garrett hopes to use his over-18 fans
as a block vote and to link them to the heterogeneous clutch
of organisations which is anti-nuclear. At the same time, he is
playing Pied Piper to the nation’s current and emergent
outhful constituency. Garrett is... a spectral repudiation of
lawke’s consensus, a metonym for the excluded and the dis-
sident. It is encoura?mg_ to feel that... rock can still provoke
dreams ofa new synthesis in the slumber of fiscal austerity.”®
_Garrett used his position in a particular set of social rela-
tions which are to do with the business of manufacturing
music, in order to give voice to his constituency. Garrett saw
the constituency with and for whom he spoke as being more
or less the same as the audience for whom he made music as
%art of the collective entity that is Midnight Qil. While

arrett took care to dIStIn?UISh these roles in"public life, the
credibility of both were founded upon the same sort of
rapport. After listing some of the issues that concerned him
upon becoming Chair of the Australian Conservation
Foundation, Garrett adds; “l want to communicate these
things to young_Peop!e, who | have had a relationship with
over the yearswith Midnight 0il.”T

The difficulty with this proposition is that because
Garrett’s base in music depends on the traditional distinc-
tion hetween rock and pop, his ability to articulate the inter-
ests of the whole of youth culture is limited. An
environmental message from Kylie Minogue, and one from
Peter Garrett, is necessarily addressed to quite different audi-
ences. Just as the Kylie M |no?ue/N|ck Cave duet expressed a
combination of distinct cultural categories, so too a Kylie
Minogue/Peter Garrettjoint statement on the environment
might ex.F_ress a combination of distinct cultural categories
forapolitical end. _ _

As independent outsiders with their own base of support
both Garrett and the Oils could deal with the business en
and the press without being captive or captivated by either.
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This relative autonomy, hesides bestowing an aura of credi-
bility, had certain other_advantalge_s. It gave Garrett access to
the “press and made him a relatively recognisable talkmg
head. The Qils spent some ten years bundlnﬁlz up aname an
a reputation, so they didn’t totally need either CBS or the
media to put them ‘into circulation. Garrett was quite well
known without all that, which not only pave him some
Ievera_(t]e Vis a vis the pu_bllcu}/ machinery of the music busi-
ness, it also gave him a tiny bit of leverage with the non-music
media. Editors wanted Garrett because he was already known
and hence good copy. _ _ _
In their heyday, Midnight Oil and their management tried
to use this to"exfract some degree of control over their image
and message. They granted interviews selectively, and
retained the power of Veto over photo sessions. The Office,
the management agency that ran Midnight Oil’s affairs,
applied the lessons learned in the music media to the media
in general. There is certainly a lot to be learned from their
example about messages that “suffer a transformation” (as
Breen puts it) in the media process. _
Garrett acquired two of the things political figures aspire
to — a public co_nstltuenq{ and media access — without a
olitical party. His attempt to be part of one, the Nuclear
isarmament Party, was not in the end a success. Garrett’s
split with the NDP is a complicated affair.8 Part of the
problem may have been that Garrett’s methods of work were
5o much at variance with those of a PO|IIIC&| party. Garrett
worked out of a traditional relation to rock music culture,
and transformed this into an or?anlc relation to politics via
the electronic media. He transformed himself from a cul-
tural celebrlt)( into a political talking head. Perhaps his style
did not translate very well into the rorting and wrangling of
a quite different kind of traditional organisation — the Eollt-
ical machine. Celebrity was hoth the Strength and weakness
of Garrett’s personal, populist style.

Take The Hardest Line

Garrett was ideally placed to act as a populist figure: not
totally_deFendan,t on the culture industry, not answerable to
a political machine either. For a rock populist, the best of
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both worlds is to work with both but be identified with
neither, Garrett uses this double position to advance a vision
of a stripe which is uniquely his own. It combines appeals to
‘Australianness’ with elements from the agendas of the social
movements of the 60s. Populist political talking heads, like
popular celebrities, embody quite particular expressions of
possibility, drawn from quite particular social and cultural
experiences. _ .
orn in 1953, Garrett grew up in Menzies era suburban TV-

land, where “Bob Dyer glued us to our seats.”9As he recalls,
“We danced in surfclubs and at the local hall, went to the sit-
ins, checked out the new films, watched the street theatre
and talked politics and drugs.” His sense of possibility comes
from “the ambitions of the Whitlam era — social and polit-
ical reform, a more independent foreign pohq{, encoura?e-
ment of the arts, provision of basic equitable treatment for
groups that were less well-offin society...”. _

“Gough was tough til he hit the rough.”D Garrett is one of
those who maintained the rage when, as he puts it, The
brave new republic had foundered.” M_ldmght Qil’s strident
anti-American rhetoric was congruent with the popular belief
that there was CIA involvementin the fall of the Whitlam gov-
ernment, While the evidence, as gathered by radical gour-
nalist John Pilger for a TV documentary on the subject,
ai)_pears purely circumstantial, Midnight O1l tapped the pop-
ulist current that believed in the Posmbll[tles hitlam s&
nalled if only partly delivered. And they believed former Cl
officer Victor Marchetti when he remarked that The CIA’s
aim was to get rid of a government they did not like.”2

Garrett articulated a sense of a fragile national sovereignty.
The twin tidal waves of Hollywood and Madison Avenue via
the-_world-accordmg-_to-the-Pen_tagfon have left Australia (ilb-
bering and uncertain — an ineffective partmpant in the
great drama that is the struggle of the people of the world to
see peace and equity become a reality in their lives.” He links
vulnerability to outside influence toa lack of maturity. The
US bases in Australia — Pine Gap, Nurrungar and North
West Cape — are three of the b]Ft[]es;t pimples on the face of
adolescent Australia.” Vulnerability in terms of political sov-
ereignty results in part from a lack of cultural self determi-
nation.” “By embracing America without question we left a
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ap in our own cultural development.... Without an
ustralian vision to compensate for the failure of the
American dream to realise itselfwe have developed a culture
centred on retrospection and cliche.” .

The resources for developing a mature and sovereign
nation are partl}/, cultural, and for Garrett are associated with
the vernacular |ﬂures of radical nationalism, like “the expe-
rience of the bush, characterised by a streak of reckless inde-
pendence coupled with support for your fellow mate as its
positive qualities.” According to Garrett, these masculine
virtues of the Australian legend need recovering and devel-
oping, as they stand in opposition to the traditions of colonial
authority, be’it British or now American. “Nowadays the form
?mde, instant lotteries and bucks mgihts have become a corral
or those stuck between the perfect world of the advertisers
and the strictures of family and state.” In that corral are the
energies of refusal that Garrett and Midnight Oil articulate.

As a way to maintain the rage, Garrett’s populism broad-
ened over the gears from its rewriting of radical nationalist
imagery. By 1990 a more ecumenical Garrett was talkln? on
behalfofthe ACF of “an abiding concern for the good of the
earth”, in_the name of “we ‘greenies’, the counsellors of
caution.”2The path from articulating the needs and inter-
ests of the nation to articulating those of the land itself
passed through Midnight Oil’s serious engagement with the
Issue of Aboriginal sovereignty when ‘they toured the
outback, resulting in the remarkable Diesel and Dustalbum of
1987, As Garrett editorialised that year, “Faced with the pos-
sibility of extinction and armed only with a desire to see
justice done by being able to return to the lands where their
forefathers had lived for centuries, Aborigines embarked on
a ct?tmp’algn for genuine home ownership. It's called land
rights,

\s if to offset charges of an excessively masculine interpre-
tation of culture, interest and_history, Garrett also wrote
about the technology of in vitro fertilisation, and asked:
Who controls these reproduction technologies and to what
ends?” While there is u_ndoubtedl)]g a pervasive if non-denom-
inational spiritualism in many of Garrett’s statements, this
usual!}é takes the form of a critique of the presumption of
god-like powers over nature on the part of capital and



take the hardest line

western culture. Garrett’s most interesting contribution to
Australian political culture isin demonstrating ways in which
older values can be aligned with more recent and” seemingly
different ones, and may be made more palatable to younger
?er&etr.atlons who may not even be aware of Australian radical
raditions.

And it works. According to the journalist Paul Kelly, when
Graham Richardson became Labor’s environment minister
in 1987, he sought out three Green leaders: Tasmanian Boh
Brown, Philip Toyne (then ACF director) and Peter Garrett.
Richardson wanted to campaign through the media to reach
the grass roots of the environment push, by seekmqbcoope(-
ation with Green leaders the,P_ubllc respected and by publi-
cising E{r_o-envwonment positions _on major environment
issues. Richardson: “We had to win by getting back those
preferences. 1kept telling Hawke this, but | didn’t have to
persuade Bob. He knew that already. That’s why he made
such access available to Brown, Toyne and Garreft.”
_Garrett became ACF chairman in 1989, on Toyne’s initia-
tive. In that capacity he campaigned hard on the 1ssue of the
incorporation of the Coronation Hill area into the Kakadu
national park. Writes Kelly: “a fortnight before the decision
Hawke had a three hour'meeting with Toyne and Garrett.
He never had a similar consultation with BHP."Z0n Kakadu,
the ACF prevailed on Richardson, Richo on the parliamen-
tary Labor party, and the Earty, in the end, on the electorate,
winning the subsequent Federal election on Green prefer-
ences. Garrett retired as ACF president in 1993, but was
made ACF patron in 1995, -

Midnight Oil emerged with a strongly traditional adher-
ence to the distinction between rock and pop, but they
approached the rock business in an organic way, developing
new possibilities out of it. Garrett Ieveraged the celebrity he
attained as Midnight Oil frontman to become an organic
talking head on a_ran({e of political issues. He cut across tra-
ditional organisational forms and hierarchies in the process.
The values for which Garrett stood drew upon a certain kind
of suburban ideal, a domestication of radical nationalist
Images. He mixed these with more recent suburban con-
cerns with observing proper distinctions, particularly the dis-
tinction between nature and the economy.
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The paradox of populism is that it requires an urhane dis-
regard for the traditional distinctions in BO|IIICﬁ| life, but it
uses urbanity in order to propose to suburban culture an
image of itself that it can enjoy in an organic relation with
the populist celebrity, one that bypasses the traditional polit-
ical apparatus. Midnight Oil learned how to hypass part of
the music industry establishment and build an organic rela-
tionship with their fans, but one based on traditional notions
of rock’s distinctness from pop. So too Peter Garrett learned
how to bypass part of the political apparatus in order to build
an organic relationship with his constituency, but one based
on traditional notions of suburban value.

The Hat

When | suggested Garrett wore many hats, that was a figure
of speech. There is one hat that Garrett did actually wear,
and it suited him on a surprlsmPIy wide range of occasions
when he chose to cover that bald head. The bald head was
an inspired image. Together with his catatonic dancing and
open, outstretched hand, the bald head was always an inte-
gral part of his stage presence. Off stage it came to mean
more. To return, where we hegan, to matters of sartorial
detail: if hair styles signified anything in the 80s, it was age
itself. A haircut; particularly a ‘public’ one, is some sort of
compromise between what befits one’s age, what is fashion-
able, and how one wore it in one’syouth. Garrett shaved the
whole Problem clean off, The shaved head became a popular
ay style in the 80s, but for once a straight guy came up with
is fashion statement ahead of the curve.

The gleamm% skull bridged the ?ap between the old left
and the new left; between surf culture and post punk mar-
ginalism; between suburban and urban sensibility. C_ert_amIY,
all of the song ertlﬂfq members of Midnight Oil (principal K
Jim Moginie, Rob Hirst and Garrett) are of an age whic
Futs them somewhere between the student radicalism of the
ate 60s and the punk rebellion of the late 70s; but the
eclectic mix of attitude, iconography, |deplo?y and musical
styles which characterised the band’sart tries 10 speak to like-
minded souls from any and every period of cultural forma-
tion.24 Hence the hold bald shine under the follow-spot at
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centretséage: a sign of open, honest, neutrality, catatonically
animated.

Garrett’s Aussie bush hat was another key icon here. While
his bald pate gathered S|?n|f|ca_nce accidentally, his bush hat
had a slightly more calculated air about it. As far as I'm aware
its first public exposure was when Garrett launched the 1984
NDP campaign. 1t also appeared in 1986 in the context of a
Publlc event connected with the Constitutional Commission:
he re-enactment of the proclamation of Australia as a
nation.» ,

That Garrett was on to something when he donned that
hat might be borne out by the subsequent attempts by others
to approPrlate it. In a daring display of image scavenging,
lan ‘Molly” Meldrum took to wearing one as host of
Countdown to cover his receding hairline. He made a big
show of symbollcaII% gl_vm? Bob Hawke one when the latter
appeared” one night in the ?uest compere’s seat. Thus
Garrett, the wearer of many hats, has put one particular hat
in circulation which has since been worn on many formerly
hatless heads.

At the ve% last Countdown annual awards show, Molly
removed the hat to reveal a clean shaven pate, a la Garrett—
no doubt meant as a show stopgmg oke to commemorate
the antagonism there has always been between Meldrum and
the Qils. Thegoke was on Méldrum. The Countdown public
suspected that the avuncular Meldrum was going bald, and
losing his grip on Australian teen consciousness, but Perhaﬁs
not even Garrett himself knew if Garrett was bald. The
spokesperson for the aspirations of youth reserved the right
toT%row old but not grey, gracefully. o ,

he bush hat connotés the 189 sstyle masculinity that his-
torical Russell Ward made famous as the ‘Australlan_le?e_nd_’.

It’s the headgear that connotes the rugged, self-reliant indi-
viduality of the fabled bush worker. ZGarrett reclaimed it for
suburbia, but a suburbia looking inwards, towards a refor-
mulation of its relation to the bush. Garrett struck a pose as
a new kind of pioneer, reimagining bush in terms ofan envi-
ronment that calls for a duty of care, and also in terms of the
unsettled issue of Aboriginal justice. These are, at first sight,
strange and unlikely things to put under that hat. Garrett’s
urbanity consisted in this willingness to try out new combi-

11
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nations of images, even if the images he was trying to
combine and compose were of a new suburban settlement, a
new spiritual order that reconciles black with white, environ-
ment with invader, soverelqnty with spirituality. N

“We're like the wall people are spewing up against, writing
gﬁrafﬁﬂ on and riding skateboards across. We're the canvas
1e country writes itself across”, as Garrett said in an inter-
view with "Craig Mathieson, promoting the 1998 album
Redneck Wonderland,Z7 The title came from a bit of graffiti on
a wall near the recording studio in Melbourne where the
band were recording. Given the chan?e in_ mood that sig-
nalled the Premature end of the 90s at that time, it’s not sur-
prising that this ends up sprayed across the record. “Got you
In my sl?hts_, spot lit by the fence. Ifyou’re small_rou’re fair
game, it’s just common sense.”8 Midnight Oil found a
reason to exist again, documenting the reactive pOFL_J|I8m of
the 90s, tryln%_ to turn the same energies of refusal in a less
reactive direction. Garrett even thought about running for
the Senate again, on the Green ticket. R

But the world beckoned, and in the Mathieson interview
tensions surfaced: between Garrett’s public political career
and the band’s export potential; between the 70s punk
activism of the band’s past and the electronic decoration
added to the sound by a hip youn(i producer, attempting to
repackage the Oils for the moment. Garrett on Recovery, the
90s revamp of the Countdown TV music formula, looked a
little out of place, trying to get a teenage audience to get up
and dance. T_heY seemed a bit mystified by the sincerity of
this rock musical parent. Garrett, as always, seemed not at all
putout bx the clash of context. While flrmi?{ In the suburban
rock aesthetic, in every other respect, cutting across_differ-
ences and combiningenergies is what Midnight Oil were
always all about.
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chapter?

Subdivision cultures

Taste classifies, and it classifies the classifier.
Pierre Bourdieu

Communication by means of art is an amusing misun-
derstanding.
Witold Gombrowitz

Paul Kelly, Songwriter

“I'm afraid for my country” intones the tall gaunt man, and
2000 people fall Silent and tune in to him, as 1f he knew their
wavelength. Melbourne based singer-songwriter Paul Kelly
hasjust commenced his set at Sydney’s State theatre. In his
unassuming way, this man spoke to much the same sore
Pomt in the national psyche as Pauline Hanson, but in a dif-
erent style, and to very different result.

On this night at the State Theatre in 1996, | sensed why
culture can matter more than Tpolltlcs. Politics Is a parasite on
culture. It takes the feeling of the majority and turns it into
power. A Pop_ular artist works within culture, creatm% other
ways that feelings might be put together. Here, tonight, Kelly
takes the feeling of féar and worry that haunts this audience
and separates it from the feeling of resentment. At the time,
political leaders did it the other way around.

Through Kelly’s agency, a public mIth connect,worrY to a
quite difterent feeling. Insecurity can lead to altruism almost
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as easily as to a desire to cut off the dole to the young unem-
ployed, Blacks, smgile mothers, recent migrants, whoever else
IS on the hit list of the resentment mongers. Itwas a question
ofacknowledging that fear plays a larger part than hope, and
of moving from fear to a search for mutual reassurance
rather than mutual paranoia. But that requires an artist’s
touch rather than a politician’s, a singing head rather than a
nodding one. o _

This 1s the land of the little kings”, Kelly sings.1It sums up
a sentiment that crosses party lines. It speaks to the structure
of feeling from which people’s political judgement came.
People were fed up with putfed up blokes'who talked loudly
and carried a little stick. That opened the door for Hanson,
but it could open the door for other voices too. It is the role
of the artist as celebrity to create alternative public expres-
sions for everyday feelln;gs. _

“I've been careless”, Kelly admits, and “I*ve done all the
dumb things.”2 And yet he holds out hope for us average
white blokes — and "the women who love us. He doesn’t
neglect to mention the finer qualities to which we aspire —
colrage, generosity, purpose. He also expresses our willing-
ness to listen and change. “We love you!” shout a couple of
women in the front row. Then I'm [ucky,” replies Kelly.

Here was another sen3|b|I|t>{ about how Australian culture
can work. A man tells a few stories, admits a few limitations,
exposes a raw nerve between the lines, invokes a ﬁast and a
sense ofbelongln?, names some things aboutwhich he cares,
defines what matters from the past and should not be lost.
And 2 000 people ﬁICk the points at which their own struc-
ture of feeling ml% t connect. _ _

This is one of the things a popular art is for, and why it
matters. It proposes a simple template with which a cross
section of_P_eopIe can shape their own particular fears, hopes
and identities. The complexity lies in what people do with
the template. Different people can use the same songs to
shape different feelings, and yet feel like they all belong to
something larger than themsélves. Popular art is the heart
and soul of any viable culture. It's a virtual republic out of
reach of little klngs. _

Looklng around the State Theatre foyer as the audience
left the show, | noticed that Kelly's people were between 25



paul kelly, journalist

and 45 years old. TheF dressed neatly, and looked dispro-
portionately Anglo-Celfic. Most were couples, and there were
as many men aswomen. This was the people of the white sub-
urban heartland. This was a generation that grew up lis-
tening to the Rock Gods as they pounded out their 4/4
rhythm. This was the generation of the golden age of pub
rock, which in the late 70s broke outofltsurbanq etto and
reached out into the suburbs. These peaple might have out-
grown pub rock, but not Paul KeII?/, one of Its enduring
Products. They might have tired of the banality and repeti-
lon of the Rock Gods, but not of this Rock God who raised
himself out of the tedious heat and into the ranks of
celebrity. _ o _

“From little things, big thln?s grow”, as one of his songs
Puts it. Politics grows out of culture and culture always grows
rom the ground up. Even when culture uses the most mass-
produced images and stories, it requires local, particular,
contingent acts of affirmation, little gestures made in the
Pores and folds of everyday life, for those images and stories
0 acquire any significance. From the smallest connections of
personal feellng_c_ome the largest of public moods. Which is
why, with his ability to connect the pervasive anxiety of the
late 1990s to hope, dialogue and care rather than to resent-
ment, preaching and cruelty, Paul Kelly made a difference.
Where there is art there is hope.

Paul Kelly, Journalist

There was another Paul Kelly besides the smger-songwrlter
who also became a celebrity in the 905, There was the Paul
Kelly who was a resgected journalist, editor of The Australian,
and the author of The End of Certainty, a key book about the
80s. In it, this other Paul Kelly argued that protectionist,
inward-looking Australia, with™ its” dependence on state
benevolence, was no_longer a viable economic hasis for
Australian prosperity. This Paul Kelly added his considerahle
journalistic weight™to Treasurer Paul Keating’s economic
reform aPe_nda. _

Kelly claimed that the Australian settlement “was founded
on: faith in government authority; belief in egalitarianism; a
method ofjudicial determination in centralised wage fixa-



subdivision cultures

tion; protection of its industry and its jobs; dependence
upon aqreat power (first Britain, then America), for its secu-
rity and its finance; and above all, hostility to its geo?_raphlcal
location, exhibited in fear of external domination and
internal contamination from the peoples of the Asia Pacific.
Its bedrock ideology was protection; its solution, a Fortress
Australia, ﬁuaranteed as part of an impregnable Em?we
spanning the globe. This framework — introspective, defen-
sive, dependent — s underPomg an irresistible demoli-
tion.”3The lucky country could notdget bg, on this account,
in the emerging global economic and strategic environment.
So changes came. _

Kelly was aware that structural economic change cannot
take place without cultural change. But he seemed to think
cultural change could he effected from above. He saw that
the Labor Party had staked its claim to leadership under
Hawke and Keating on the strength of its own internal cul-
tural reform. “Labor, once the bedrock part){ of the old
White Australia, had undergone a more complete transfor-
mation on the issues of race and non-discriminatory immi-
gration than had its conservative opponents.”s

What Paul Kelly the journalist did not perceive was that cul-
tural change cannot proceed from the top down. What Paul
Kelly the songwriter intuited when he sang of the land of the
little kings, was that the cultural resources were not adequate
for coping with the anxiety generated by the sudden aban-
donment of the last tenets of the Australian settlement. Kelly
the journalist, who giathered information from the powers
that be, knew Australia had to changie. Kelly the songwriter,
who gleaned a sense of the mood at large, felt that change
was being resisted within the culture, that a public had not
really formed that grasped the new information on which
the dash forchan?ewasmandated. o

In cultural matters, both Kellys had suburban instincts.
The difference was that the songwriter’s suburbia was a
somewhat less Premous batch of postcodes than the senior
journalist’s. Kelly the songwriter tuned in to the emotional
tone of a culture stresse b¥ chan?e. Kelly the journalist’s
policy, while at the helm of The Australian new_spaRer, took a
cosmopolitan view of the necessity of economic change, but
supported suburban cultural resistance to it at the same
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time. The Australian sponsored repeated attacks on political
correctness, feminism and multiculturalism, and added the
conservative editor of Quadrant, Robert Manne, to its roster
of columnists. Under Manne’s editorship, Quadrant had
been in the vanguard of resistance to cultural change.

The Australian created space for a public debate between
what Kelly called sentimental traditionalists, talking heads
such as Robert Manne, who wanted to retain aspects of both
the cultural and economic side of the Australian settlement,
and international rationalists, who favoured economic
change. But its pages were much more closed to advocates of
cultural change. Kelly noted in his book the unholy alliances
that formed on the sentimental traditionalist side, where
Labor leftists line UP’ with their old cold war nemesis, the
Melbourne conservatives around Quadrant. But nowhere did
he acknowled?e the possibility of coml_olnlngI an acceptance
of reforming the economy with a radical platform on cul-
tural change, social justice and pluralism. In the absence of
an airing of such an alternative, economic reform had a
narrow base, and the third way suffered as a result. _

From 1996 onwards both”John Howard and Pauline
Hanson picked up on the kinds of attack on cultural chanqe
that Kelly and Manne had sponsored. As they were strongly
opposed to the racist element in this populist appropriation
these two Prom inent cultural conservatives were then forced
to tack left. Hanson’s celebrity accelerated the expression of
?rassroo_ts reaction from below. Prime MinisterJohn Howard
acked rightward in response, his soft Hansonism from above
being his response to hard Hansonism from below. One
lesson that was not drawn was that Kelly’s economic mod-
ernism combined with cultural conservatism was an inco-
herent doctrine. It offered no resources for cong with the
costs felt in everyday life of economic reform. It led
inevitably to reactive refusal of the “land of the little kings”,
asno gro%resswe way forward was publicly aired. Sponsoring
talk about the republic, as The Australian did, was no substi-
tute for a searching debate on how culture is supposed to
cope with rapid economic transformation,

aul Kelly the journalist correctly identified the elements
of the Australian settlement that could not be sustained
under the impact of globalisation. Paul Keating the politi-
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cian at least reco%nlsed the need to change it, even if he did
not (t]une grasp the means. What came aPart in the 80s was
the fortress suburbia the Australian settlement supported
within its fortress Australia — a suburban culture that was
until the 80s relatively untroubled, notjust by economic
uncertainty, but by something more fundamental, some-
thing Donald Horne identifieda long time ago.

“Australia does not have amind”, Horne wrote in the Lucky
Country.5 Despite a passing fondness on the part of Prime
Minister Bob Hawke and some of his Ministers for talking
up, in the place of the lucky country, the notion ofbecommgf
the clever country, the idea didn't really become a part o
everyday culture” The reason for this failure lies in the
nature of fortress Australia. The Australian settlement did
not shield Australians from economic globalisation — on
that score it did not do too well. As the prices Australia
received for its wheat and coal exports declined relative to
the prices it paid to import Toyota cars and Sony video
players, the Australian settlement 3|mpl¥_ failed asa quar-
anfee of prosperity. But what it continued to protect
Australians from were the Pervaswe flows of information upon
which economic globalisation dege.nds. _ _

White Australia kept out troubling_ flows of information
comm% from cultural negotiation with migrants. Industry
P_rotec lonism obviated the need to track detailed informa-
lon about global economic opportunities. War};_e arbitration
retarded the flow of information about negoliating at the
workshop level, State paternalism exempted citizens from
thlnkln_% actively as citizens and exercising and extending
their liberties. Imperial benevolence damped interest in
information about the possible roles and niches for a sover-
EI%H Australian nation m,a_changln.(f world. _

hese information deficits prevailed long after their eco-
nomic impact became apParenI. The cultural residue of the
Australian settlement that persists is the culture of suburbia
and its instinctive resistance to any challenge to its restricted
and stable diets of information. What was resisted strongly in
the Keating agenda, perhaps even more strongly than" éco-
nomic reform, was the idea that Australians would have to
learn to think for themselves, process information, deal with
intellectual as well as material uncertainty.
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Suburban resistance to ‘postmodernism’, for instance, was
about more than resistance to a particular intellectual
fashion. It was about resistance to any challenge to the faith
that this is a stable world with fixed coordinates and
immutable truths, about which no more need be thought. It
was suburbia’s resistance to hecoming more urbane in
oudook. This was most telling in the public burblings of for-
merly progressive talking heads such as David Williamson or
Beatrice Faust, who turned their backs on their former selves
and appealed instead to the_ideal of fixed truths, as if the
mere invocation of the possibility of an end to intellectual
uncertainty were the same thing as actuallg achieving it.6

When he became Prime Minister in 1991, Paul _eatmg
made many mistakes in his efforts to promote economic ang
cultural change, but the task was not helped by the inconti-
nent suRport of the talking heads of the 90s. Those who suF-
ported his economic agenda were often arrogant, politically
Illiterate and culturally philistine. Those who supported his
cultural agenda simply refused to understand economic
necessity and frequently pined for nostal%lc solutions. Very
few seemed to grasp “the simple fact that globalisation
changes the information environment within which a nation
has to think through both its economic and cultural life and
come up with appropriate political and social structures for
producm? stabllltr_and prosperity. The common wealth is
made out of what information people can glean from the
vectors that traverse its borders as much as from capital,
labour and minerals. _

Composm? a new majority around the goals of economic
and cultural' change, a maAorltg that accepts chan?e as
offermdg the potential for modest but feasible solutions to the
age-old problems of achieving the fair go — justice and
liberty, equall’tX and community — that was a major problem
confronting Australian public institutions, inCluding the
Labor Party, at the century’send. In the rest of this chapter
| want to examine the cultural side of it. The culture ofwhat
| call suburbia appears as an immutable given in Australian
life, one resistant to new information and to any changes to
the Australian setdement. But progress might be made pos-
sible b){ reading it in terms of its anxieties, and proposing
new solutions to assuage them.
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Reading the Public

How is that we know with whom we belong? This is a ques-
tion not just of belonging to a particular culture, but
belonging to some sense of what Donald Horne called a
“oublic culture” where those particular cultures intersect
and overlap.7Interpreted broadly, the public culture iswhere
a majority can comfortably negotiate who theY are and who
others are and how to gef along. What | want to do here is
try to construct an image of such a majority, and then move
0n to the question of how such a majority constructs itself. If
there is to be an optimism about the future, then it might
help to imagine a majority who might come to embrace a
future not premised on denouncing minorities. Given that
“cultural and intellectual elites” are among the minorities
that populist reaction denounced, this might be of more
than theoretical interest, o _

I’'m going to use, as m% source for thinking there is hope
an unlikely document: the Silent Majority 111 report released
in August 1997 by Clemenger Advertising, who promoted
themselves as Australia’s largest Australian-owned adver-
tising company.8 Silent Majority Ill was the third time
Clemenger commissioned a survey of Australian opinion,
and there were interesting differences between them.

In 1977, people were most concerned about the lack of
replacement dust bags for vacuum cleaners. In 1997, the
survey found that “in"contrast with a decade or two ago, the
issues of greatest concern in the late 90s are ‘big” topics
embracing moral, ethical and economic issues.” This, |
think, is one reason to have hope. Far from being a “culture
of forgetting”, as Robert Manne claims, this is a culture that
remembers a great deal of what it sees and hears, and has
learned to use the media to think a bit conceptually.9In spite
of suburbia’s acculturated resistance to thinking itself part of
a larger public culture, people_ think about the world the
media exposes m%htly in the living room. _

If the survey is to be believed, then headm%the issues of
the day in the late 90s was the betra%al of trust by community
leaders, particularly politicians. There was cynicism about
the media, particularly news and current affairs. People
resented the wealthy getting government handouts, and
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managers paying themselves more while giving their workers
the sack. There was alarm about the integrity of the criminal
justice system. Surprisingly, race and immigration issues were
of less importance. Afterseveral generations of migration, it
might be a more ethnically cosmopolitan world out there
than some talking heads credit.D

The Silent Majority researchers used focus groups to generate
a listof issues, and then tested those issues a%amst a sample of
a thousand people with a questionnaire. The methods used
were hardly perfect, but the results are still useful, if decoded
with some Sensitivity. It’snot hard to see in the survey what the
P0|Itlca| parties saw in their own polling before the "1996 elec-
jon: a strong undercurrent of resentment. Acc_ordmg tojour-
nalist Pamela Williams, the Howard camp capitalised on this
kind of research, while Keatln% ignored it. 1. The resentment
the public heard about during the election was resentment of
dole bludgers and welfare cheats. The resentment the public
didn’t hear about, because Lahor neglected to articulate it,
was resentment of big business paying itself huge bonuses
while downsizing the work force. _

‘Added to this class resentment was a mistrust of profes-
sional authority. Teachers, media workers, police, judges,
doctors, priestsand politicians all copped it more than in'the
two previous reﬁorts. There wasa stnkmtI} rise in public scep-
ticism about the media’s roster of ta klnq_ heads. Older
people forced into redundancy and early retirement by the
rationalisation of m.dustry Fartlcular[y of the public sector,
appear especially distrustful. Suburbia knew enough to be
sceptical of authority, but this scepticism can work in dif-
ferent ways. It can open new ways of interpreting informa-
tion; it can also block any further thought. _

In the 1988 report, the main media related complaint was
having to watch the same TV commercials more than once
an hour. The 1997 version showed a much broader popular
critique of the media. ‘Trial by media” and excessive cov-
erage of some_issues at the expense of others head the list.
Crime was an issue in all three surveys, but the nature of the
issues changed in interesting ways. In 1997, drugs were a less
cited concern. Fear ofviolence against children had become
weirdly sexualised, but the threat was seen as outside the
home — teachers and priests. Domestic violence worked its
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way up the agenda, suggesting that, for all the talk about a
backlash, many people were starting to see some aspects of
everyday life f rou?h the perspectives feminism proposed.
The link between the family and violence against women
came out in the open. The link between the family and vio-
lence a?_amst children did not. There was a generational
polarisation well in evidence. Older Australians were much
more alarmed at social and cultural changes, at privatisation
and ‘Americanization’. _ _

Ifthe Clemengfer survey is to be credited, the fair go was the
big.issue. A lot ot people were distrustful of the procedures by
which issues became Rubllc in the media, and by which insti-
tutions dealt with them. As Elaine Thompson from the
University of New South Wales claims, the concept of the fair
?0 IS always a very contested one. 21t is taken to be a distinc-
Ive feature of thé Australian settlement, but its meaning gets
read in wildly different ways. Pauline Hanson’sidea of a fair go
might be rather removed from.Aborl_%maI activist Noel
Pearson’s. In the 90s, Fubllcly available ideas about fairness
were Perhaps not subtle and supple enough to express the
complex equations of fairmness, based as they sometimes are on
crudely bureaucratic concepts of mmorlt% and disadvantage,

What Silent Majority 111 suggested was that the popularity in
1996 of Howard and”Hanson arose from genuine grievances,
and ones that need not eeress themselves in terms of race.
Opposition to Hanson might have heen more effective earlier
on if it articulated those grievances in other terms, rather
than simply amplifying Hanson’s racist articulations. | don’t
know that country”people, older people, or suburban ‘bat-
tlers’ are necessarily more ﬁrejudlced than anyone else. But
these were the groups who ‘were less likely to have the
resource of other ways ofartlculatlng their senes of injustice.

For instance, resentment of dole bludgers was more subtle
than is sometimes portrayed. The people surveyed distin-
Rﬂm_shed between genuing need and taking advantage. Silent

ajority I found a lot of anger about the perception of new
mlﬂ{ants om% straight onto benefits without earning a right
to them, On the other hand, there was not much opposition
to foreign aid spending. Concern about Asian students
taking university places away from Australians fell since the
1988 survey.
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The problem these results pose is one ofweighing up con-
cepts of the fair go that do not have a common measure. In
the social democratic consensus of Keating’s government of
1991 to 1996, it appeared as if fairness was a matter of
belonging to an identifiable category to which it could be
administered. The problem was that very few people actually
wanted to |q|ent|f¥ themselves with such categories. Suburbia
saw it as a sign of ‘falling back’ that someone %ets caught in
the net of special assistance programs. As Paul Kelly's song
‘Sﬁeual Treatment’ suggests, it's a loaded term.BOn the
other hand, a program that you don’t have to be special to
get, like Medicare, enjoyed broad public support.

While there was much' talk about cultural difference in the
Keating years, the concept of culture was never differenti-
ated enough. Given a choice between thinking of oneself as
part of one or other quite narrowly defined minority, or as
part of a silent — and unspeakable — majority, many people
chose the latter, and chose Howard. But the Coalition could
do very litde with this unspeakable majority, particularly as
more and more people discovered that industrial relations
‘reform” and cuts to education and welfare hurt them too.

People reacted against the linking of fairness to identity —
as if you had to belong to a special category to get special
help.”So it was tempting, particularly for Labor, to abandon
the whole rhetoric of the minority and join the jostling
crowd of political populists angling for some alleged sub-
urban battler mainstream. A more interesting challenge was
fmdm_g new ways of propos_lng% the fair go that could articu-
late differences into a Fubllc 0 which Feople_ could belong
without putting themselves and their cultures into categiorles
and hierarchigs. This was a double challenge, both to
Australian political culture and to cultural politics: to find
new ideas and images; but also to grasp the way political
ideas and images have to mesh with the way cultre works,
and with the way the media connects different kinds of
culture together.

Reading As Public

The only successful class distinction in Australian history,”
claimed the writer Geoffrey Dutton, was that drawn by urban
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talking heads to distinguish themselves from the silent
majority of suburbia. ¥4 A distinction successful, ironically
enough, because the people talking heads designated nega-
tively as suburban came to embrace the term. They are the
“3|Ien_tmajor|ty”thatClemengerconstruqted via their survey.

Craig McGregor’s book QOPJ& Politics and Pop was a
Rolemlc addressed to this distinction that urban talking

eads made in the 60s between themselves and suburban
non?s and drongos. Huddled in urban slumland was the
‘real’” working class, b_umpm% shoulders with the ‘real” cul-
tural elite, the bohemians and writers. Meanwhile out in the
suburbs, Alf and Daph mowed the lawn and on weekends
had friends over for a barbie — ignored by both the old
warhorses of the labour movement and the urban cliques.

McGregor was one of those who in the 60s broke ranks
with those leftist talking heads such as Allan Ashbolt, lan
Turner, and Humphrey McQueen, who clutched their Great
Books and their Great'Music and shunned the whole idea of
suburbia — even as they drifted into it.5 McGregor
announced to anyone who would listen that the great sub-
urban mass, out amid the TV jungles and radio jingles, was
actually %une a lively, interesting, valid culture. He switched
sides, and went in to bat for a pop democracy. It was a brave
and necessary move for the times. And he wasn't the only
one. In its brief existence from 1972 to 1975, the Whitlam
Labor government combined traditional Labor with sub-
urhan issues and a radical tone. Reason and progress took a
long march through the institutions. For every three ste[ps
forward, there were two steps backwards, but on the whole
the institutionalisation of the fair go made incremental
progress. _ . _ .

Of course, this suburbia that many Australian writers
abhorred and that McGregor embraced, never existed. |t
was, as University of Melbourne cultural historian Chris
McAuliffe discerned, a concept formed from an observation:
from the experience of the suburb comes the d,escrlptlon of
It as suburban and then the concept of suburbia. Bt was, as
cultural historian_ Tim Rowse once said, a “necessary
fiction”.7Rowse critiqued suburbia in the name of a suppos-
edly more true image of class conflict, one more recognis-
able to left wing talking heads of the day.
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But McGregor recognised that rather than translate sub-
urbia into what urban talking heads might recognise as an
image of someh(, it was more useful to translate left wing
ideas into the language and image of surburbia. This was
because this |ma?e, no matter how much a fiction it mlqlht
have been, was starting to have a real existence as a public
world in which people believed and came to call their own.
As McAuliffe says, it is difficult to separate the suburb (a
physw_al, snez from suburbia (the states of mind associated
with living at that site).” _

Suburbra became what | call a ‘third nature’. The roads
and buildings and shops around us become second nature to
us after living in a place for a while. They become somethlng
taken for granted. Likewise, the images and stories throug
which we understand how those roads and shops and houses
connect to a Iarger public world become a third nature, a
taken for granted world no less real than the tarmac of the
road and the red brick of the houses, even though it is made
up of words and pictures, transmitted by radio waves, or
throv(vjn over the fence by a kid on a bike with a newspaper
round.

Suburbia provided writers and readers with a third nature
within which to collaborate on creatmq an image of the
times. In the second nature of our built environment we
tend not to notice an_>{th|ng much until it changes. The street
isjust the street until the council sends a gang out to curh
and gutter it, and people pause to watch. Likewise, in the
third nature of our information environmentwe tend not to
notice the stock images and stories, but rather we notice the
elements the writer or producer proposes as something new.
In the movie Sum of Us, there is nothing at all exce?tlonal in
the actorJack Thompson playing the part of a reqular Aussie
bloke. He has so established himself as an image of what a
bloke is that it’s taken for granted. That he has a gay son in
the movie is the ‘new’ element, but it is only recognisable as
new in the context ofa third nature of shared |ma%es. _

Suburbiais a third nature that provides images oft efalrglo,
and corresponding images of its opposite. In"his book Popular
Reality, cultural studies scholarJohn Hardey writes, “the public
of modernity is coterminous with the readership of media.”8
What creates a public in the first place is some vector that
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connects people together, such as a newspaper, television or
radio. What creates a public cultureis, in addition, some shared
images and stories about which peoRIe can think and feel b

reading them differently. Against the background of thir

nature are new concepts, sensations and emotions about the
fair go and the short shrift, Out of thinking, feeling a_rgumg
or |ginor|ng such information, peaple become a public, an

create the common world of a public culture.

The concept of ‘reading’ and ‘readership’ that HartIeK
advances are crucial for any genuinely democratic approac
to thinking about this unspeakable majority who come
togﬁther asa public. The talking heads ofhoth the leftand the
right often have full rhetorical command of what is %ood_for
the unspeakable ma;on?. Talking heads on the right might
speak ot ‘the people"and those on the left used to speak of the
‘working class’, but usually what most folks actually read and
watch, let alone think and say, is completely ignored.

The rhetorical strategy is to su[ppo_se that there is a (false)
public that is brainwashed by celebrity trivia, in the absence
ofwhich they would come to their senses and agree with this
or that edict of the habbling and burbling talking heads, and
form a (real) public. What actually gets written for, and dis-
tributed by, the more popular media vectors, and what gets
made of it In acts of readership is discounted or ignored as
if it were unspeakable. Thus talking heads on both left and
rlq_ht are often united in an authoritarian and anti-democ-
ratic approach to culture. Both sides are more interested in
criticising what’s not in poRuIar media and criticising what’s
lacking in popular taste, than attending to the potential of
suburban culture, o

What is refreshln? about Hartley’s approach is that it takes
seriously the idea that it is not just the talking heads who
know how to read, but that silent suburbans also know a thm%
or two about how to make meaning out of a text. Bot
‘reading’ and ‘text’ might apply as much to television and
pop songs and movies and journalism as to the novel. Acts of
reading that take place with the telly on in the suburban
living room, or while listening to the radio in the car on the
commute, are what constitute the actual public culture of the
nation. It might not be the ideal ‘public sphere’imagined by
political theorists, but unlike the latter, it actually exists.
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Ironically, what Hartley is doing here is the opposite of the
usual caricature of cultural studies. Accordln? to that put-
down, cultural studies brings trashy pop culture into the
refined world of the literary classroom. But what Hartley
does is go looking for the reading practices of the literary
classroom out in the common world. He goes looking for
examples of the way people read, and by_readln%, become a
public. The public are a “reading public”, and they read
voraciously — movies, books, magazines, TV shows. And out
of what they read, the public decide who they are, what they
believe, what the common world is like, what ideas of the fair
go to pursue. The public even has its own criticisms of the
media, as the Silent Majority report shows.

Like Craig McGre%or, Hartley’s instincts are popular and
democratic rather than elitist and authoritarian. What he
adds to McGregor’s intellectual slmpathy with the popular is
a more sophisticated way of thinking about exactly how the
act of rea |n? the texts distributed vpopularme ia vectors
actually creates a common world. McGregor announced in
People, Politics and Pop that “l am Alfl "BHartley’s ﬁOInt_IS that
it'snotjust a question of McGregor the talking head identi-
fying with suburbia by reading himself into the text of sub-
urbia. This is what everybody does. We all participate in a
third nature of shared images and stories. McGregor chose,
rightly in my view, to participate in popular ones. What
Hartley adds Isa sympathetic and constructive reading of the
W%y reading itselfworks in everyday life. .

his is not to deny the power that media proprietors hold.
Being an Alf or a Daph s to have considerably less power
thana Rupert or a Ke_rr}/. Beln? Craig and Charlene (chil-
dren of Altand Daph) is to have Tess power than Lachlan and
James (sons of Rupert Murdoch and Kerry Packer). But the
power ofa newspaper or a government can only be exercised
with the consent of Alfs and Daphs, Charlenés and Craigs.
Their consent iswon by proPosmg images and stories of the
fair go. As David Marshall stresses, media and political
talking heads continuously poll and survey Craigs and
Charlenes to try and rationalise what it is they want. AThis is
the great m¥stery of gubl_lc_s: the way they form themselves
from the bottom"up, by giving consent to Shared images and
stories of the fair go.

135
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The media proposes, publics form themselves by reading

what is proposed, and images of what those readings decide
are proposed back to the public via opinion polls and
surveys. It might not be the ideal of a rational ‘public
sphere’, but it works. One could criticise what’s wrong with
it. | couldjoin those talking heads who attack the monopoli-
sation of ownership of the media and the centralist and
undemocratic workings of the major political parties. Or |
could join those resentful talking heads who attack the
Publlc itself for its lack of interest in media regiulatlon and
he democratisation of public life. But after 1 felt myself
move, and the whole audience move at Paul Kelly’s State
Theatre gig, | decided there had to be another way.
S0 1'took my cue from the Silent Majority [l report. What's
Interesting there is the way that, in the 90s, a public formed
that had quite a different Criticism of the media. Rather than
support proposals for reform to politics and the media pro-
Posed by urbane and cultured talking heads, a public formed
hat was rather more critical of urbane talkmg heads them-
selves. A significant part of suburbia rejected urbane %rp-
posals, and saw in them self-interest rather than the public
?ood. Part of the suburban public started looking to the hin-
erland for different kinds of proposals, including those of
One Nation. As to why isan interesting story, and that’s what
| want to get to next.

Suburban Resistance

Central to the rightward turn of the late 90s was the partial
re|bect|qn of urbane cultural values. The irony is that while
suburbia shunned the latest talking head proposals, they did
so in the name of previous proposals from previous genera-
tions of talking heads. These previous proposals had come to
define the taken for granted values, the third nature, of the
‘suburhan’. What was refused was a certain kind of proposal
for redeflln_mq the public culture. Such changes attracted the
label ‘politically correct’, _

The suburbia that Craig l_\/IcGr%gor embraced in the 60s as
embodying both a progressw_e and a democratic force was, by
the 905, in danger of becoming a largely reactive force. The
irony is that it might have become so precisely to the extent
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that the authoritarian strand in the disposition of talking
heads refused Partlcularly in the Keating years, to hear what
this unspeakable majority was saying. Third nature is a pow-
erful Rresence, as real asbricks and bitumen, and sometimes
even harder to demolish and rebuild.

Understanding this resistance to new proposals seems to
me a necessar¥ prerequisite. Right through the 90s, there
were plenty of Interesting proposals for change. Michael
Pusey called for a return to a nation building social democ-
racy of the old Post_vv_ar reconstruction type. Eva Cox offered
avision of a truly civil society. Moira Rayner talked about the
Frocess of rooting democracy in everyday life. James Walter
amented the failure of Australian political imagination. Fred
Argy located Australia at the crossroads between economic
rationalism and a.pro?resswe liberal view. Gregory Melleuish
critiqued the limits of the ackages that reformers offer for
reimagining Australia. Humphrey McQueen defended
Eopular sovereignty against the rhetoric of ?_Ioballsathn.
Frank Brennan sought a way to balance the public ?ood with
individual liberty. Bob Ellis mounted 202 ‘arguments’ against
economic rationalism.2 Each of these distinguished t_alklng
heads offered a critique of the limits of the economic an
political imagination. They prescribed large or small doses of
Institutional reform, someé of a radical and some of a liberal
nature. Some wanted to change things, and some wanted to
change thm?s back. There were good proposals among them,
and a stimulating dlalogue to be had discussing them.

But whose dlalogue. It ends up being a conversation
amonﬁz_ talking heads. It goes with being a taIkmF head to
specialise in talking aboutwhat is good for the ﬁub Ic culture
in_general, but 'most people “construe themselves as
belonging to a erva_te world. Suburbia is a largely privatised
culture where the fair go is felt and lived through image and
stories of the particular — a record of which 1s kept'in the
family household photo album. The difficulty is getting from
the general to the particular. What intellectual talking heads
needed was not onIK concepts about the fair go in general
but concepts about how the gi_eneral can be expressed in the
images and stories of the Rar icular. _ .
_Many of these talking heads had a ?e_nu_me claim to be
intellectuals. | have doubts about that claim in some of these
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cases, but there is a more pressing issue than critiquing their
conceptual integrity. These talking heads offered the public
concepts about the fair go in general. If they were intellec-
tuals, theg offered not just concepts about the fair go in
general, but new concepts. Most of them spoke from a
culture that felt at home talking about concepts, but th_e%
could not speak to a culture that felt more at home wit

familiar images and stories. | don’t think it possible to con-
sider the kinds of information these authors wanted to put
on the agenda without first considering the conflict over the
role of new information in culture that is worklng Its way
mrog h the images and stories that preoccupied suburbia in

e 90s.

Which iswhy, urbane talking head that I am, | feel obll%ed
to offer a concrete location to place my own th!nkln? for the
reader. | am as much a product of a certain kind of second
nature and third nature as everyone else, and I construct my
public Flac_e out_ofprlvat_e readingsjust like anyone else. The
distrust evident in the Silent Majority 111 report was hased on
reading these private and particular interests back into the
abstract proposals talking heads offered as their way of
seeln% the common world. And talking heads always carry a
class anage as a type of celebrity. So it might be hetter to
come clean at the outset. | think and speak and write from
deep within the urban trlan%le, where every sink has not two
but three taps — for hot water, cold water,and chardonnay.

Kings Cross Saturday Night

The taxi eases up William st to Kings Cross, its passage
slowed by traffic. We make a right benéath the running fire
of the giant Coca-Cola sign and we’re just over the border
into Darlinghurst. 1t's Saturday night and the Cross is a
Mecca for suburhan thrill seekers, as'it has heen for decades.
A public space of release from suburban constraint. But | am
not here for that. Here | am an insider. My friends and | are
heading for a private party in a back street, out ofsight of the
neon. There I1s more than one Kings Cross, although their
boundaries are indistinct and overIanlng. .
The poetandjournalist Kenneth Slessor wrote about Kings
Cross with a spécial affection. “Its plan of living represents a
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cut across the organic structure of the Sydney ant-heap.
Hovels are wedged between palaces. Millionaires look out of
their ‘quurY apartments’, their silver and velvet suites, at the
slum-world Tooking at them from the tenement next door or
across the street. Among the termites of the_yellmgi flat-
blocks, ladies of unimpeachable virtue lend aspirin to ladies
who come home barefoot with hiccoughs.”2In the 45 years
between when Slessor wrote those linesand | wrote thege, all
that’s changed is that cosmopolitans sPeak of women in dif-
ferent terms, and the luxury suites of the 50s have moved
down market. Giant new towers look down on them from
even more expensive heights.

Wading into the party, | hand three bottles of vodka to
Richard behind the bar. The room is a sea of black-clad
bodies, providing a readymade background for the one
b[l%h'[ mané;o jacket, clearly visible through the darkness.
Richard and Dr. Death are mixing industrial strength cock-
tails. Richard hosts a TV show, while Dr. Death is an acad-
emic specialising in Holocaust studies, hence the %rlm
nickname. Despite their different occupations they have
much the same apy)ro_a_ch to the cocktail. I pass potent
potions to Libby and Milissa. o

Libby tells me"a story about signing a violinist to the record
company she works for who ends ug giving her violin lessons.
This astonishes her colleagues, as the new signing is a famous
classical musician not known for tutoring absolute begin-
ners. | move on to Colin and we argue about conceptual art.
| whisper sqmethmq in CD’s ear as she stands, long and lean
beside me in her black Betsy Johnson dress. Then | talk to
Khym about her cookbook, which | tell her I'am using all the
time. She is making web sites for Microsoft now. Milissa and
Neil swap publishing gossip. | meet an architect from East
Timor called Paolo who is designing a new nightclub. I tell
him | want to renovate and ask for his email address. KaYe
tells me she has the full text of the Clemenger survey that’s
been on the news and that she can fax it to me if  want it. It
fell off the back of a truck and her research assistant was
there to catch it. | return to the bar to recharge my cocktail,
and plunge into the network of black-clad bodies again.

Caroline tells me she is reading scripts for Fox now. | ask
her what the worst one she’s read is about. Before she can
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tell me I'm diverted by some gos_sm about a famous TV star
with a very suburban image who is no longer welcome at the
Sebel Townhouse after his room was found splattered with
blood. Dale introduces me to Peter, who is working on the
next Labor election camFalgn. We talk about the sex atheaI
of Pauline Hanson. I try to get some information out of Dale
about his employers at News Corporation, but as always he is
too discreet. _ o .
| congratulate James, our host, on his short listing for a lit-
erary award, and | ask Mardi. our hostess, if her doctoral
thesis has been marked. She tells me that after an episode of
the soap she writes for that featured an ill-mannered doctor,
several people called or wrote claiming to have had the same
experience — with the same doctor. Cassandra explains
Indonesian politics since the fall of Suharto to me. Tony, my
publisher na[qs me about when this book is %oqu to be fin-
ished and telfs me about his new baby daughter, followed by
more talk about home renovation.
_Some very drunk young woman talks about how much she
likes the work ofa novelist | once had an affair with, and asks
me about the novelist’s sexual tastes. The Polish violinist
whose name | forget disputes the greatness of Frank Sinatra’s
phrasing. Tony the architect mentions that a mutual friend is
Pregnant, which is news to me. He describes the progress on
he refurb|sh|n? ofthe Sydney Post Office and we lament the
develo'oment of East Circular Quay. Empty vodka bottles line
the hallway. It's time to leave while | can Still walk.

| don mK coat and head out into Victoria street hunting for
taxis, for the shortride from Kings Cross to Ultimo, back to my
actual home from my spiritual home. The Cross is the nel%h-
bourhood where | lived, on and off, for much of the 80s,
before discovering that | Eet more work done 3|tt_|n? in cafes
in Ultimo where nobody knows me than in cafes in the Cross
where there is always a friendly face and where there seems to
be a fellow writer living in every other apartment block.

The taxis are hldln% from me as | lurk in the shadows near
the fire station, ready to pounce on the first that beetles ann%.
It’s a_little rlslq( o the streets so I'm trying to stay alert,
dodging stragglers from buck’s nights and hen’s parties,
slouching toward Bexley. I'm sensitive, notjust to the drunks
and yobs wobbling by, but also to the ghosts. | imagine the
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ghost of the EO'Et Christopher Brennan hiding under his
road hat, am ImP towards Liverpool street where he once
lived, The %h_ost of Brennan’s daughter laughs as she leads a
gentleman friend by the arm, and her shoes clack on the pave-
ment. There’s Ken Slessor himself, with a skinful, wending
home to what is now Darlinghurst rd. Dulcie Deamer, queen
of bohemia, chatters with some bright young things from
another time as she clatters off to a party in Macleay street.

If there is a Iandsca&e_ of urbanity n the geogra,ph¥ of
Australian feeling then Kings Cross is'surely a Eart of it. That
people keep coming to the Cross from the suburbs for a big
night indicates that it has not yet lost its place in the imagina-
tion. That people still choose to live there and Practlce con-
temporary forms of urban living add new layers 1o its cultural
sediment.” While Kings Cross has heen the image of urban
Australia since the 20s, by the 90s it was no longer its prime
location. There is urbanity n_otAust in Kings Cross but in every
city and sizeable town. You find traces of it wherever different
kinds of people decide to live, not just b%/ politely ignoring
each other, but by working out amongst themselves a collec-
tive style of public interaction, sharln?. aspirin and beer.

It 1S possible to live an urbane Tife in the suburbs. As
MpGrengr says, suburbia, “like Kings Cross, is a state of
mind.”24 Telephone and television” make it possible to
connect with others and with a shared agenda by remote
control, The internet and cable television deepened inner
suburbia’s immersion in the urbane oceans of cyberspace.
But in the 80s and 90s, suburbia became in many waYs less
rather than more urhane hecause ofwhat McGregor calls the
“growth of a privatised lifestyle”. In the postwar years, sub-
urbia meant incremental improvements in the size of the
house, the power of the car, and the amount of stuff
crammed into both, although there was still some time and
energy left over from the pursuit of private materialism for
some gi_enuflectlon to public ideals. Fortress suburbia sailed
along like fortress Australia — until the economic crisis of
the 80s made this culture harder and harder to sustain.

As McGregor says, suburbia “has become stretched, broken
up, subdivided, the victim of falling incomes and falling
expectations, worried aboutjobs, homes and kids, and many
ofits members don’t hold out much hope for things getting
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better in the future.” All may look well from the yard, but
sometimes behind the security screen door, the L)roud house
may stand emPty, the appliances flogged off to keep up with
the repayments. There'sno time and not much hope left for
anything but defending the fortress from the debt collectors
and the tax office. There’s deflnlte(ljy no time and no hope
left for coping with too many new ideas.

The refusal to take at their word the political and cultural
talking heads appearing in the media has a real basis. For
decades, suburbia consumed notjust more and more stuff
but the idea that the fair go consists in consuming more and
more stuff. This was, as a popular TV ?ame show named it,
the Great Temptation. By the close of the 90s, consumer
culture had become the last Sale of the Century. A commit-
ment to consumerism is an investment in the expectation
that fortress Australia would secure an ever expanding space
for material growth, When this expectation apﬁea_red
unfounded, the legitimacy of the talking heads who ide-
alised, and even the celebrities that embodied, this suburban
wonderland apfpear_ln_ amore cynical light.

This sense of crisis in the Great Australian Dream of sub-
urban home ownershli) and ever expanding consum[pt_lon
stripped some of the legitimacy from media and RO itical
talking heads. Those who produced and distributed the flows
of information on which such a culture depended were
caught napf)m_g, asleep at the wheel. Those who anticipated
the cultural dimension of such a crisis did not get word out
through the gatekeepers of public communication. The pro-
ducers of the pleasure_machine of popular culture had
become as suburban as its consumers, and suburban in the
WOrst sense — inattentive to change, difference, possibility.
What was required, at the arse end of the century, was a new
kind of urbanity, new Pr_oposals for Ilvmg in what Paul Kelly
called the a%e of uncertainty, what the otfier Paul Kelly called
the land of the little kings.

Notes for a New Fable

Talking heads can onlr Propose new concepts, perceptions,
feelings, It’s up to culture at the everyday level to accept or
reject the images and stories vectored into their domain.
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What was lost in the 90s was a sense that both are equally
valid parts of Australian culture. Talking heads appealed
repeatedly to the ‘heartland’ of suburbia, as ifthe ‘headland’
of urban Australia was somehow not a legitimate part of the
bOdY i)_olltlc. Many country people complain that rural
Australia featured as some unmentionable nether region.
While | acknowledge the seriousness of the cultural absence
of rural culture from public life, it was at least strongly rep-
resented in political life through the National Party’s pres-
ence in the Coalition. Urbanity, on the other hand,
depended for its political efficacy on its cultural legitimacy,
and the undermining of that was a problem that for me was
closer to home. o
Media attention in the late 90s focused on Hansonite resis-
tance and resentment out in the suburbs to new informa-
tion. This be?_ged the question: from where comes the ability
and the confidence to invoke new information? These are
notes for a new fable that might affirm such a capacity, such
a confidence. | can only write about what | know from expe-
rience, I'm sure there are o_ther_?laces, other stories about
this virtual side to Australian life. | can only encourage
others to tell them. _ _
SydneK has more than its share of the culture of urbanity,
although its cosmopolitanism can be a bit overstated. As the
irreverent sub-tabloid magazine Strewth! Puts It, Sydney is “a
ostmodern pastiche of Bangkok’s tratfic, LA'S freeways,
ondon’s liquor laws, the wankers of Paris, the smugness of
the Vatican, and the dividing wall of old Berlin."BStill” Sydney
has heen a key centre where urbanity gets transformed from
a fluid way of life into stories and |mages proposed in medi-
ated form. It isin Sydney that most of the media industries
have for much of the country’s history had their centre. The
urbanity of the 1880s, of Lotisa Lawson and her son Henry,
fed offand fed into the Dawn and the Bulletinand many other
journals both high and low, So too, the urba_nltZ of Kenneth
Slessor and the 1920s fed off and fed into Smith’ Weeklyand a
host of other periodical prints. Journals like these were until
very recently the main vector along which urbane formula-
tions of the good life might propose themselves far and wide.
In these pages the acceptable threshold of urbanity of the
moment could be stabilised and distributed.
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Critics such as Sylvia Lawson are right to point out that the
urbanity of the "Bulletin, that famous incubator of the
Australian legend, was a limited affair.Z1ts pages were where
key elements of the Australian settlement were formulated,
most notoriously the White Australia policy. Urban life is
never completely cosmopolitan, and the urbane image of the
fair go it generates and transmits over the vector perhaps
even less so. But urbanity has to be measured in relation to
the vernacular standards of the time with which it was
engaged, rather than retrospectively in terms of the cos-
mopolitanism of the present. _ _

As cultural historian John Docker said of the 1890s, it was
a time when Syd_ne¥_ “experienced a continuing expansion of
urban communications networks... It was accompanied by
an enlarged reading Pub_llc and by the development of a
I|velz, active, urban Intelligentsia.”Z The latter were kept in
wor b¥ the culture industries, and Sydney’s urbane life has
lived off the culture industries ever Since. As literary histo-
rian Peter Kirkpatrick says ofSydne?/ bohemia of the Toarin
205, “everyone wrote I1ournallsm”.28 n S)(deey more than any-
where else in Australia, popular media have been an engine
that supported an urban culture who lived by fuelling the
pleasure’ machine with their ideas and wit.” The urbane
|maPes of the good life proposed by this urban experience
coalesced into a suburban culture, as its public accepted
these images to live by, and live within. _

Richard Neville writes of venturing into Kings Cross in the
late 50s and finding jazz and the cappuccino. “It gave me
goose pimples, the sense that somewhere out there in the
night was a secret city waiting to be embraced.”2Kings Cross
was also where, one night in 1963, the artist Martin _Shari)
introduced Neville to Robert Hu?hes and Louise Ferrier, all
ofwho would work in one capacity or other on Oz m_aﬁazme,
the irreverent successor to the early Bulletin and Smith3, that
Neville, Richard Walsh and others started in 1963 as an
outlet for what Anne Summers calls their “late adolescent
oedipal revolt."dNeville worked on Ozwhile holding down a
copywriter’sjob and a movie reviewing column at the Sydne
Morning Herald. Here again is the pattern of combining pal
hack work with aesthetic ambition typical of Sydney’s urban
culture industries.
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In the mid 90s, novelist and Kmv?/s Cross identity Justine
Ettler was writing book reviews for Who Weekly, movie reviews
for Microsoft’s online entertammentgmde Sidewalk and
cashing the occasional royalty cheque from her bestsellln%
novel The River Ophelia. Etder was herself as pure a produc
of urbane Sydney as you are likely to meet. “I'grew up in the
ver_}/ thick of Sydney’s post-WW?2 cocktail culture...”, she
writes in HQ Magazine, part of the vast magazine empire
Richard Walsh went on to manage for Kerry Packer. In the
late 90s, HQ Magazine became a sort of belge refinement of
the kind of magazines through which %/dney’s urbane
culture has proposed countless images of the fair go.d
Strewth! is its shit-brown alter-ego. _ . _

Urban Sydney, particularly Kings Cross, is sometimes pic-
tured as a world apart, removed and detached from the sub-
urban ‘heartland”. Both urban and suburban culture find it
a convenient fiction to imagine aborder crossing somewhere
that keeps suburbia safe from the hazards of urbia, and the
urban safe from the boredom of suburbia. While separate in
?eographlcal space, and separate in the spatial imagination,
he vector traverses the border, I|nk|n%_them together, butin
an une(z.ual relationship. The machinery for producmg
information is in the city, and so too is a Key cultural worl
of many of its producers. Images and stories cross the border
from city to suburb, and thejudgement of the suburbs heads
back to the city in the sales tigures and ratln?s. If there is to
be a reaffirmation of the good life in Australia, a release
from virtuality to actuality of new imaginings of who we can
become, it will in part depend on this process by which the
urban proposes and the suburban disposes.

Bohemians and Urbanites

The Kings Cross world of writing and drinking, partYin%and
thinking_ that | described descends from a world Peter
Kirkpatrick labelled “bohemian.” Tony Moore picked up this
theme in his ABC TV documentary Bohemian Rhapsody
which put images to this fable | am sketching of urban and
urbane Sydney.2 By describing it as an urbane rather than a
bohemian world, I’'m trying to enlarge the concept of what
kind of culture might take place where many different ways
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of life intersect in urban space and many different tastes
collide in the media produced out of that space.
Dreamtime Alice is a memoir by another Kings Cross |dent|t¥,
Mandy Sayer. In it she eloquendy invokes the bohemian lite
of her father and “his musician mates and flamboyant theatre
friends, who were always immersed in some hilarious
tragedg.”?ﬁs dney once had a flourishing jazz push, about
whichJohn Clare has written T here was éven an intellectual
bohemia of sorts. Anne Coombs documented the Sydney
Libertarians of the 50s, followers of the freethinking philoso-
pherJohn Anderson, who were bohemian in their refusal of
a suburban work and leisure ethic, and pioneers of sexual
practices such as cohabitation and serial monogamy that sub-
sequently became suburban norms.3But bohemia isonly the
most visible part of urbane culture. The image of the writer
or artist as hohemian is part of our third nature, but what’s
lacking from that image Is the diversity of urbane life.
_Bohemians have a romantic view of life as art and art as a
life apart from work-a-day boredom. Ur_bamtr seems to me to
be away of life in which refusing aworking life or denigrating
the allégedly poor tastes of suburbia are only some of the
options. Confronting and offending it, as the Oz magazine
crowd did isalso an option. An ironic embrace ofit, a la Cralg
McGregor is also an ogtlon. Apﬁearmg as taste maker an
consumer gmde for suburbia as HQ Magazine does is also an
option. Urbanity embraces all of these ways of life. It's one of
the thm?s that makes it urbane. It’s notjust different kinds of
People rom different kinds of culture, it’s the mixing of dif-
erent criteria of taste that make urbanity distinctive. _
What distinguishes urbanity is that 1t experiments with
new practices of the fair go. A'striking instance might be the
way urban Sydney has been the space of an ongoing struggle
to extend tolerance to homosexuality, which culminated
eventually — in law reform. Its public cultural expression
was that ‘unique institution, the Sydney Gay and Leshian
Mardi Gras.d The urbane Is the propositional engine of
modernity — and when modernity’s routine production of
the new “gets boring, of postmodernity. Urbane culture
grows in close proximity to flows of information. The
economy that su?ports urb_anltyé is one of inventing and
managing flows of information, be it in the form of images
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or stories, news or ideas. The conversations | reported from
the cocktail party are a sort of cross-section of the ant heap
of such an economy. _ _

| can’t help but see things from the point of view of an
urbane life — it’sjust second nature to me to live and work
in such an environment. It’s a preference for Ilvmg close to
the roaring traffic of information. But if | want to under-
stand what suburban life is like, or what bush life is like, |
cannot do so from the inside. | have to either hecome a
tourist, or rely on information I can gather from one media
vector or another. | could ?ather statistics, for example, but
that won't tell me how it feels to live another kind of life.
What might be more useful is to do what everybody else does
when they want to know about other people’s lives; look at
the images and stories about them that constitute its
common world. _

Australians watch on average three hours and thirteen
minutes of TV every day. About 83% of Australian house-
holds own a VCR.3J Most Australian homes, at least in the
suburbs and the towns, are close to a video rental store. Ifit’s
a matter of enjoining a conversation about the fate of
fortress Australia after the fall of the Australian settlement,
video and TV are the vectors that most readily traverse dif-
ferent cultures of place, informing them with a c¥b_erspace.
TV and video provide a common third nature ot informa-
tion, despite differences in the experience of the second
nature of the built environment,

The screen, particularly the small screen, can be as narrow
an aperture through which to communicate new informa-
tion as a magazine or journal. The TV comedian Paul
McDermott sums it up in‘a vivid anecdote: “It’samazing the
amount of blusher, rouge and foundation they paint on to
make you look lifelike for the cameras. That’s the thing
about television and performance, it’s an illusion. If you
didn’twear make up it'd be pretty scary, like those mornings
when you drop acid and your pupils are enlarged hecause
you’re acceFtlng so much”information that you see a land-
sqaﬁe completely different from what you normally see. Very
tricky for everyone at home.”8But as many peoplé who have
been trlelng in front of the television know, there’s still
plenty of information coming down that vector to overload
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the sensorium. It'sjust a question of subverting the habit of
filtering itout. _ N
What'l want to do in the next chapter is use some television
and film images from the 90s as the pretext for proposing an
understanding ofwhat it is about this land of the little kings
that the unswakable majority of suburbia resist and resent
and refuse. While Iwont_be_([;ettm%_so much information
out of this landscape that it will'look Tike an acid trip, | hope
a notion or two about how to think more creatively and pro-
ductively about the future might flicker across the screen.



chapter0

Screening suburbia

Australia is a huge rest home, where no unwelcome
news is ever wafted onto the pages of the worst news-
papers in the world.

Germaine Greer

Instead of despising the suburbs we should work to
improve them.
Hugh Stretton

Suburban Television

Once, when Iwas a kid, | waswalking down a suburban street
at night, when I noticed a rhythmic flickering of light from
inside the houses. Though screened from view by the drawn
curtains, the lights from a row of seﬂarate houses were all
pulsing in time. And then | heard the music and | knew:
everyone was watching the same show — Number 96. At night
suburbia locked its doors, turned its back on the street, and
watched the common world go by on TV, _
This was a third nature in which existed the rural life of
Bellbird, and the suburban dramas of Certain Women. But it was
the sllghdy urbane and certale risque world of Number 96
that people turned on — and that turned people on. Chris
McAuliffe is a perceptive cultural historian who, like Tofts
and McQuire, Lumby and Marshall, is of that generation
raised on television. He notes that while in the 70s ™ television

14%
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ersisted in con,tras_tln? city to country in programs like

atlock and Bellbird, it also began, with series such as Number
96 and Certain Women to rePresent urban life as a heteroge-
neous mix of age, gender, ethnicity and sexuality.”l _

What | remember as distinctive about Number 96 is that it
was an apartment block rather like the one in which I lived
as a teenager in Newcastle, | had a suburban childhood, but
an urban adolescence, which is perhaps why I’m sensitive to
the difference between them. Butin TV drama it was rare to
see much acknowledgment that the urban even existed —
except on Number 96. Some of the voices and characters on
the show were suburban enough. But then there was Don,
the gay character, played byJoe Hasham. There weren't any
gay people in my building, as far as I could tell,_but there
Wwere some elsewhere in- the nelghbourhood. They kept
themselves to themselves, but Number 96 gave them an exis-
tence in public culture, and made that existence seem to me
like third nature. _

Australian television of the 90s also created a public
culture divided into urban, suburban and rural zones. It
included Les Hiddins, the Bush Tucker Man. He was a rare
image of the self-reliant, khaki individualist with whom the
Bulletin of the 1890s populated the outback, A rather more
urbane image was Paul McDermott, doing his monologue at
the start of the ABC comedy show Good News Week, dressed in
a Valentino Pln-strlpe suit.2McDermott played host to this
([;ame format show which, in true urbane style, had no glit-
ering prizes. His opening monologue, scrlﬁted by some of
the country’s top_joke writers, satirised the week’s news
stories, adding an ironic Ia¥er to the tequrary information
of the moment. McDermott excelled at this kind of urbane
display of verbal skill, and according to HQ Magazinejour-
nalist Amrutha Slee was apProached by one of the major
parties to run for parliament.3

Where Hiddins was laconic, direct and spoke broad
Australian; McDermott was witty, ironic and spoke the culti-
vated. tongue. McDermott’s celebrity was as urban as
Hiddins’ was outback. McDermott dlsfpl_ayed the ultimate
urbane quality, which is a mastery of information about
information itself. Hiddins appeared as having information
only about things in the world, although he would pause for
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a story, should one be required to immortalise the meaning
ofaplace to permanent memory.

In ‘between the figures of Hiddins in his bush hat and
McDermott with his delicate hairdo, was the man in the
smart denim pants and woolly jumper. There’s something
_sllgihtly_o_dd about people clumped around their televisions
in the living room at nl?htwatchmg a show about a man who
stands around in people’s back yards during the day. What |
found curious about Burke’ Backyard was thewaya_gardenmg
shova/ ?_?:uld express so much about the suburhan ideal of the
good life,

The broadcaster Allan Ashbolt wrote about Sydn_eY’s upper
North shore garden suburbs, at a time when the Vietnam war
obliged suburbia to come to grips with some new information
about the world, The suburban, wrote Ashbolt, “..tries to
establish a symbiotic relationship with nature. Through the
process of cyclical change and transformation, of organic
decay and growth, he seeks an emotional equilibrium denied
him 1n the devitalised, mechanistic routines of financial, mer-
cantile and cultural power centres. The garden represents his
one important opportunity to understand the mamsprm?_s of
creative ener%yandl furthér, to project his moral imaginafion,
his essential humanity, into objective forms.” The trouble for
Ashbolt’s suburban was that “the garden shows him the way to
serenity, but only the city can buy him the leisure to choose
it."41n"Burke’ Backyard, all such qualms are banished.

Don Burke appeared as a bearded, middle-aged man with
a relaxed stance. He usually popped up in a'yard, talking
from somebody’s private world of plants and pots, talking the
common language of the garden as an expression of the fair
go. Burke praised gardens that showed orl%lnallty and cre-
ativity, but the stress was on creating a private world behind
the fence. Creative flair aside, the fair go is about stability
and consistency, having a yard that, over the course of years,
becomes a world set aparf from the common world, Ifthere
is skill and ability in"this suburbia it is deployed for the
benefit of the shrabs.

If there were people from a common world here they
appeared as ‘celebrity gardeners’— P_opgy King or Pauline

anson seen outside their public role in business or politics.
What was curious was the way Burke$ Backyard offered an
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image of a public life comﬁosed of private places and pas-
sions. Burke appeared as the public figure as gardener, as
someone who shares a suburban dream of tending one’s own
P'Ot' controlling and managing a stable world behind the
ence. It took some art to compose such an |ma%e. Estranged
Hanson adviserJohn Pasquarelli alleged that the Rot plants
Pauline appeared with were not her own but had been
bought on a $600 government grant for the purposes of dec-
orating her electoral office.5

Les Hiddins went out into the natural world, where he
does not just gather roots and berries, he gathers informa-
tion about how to live off the land. Paul McDermott didn't
go anywhere much heyond the cab ride from his home to the

BC studio, but his skill was in appearing to be abreast of the
latest information sheeting anng the vectors. Don Burke, b
contrast, did not gio_out Into the larger world, he create(
miniature ones within the fortress of the backyard. This is
the distinguishing mark of suburban culture; ‘its desire to
maintain a separate world, into which new information can
be allowed only selectively. Whether it is what Flants will be
permitted to grow alon? the back Propert ing, or what
shows the kids will be allowed to watch on TV, what distin-
gmshes suburhia as a culture is less its physical form o loca-
lon, as its territorial approach to information.

Suburbia can read and accept new information — as even
the Silent Magorlty report showed. But it does so slowly.
Suburban culture’is a museum of Rast modes of urbanity, fil-
tered of anything too frivolous or harebrained, but denuded
too of a certain complexity and innovative spirit. The diffi-
culty is that the Australiansettlement got caught in the flux
ofvolatile ?Iobal economic and information flows, to which
it adapted too slowly. There is a significant lag built into the
backyard culture of everyday life.

National Broadcasting

On television, the urban and suburban have imaginary
homelands. There is a bias in television towards the sub-
urhan — not surpr_lsmgnglven that suburbia is the locus from
which most television shows are read. What might be a bit of
a worry though is that television seems to me increasingly
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made by suburbans for suburbans, without the creative
tension of an urbane contribution at the production end.

By the 90s, suburbia captured even the ABC, which you
would think would have some sense of duty towards trglng to
get new information past the high pass Tilter of suburban
culture. The days are long ﬁone when an anti-suburban
Frovocateur like"Allan Ashbolt could get to feed the vector,

n the 90s, the ABC had nothing half as brilliant as The
Simpsons, which s truly a classic work of television art. Its
urbanity came through'in the ambivalent way it imagined the
American small town world of Sprmgiflel as caught in a
complex weh of internal and external forces. If there is new
information reachmgTus through television in the 90s, it was
more I|keIY through The Simpsons on Channel 10 than Hettie
Wainthrop Investigates on the ABC. _

In the imaginary homelands of the ABC, Kln%_Cr_oss
appeared as an image of the urban in the TV series Wildside,
which pictured itasa grim and colourful underworld.61t was
a suburban image of the urban: the urban as the Pl_ace_of
danger and crime. Cops and social workers patrol this sink
for all that suburbia would like to imagine drains away
toward the city. In one striking episode, two convicted pae-
dophiles become the suspectsin a child abduction. When
the little girl turns up dead, her father corners the two with
a shotgunon the roofofan inner mt*bundmg. One, it turns
out, is'innocent — but heAumPs to his death, tired of a life
as a permanent suspect. The other, we discover, is guilty.

While it may be a good thing that information about sexual
abuse IS out in the open, a topic for television drama, what
was striking is the way the paedophile appeared as an urhan
predator, detached from home and family. Suburbia is still
not ready, it seems, to grocess information about more inti-
mate forms of sexual abuse, inside the family, the home, the
neighbourhood. In ABC TV’s subdivisions, crime comes to
the ‘suburb from without. Suburbia is a neutral, innocent,
self-contained, self-absorbed world that can accept informa-
tion about the world at large, provided television observes
the convention of seelng evil as something external to its
world. Evil is something banished inwards, in Wildside to the
city, or outwards, to the\k)le_rlpher , aS in movies like Idiot Bo,
The Boys, and Geoffrey Wright’s Metal Skin.7
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This suburban picture of the urban was not necessarily any
more accurate than urban images of the suburban.
‘Representation”isnot really the ?_omt. Ifwe want to critique
media images for their lack of reality, this is pretty easy sport,
forno image is ever equal to that which it represents. What's
more mterestm? IS to think about how people use these
images to map the relationship between different kinds of
place that stand as emblems of ways of life. How, for
example, would a 1998 ABC viewer think about her or his
place in the world in relation to Wildside, on Wednesday
nlght, and Sea Change, on Saturdays? _

ea Change pictured a small coastal town as a rural version
of communitarian paradise.8 A world peopled with quwkr
characters who have their petty hatreds of each other but still
forma commumtx. We see it mostly from the point of view of
Laura (Slﬁrld Thornton), a former big city lawyer who
becomes the town magistrate, It's a show very much centred
around Laura’spublic and prlvategudgements. Itis hardly an
accurate representation of small fown life, or anything else.
Rather, it isan expression of that strong desire, in‘a suburban
world perceived to be under siege from new information, to
retreat to the country. .

Where Wildside was a suburban view of the urban, Sea
Changewas an urban view of the rural. Or rather, of a renewal
of a relaxed and comfortable relation to information that
suburbia might acquire from this fantasy of the rural. But
perhaps there was some truth in Samuél Johnson’s judge-
ment on those who leave town for the country: The utmost
they can hope to gain is the change of ridiculousness to
o?sfaljlrltyg and the privilege of having fewer witnesses to a life
01 T01ly. L

|fthere was a Fosm\(e image of the urban as a 8Iac_e and the
urbane as a culture in ABC drama of in the 90s it was on
Heartbreak ngh.'ownh its weeknight six o’clock timeslot, few
working adults were probably even aware of its existence. At
least here the ABC managed to produce an image of the
urban subdivision of imaginary space that wasn’t about grit
and grime, crime and chaos. The show followed its diverse
range of young characters from the schoolyard to a ra,n?e of
encounters on the fringes of an urban world. A predicfable
strain of moralising aside, the emphasis was on encounters
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that require new ways of adapting to new information. While
a suburhanised ABC could express the adaptability of the
young, it exempted suburban adults.

Castles in the Stream

In the Australian spatial imagination, suburbia runs in bands
around an urban core. Like the rings of Saturn, they are
finely graded orbits ofPartlc_Ies, surrounding an urban ball
ofhot air. Out beyond that lies empt){ space. The larger and
richer and denser particles cluster close in the inner rings,
and by finely graded degrees they become less rich and more
sparse on t_hewayou_tto nothingness. .
_The movie that epitomised the suburbia of the outer rings
in the 90s was The Castle. It tells the story of the Kerrigan
family, who live at number 3 Highview Crescent, Coolaroo.1
Dale’Kerrigan (Stephen Curry) narrates a famllg fable about
an encounter with the unknown world of hig business and
big government, Dale introduces us to the Kerrigans, and to
their home at Highview Crescent. Throughout the movie,
consggcuous signs proliferate of the outer suburban culture
to which the Kerrigans belong. But while the visual reper-
toire_ of the film encourages the audience to read the
Kerrigans as very culturally specific, as located in an outer
band of the suburban rings of Saturn, the story cuts through
this ring to reveal itworks in a very different way. If the visual
world of the film makes the Kerrigans into almost everyone’s
idea of outer suburban taste, the narrative world makes of
them a heroic expression of a nobility that crosses the dis-
tinctions hetween the hands of suburban culture. ,
The Kerrigans live near the alrf)ort, right under the flight
ath. One anK a property valuer appears, and Darryl
errigan (Michael Caton) ?roudl shows him around His
pride and joy, the house his family has made a home, and to
which he continually adds extensions that seem never quite
to %et finished. The property is a nlghtmare of what the
architecture critic Robin Boyd called “featurism”, which
“..may be defined as the subordination of the essential
whole’and the accentuation of selected separate features.”2
It displays everything Boyd would have loathed about outer
suburban taste. Darryl points to the fake chimney with par-
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ticular Frlde as it adds, in his estimation, “charm.” The
incredulous fook of the valuer permits the audience to take
this womcallg and side with the valuer against the excesses of
outer suburban taste, placing themselves in an inner sub-
urhan locus of superior taste and knowledge.

The valuation, it soon turns out, is for the compulsory
acquisition of the property by a giant consortium called
Airlink, who want to build a f_rel?ht handlmg famlltr on the
land. Airlink have the authority to buy up the whole street,
and the Kerrlﬂans find that the elderly retired man, the
divorcee and the Arab family they share’the street with are
also to lose their homes. Darryl resolves to fight this, and
takes his case to the local council. In a telling remark, he
responds to the sympathetic noises of the council officer by
asking, in an impatient tone, “will you please stop pretending
to be on my side.” However we might read the doubtful taste
and closed'world of the Kerrigans, it’s hard to feel sympathy
for the comFIete disregard authority shows them.

Darryl enlists the help of local Solicitor Dennis Denuto
(Tiriel'Mora) to take his case to court. We see Dennis in his
suburban solicitor’s office, swearing at the photocopier,
which he never quite manages to getworking. Dennis has his
heart in the right place, but he lacks the skill with informa-
tion to get the Kerrigan’s case across, “In summing up”, he
addresses the judge, “it’s the constitution, it’s Maho, it’s
justice, it’s law, it's the vibe. No, that’s it, it’s the vibe.” The
judge, played straight by the distinguished actor Robyn
Nevin, is unimpressed. _

While waiting for the judgement, Darryl strikes up a con-
versation with another man waiting around the courtroom,
Laurence Hammil, or Laurie, as Darryl immediately starts
calling him. Laurie (played by veteran actor Charles ‘Bud’
Tingwell) is at the courthouse to watch his son’s first appear-
ance as a barrister. DarrKI, who addresses Laurie with the
openness and equality that befits a mate, shares his own
sense of pride in the ‘achigvement of his dau?hter Tracey
who graduated from the hairdressing course at the technical
college, the first Kerrigan with a tertlar?/_quallflcatlon. The
conversation ends about there, as Darryl is summoned back
to hear the_bad news, that he has lost the case and the
Kerrigans will be thrown out of their house in two weeks.
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Just when aII.aplpears lost, and the Kerrigans are packing
up their anaIImg Y tacky collection of stuff, Laurie appears.
He is, it turns out, a constitutional lawyer, He thinks the
Kerrigans have a case. Laurie puts it to the High Court that
under Section 51 of the Constitution, the ?overnme.nt. can
only acquire someone’s property “on just terms”. Airlink’s
offer to compensate the Kerrigans for the loss of their house
IS notjust, because that house is also a home, and the price
of a 'home cannot be assessed ,bx a property valuer,
“Competing rights cannot be weighed, one against the
other” he argues. Social justice is a bit more comﬁllcated
than Puttln%a price on things. Valuing goods is not the same
as yaumg the fair go. That’s what this is all about, being
US I”

The Castle proposes that no less a force than the
Constitution quarantees the right of suburbia to resist
_chan[qe from without. Ifthere is to be change, it must be “on
just terms”. It cannot simply dispossess people who have
done no harm other than in remaining somewhat insulated,
within their suburban castle, from the forces at work in a
wider world. Regardless of the degree of irony with which we
might be invited to read the Kerrigan’s taste, there is little
doubt that the emotional pull of The Castle is toward
extending our sympathy to the Kerrigans. If there is to be
change, it should respect the rights even of outer suburbia.
Airlink can build their freight handling facility on the site of
the old quarry, which might cost more fmanmqlly but will
cost less in human terms. Change has to be negotiated rather
than imposed.

Sympatw is, in The Castle, what accumulates as the fable
unfolds. When his daughter Tracey marries Con, we see
Darryl’s speech at the reception, in which he makes tasteless
jokes about the Greeks, who, he says, “have a bit of a reputa-
tion.” But through the private connection between his own
family he comes to acceRt Con and the Petropolis family by
extending the sympathy he feels for his famlly. When it tirns
out the whole of Highview Crescent suffer the same fate as
the Kerrigans, he contacts them all, organises the court
action on"their joint hehalf, and puts up poor old Jack’s
share of the costs. S}/mpathy need not stop at outer suburbia,
“I'm really starting to undérstand how the Aborigines feel”,
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Darryl exclaims at his lowest ehb, recognising that they were
dispossessed of their land on unjust terms too. And it is the
sympathy Laurie feels for Darryl, who is a nice bloke and
means well, but cannot comprehend what is happening to
him, His sympathy is for someone who lacks a kind of infor-
mation that has suddenly become vital, _

Information is a recurring theme of the movie. “What do
you know about lead?” Darryl asks the property valuer.
ApparentIY there is toxic waste under the site somewhere,
but Darryl knows nothing about it. After the Kerrigan case
makes him famous, Dennis will represent the people
affected by the lead too. When Con and Tracey, (played by
Eric Bana'and Sophie Lee) return from a trip“to Thailand,
the Kerrigans can’t wait to get information out of them, for
nobody in the family has travelled in a plane before. The

lace is full of culture”, Con tells them. “Chockas”, confirms
Trace. When Tracey t_ells her mum (Anne Tenneylthat_ she
IS “not having kids until she isat least 23", Sal remarks, “times
have changed.” _

Things may not have changed as much here in outer sub-
urbia as among people who might feel they are a ring or two
closer in than the Kerrigans, but the Kerrigans are neither
stupid nor completely 1l informed. They live under the
flight path but until Tracey and Con’s honéymoon, have not
travelled anywhere — except for son Wayne'who went tojail.
They live on the edge of the vector, but lack the means to
participate in the movement busdlngi about it. Darryl drives
a tow truck, so his whole life isabout the accidents generated
by movement. The Castle expresses the predicament of sub-
urbia, about to be Airlinked into the world by globalisation;
It expresses a sympathY that can cut across the stratification
of suburbia when confronted with change, and it expresses
the terms on which change is acceptable — “on just terms.”

Suburban Cinema

Australian cinema throughout the 90s also proposed more
troubled and troubling images of suburbia than The Castle. P.
J. Hogan’s movie Muriel Wedding is about leaving a Provm;
cial, suburban world and coming to the city.BMuriel (Toni
Collette) wants to get out of Porpoise Spit, where her father
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Bill ‘The Battler’ Heslop (played by Bill Hunter) reigns as
the local political boss. Muriel hasn’t had ajob in two years.
She finds both her peers and her family oppressive. “l know
I’m not normal but' I’'m trrmg to change."” o

Muriel has her own style, but there is no place for it in
Porpoise Spit. She takes off for Sydney, where she achieves
her'ambition ofbecomln% someone. “Now my life is as good
as an ABBA song!” She gets her face on the cover of Womans
Day. But after a few diversions, she finds that the %ood life
means being with her friend Rhonda (Rachel Griffiths). She
finds a way of life for herself in an urbane world. The film
embodies some key urbane values: friendship extended to
strangers; the right'of self-invention; the cultivation of life as
style; a subtle and contingent process of |nvent|n? new ver-
sions of the fair go out of the virtual lexicon of culture,

A very different kind of 90s movie about a very different
kind of friendship is David Ceasar’s Idiot Box. Mick (Jeremy
Sims) and Kev (Ben Mendelsohn) are two fringe suburban
likely lads, unemployed and bored.% Mick has urbane ten-
dencies. He makes up poems that everyone tells him aren’t
poems, because they don’t rhyme. Everyone’s a critic, ‘I
reckon if you say something is & poem, then it is”, says Mick,
spontaneously myentmgvconc_eptual art for himself,

Kev has other ideas. Watching a news storg about a bank
robber on TV, he hatches aéqla,n to rob a bank. They are
armed with Mick’s concept, distilled from years of TV cop
shows, about the five wafys robhers get caught. This story runs
in parallel to that of the successful bank robber” who,
unknown to Kev and Mick, lives nearby. His problem is that
hisjunkie wife puts so much of the take up her arm that he
has to keep robbing banks to keep her going.

As Labor parliamentarian Mark Latham points out, there
were markedly increasing spatial ingqualities across suburbia
in the 90s.5This is particularly noticeable in Sydney, with its
class divide between the more affluent coastal pockets in the
east, north and south, and a vast western periphery in which
there are serious pockets of poverty. Idiot Box 15 a black
parody of the differences within suburban culture, with its
parallel stories of successful and unsuccessful outer sub-
urban life. The successful, skilled, professional hank robber
cooks a roast dinner for his junkie wife. Meanwhile,
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unskilled, unemployed characters plot an amateurish
atte,mf)t at breaking in to the same industry, but fail through
their lack of skill. Kev’s mum says of him what Muriel’s dad
says of her — “useless.” Muriel siicceeds in inventing, at least
for herself, a use. Kev fails. Both have much the same
resources to go on: whatever the media tosses up on their
front lawns and chucks into the |IVIn? room. _

These two movies are examples of the sort of things the
media ﬁroposes to a public — in this case, propositions
about t ewafys out of suburbia. Interestingly, both are also
about ways of using the media itself as a resodrce from which
to draw proposals. As the neighbourhood drug dealer says
about his own ‘idiot hox’, ‘Xou can sit home and see every-
thing in the world and see how it works. Whole worlds ina
box In your room.” Ifbank ro_bbm([; was not such a good pro-
posal for Kev to take up, Mick at least learned how to go
down on his girlfriend thanks to videos. What keeps Muriel
(fqomg while her father tells her she is useless is her ABBA
aﬁp, which proposes to her another kind of fair go, and
va ich enables her to seek out a life “as good as ‘Dancing
ueen””

Both Idiot Boxand Muriels Madding play with a third nature
of suburban images that previous movies and TV shows and
magazine articles proposed and which have become part of
a public world. They rely on suburbia as their enabling fable.
Suburbia is a complex” of images and stories as much as,
perhaps more than, an?/ actual place. ‘Suburbia’ made the
experience of a suburh an%lble and ar?uable' and by feeling
and arguing through such Tables, people made theni real. In
articipating in the process, a people became a public, As
ohn Hartley says, suburbia is “an image-saturated place
which is both intensely personal (inside people’s homes and
heads) and extensively abstract”, it is “a place where people
make themselves”. b ,

But unlike _HartI.eK, | am not so sure that Australians can
continue to live within the enabling fable of suburbia. It has
not been a flexible enough space for self-invention.
Uncertainties and insecurities generated by the economic
rationalisation of the 80s and 90s produced new images and
stories that made the old suburban dream seem unstable and
unsustainable. A movie like The Boys points to a quite dif-
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ferent kind of Proposmon about suburbia, as something
threatened and threatening.T7Even more than Idiot Box, this
isa counter-fable of suburbia with no way out.

As University of Western S%dney academic Diane Powell
argues, in the 80s and 90s ‘the west’ and ‘the westie’, the
place and the people of Sydney’s western suburbs, became
Images of suburbia gone wrong. They were “the areas con-
structed as problems and their people as victims."BWhile not
unprecedented, such a concern seems to me to point to a
struggle to redefine an enablln? fable for Australian culture
through new propositions about what the fair go might be —
and might not be.

Beyond, Suburbia

Two suburban movies that place stress on absorbing new
information were Sum of Us, directed by Kevin Dowling and
Geoff Burton, and Baz Luhrmann’s Strictly Ballroom. “You
should read a few books. There’s more to life than what you
see on television”, or so Harry éJackThom son) counsels his
son Geoff (Russell Crowe) in Sum of Us. Harry'is a widower.
He pilots a ferry around S){)dnety Harbour, lives in the tradi-
tional working “class suburb of Rozelle, and drinks at the
William Wallace. He’s a character not far from the straight
up Aussie blokes that are the backbone ofJack Thompson’s
celebrity. What is different about Harry is that his son |s_?ay,
and that Harry accepts and loves his Son regardless — it in
his own fashion. o _

That Harry has an open mind is the element that diverges
from the ‘ocker’ character that is part of Thompson’s range.
Harry has not only had to think through and learn about his
gay son, but has’also had to rethink his memories of his
Hrandmother, and the lesbian relationship she had late in

er life, In order to understand his gay son, Harry does his
research. He goes out with Geoff to [qay bars one night, so
that he knows something about the [ife. He buys gay porn
magazines to find out what is and isn't safe sex. These mags
are his undoing, as he leaves them lying around the house
when Joyce, (Deborah Kennedy), the new love in this old
widower’s life, comes around. _ ,

These scenes of the open mind seeking out ways of incor-
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porating new information are juxtaposed aPalnst the less
understandlng Joyce and the family of Geoffs love interest
Greg (John Poison). Greg’s ﬂarents find out Greg is gay
when they see his |mag|e on the ABC telecast of the Mardi
Gras parade. You can’tlearn everything from television, but
they learn the one thing their son"hides from them and that
his father in particular-can’t accept. Suburbia appears as a
zone of partial urbanity and partial conformity, and appro-
prlateIY enough the film takes place mostly in Sydney’s inner
west, close to the city, but not In it or quite of it

You're all so scared you wouldn’t know whatyou thought™
the issue isnot homophobia, but fear of new dance steps. And
that might be asgood an image as any for the problem of how
suburbia is to_incorporate new information Into itself. Scott
(Paul Mercurio) wants to dance his own “crowd pleasing”
steps in the big ballroom dancing contest. The Rpwers that be
see this as a threat to their authority. The last thing suburban
authority wants is too much new information. .

Authority here is Barry Fife, played by that great Australian
actor, Bill Hunter, As Barry Fife he iscast in arole not unlike
his town counsellor in Muriels Wedding. He is the suburban
Aussie bloke gone a bit off. In The Dismissal, where he p_Ia%s
Whitlam government Minister Rex Conner, he’s %one right
off. In The Adventures ofPriscilla, Queen ofthe Deserthie shows a
more open minded attitude, more like Jack Thompson in
Sum of Us. But over the years, from The Dismissal and
Newsfront to Muriel5 Wedding and Strictly Ballroom, Bill
Hunter’s ability to conve?/ stubbornness seems more and
more to cast him as a fortress of outdated authority rather
than of moral resilience. . _

Strictly Ballroom is, among other thln?sl a movie about
where new information comes from. Scott finds a partner for
his crazy new steps in Fran %Tara Morice), who helps him
learn by leading him back to the source. Scottwants to dance
Latin, and, as it hapEens, Fran’s father is a fabulous flamenco
dancer. Like Scott, Fran comes from a dancing family, and a
dancm% culture, and like Scott, she wants to find & way to
make the old steps new again, combining different flows,
movements, rhythms, styles. _

Cultural studies scholar Professor Graeme Turner noted in
the early 90s that films like Strictly Ballroom imagine a “multi-
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plicity of Australian identities”. What Strictly Ballroom pro-
posed to its public was “not the submergmg.of difference
within a consensual model... but the more difficult task of
maintaining differences even as they are hlended to form
somethlnq new — a hybrid dance ‘form.”® What | think
became clearer in the late 90s was the spatial dimension of
the struggle for this hybrldlt?]/. The proposal of hybridity isan
urhane one, but the site of the conflict is the imaginary place
of suburbia. Strictly Ballroom is interesting because what it
proposes is that the materials for an urbane, hybrid culture
are already present in suburbia. Fran lives nearby to Scott.
But their worlds have remained separate, until Scott’s spon-
taneous urbanity leads him to seek new steps. The urbanity
of the film consists in proposing to suburbia its own virtu-
ality, proposing to it that the P_ot_er]tlal already exists within it
for difference, hybrldltg, multiplicity.

The threat to ‘suburban stability"and order posed by the
recognition of the homosexual or the migrant is, among
other things, the threat of new information. She or he
requires that suburbia invent new moves, new ways of com-
bmmg different forces, so new variations on the fair go
might emerge that accommodate what is new. Finding ways
to cope with new information keeps the fair go alive, by pre-
venting a fall into fear of change and strangeness. The expe-
rience of coping with new information can give rise to a
conceptual understandlngl_of_the link between the particu-
lars of a life and the good life in general. This is because new
information breaks through the exRerle_nc_e of everyday life
as second nature, as somethln? that is just obvious’ that
doesn’t require a second thought.

When the images and stories on the screen are a work of
art as well as entertainment, they break through the exRerl-
ence of cinema and television as third nature, as somet mgi
that isjust obvious that doesn’t require a second thought. Ar
expresses a virtual world that cannot be taken for ?ranted.
This, incidentally, is why the artist figures as a threat to sub-
urban second nature a$ much as the migrant or the homo-
sexual, even thou%h artists can in every other sense be
‘normal’ — white, heterosexual, and male.

_ This isalso why the artist, and the art, that is also a stranger
in terms of sexuality or ethnicity is doubly threatening. The
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threat then isnot only of exposure to new information in the
form of stories and images, but also the possibility of a new
concept about how images are supposed to be read, for these
works of art cannot be accommodated within the existing
practice of the good life, but must either be refused, or
accepted as incitements to think the good life otherwise. Sum
of Usand Strictly Ballroom reveal differences that are already
Bre_?ent in the space of suburbia, butjust not acknowledged
It

yAn encou_ragm% sign is the existence in the 90s of a small
group of films that express a dawning suspicion that the
lockage of flows of information through suburban culture
might be a problem. These films deal with the question of
whose interests are served by such a blockage, and also with
the question of how to cope with such information when it
does circumvent the blockages to its flow. In Kathryn
Millard’s film Parkland, Cate Blanchett uncovers bad infor-
mation about the suburban Adelaide of her childhood,
where her policeman father turns out to have been
corrupt.d In John Ruane’s Dead Letter Office, Miranda Otto
decides that the whole bureaucratic s¥stem of readdressing
lost mail has gone astray.ZL Both these films advance an even
more challenging idea; that the whole practice of filtering
and blocking information that is at the heart of suburban
culture needs to be questioned. Interestingly, in both cases it
IS goung women who have made some Kind of break from
suburban space that do_the questioning. _

The power to restrict information seems to be the province
of an_unseen “upstairs”. In both Dead Letter Office and The
Interview, this upstairs remains unseen — not the least of
their powers is the restriction of information about their own
actions and interests.2 The Interview depicts a particularly
paranoid world in which cops,interrogate suspects, while the
cops are themselves suspects, interrogated by internal affairs,
As in Parkland and Wildside, Tony Martin' plays the hard
boiled copper, a flawed bloke caught between nowmq t00
much about the bad life and knowing too little about the
quers that be. He is the empiricist as hero, who has lost
aith, who doubts everything, who is flawed and knows it, but
who keeps working on"making it come out, if not right, then
at least not too badly. He has no concept of the fair go yet,
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but he keeps looking for clues, regardless. In True Love and
Chaos as well as in Dead Letter Office, Miranda Otto similarly
embodies a certain kind of curiosity, although of a more
private and Ie_ss_comPromlsed kind.” She detects what sub-
urhia would willingly forget about the imperfect workings of
its idealised family. _ o _

A life without access to information is the bleak scenario of
The Boys. Of the three bo¥s, Brett (David Wenham) knows
just enough to manipulate the other two, taunting Glen
(John Poison again) with the information that his loUsyjob
IS pagmg less than the hasic wage, and remmdm? tevie
(Anthony Hares) that nobody |ng|an0 pop out ofthe tele-
vision and tell them they’ve won'the lottery. The three bOYS
have so little information to go on that when they go out to
settle an old score at the bottle shap, the?/ find it 15 closed,
and.nobode/ can remember the location of the all night con-
venience sfore, so they can’t rob that as an alternative.

In Strictly Ballroom, Barry Otto plays the antithesis of the
Bill Hunter style of Australian masculinity. Where Hunter’s
celebrity contains a kernel of paternalist authority, Otto’s
gresence often invokes weakness and acquiescence. As in

trictly Ballroom, so too in Dead Letter Office and even Kiss or
Kill, Otto is the Australian man too comlpletely_suburbanlsed,
in the sense of ?lvmg In to the allegedly ‘feminising’ aspect
of suburban culture. As Chris McAuliffe notes, suburbia has
a gendered polarity: “the suburb as private, domestic,
Basswe, consumerist, conformist — as feminine; the city (or

ush) as public, active, self-sufficient and individualist — as
masculine.” Barry Otto is the suburban male pacified by the
rituals of suburban everyd,a%/ life, “an acceptance of regi-
mentation that was the antithesis of both the larrikinism of
the bush and bohemianism of the city.”3 But he almost
alwars carries with him a secret.

Bill Hunter is the suburban male whose reached a com-
Rromlse with the feminising effect of suburbia, although
nardly a happy one. The tougee eventually slips off his head
in Strictly Ballroom. In Muriels Wedding, his fate is both more
tragic and more ambiguous. The suicide of his wife thrusts
him into the domestl_c_mana%ementofhls household, but he
still has enough political pull to get Bob Hawke to send a
telegram to her funeral. Only in Priscillais he rewarded with
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a happy ending, for abandoning his Filipina wife and going
bush with a brace of Drag Queens.
_In this context, The Boys Is the dark side of that bush lar-
rikinism, exiled from the bush to the outer suburbs. The
boys’ individualist and active urges take the form of violence
against women. The intellectual and emotional trauma of
e Bays lies in its bleak assessment of the intractable nature
of an Australian masculinity at many removes from any sub-
urban convention. These are boys not even a mother, in the
end, can love. It's a film about what the inner suburbs fear
about the outer suburbs — and these are the imaginary coor-
dinates of suburbia’s spatial sensibility.

Welcome to Woop Woop

What makes Stephan Elliott’s Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of
the Desert interesting in this context is that it is about the con-
frontation of the urbane with the bush without too much
suburbia in between. 2E liott’s tactic is to recYCIe the culture
of the ocker, but in a rather different contexi.

As the poet and columnist Max Harris put it, “the most fas-
cinating event, coincident with the Whitlam era, was the
resurgence of that ill-educated, dogmatic, incoherent, and
arrogant ﬂsychologlcal phenomenon — the Australian
ocker."5The ocker was a_creation of urbane culture of the
70s. As a way of popularising urbane artistic and intellectual
dissent, artists and writers uSed the ocker as their vehicle for
the transgression of suburban strictures, once the province
of the larrikin. Those suburbia resisted because of their intel-
lectual or creative excess felt a kinship, or rather a mateship
with those suburbia charged with physical excess. Hard
thinkers linked arms with hard drinkers. WhatJohn Docker
identified as the “carnivalesque” seized upon suburban lang-
scapes whenever the ocker arrived to turn the place upside
down.B The ocker’s progress: belching, farting P_u ing,
pissing, shouting, drinking, gorging, fucking and fighting
across suburbia — it was a physical expression of an urbane
fantasy of revenge a(I]aln,st suburban conformity.

The ocker was not universally popular. It hardly need he
pointed out now that he was a male fantasy, althou?,h surely
a self-satirising one. Bruce Beresfords 1972 film The
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Adventures of Barry McKenzie is hardly a fable of triumphant
masculine power. His 1976 film of David Williamson’s astute
and knowing IaY Don3 Party, is strlkln? for its honesty about
the ocker as “bullshit artist” and about his failure to"under-
stand the women with whom he shares his life. Things
improved a bit by the time one of Paul Kelly’s blokey char-
acters could ask' ‘what makes such a sweet gur turn so
mean?"Z/All the same, the ocker rampaged across the screen
and into the hearts of suburbia. He was an ambivalent,
rather than a grltlcallweaﬁon, absorbed hack into the fold.

Max Harris identified the crucial flaw with the ocker, and
the urbanisation through the ocker of the fabled frontier
ethos of mateship: “It is a social imperative which calls for
blind aggressive loyalty to your tribal group, whether they be
made up of criminals, thugs, or theologians." The trouble
with the ocker was that he exacerbated the suburban ten-
dency to resist new information. He was famously impervious
to feminism. o o

This iswhat makes Priscilla such a striking fable. It uses the
road film to stage encounters where characters confront the
unknown and are thrown back on their wits, forced to impro-
vise, to hecome new versions of themselves. As such, it is no
different from other 90s Australian road movies like True
Love and Chaos, Dom? Time for Patsy Cline, Kiss or Kill and
Heaven$ Burning.BIn the road movie, the encounter with the
unknown happens somewhere else and to someone else, not
In suburbia. In Priscilla, the innovation is in the rec%clln of
the ocker mentality in the most unlikely form — the ocker
drag queen. Ockers, like larrikins, could dress like dags, but
they could also be as ‘flash” as Ned Kelly. The ocker drag
quéen simply gets the love of well cut cloth and the company
of other men out of the closet. S

It’s on the basis of excess — excess in drlnkm?, fighting,
dressing and wisecracking that Priscilla transports itS three
ocker ragqueens, played by Terence Stamp, Hugo Weavin
and Guy Pearce, across the gap between the urbane world o
the Imperial Hotel in Newtown, Sydney, and the vernacular
bush world they have to cross to réach Uluru. Their kinship
with Bob, played by Bill Hunter, the honourahle ocker, Is
cemented _b}/ a mutual understanding of the role of excess.
Cultural differences are negotiated with a drinking contest
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or a song, cultural conflicts settled with a bit of hiff, and in
the end three mates in sequins take the ocker fantasP/ back to
its imaginary homeland, the bush frontier. An old image
from the cultural wardrobe has done some new work In
introducing the idea of differences in sexual preference, and
transmitting it over the media vector. Silent Majority ///might
complain of too much homosexuality in the media, but |
suspect that Priscilla slipped under that radar and was wel-
comed, regaraless.

The Stockman’s Hall of Fame

Priscilla cut against the grain in the 90s, for it was a time when
suburbia became not merely layered, for it was always Ia¥ered
into inner and outer bands, it"became divided. Part of sub-
urbia looked toward the city and its urbane aspirations, while
Part of it felt increasingly locked out of the fair go and
urned resentful, making common cause with the rural hin-
terlands. Many people benefited from the opening up of the
Australian economy during the Hawke and Keating years.
But the benefits were very unevenly shared. Inner suburbia
connected more with the global opportunities than outer
suburbia. There was not much[[oy in it for Coolaroo.

In mybook, The Virtual Republic, completed in 1997,1spoke
ofsome different Froposals for magmmg_Australl_a. The idea
of Australia is itself, after all, a “public thing’, It is an object
that, despite being a fantasy, is one that different people
apply themselves to thinking and dreaming about out loud.

Wo |mag|nar%/ Australias T mentioned were the virtual
republic and the vernacular republic. The virtual republic |
was trying to imagine is, | now realise, an urbane one.® 1t is
an image of an Australia that people compose out of the most
useful and mterestln_% conjunctions they can imagine of their
manF and various differences. It is an image of an Australia
not limited by any preconceived idea about how things might
fittogether or how they might change over time. An image of
an Australia that can become whatever Australians make of it
drawing on whatever resources are at hand, from any and
everywhere —|ust as Muriel does or the boys of Priscilla do.

The vernacular republic, evoked by the poet Les Murray is
essentially a rural one. 31t is an Australia based in the [an-
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?uage of the land which is easy going, tolerant and egali-
tarian up to a point, butwhich ishostile to urban culture and
its outward looking cosmopolitanism. It isa mental image of
Australia bound by its past to the perpetuation of values
forged out of dlstm,ctlr rural structures of feeling. It is an
image of an Australia that ought to be bound by Its past to
reject innovations that might obscure this essentially rural
nature of its heing. S _
Graeme Turner was prescient in |dent|fy|ng the “revival of
rural-nationalist mythologies” in the 80s, and_identified the
openlnq of the Stockman’s Hall of Fame in Longreach,
ueensland asan emblematic space for it. The building itself,
urner pointed out, borrowed elements of “urban postmod-
ernism™and combined it with traditional materials, resulting
in something like a “cross between the Sydney Opera House
and a shearing shed.” The Hall of Fame, as Turner foresaw,
was a site that could readily become a media image. It’s pop-
ularity indicated that the Signs of what Murray calls the ver-
nacular republic still had the “capacity to revive and resituate
themselves within a c_hanglnng_ustr_allan dentity."3
~Murray’s was a genial and Tair-minded vision, except when
it came to urban culture’s talking heads, which he termed
the Whitlam Ascendancy and 1ts successor, the Hawke
Ascendancy — talking heads who supported Labor govern-
ments in exchange for access to state power. Murray sees
urban and suburban talking heads as equally prone to
foreign fashions and remote from the authentic cultural
roots of Australia. But he tends to define ‘roots’ negatively,
by crltlms_mﬁ the vernacular republic’senemy.
_In the right wing populism that rose out of the hinterlands
in the late 90s, and captured time on all the media vectors,
there is an element of Murray’s refusal of the I,e?mmacy_ of
urban culture. The difference is that the populists combine
it with resentment of Aborigines and Asians and perhaps
evenJewish bankers and anyone else who ml?,ht make a con-
venient scapegoat. At a time when the rationalisation of
bankmq, public services and teIeBhon led to a decline in
the quality of life in the bush, combined with the ill effects of
unfair competition from subsidised primary produce from
Euro?e and America, not to mention the tightening of gun
laws following the massacre at Port Arthur, rural Australia
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had a qutful. Ata time when the rationalisation of manufac-
turing led to the disappearance of blue collarjobs and the
rapid_ decline of former manufacturing ceritres, not to
mention that new %obs bel_nP created in the economy
demanded quite difterent skills and were often located in

uite different places, a lot of manual workers also felt that
the Hawke and Keating years handed them the rough end of
the pineapple. _ .

Both ?roups increasingly refused even a passive consent to
the culture and values of the urban triangle of Sydne*/
Melbourne/Canberra. At a time when urban culture finally
came into its own in Australian cultural life, as not just a
n0|s>{ resistance to suburban values but an active creator of
an alternative to it, the space within which Australian culture
ne?otlated its differences came under pressure from the hin-
terland. The virtual confronted the vernacular as rival
claimants for the imagination of a mostly suburban public.

This may be wh¥ Prime Minister John Howard chose the
Stockman’s Hall of Fame at Longreach as the site atwhich to
make an appearance defending his 10 point plan on native
title. 1t was also where Pauline Hanson chose to announce
her Aboriginal affairs policy during the 1998 election cam-
Palg_n. Or rather, her non-policy: “Under One Nation policy,
he issue of Aboriginality would no longer exist as benefits by
virtue of race would no longer exist,” she said, before the
event descended into a screaming match between Hanson
and the press.2That performance was a low point in the rash
of media coverage of hard Hansonism. Both hard
Hansonism and Howard’s soft Hansonism appealed to a ver-
nacular alternative to urbanity. On Hanson’s part, an alter-
native to both the economic and cultural side of urbanity; on
Howard’s part, more selectively to urban support for recon-
ciliation on terms that would te fair to Aborlg_mal people.

| will return in the next chapter to the question ofwhy the
Hawke and Keating experiments in economic and cuftural
change ran aground in_the mid-90s. Right now | want to
define further'the urbanity that I think was a crucial element
in the cultural landscape of the 80s and 90s. Since | see the
world through its distinctive structures of feeling, it seems to
me important to localise my own point of view within the
milieu that shapes my sensibility and way of thinking.



the stockman’s hall of fame

Media vectors criss-cross space, offering images of different
ways of life to people living in different kinds of environ-
ment. But there is one major asymmetry: the partlaII_Y over-
lapping worlds of urbane culturé and urban space still have
greater access to producing images and stories due to their
ﬁrommlty to the culture industries. It is urbane culture that

as had" a disproportionate hand in shafmg the ‘three
nations’ that confronted each other in the 1990s: the urban
triangle, suburbia and the hinterland. The irony of this story
is that it is not about the power of ‘elite’ urban taste, as the
populist critique from the hinterland would have it. Rather,
It I1s about the way the suburban culture of the 90s came to
be haunted by images proposed by urbane culture of pre-
Vious generations.
Aswell as trying to read the surfaces of culture through the
images the media celebrates, it helps to go in the other direc-
tion, and ask about the vectors along which images and
stories travel. As Richard Neville saﬁs, “0z going offset was
like Dylan going electric.” The ¢ _eap and quick offset
Ermtmg process revolutionised the print media vector in the
60s, computerised desktop publlshln% revolutionised it again
in the 80s. In the 90s, there was a tectonic shift going on
from broadcast TV to pay TV, from the pop tempo to cyber-
space. This upset quite a lot of the strategies put in place
over the last thirty years to stabilise a suburhan zone in which
a ma!orlty of Australians could create images and stories
about themselves. Cyberspace plus ﬁloballsat_lon put an end
to the cosy fortress of Australian culture making.

By the énd of the 90s, there was no longer a consensual
space to which talking heads could address their appeals for
a new order. While this tempted some, from Robert Manne
to John Howard to Pauline Hanson, to pine for a happier
time, in truth, the coherence and conformity of Australian
postwar suburbia was always more apparent than real, pur-
chased at the expense of |%nor|ng minority and suppressing
dissent. The means were Tew by which minority sensibility
could express and communicate itself. Even magorltles lived
in relative silence. In the 50s and 60s, let’s not forget, few
Australian films were made, and Australian television was
dominated by American programming that was made
according to Strict censorship and production code rules.
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The 50s was not a better time; it was a time thatjust lied to
itself better. The Menzies age was a self-deluded age.

Ideas about what Australia ought to become, like'any other
media artefact, are subject to decisions based as much on
judgements of taste as practical reason. So too are proposi-
tions about who should be prime minister, or whether to
become a republic, or whether to don the glad rags and cel-
ebrate Australia Day or the Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras, or
indeed whether Aborlg_mal and white Australians can live
together. All of these things are clusters of feelings, percep-
tions, stories that people perceive in a large part through the
media and{udge according to criteria of taste. Since there
are different kinds of taste, people arrive at different feelings
about these things. These feelings are something that affect
us long before we have even heard an argument or a policy,
let alone formulate an adequate concept. ,

To be able to think abou |mag|n|n? Australia as a public

space or a political space, questions ot taste and the cultural
distinctions that taste shape have to be addressed. There are
many different and overlap{)mg kinds of taste and they form
many different kinds of culture, and many different kinds of
culture in turn do their best to define and maintain their
Partlcular structures of taste. But one endurln% structure
hrough which distinctions are made is through the creation
and maintenance of the suburban. Sometimes, the suburban
IS made out to be synonymous with what is Australian. By
defining at least two othér kinds of public culture that are
not suburban, the urbane and the veracular, | want to get
to the heart of the conflicts over what it is possible to imagine
for Australia.

Class Struggle in Sylvania Waters

There is a suburbia to which vernacular and virtual republi-
cans might propose their resPectlve images, there is a sub-
urbia to which media magnates and political parties might
pitch woo, but there isalso a suburbia that everyone wants to
disown as quickly as possible. Sylvania Waters, a documentary
series about Laurie and Noeline Donaher and their family,
who lived in that suburb, screened in 1992, created a_frengzay
of public debate, and was forgotten as quickly as possible.
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“Noelene Donaher seemed to confirm some people’sworst
fears” about suburbia, writes John Hartley. “She was the
Australian dream incarnate, but was it a nightmare after
all?”%She became an instant celebrity, butas Graeme Turner
notes, the public celebration of Noeline was “actually com-
promised by the embarrassing proposal that she was
typical’."3To film historian Tom 0 'Regan Noeling was from
a “long line of Australian monsters.”% Multiculturalist
scholar Mary Kalantzis complained that the show presented
yet more images of a white suburban stereotype, and that the
program’s producers should have explored some of sub-
urbra’s ethnic diversity.y |

Sylvania Waterswas something of a touchstone for an emer-
?ent Australian cultural studies.3 Like the Not-Mimi Porn
ape, Sylvania Waters demonstrated the simultaneously fasci-
nating and repulsive consequences of reversing the direction
of the vector, channelling information out of, rather than
into, the most intimate and ervate space. And like the Not-
Mimi tape, it demonstrated the degree to which every(w life
borrows its codes from the screen in the first place. Where
Not-Mimi jokes around as if playing a porn actor, Noeline
strikes rather more stagey poses from 80s TV soap operas like
Dallas or Dynasty. o

Sylvania Waters was a project instigated by the BBC. The
stereotype of the suburban Australian sometimes plays a role
in_Brifish culture as the acceptable face of the despised
minority — its possible to say about Australians what the well
mannered would no longer say about Blacks or Jews. Some
of the offence felt by the Australian public_about Sylvania
Waters was | think quite genuine, and perceived this barely
supRpressed racism in the motives of the BBC. While &s
0 'Regan says the motive may well have been a desire for the
“nveiling the quotidian Australian ‘reality’ behind the
public face presented by Neighbours’; it appeared in the
Australian context as an unwelcome flow of information,
back into suburbia, about what suburbia would rather
repress,

ithin the Sydney context, the refusal to identify with the

show was motivated by a more subtle form of prejudice. As
Craig McGregor notes, “Australians have a very well devel-
oped awareness of the prestige of the various suburbs in
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which they I|ve.”398?/lvan|a Waters is an outer suburb, but one
that lacks'the ‘heartland’ credibility of the outer west. Labor
holds or can win most of the outer suburbs, but_SrI_vanla
Waters is in the safe Liberal seat of Cook. In the spatial imag-
ination, it is a suburb south of the soul, place of the acquisi-
tive, consumerist dream come true, but somehow lacking the
redeeming qualities of the other Liberal strongholds such as
the urbanity of the inner east, or the conservative
respectability of the inner north, What the other compass
Pomt colludes in attributing to it is an unexamined aspect of
he whole of suburban culture — at the end of the rainbow
lies only boredom and bickering, and the absolute, resolute
lack of self-awareness of Noeline Donaher.

When Sylvania Waters was made, the differences between
suburbs, in terms of income and opportunity, were starting to
attenuate. Research by Bob Gre%ory and Boyd Hunter showed
that between 1980 and 1990, the average faxable income in
wealthy eastern suburb Double Bay ?rew twice as fast as in the
outer western suburb of Cabramatta. In leafy north shore
Lindfield, income grew one and a half times the rate of
Fairfield out in the west. Notjust income, but employment
and educational opportunity are also increasingly divided.4)
~Both Craig McGregor and Mark Latham have drawn atten-
tion to_the way this research indicates a spatial aspect to
inequality.4 While Sydney suburbs ml%ht look like a neatly
graded continuum from poor suburbs like Green Valley out
west to the more desirable Lindfield on the northern flak of
the inner suburban ring, these gradations mask an increas-
mglz marked class conflict. If the vernacular language
spoken eloquently by Les Murray, and in more crude an
resentful tones b{ Pauline Hanson made inroads into the
outer suburbs in the late 90s, it was as a way of voicing resis-
tance to the increasingly unsustainable fiction that the sub-
urban fair go was a matter of incremental improvements in
income — and postcode — as we all grew relaxed and com-
fortable together, _

In Sydney, a 5|8n|_f|cant break with the suburban dream
appeared in the 90s in the form ofa reversal of the mlgratlon
of the 50s and 60s from city out to suburbs. The children of
many of that generation of suburbanites headed back into
the city and new patterns of urban living.£2 This was most
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noticeable in Sydney, but was mirrored in other Australian
cities. At a time of increasing class difference, the inner city
started to look like a safer place to be than the outer suburbs.
Movies like Idiot Box and The Boys expressed a less than
cheery view of outer suburban prospects.

Interestingly, urban Sydney had only had one strong and
reqular broadcast media image, in spite of its dispropor-
tionate wealth and cultural resources. The televising of the
Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras, which began in 1994
was probably the strongest expression of both an urban and
an urbane culture. The telecast survived harassment from
Senator Richard Alston and organised protest letter cam-
paigns and was the ABC’s most popular telecast in 1994.8

One way of defmln? class is in relation to access to capital.
Workers spend what they ?et, while the bosses get what they
spend. There are many other ways of distinguishing classes
on the hasis of wealth, power or status. What | would like to
conclude with is a sketch of an approach to class in terms of
inequalities of information. First, there are the information
rich. There are those who own and control the vectors along
which information travels — the Murdochs and Packers, for
instance. They may also own stocks of information — intel-
lectual property can be as valuable as real estate. There is
also a larger group of people who can command the infor-
mation analysing and gathering power of others. All of these
make up the information rich. _ _

At the other end of the scale are the information poor.
This may be not only a lack of access to information vectors,
and the stocks and” flows of information that they mlght
make available, but also a lack of access to the training that
equips someone to make use of information in the first
place. In hetween these extremes are the knowledge
workers, who have access to the training to use information,
but qenerally do not own the major vectors along which it
travels, or the stocks of it with which they work, and who may
be at the command of someone else as to what information
to work on and_how. _

As the Australian economy moves away from manufacturing
towards more information-intensive industries, and as these
are integrated into the global economy, the class differentia-
tion across the suburbs may very well have moved from a dif-
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ferentiation driven by property and income to a differentia-
tion based on access fo information and the capacity to use it.
Suburbia based its distinctions of status on owning' things. It
did not put too much store on owning information or the
capacity to use it, other than in the purely formal sense of
getting'a good qualification to get a goodjob. _
What is turning up more and more on the Australian
screen is an anxiety about the instability of this suburban
world, where learning was a one-off thing nec_essaQ/ to get
%our place in the suburban landscape, after which lite could
e about the accumulation of things. The Towth of an
urban culture mightalso be related to the growth ofan infor-
mation economy. Urban space has for a century supported
an urbane culture that put more emphasis on a public life in
which information was more valued and more frequently
sought and excham{;e_d._ _ _ _ _
At the moment this is just a working h¥pothe5|s, but it
seems to me that if the concept of a move from a manufac-
turing to an information economy has _am{ validity, then this
will have significant cultural and”political consequences. It
may undermine the wholg basis of suburban culture, to the
exfent that it put a premium on the private acquisition of
things rather than a public culture of accumulating and
tradln(% knowledge and information. _
Whatever tensions inner suburbia might feel in such an
environment, they are likely to be magnified in outer sub-
urbia, where access to information resources and tra|,n|n% IS
very scarce. This may produce notjust relative inequality, but
a complete dlsenfranchlsmq of an outer suburban fringe. A
vernacular culture with ties to the bush and to the Fast might
have much more appeal there than a virtual culture ema-
nating from an urban and forward looking information class.
Such a possibility places special pressure on Lahor, as the
party thatonce represented the organised industrial working
class, but which .acq%lred a following across several saturning
rings of suburbia. The cultural terms of that kind of class
alliance may no longer exist. If the culture of suburbia is in
transition, and nobody really knows to what, then the culture
of Labor has to change and adagt If it is to forge a new
Australian settlement, one that embodies versions of some of
the values of the fair go.
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True believers

It may be that true believers in original sin can face life
only if they view it ironicaily.
Edmund Campion

That Labor Feeling

|twas the only time in my life that | felt the membership card
for the Ausfralian Labor Party that | keep in my wallet
burning a hole in me, searing flesh. | was at the Sydney Hotel
Intercontinental on election night, 1993, where Liberal
leaderJohn Hewson expected to make his victory announce-
ment. Only it was soon clear that the Liberal Party had lost.
|twasjust @ matter ofwaiting around for Hewson to make his
appearance, and concede defeat. Bored journalists milled
around. Young Liberals in pressed slacks tried to be cheerful.
Liberal women, with hairdos that could only have heen set in
shape by long hours in a wind tunnel, carped about media
bias, The canapes turned sogg% The straggle of listless
bodies only highlighted the emptiness of the room.

| chatted to the  writer Linda Jaivin, an old Kings Cross
mate, who with her shock of orange hair looked even more
out of place there than | did among those amazing Liberal
matrons. Those Liberal women are the backbone of the
party. Craig McGregor once described them as “ageing, well
?roo_med, polite, carefully enthusiastic women whom one
elt instinctively would... Teserve their worst scorn for any-

17;
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thing vngar.”l_Ton!?ht they are not happy. “At least one
Liberal woman is sniffing and there’ll be more tear stains on
Country Road khaki before the night is through”, Jaivin will
write of this nlght.ZThe% seemed to feel as though something
had been stolen from them.

Somehody turned up the sound on the TV at the back of
the hall. As Paul Keating appeared on screen in Bankstown,
a modest crowd gathered at the Intercontinental to listen as
he claimed victory for Labor. The mood was a bitter mix of
arsenic and bile.” Paul and Annita Keating walked across
stage in Bankstown and on screen at the Intercontinental.
This is the sweetest victory of all”, he said, as the Liberal
ladies hissed. This is a victory for the true believers.” That
one ﬁOt a laugh, | felt out ofPIace among, these eastern and
northern suburbs people but wondered if | would feel any
more at home out at Bankstown in western Sydney, a place |
have never been, _

Butwhen Keating spoke of how, under his government, no
one would be left behind, something else took hold of me. |
Was no Ion%er here, amid the Liberals, and Keatl_n? seemed
no Ionthert ere, in Bankstown. He spoke, and | listened, on
some other, more sublime plane, a plane that might be made
of the vector that connected us, and connected many thou-
sands of others, a vector of radio waves and sound waves and
video Phosphorescence_. A plane of light and sound made
Possme by the crackling static surface of television. But
here was Something more. What Keatln([; articulated was the
actual existence of a virtual world that connected people
Into something greater than themselves, something beyond
the graded distinctions that layer suburbia from inner privi-
lege to outer dePrlvatl_on. N N

hatever Paul Keating’s qualities as a political leader, he
was, in that moment, a fair dinkum celebrity. It did not
matter that the Liberals around me muttered and Rrum_bl_ed.
It is not always a celebrlt}/’swb to be liked. Rather, it is a
celebrltY’s ob to appear, foras many people as %ossmle,,to
articulate the possibilities of the moment. And that he did
brilliantly. That it was possible to come from Bankstown and
become Prime Minister of Australia, That it was possible, in
this tops¥-turvY world, to be from the Labor Party and_ still
manage 1o parlay that cranky old institution into power. That
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itis possible to feel as if things are possible — for this, in the
end, is the real gift of celebrity. It opens u[) a plane for the
possibility of possibility. A public’s sense that through the
alope_aran_ce of this celébrity, something appears that is virtu-
ally imaginable is a step toward its becoming actually so.

Fables of Labor and the Labours of Fables

Bob Hawke wasacelebnty when Labor elected him leader of
the party, and his celebrity contributed, thou%h in an intan-
?lble_and unmeasurable way, to Labor’s 1983 election win. By
he time Hawke won his fourth term, he was rarely able to
stroke the public with quite the same heat. He became Prime
Minister in small part because of his celebrity, but he held
waer mostly on his political skills. I agree with Craig
cGregor’s assessment that Hawke was “a post-McLuhan
politician, one of the first to realise that it isin the electronic
media that a great deal of the passion play of contemporary
politics is enacted.”3That is not to say that all of politics is
about celebrity, but celebrity is often in part about politics.

In 1993, after Paul Keating’s election victory, a fair chunk
of the Labor government became temporary celebrities with
the ABC’s screening of the epic five hour film Labor in Power.1
The classification warns of “medium coarse language”, for
the stories are mostly told in what the participants them-
selves describe as “colourful” terms. For hesides being a
chronicle of Australian political influence and celebrity,
Labor in Power is also a fable about a certain kind of culture
— the Australian Labor Party. A culture Keating so brilliantly
evoked in his ‘true believers’ victory sEeech, ta_Pplng that
structure of feeling that connects the Labor faithful to its
leaders, despite the failures, the compromises, the vicissi-
tudes of events. _

Labor in Power is a fable in the same way that Norman
Lindsay’s Magic Pudding is a fable.5Bunyip Bluegum meets up
with Bill Barnacle and Sam Sawnoff. Because Bluegum
appears to be so nice, Bill and Sam decide to share with him
their magic pudding. This decision turns out to be a good
one, for while Bunylp_Bluegum can’t stop the pudding thieves
from stealmgi the maglc pudding with all their ruses and tricks,
he always helps get it back with a few tricks of his own.
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Fables, the literary theorist Tom Keenan sa%s, are about
failure. "What is at stake in the fable is, more than anything
else, the interpretation and practice of responsibility — our
exposure to calls, others, and the names with which we are
uestioned and which put us in question.b The pudding
thieves play on the pudding owners’ gullibility, tricking them
with false claims. Like the time the Possum_Poses as a Fire
fighter, dlstractlnF the pudding owners with the fun of
fighting a fire while his co-conspirator the Wombat steals the
Pu.ddm . Things are not what they seem, the fable warns,
fhmgst at seem true are oftenjust made up — asindeed are
ables,

Fables, ifyou've ever hung around the Labor Party, are one
of the things that bind its culture together. In 1998 was at a
fundraiser for Tanya Plibersek, Labor candidate for the
Federal seat ofSydneY, where | heard Max Soiling tells some

reat stories about the former inner city municipality of

lebe. It's part of Leichhardt Council now — subject of a
more_contemporary fable — that great documentary film
Rats in the Ranks, about how Labor councillors and Labor
apostates run their patch.70nce upon a time, Glebe was a
municipality all of its own, and for a while, a Labor one.

| always wondered why Glebe’s park is called Foley Park.
Over entrees, Max told the story of Doc Foley,” Labor
machine man, who built his power on giving free medical
help to the locals during the depression — in exchange for
their loyalty in party business. Senator John Faulkner pro-
vided the main course for the evening — the tale of the
cleanm? up of the corrupt Glebe branches in the 80s —
some of the last remnants of the old rlghtme machines of
the Foley type. Most of the branches around Glebe belong to
the left"faction now, and the rlqht wing ones are honest
branches. But the park is still called Foley Park. There’s a
moral, or perhaps a lesson, in that somewhere.

At first glance it appears that the difference between left
and rlght.wm(}; factions in the Labor Party is that on the left
Pe,ople think Tables have a moral, while on the rlght_peoPIe
hink they have a lesson. The left seeks the truth behind the
shifting appearances. The right seek knowled%e of how
appearances work and can be made to work. What they have
in common isbeing true believers— a paradoxical phrase —
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in the fables that are the party’s accumulating stock of the
wisdom learned of failure. _

| used to be a true believer, and a labour movement leftist,
but these days I've lost faith in anything but the practicalities
of forming électoral mego_rltles olt ofa commitment to min-
imising what Bob Ellis calls “avoidable suffering”8
Minimising avoidable suffering — if there is a feelln_%; that
structures the whole of Labor culture, | think that’s it. The
rest is the folly and fantasy of master thinkers, who think pol-
itics is a matter of |mposm% agrand plan on [f)eople, against
their will, because the master deems it good for them. That
IS also a feeling that structures Labor culture. All that
changed is that the %rand plans used to come from the left
with Its fantasies of state control; then the follies came from
the right with the conviction that the market is the one big
answer,

The Virtual Party

The Labor Party still passes on fables as an oral tradition, but
Labor owes its perpetuation to another means of telling
stories as well — to the media. In the media, Labor appears
because it has power, and it has power because it appears.
Mostly, Labor appears as part of an adversarial practice.
Journalism, in the En?hsh speaking world, owes a lot to the
Ie(h;al and parliamentary tradition of adversarial justice,
where rival orators plead pro and con. Truth is served by a
balance between sophistries, neither of which is ever to e
too readily believed. = _

The rise of the swinging voter parallels the pervading of
cuI_ture_bY the media in which the adversarial style ofjour-
nalism is the norm. Labor has had to refashion itself, inpart,
into a participant in this media created adversarial world. It’s
a long way from the backroom style of the old party bosses
like Doc Foley. It has become a virtual [party_, creating its elec-
toral bloc out of any and every possible private desire it can
attach to the ancient slgns and current talking heads that
constitute its public existence. _ ,

Sometimes, the fables of Labor appear in the media as
something closer to the story telling style of oral history.
There are at least three epic fables of Labor broadcast on
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national television in living memory, one for each of Labor’s
three recent periods of government. Besides Labor in Power
there is the Kennedy Miller production, The Dismissal, and
True Believers, written by Bob Ellis and Stephen Ramsey.9 In
this chapter, | want to write about these three Labor epics.
The videos of them are not too hard to find. They may lack
the detail of the many books published on the Labor Party,
but they embody a good deal more ofthe structure offeeling,
the memory ofwhich is what Labor culture has to work wi

as it reinvents itself, for the umpteenth time, for its public.

It’s not often that Australian television gets around to
telling its epic stories, and with the decline in tunding for the
national broadcaster, the ABC, it has become less common.,
This is a worry, because the media, particularly the elec-
tronic media, dccount for a large proportion of what people
know about a wider world, beyond the borders of their
suburb. While education might be charged with a larger
responsibility than the media for extendm_gi popular memory
and awareness beyond the here and now, it'shard to educate
people without popular screen productions. Through long
years of training, Australians have acquired fine iIntuitive
skills in readm_? screen texts, but are sometimes less inter-
ested in the written word. Ifeducation isto include the fables
of past encounters with crisis and conflict on a national and
international scale, then educators need the programs with
which to teach, _

Politicians often seem puzzled by the lack of interest the
public felgns in the machinery of government. Like most
obsessive hobbyists, politicians don’t understand why others
aren't as fascinated as they by fly fishing or fretwork — or
federal govern_ance. They have no-one but themselves to
blame. Both sides of the house have so intimidated and
neglected the ABC that the national broadcaster has neither
the time nor the inclination to pay much attention to
making governance a subject for anything but the passing
show of current affairs trivia.

The Unrepresentable Hero

True Believerswas an apt title for the ABC TV series Bob Ellis
co-wrote on the fables ofJohn Curtin, Ben Chifley and Doc
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Evatt. Two of these Labor leaders lost their lives and one lost*
his mind in confrontation with the events of the 40s and 50s.

The first scene has poor old Jack Curtin, Prime Minister
from 1941-1945, on his deathbed.DWe see through his eyes
the cluster of his successors who will have to Prosec.ute he
last part of the war effort. It’s telling that while the series tries
its guts out to maintain for the viewer an intimate yet distant
re?ard for such legendary figures as Chifley and Menzies, no
actor appears trying to carry off Curtin’s mantle. Thatwould
be too great a fask. John Curtin: modest, austere, reserved,
always troubled by melancholy and self-doubt, was an
unlikely soul to be chosen, as he put it, as “fate’s weapon.”
And %et through the anxieties of war he kept the country
Eoge%her. Even more remarkably, he kept the Labor party
ogether.

~Contemporaries claim Curtin was a great orator. This is dif-

ficult to understand in an age when cyb_erspace extends its
embrace to almost everyone and everK_hln?. Even on radio,
Curtin sounds like a man used to speaking to Iargegroups of
unruly men in cavernous halls. In the newsreels, he stands
well back from the microphone, swaying rhythmically, the
words expressed from the movements of his body as mach as
his mind. Hand in a waistcoat pocket, guardlnﬁ his belly, he
unleashes his mind. The words swoop and squall in elaborate
arabesques.

Sometimes he even quotes Eloetry. He responds to the
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour with lines from
Swinburne. He writes of the need to seek American aid for
the war in the Pacific with lines from Bernard O ’Dowd.
“Without any inhibitions of any kind, | make it quite clear
that Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to our
traditional links of kinship with the United Kingdom.” In the
same remarkable 1941 essay for the Melbourne Herald, he
admits that in his attempts t0 mobilise Australians for war, he
engaged in an “experiment in psychology” aimed at “the
somewhat lackadaisical Australian mind.”While Australians
have always been patriotic, he claims that “response to lead-
ership and direction has never been requested of the people,
and desirable talents and untapped resources lay dormant.”l
He was the first Australian leader to experience power as the
ability to direct the energies of the nation toward the pro-
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duction of a new version of its collective self. The experience
troubled him ?reatly. That he was troubled by power is a key
quality in what endures of his celebrity. _

Curtin’s talent for fashioning himsglf into the very image
of leadership in action, and the wartime conditions
restricting dissemination of dissenting information, made
Curtin into a quite unique kind of celebrity in Australian
history. The fantasy he stood for still had distant echoes half
a century later. This government’s policy of full develop-
ment of resources, full employment of man-power and full
provision for social security is a basis not only for Australian
reconstruction, but also for a stable and peaceful common-
wealth of nations.”2 _

_FlftY ears after Curtin’s death, this dream of a state-
directed mobilisation of resources still haunted the imagina-
tion, not only of the Labor left but also of Pauline Hanson’s
One Nation Party Ltd. Whether Hanson’s policy of reintro-
ducing conscription was suggested to her by her mother or
by her minder John Pasquarelli, both would surely
remember the now fading echoes of the wartime media
mobilisation ofwhichJohn Curtin was once a celebrated and
revered symbol. BCurtin was a credible figure for the drive to
send conscrlﬁts into the Pacific war not least because he
came from the antl-conscn?tlon wing of the labour move-
ment, and appeared to suffer a crisis of conscience about
sending Australian conscripts into battles that were not
fought for the immediate defense of Australia. Some of the
ethos generated by the mobilisation of proPaganda that
accompanied conscription clearly sticks in the minds of
some older Australians, o o

What is remarkable about True Believers is that while it nar-
rates the trials of federal Labor from Curtin’s death to Doc
Evatt’s 1954 electoral defeat and the decline of Labor’s
postwar fortunes, the image of Curtin himself does not
appear. | wonder: how many Australians my age or younger
are more familiar with the Taces of Churchill or Roosevelt?
How many students at Curtin University know who the place
iIsnamed after? Perhaps Curtin is not only unrepresented in
Australian media culture, but unr_eFresentabIe. o

Curtin’s successor was Ben Chifley, Prime Minister from
1945 to 1949.% In True Believers the actor Ed Devereaux
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mana%es to convey the towering pillar of ordinariness that
was Chif. Simon Chilvers makes an excellent Doc Evatt, and
conveys the volatile mix of bludgeoning intelligence and
tender self reqard. But Curtin himself is absent. Perhaps the
film makers did not dare pull him down from his pedestal,
and make of him a fable’s more equivocal character, bent by
and against the twist of a story’s events.

Things Worth Fighting For

The moral of True Believers might be that when confronted
with the vertigo of circumstance, Labor has to stick true to its
identity, to its principles. Events reveal the true inner essence
of the”party, which its leaders either uphold or betray. But
the lesson might be that events reveal the ambiguities of the
party’s identity. At trying times, all the different currents are
exposed for what they are, and in order to survive the party
has to remake itself'in a new image out of the flux and
chance inheritance that it always contains. When | first saw
the series, | thotht the former; now more than a decade
later | think the latter. That ambivalence is at the heart of
Labor culture. _ _ _ _

True Believers pictures a pipe-sucking Chifley talking to the
?reat nation bundln? bureaucrat Nugget Coombs, as both
ean on ascale model of the Snow% Mountains dam and irri-
gation scheme. Chifdreams of orchards and farms, but as he
and Coombs know, the Federal government will not have the
powers in peace time that it enjoyed during the war to
mobilise the resources of the nation. One strand of the
drama involves the clash between Chifley’s vision of a benev-
olent state with control over the banking system, and resis-
tance by the banks and business interests.

_Chifley’s pursuit of state controlled national reconstruc-
tion is one of the issues that lead to the defeat of Labor in
the 1949 election. Was this an historic defeat of a labour
movement that for once had the nerve to stick to one of its
principles? Or was Chifley naive in his view that the govern-
ment could be trusted not to abuse such extensive powers? A
owerful scene shows Chifley and Robert Menzies (John

onney) toasting each other’s health on the eve of the 1949
election. The heart and soul of the Australian people is at
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stake, sars Menzies. The heart and soul are always there, Chif
replies, the politician’sjob isjust to seek it out. ,

Asitturned out, Menzies was ruf}ht. The electorate did not
want the continuation in peace of wartime state authorltY. A
rising white collar segment of the electorate could not be
Persuaded to see the nation as one giant social factory. “l try
0 think of the labour movement not as putting an extra six-

ence into somebody’s pocket, or making somebody Prime

inister,” a defeated Chifley said, “...but as a movement
bringing something better to the people: better standards of
living, greater happiness to the mass of the peaple. We have
a great objective — the light on the hill — which we aim to
reach by working for the betterment of mankind.... Ifitwere
not for that, the labour movement would not be worth
fighting for.”5Qnly someone always seems to be stealing this
radiant’ possibility, right out from under the Party’s nose.
That sense of loss Isas much a part of the structure of feeling
of Labor culture as the ever-absent light on the hill itself.

If seeking equality and community means a loss of liberty,
the creation of what the freethlnklng opponent of Labor’s
master thinkers, the philosopher John Anderson, called a
“Servile state”, then the ends do notJUStIfF the means. “For
the measure of freedom in any community is the extent of
opposition to the ruling order, of criticism of the ruling
ideas; and belief in established freedom, or in state-?uaran-
teed ‘benefits’, isa mark of the abandonment of liber Y The
servile state is the unopposed state.”6Yet many in the labour
movement insist on seeing the means of state control not
only asjustified by such a goal, but as an end in itself.

The Evatt Enigma

Chifley and Evatt could not be more different kinds of Labor
celebrity. Chifs simplicity was legendary, and his is a mmple
legend”— the self-educated engine driver who stoked the
boilers of government business as efficiently as a railway
steamer. That plain speaking, gravel voice, with its S|mPIe
rhythms and rising_ intonation; “our Ben™ talking, to the
nation as if addressing a r(li_atherlng of family and friends in
his native Bathurst. Bob Ellis once described 1t asa “voice like
burnt vegemite toast."THe ruled federal Labor caucus with
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his ferocious affection. A moving scene in True Believers
shows Chifley pop off home rather than attend the ?_arty for
the jubilee "anniversary of the opening of ﬁar lament.
Menzies, radiant in white tie, beaming like a night club pro-
Brletor with a full house, receives a message. He silences the

and and makes the announcement, Ben Chifley is dead.
“We have lost a very great Australian.”

The Doc is different. Dr Herbert Vere Evatt, who succeeds
Chifley, is a different kind of Labor leader. BEducated by the
university and the Professmn of law rather than on the ShOP
floor, night school and the trade union movement, Evatt
speaks a different language. Between Curtin and Evatt, Labor
oratory acclimatises itselfsomewhat to speaking for the radio,
addre53|n? people in their private homes rather than in a

ublic hall, but as Judith Brett argues, it was his opponent

enzies who was the master of the radio vector, using it in
particular to address women, in the home, in a language and
with a mode of speech suitable for the private domain.D
Evatt’s speech sounds a more masculine style, and in film
footage, he always seems to wield his right arm as if it were an
intellectual club. It was Menzies who crafted a public style for
the privatised world of an emerging fortress suburbia. =

In True Believers, Evatt _apPears asa well meaning lunatic —
a quite different portraif to the haglographlc treatment of
Chifley. And yet there is for me at least something truly
moving about this brilliant, flawed, self-destructive man, so
engaglnglgl portrayed by Simon Chilvers. He took on
Menzies, the courts, the media and the electorate to twice
defeat Menzies’ attempts to ban the Communist party. The
Powers Menzies sought, first through legislation and_then
hrou?_h referendum; were an even Clearer breach of liberty
than Labor’s desire to centralise control of banking and
investment. Menzies would use, not the threat,ofdegressmn
and fascism at home, but the threat of Stalinism abroad as
the excuse for a servile state at home.

The enigma of Evatt is the force with which he could act
upon seemlngIY contradictory 1ideas. As the wartime
Attorney-General, he could be éven more enthusiastic than
Curtin or Chlfle?/ for aggrandising state power. “In the fires
of war we have fashioned a new machinery of government
diverse yet unified, with its roots in the people and yet with
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effective central direction; we have, too, fashioned a system
of economic regulation by which we have built and main-
tained a gigantic war machine and at the same time pro-
tected our people from want and misery. We profoundly
believe that this machinery of governmentand this system of
control and organisation are necessari/ and well adaﬁted to
handle the equally difficult and urgent problems of the post
war period.” Or éven more bluntly; Total war calls for the
organisation of the whole community. Australia has moved
and is moving towards total organisation.”d ,

Evatt’s finest hour, in True Believers, is his single-minded
campaign against Menzies’ attempts to acquire extraordi-
nary police” powers for the anti-communist witch hunt,
Communism would split the party. John Derum plays the
part of B. A. Santamaria, the lay Catholic activist who organ-
Ised anti-communist cells within the trade union movement
to combat the reds. Derum captures Santamaria’s trademark
combination of gentle voice, self-sanctified airs and ruthless
ener%y. The series ends with the party besieged from the left
tEy the Communist Party, from the right bY Santamaria.

vatt’siudgement sours and his mind unravels,_his lucidity
probably sapped by arterio-sclerosis. Mercifully, True Believers
spares us his year of public decline. But not before it has con-
veyed a lesson about the dangers of staying too loyal to a
leader, for too long.

A Certain Hauteur

November 11th of 1975 is one of those days when many
people can recall their whereabouts when they heard the
news. | was on a bus on the way home from school.
Daydreaming, looking out the window at the passing shop
fronts of Hunter street, Newcastle, a new}s<pa£er oster
brought me back to myself with a shock: KERR SACKS
WHITLAM it said, in funereal black capitals. _

The Dismissal covers the last 12 months of the Whitlam gov-
ernment, from December 1974 to December 1975.2 These
days, despite all of the nostalgia for Gough Whitlam, Labor
Prime Minister from 1972 to 1975, despite all the social
reforms his %overnment_pushed through, I find it hard not
to agree with Paul Keating that it was “amateur hour.” Or
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perhaps it was what Labor Sentator John Button more gen-
erously describes as “magnificent chaos”.20r as Hawke says
in Labor In Power, the Whitlam governmentwould be remem-
g_edred tfor whether it got the economy right or not — and it

id not.

In a frightening scene in The Dismissal, Rex Connor,
Whitlam’s resources minister, unrolls a map of Australia. He
sweelps his hand across_the map, alongz the line of the
pipeline he wants to build, right across the continent. He
jabs his finger at the north, where he wants uranium enrich-
ment plants. The whole continent isjust mineralised wealth
to this master thinker. Bill Hunter plays Connor as a _(ir_uff
Aussie bloke on a mission from the people. He needs billions
of dollars for his grandiose schemes, and he doesn’t care
how he gets them. He’s Bill Heslop, mover, shaker and fixer
of Porpoise Spit Council — on a frlghtemngly grand scale.

Amon% Labor’s most enduring fables is that of the Money
Power, the hydra-headed beast of international capital that
plots and conspires to steal the magic pudding from dinky di
Australians.5 Chifley wanted to nationalise the hanks in
order to gut an end to their imperial dominance; Connor
wants to borrow ‘Petrodollars’ from newly rich Arab states,
and so circumvent their strangle-hold on”capital. He wants
mineral wealth exploited by Australian owned industry, even
if, by borrowing to the hil, the Australian government and
thereby the Australian Feople, take all the Tisk. The fair go
for Connor, even more than for Chifley, flows from the devel-
opmental state. _

Jim Cairns, the Treasurer, also wants money. Cairns was
once a radical celebrity, made famous by ‘the Vietnam
Moratorium movement, but as a Minister he appears out of
his depth. John Hargreaves plays him as thoughtful, intro-
_sPectlve, a long way from Connor’s unreflective ambition. But
it's the same vision of the light on the hill, as something only
a master thinker with a plan and a pot of cash can deliver,

The main drama of The Dismissal I the constitutional crisis,
the sordid circumstances under which the Liberal opposi-
tion gained control of the Senate, blocked the government’s
budget bills, forcing the Governor-General to act. The por-
trayal John Mellion” invents for Governor-General SirJohn
Kerr, imagines him as pompous and permanently pissed.
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Whether he was right or not to withdraw Gough Whitlam’s
commission as Prime Minister and hand it over to Malcolm
Fraser is the great unknown that this fable commits to
memory. To me this pales in comparison to the efforts of
Connor and Cairns to raise money abroad to fund their
schemes. o

Had they Brocured these loans, Australia might really have
become a banana republic, saddled with a mountain of
public debt and a plethora of environmentally destructive
quarries, turning minerals into exports at ever-declining
Brlges. It ml?h_t be a heretical thought even for a lapsed true
eliever, but it may be that not only Australia but the
Australian Labor Party are lucky such plans never came to
pass.

Labor in Power: The Movie

As with True Believers, and The Dismissal so too with Labor in
Power. It’sa fable about Labor’sencounters with what is other
to its nature — power. Depending on how you look at it, the
moral of Labor in Power might be that Labor deceived the
people to win power, but in deceiving the people deceived
Itself, and while it st thought itwas a Lahor government, in
truth it had betrayed its identity. Or, the lesson of Labor in
Power might be that you never can say much about things
based on appearances, and you never can tell when your own
appearances ml_?ht deceive you as to who you are Supposed
to be, but that it is possible, in spite of it all, to keep gom?,
to be in power, to have that disenchanted pudding — and fo
share it with your mates,

“He was a real Australian” says ALP W_Ilster Rod Cameron.
“He's the embodiment of the Oscar Wildeism that the flat-
terer is seldom interrupted,” says former New South Wales
Premier Neville Wran. They are speaking of Bob Hawke,
Ion_(]; time leader of the Australian Council of Trade Unions,
while black and white images go by of a Hawke who conveys
a sense of elan even through the veil of old film footage.
Pictures of Hawke drinking, laughing, and, in the language
of the daﬁ, posing with a bird on each arm. It was not'a
pretty sight when he was really on a bender”, says Wran, but
It didn’t'stop him garnering a Father of the Year award in
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1971, “The one who should really have the title is my wife,
She has to be father as well as mother most of the ‘time,”
quips Hawke. Max Harris identified Hawkes tactic early on:
“Mr Robert Hawke is hlghlg educated, but he affects a
rasping, aggressive style... The rasp, the ready aggression
the appearance of being on the look-out for an intellectual
punch-up, is an atavistic survival of the old-style Australian
ockerdom.,”2 Hawke played to the same structure of feeling
as Barry McKenzle. _

HawkKe was a Labor leader who appeared every inch a man
of the people, just like Ben Chifley, only he was a different
man and his were a different people. Ben was stolid, Bob was
flash. Ben was self-effacing, Bob was nothing but face. While
It took an actor of Ed Devereaux’s skill to %Ia% Ben Chlﬂ@%, It
took an actor of Bob Hawke’s skill to play Bob Hawke. When
the comedian Max Gillies appeared with Hawke on TV,
doing his famous impersonation of Hawke, what seemed to
make Hawke uncomfortable was that Gillies |mlpersonated
Hawke better than he could impersonate himself. Hawke’s
Hawke fiddling with an earlobe and patting his hair looked
like a bad copy of Gillies’ Hawke. It’s fitting, now that politics
with a basis in social space has been replaced by politics with
a place in media schedules, that Labor In Power has the prin-
ciple actors re-enact themselves, _ _

e don’tsee much of Paul Keating’srise to prominence in
Labor In Power. Rlsmlg through the ranks of the rlghtwm% of
the New South Wales branch of the Labor Party, Keating
swam a?amst the tide. While many of his contemporaries
turned Teft durm(i the Vietnam era, Keating stayed loyal to
the Catholic social thought in which he was schooled. While
Hawke was a Rhodes scholar, Keating is perhaps the last in a
Ion% line of leaders whose school was the Party itself.

That he listened to NSW Labor renegade Jack Lan%’s
stories is not hard to believe, ?lven the lack of respect he
later showed for the memory ot Curtin. That he was once a
protege of Rex Connor appears at first harder to believe,
gl_ven his preference for market led rather than state
lirected growth, But like Connor he still believed that the
light on ‘the hill shone to illuminate a master plan for
making the economy perform better than it would without
Labor’s efforts.
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Bill Hayden led the Federal Lahor Party from its nadir of

1977, buthe would not reap the benefits of Labor’s changing
fortunes in the 80s. The conservative Fraser governmentwas
in trouble in the early 80s. The “resources boom” Fraser
promised in the 1980 election failed to materialise, but the
unions grabbed their share in advance in the form of
Increased wages, which achieved little besides bumping up
inflation. Dogged by scandals involving ‘*bottom™ of the
harbour’ tax avoidance schemes, Fraser’s coalition govern-
ment was on the nose. As a consequence, so too was Bill
Hayden’s leadership of Labor. Sniffing an opportunity to win
?overnment, the Party movers, shakers and fixers wanted a
eader who might hold the public’s attention — a celebrity.
_ Hawke and Keating met at the Boulevard Hotel in S){dney
in 1980. Hawke declared that he was going to challenge
Hayden for the leadership, but that his ambition to be Prime
Minister didn’t extend beyond a couple of terms in office.
Or so Keating claims. Hawke says he mmpli/ sug%ested that
the reform program he had in mind would take that Ior]? n
government. But Keating formed the impression that if he
Dacked Hawke, “there would be something in it for me.” As
in many a memorable fable, a great political partnership is
about to begin on the basis of mutual misunderstanding.

Early in 1983 Labor’s shadow cabinet met in Brisbane to
spill the leadership. These things were discussed in an
atmosphere of high drama and emotion”, Hawke recalls. He
took the leadership from Haydenéust as Malcolm Fraser calls
a snap election. “l believe that a drover’sdog could lead the
Labor party to victory,” a despondent Hayden declared. But
the drover’s dog was Hayden, who brought the flock safely
across the wilderness, but who the party judged a bit too
mangy for the home stretch.

The Messiah

“Reconciliation, recovery and reconstruction” are Hawke’s
watch words. He wants *o bring Australians together in a
united effort until V|ctor¥ iswon.” It’sa camFal n well suited
to Hawke’s Rartlcular attributes as a celebrity. His openness
to people, the sense that he can par_hm,oate in yourgoy and

pain, his genuine belief that there is always a way {o ‘avoid
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confrontation, to combine the strengths and energies of dif-
ferent people together. There are no badﬂ?ys In"this cam-
Bahgn other than the Liberal government. Through Hawke’s

0 %, a small smudge across the screen, pass the possibilities
of the moment. His presence isan invitation tojoin the pos-
sible world he embodies, and to acknowledge, through so
domg, both the potentials and limitations of this world in
which we live. _

_Richard Farmer, a Hawke adviser, Sﬁeaks of Hawke on elec-
tion night. Relaxed and composed as he celebrates his father’s
birthday, “he knew it was his destiny, to be Prime Minister.”
Farmer bears witness to a private moment that, made public,
adds lustre to celebrity. “I found it a bit eerie, how calm he
was.” A celebrity at ease in the twist and snap of events — at
least according to Farmer’s t_estlmonY for the cameras.

Hawke says he is “determined to try and make this a long
term government.” The key isabandoning what both Hawke
in his memoirs and cabinet member Peter Walsh in his con-
fessions both call the “magm_ puddng;’ myth.5 “Cut and
come a%a,m”, the magic pudding said. But for Hawke, gov-
ernment isnotjust a pudding to cut and cut and throw to the
party’s supporters until thrown out of office. The bad
ﬁxamhple of Whitlam’s government is the fable that guides

im here,

There is something paradoxical about fables, and magic
puddings. One becomes responsible by heeding the bad
example. Government is not a magilc pudding that you can
cut and come again. But it is another magic pudding, the
Whitlamite fable of how not to govern, that governs Hawke’s
sense of responsibility. Not doing things the way Whitlam did
them becomes Hawke’s own personal magic pudding, a fable
he will cut again and again without ever exhausting its fabu-
lous authority. , ,

Things are never quite what they appear, particularly
deficits. Hawke discovers that the Treasury department’s esti-
mate of the deficit is 9.6 billion dollars, some three billion
more than publicly anticipated. Hawke and his new
Treasurer Paul Keating use this new deficit as a stick with
which to attack the departln% Fraser government, and as a
stick with which to beat off their own magic pudding
promises made during the election campaign. This is the
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stick and stick approach to ?Qvernment, rather than the
more usual stick and carrot. It is also a bit of political %ood
fortune. Politics is the art of ex _IoﬂmP the Rotentlal_o the
moment, and as each moment differs from the next, it’s not
a profession for the dull witted. Hawke had the nous to
exploit the bad news of the deficit to advance his agenda of
economic modernisation. . _

For economist and Keating adviser John Langmore, this
change of policy is “a shatteringly d|3|IIu5|on|ngg experience”.
No fonger would cutting employment be the goal, but
cutting the deficit. This government isnot what it seems. But
to Paul Keating, Langmore was just a “true believer in the
mixed up orthodoxy of the Labor party of the 50s and 60s.”
Labor abandons its Keynesian economic policy of expanding
the deficit to assist the poor, create jobs and pump up the
economy. There is no magic pudding that you can cut and
come again. Government revenues are finite, dependent on
tax revenues collected through an unfair system, in a small
country connected to a very blngorld. Labor’s responsibility
Is to fix this small economy, so that there might then be taxes
to raise, and puddlr]gI to share around. This will be a gov-
ernment, not of social equity, but of economic reform. The
fable Langmore tells in  Labor in Power is not the magic
Puddlng but an odd version of a biblical one: after the seven
ean years of the Coalition government come the seven
bountiful ones of Labor government. But government is no
more a magic harvest than a magic pudding. o

Some see the evil hand of the Treasury department in this,
David Morgan, a senior Treasury official says: “Treasury got
more of its agenda up under ‘the decade of the Hawke-
Keating gove_rnr_nent than under the rest of the postwar
Perlod.” ut it did so, he claims, by accommodating itself to
he agenda of the %overnmen_to_ the day. Did Hawke and
Keating abandon the trug principles of the Party? Or did
they reinvent them? Certainly, they were a long way removed
from the social reform and distributive justice of the
Whitlam years, and were Berhaps even further from the
national development and bank nationalisation program of
the Chifley years. But like Chifley, they thought you had to
make the economic pud before you could, like Whitlam,
share it about.
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The Accord

The Hawke agenda became clearer at the National
Economic Summit of April 1983. Bill Kelty, head of the
Australian Council of Trade Unions, says, ‘What we wanted
was a Ion% term Labor government” with a long term
strategy.” That strategy, which the Summit was called upon to
witness, involved an Accord between the government and
the unions, where the government promised tax cuts in
return for wagie restraint and a social wage, including
Medicare. The tax cuts would make up for some of the lost
wage claims, it would encourage business to employ more
people, by not prlcm? workers out ofajob, and itwould help
reduce iniflation, by Towering the wage component in price
rises.

There is more to it than that, but basically, it is an
exchange of promises between government and"unions. As
Kelty says, the Accord “forced the unions to come to terms
with the process of government very early.” They had to see
that they had a responsibility that strétched beyond the
immediate demands of their members, since a short term
action like a wage demand had long term consequences, for
inflation, employment and investment.

Hawke believes the Accord can work. Keating doesn’t, and
neither does Treasury. But the Treasurer and Treasury dis-
agree on another issue, the floating of the Australian dollar
on the foreign exchange markets. Fea_rm? a Labor win,
money flowed out of the country. When it starts to look like
this is not a magic pudding government, the money flows
back in. As the money flows In and out, the Reserve Bank
raises and lowers its value. These price changes don’tjust
affect the relation between buyers and sellers of Australian
dollars. They effect the bu%ers and sellers of everything that
comes in or goes out of the country. With the dollar |th,
imports are cheaper, and the pressure on inflation from the
cost of imports is low. With the dollar low, exports are com-
petitive on world markets, but imports are expensive.

The idea that the Reserve Bank is really in control of the
value of the money going in and out of the country will turn
out to be an illusion. The amount of money was now so great
that, as Hawke said, it would be “an exercise in futility” to try
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and stop it. The Reserve Bank could set a price and could
buy and sell dollars, but trying to keep the Australian dollar
at a rate that the market disagreed with could be a very
expensive exercise. So why not just allow the market to
decide its value? The Reserve Bank likes this idea, but
Treasur%/_does not. Hawke favours a float. Keating, not yet
sure of himself as Treasurer, has to stand up to the advice of
his own department, which has not quite given up on the
idea of controlling the foreign exchange asa tool of national
economic development. In" Labor in_Power, _Keatln(I; looks
calm and self-assured as he recalls this decision, but it is a
striking instance of the risky side of political fortune, Even
the best advice can be based on incomplete information, or
even downright wrong, and yet sometimes a decision cannot
wait until tomorrow.

The dollar floats, and the world does not end.
Emboldened, Keating proposes deregulating the banks and
issuing licences to foreign banks. As Barbara Ward, a key
Keating staffer says, this was “a difficult one for the Labor
Party.”But at the National Conference inJuly 1984, Keating
Pe_rsuades the PartP/ to make it policy. As Neville Wran says,
his is “equivalent fo stealing the holy water.” As Bob Hawke
says, “thejob we had in governmentwas to change the Party.”

he man for the job is Keating. As Labor cabinet member
Peter Cook says, “he was so certain about what he said.” He
iIsa true believer in a new kind of fable. Not the fable of the
m_alglc pudding, but the fable of the invisible hand. Keating
will” be so_h_aPpy when Euromoney magazine names him
Finance Minister'of the year in 1984. He came to believe it
himself. Like Doc Evatt before him, international acclaim
would make him a true believer in the rationality of his own

judgement.

Labor’s popularlty IS 50 high that “it was just obvious we
had to go” 1o an election, according to Senator Graham
Richardson. Bob Hawke is a celebrity. He is beyond politics.
But the use the, Par\%wants to put this toward is'increasing its
electoral majority. With the election in motion, Hawke’s wife
Hazel informs him of their daughter’s heroin addiction. The
news so unnerves Hawke that in a television interview
viewers see him licking a tear that has dribbled all the way
down to his lip.
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People love Hawke precisely because he blurs the line
between the public and the private. But in the election cam-
pau{;n, his private grief stains his public performance. No
matter how much people love him, theY will not necessarily
vote for him, for Hawke’s own ambivalence about his own
ambitions has become transFaren_t. And besides, the
celebrity that extends his appeal outside of politics is being
used for the most elementary political purpose, the exten-
sion of the mandate. As Rod Cameron says, in retrospect, the
calling of an early election for 1984 was “probably Hawke’s
?(reatest political mistake”. Hawke is no longer the messiah.

eating says this iswhen “he stopped nourishing us.”

But for the Labor caucus, as oi)posed to the cabinet inner
circle, Hawke’s failure might be less on the policy front than
his wanln%_celebrlty. His inability to turn his popularity into
a second big Labor majority is significant because it contra-
dicts the theory that PO itics is driven b}( celebrity and that in
the postmodern a%e he electorate has lost the critical judge-
ment it allegedly had in the good old days. In the contem-
porary media landscape, people judge celebrities, political
or otfierwise, according to rational, emotional, ethical, aes-
thetic and cultural criteria. The media vectors of television
and radio make it possible to assess Hawke’s celebrity along
all these axes, and the publlc:ju_d?ement is mixed.

Part of the difficulty Is that different publics use different
kinds of judgement.” Long exposure to Hawke makes it
harder for urbane, suburban and vernacular Australians to
all see what they want to see in him. People look for different
things in different kinds of celebrity, but one running for
office has to find a majority in whom to inspire a feeling of
trust, and Hawke struggled to pull that off a second time.

There are publics who are rightly disdainful of lengthy
recitations of pollc_Y_, for they know that politics is only partly
about policy. Politics is also about the ability to manage
complex and shifting situations — and in the more open eco-
nomic times Hawke created, perhaps even more so. The irony
ofeconomic rationalism is that it opened up the country ever
so slightly to global economic possibilities, but in the process
it actual fy heightened, rather than lessened, the political
nature ofthe times, and the political aspect of the experience
of time. Politics experiences time in the present tense.
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Pundits, columnists and commentators experienced time in
the past tense. Economists will experience time in the future
(imperfect) of forecasts and ‘expectations’. _

~ What makes Labor in Powersuch an interesting fable is that
It is about how events test character. It is about politics as
Machiavelli understood it — as fortune’s test of virtue —
rather than about politics as the policy wonk and wankers
would have it. “Since... all human affairs are ever in a state
of flux and cannot stand still, either there will be improve-
ment or decline, and necessity will lead you to do many
things which reason does not recommend.”

Consumption Tax

With Hawke’s relative failure in the reelection hid, Paul
Keat_lngrstarted acting as a more confident and independent
public Tigure, and to acquire his own kind of cel_ebr|t¥. This
would become very clear in the tax reform politics ot 1985,
Hawke was an organ_lc celebrity. He grew out of organised
Labor and created his own relationship with a public out of
that experience. .Keat!n(i would be a more traditional
celebrlt¥, but drawing his legitimacy from two very different
kinds of traditional institution: the diction of the NSW Labor
ower broker would be made to articulate the idea of the
reasury exp_erts. Behind these differing kinds of celebrity
lies different ideas about how knowledge works in politics, as
we shall see. _

The magic pudding of government revenue comes from
the ver%unmaﬁqlcal although rather mysterious, taxation
system. During the election, Hawke responds to a radio inter-
Viewer’s questions about tax reform by agreeln% that a_tax
summit might not be a bad idea. And So, after the election,
Hawke announces a tax summit forJuly 1985. Keating disap-
Proves of the tax summit, and this exposes fundamental dif-
erences between the way Hawke and Keating understand
governance. Hawke wanted to consult widely, construct a
consensus, and perform the semblance of consulting and
constructing in E_ubllc, so that the media might transmit the
image of consulting and constructing far and wide. Keating
thought such a complex and fundamental question as taxa-
tion policy ought to be nutted out behind closed doors by
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the experts first, and pitched to the public via the media
afterwards. o _ _

Hawke puts Keating in charge of developing the tax policy
that the Labor government will propose to the summit.
Keatmgi comes up with three options. Option A: fixing the
loopholes in the current system. Option B: expanding sales
tax. Option C: reducing income tax by introducing a whole
new tax on consumption. Keating favours this last option. It
will be, in David Morgan’s words, “by far the biggest reform
we had since federation.” Treasury puts in “the most massive
bureaucratic effort that I've ever seen” to come up with a
consumption tax reform package that Keating takes to the
tax summit. But Hawke is cautious. _

The tax issue reveals a fundamental difference between
Hawke and Keating. A difference not of policy or conviction,
buta difference o epls_temolo%y._Eplstemology the theory of
knowledge, is not a topic much discussed in politics, but fiere
it becomes crucial. Hawke’s approach to the problem of
knowledge rests on the assum_E jon that everyone with an
informe oB!an of a topic like tax reform is probably at
least a little bit right. Keating’s approach is that ot everyone’s
view on the matter, one view must be substantially right and
the others wrong. Hawke’s apﬁroach is more” empirical,
building a view bit by bit from the bottom up, summarising
and synthesising views. His ability to sum up even a lengthy
and meandering cabinet discussion is legendary. Keating’s
approach is more rationalist. He hears competing arguments
andTJudgesone to be wrong and the other right. .

After a marathon two and a half day cabinet meeting,
Keating gets his Option C consumption tax up and runnm.?.
Itis a massive, top down rationalisation of the tax system with
a comprehensive plan of reform, put together by some of the
best minds in the economic ministries. Keating takes his “tax
cart”on the road, in an election style campal_?n, working the
media across the country. But he can’t sell it. Opposition is
s0 strong that, three days into the tax summit, Hawke dumps
it. He opts for a pragmatic, incremental change based on
éeetx_tmgé less radical options rather than the revolutionary

jon C.
eating concedes at a press conference: “It’s a bit like Ben
Hur — we crossed the line with one wheel off’. This may be
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a low point in Keating’s political career, but as a celebrity it
is a memorable, and hence successful, moment. Keating
defines himself gracefully in relation to the failed policy,
addln% substance to the “celebrity, even when announcing
the failure of the pollc& Peoplejudge celebrities by how the
cope with events, and Keating Pulled it off. After the summit,
Keating ?ets a frmge benefits tax, reforms to business enter-
tainment expense deductions and a capital gains tax through
cabinet, aswell asa cut in the top marginal rate. And he does
It, he feels, without Hawke’s support — a betrayal he will not
for%et. The lesson Keating draws is that consensus is an
obstacle to change.

Banana Republic

Distracted by its tax a%enda, the government misses a
looming issué coming at it from without. The May 1986 trade
statistics reveal a $1476 million deficit. As Keating recalls on
Labor in Power, “we could no Ion?er pay our way without sub-
stantial remedial change”. At a function for a’backbencher,
staffers find a phone in the kitchen for Keating to talk with
Sydney-based radio announcer John Laws. Audible in the
background is a catering worker, resentful — so the fable
%oe_s — of Keating’s presence, banging dishes in the sink.
his will become "the fabled interview in which Keating
makes his warning about the dangers of becoming a “banana
re}%ubllc”economy. Hawke, on tour in China, is not amused.
hmqs_get worse. The Expenditure Review Committee of
Cabinet is where key economic ministers make many of the
hard decision on government spending. Ministers from the
spending departments Tpltch their programs for health,
welfare, education or defence spending, and the committee
reviews them — and prunes them. The committee meets in
July 1986 for an even less pleasant task. InJuly, the floating
Australian dollar — sank. Keating sits in the Committee room
with a pocket screen in front of him showing Reuters tiuotes
on the dollar’s descent. The foreign exchange markets lost
confidence in the value of the Australian dollar — and of the
economy behind it. Finance minister Peter Walsh is close to
despair. Aswe will recall in his confessions: “How the hell were
we going to get out of it?” By cutting government spending.
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The theor>( Is that the current account deficit is so bad
because Australians spend more than they save, and spend a
lot on imports. The aggregate statistics bear this out. So if the
government cuts its spending, this should have some effect,
notjust on the budget deficit, but on the current account
deficit too. So with the presses printing the budget stopped
at the eleventh hour, the committee meet to cut an addi-
tional 1.5 billion dollars from it as (iuwkly as possible.

The decision was radical, and also tough for the party”,
Hawke recalls. The rewsed_b_udget lifted a ban on uranium
sales to France, saving 70 million. When the ban was in force,
the Government bought the stuff and stockpiled it, rather
than selling it to France. This was in order to honour an
ex;stlnchontractwnh the mining company. Actually, the ban
suited France, as the contract price_ was higher than the
market price, and the ban freed the French to buy cheaper
uranium than if it was obllgie_d under its contract to pa)é_for
the Australian uranium. But it was the principle of the thing
that angered the Labor left. When Keating Presented the
budget, three backbenchers walked out. Left winger Nick
Bolkus thought it was “one of the silliest” decisions. Even
right winger Graham Richardson conceded that it was just
really dumb”. The moral of the story for the Labor left was
that'no principle was sacred to this government. Labor’s
sulpport eclined. As Rod Cameron said, “ordinary wage and
s ar}/ earners were not benefiting out of a Labor govern-
ment”. Managing the big numbers, even when it produced
reasonably good outcomes in terms of growth and new
employment, did not make the electorate happy. There is
more fo politics than economic management.

_It’sa curious concept, ‘economic rationalism’. It rests only
in é)art on experience of how the economy actually works,
and partly on a theory about how it works, but also in part on
a theory” of how it ‘ought to work. Trying to change the
economy in the light of'economic rationalism brln?_s with it
certain problems, Change is driven by the normative idea
about how much better the economy will work in the future
if Labor changes it in the present. It envisages a change from
political to economic time, where change that cannot be
measured, the eventfulness of fortune, gives way to uncer-
tainty that can be quantified, the calcuius of risk. This pure,
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quantifiable time never arrives, hut it acts as a Permanent
alternative dreamtime, the purity of which stands as a
measuge of the impurity of the sordid political time of the
present. L . :

_As a critique of the irrationality of Australian economic
institutions, economic rationalism performs very well. It’s
not hard to show why any given institutional arrangement
fails to measure up to the ideal of a perfect allocation of
resources by fully competitive markets acting on perfect
information. It i$ a critical moral Phllosophy, but It is an
imperfect guide to positive action. It suffers the same fate as
other critical moral philosophies in the postmodern world.
It falls victim to doubts sustained in the course of |ts,alppllca-
tion. It appears, after all, not to be the light on the hill, Yet it
remains, like all moral philosophies,” a useful critique.
Critique of any kind isa poor stand-in for a practical, empir-
ical approach to policy, and politics. Like all species of ratio-
nalism, it _PrIZQS its “internal logical unity more than its
compatlbllltywnh the multiplicity of experiences with which
the world of economic events confronts us, It prizes its ratio-
nalism at the expense even of reason, which mlqht counsel
scepticism about the ability of the mind alone to compre-
hend, let alone take charge, of the world.

Richo the Greenie

“Graham has always been a zealous fellow”, says the urbane
K_eatmg, with his sallow irony. The moré calculating
Richardson sums up his sudden” enthusiasm for the Green
movement a little differently; “It was a very happy mixture of
%o_od politics with whatwas right.” Cue footage ot Richo hob-
Dling awkwardly through the bush. Leadmg| environmental-
ists took him for a bush picnic. “He was deeply concerned his
Reeboks were going to get dirty”, says the Australian
Conservation Foundation’s Phillip To%ne. Together with
Peter Garrett and Bob Brown, Toyne becomes a fulcrum
figure m_recomposmg a Labor ma OI’IIY. _ _
Two thmgs ull Labor through the 1987 election; Keating
finds a $540 million hole In opposition leader John
Howard’s tax package, denting the credibility of the Liberal’s
election campaign. Richardson gets leading figures of the
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environmental movement to endorse Labor, and Labor
squeaks in with the he_Ig of Green preferences. Whether
Richardson was responsible for this policy or not would be
hotly disputed, but what mattered in the moment was his
capacity to augment his own celebrity by claiming that it was
his idea all annR. S o

“By 1990, no Australian child will be living in poverty.” It’s
a promise Hawke makes for the cameras at Sydney Opera
House and will r\e/gret thereafter. “l just had to wear that
cross”, he sa¥s. hat’s interesting 'is how it hapR_ened.
According to the Hawke Memoirs, it was a matter of w |tt||nq
the campaign speech into finer and finer shape, and no
noticing a subtle but crucial change. There is a difference
between saying that under a Labor government no child’s
famﬂY need lack the funds to keep a child out of poverty and
the claim that no child will live in poverty. .

Or as Mark Latham points out, there’s a difference
between providing people with the welfare paP/ment to Iqet by
and providing them with the social capacity fo lead a life of
selfrespect. A'half century on, we’re really & lot closer to Ben
Chifley’s light on the hill. The social safety net wartime
Labor dreamed_ of is now substantially a reality. But by the
light of that achievement, a new light appears, on a still more
distant hill. This one lights the way to government that does
notgust throw money at need, making a need a private
matter solved by the purchase of things, but a government
that can also se€ in need notjust a material lack, but a deficit
in the organisation of public life itself. With its “targeted”
benefits, 'the Hawke and Keating gi_overnments provide
money for needs, but generate a public mood that resents
the categories identified by the targets. As materlalh( benefi-
cial as targeted welfare spending may be, it is culturally detri-
mental — and in the end, electorally detrimental. That no
child will live in poverty is not a promise any amount of
money alone can deliver. _ _

That media hiccup aside, the campalf;n oes well, with
Labor’s support falling in suburban heartland seats, but with
g{ams in marginal seats that offset the losses. Hawke promotes

ichardson Into cabinet, and he becomes Minister for the
Environment. He supported a campaign against Iog%n? In
Tasmania. Peter Walsh calls this “decadence” John  Button
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calls it “mdulqent”. But as Toyne says, Richo ‘was about
knockin Reopedown a_nd_draggmgt em out”and he pre-
vails. Of'the "post materialist” agenda, the Green stuff fairs
better than land rights. Hawke's promises on that score are,
accordmg to Charles Perkins, “like snow on the desert sands”.
Richardson was a complex character. He titled his memoirs
Whatever It Takes, and styled himself as the ultimate machine
olitician. A less fIatterlng portrait is journalist Marian
Wilkinson’s The Fixer.ZL Both hooks are a fascinating insight
into the culture of NSW Labor’s machine politics, It1sone of
the few organisational cultures that really fits with the classic
style of muck raklng{purnallsm that Wilkinson brings to it
Petty crims and prostitutes rub shoulders in this book with
business tycoons and international statemen. Where
Richardson paints himselfas a true believer in the traditional
Labor creed of helping the litde guy, Wilkinson sees him as
he\I)Jm_g himself and a handful of mates.
et in_concluding her chapter on “Graham Green”, she
quotes Boh Brown: “Richardson made the difference when it
came to the forests. Without his appearance on the scene in
a whole host of environmental issues around this country
from the tropics of Queensland to the snow covered tall
eucalypts of southern Tasmania, they would not be World
Heritage, they would not be protected and they would not be
the heirlooms they are going to be for this country.” The
rony is that Richardson’s private morality was in the end
irrelevant to at least this part of his public action. If there is
a virtue in the culture of machine politics, it is that it is a
machine for meshlnq the desires of Its operatives for power,
Pr_estlge and pots of loot with that of the voting public for a
air go for the majority.

Crash Landing

This is the one that brings home the hacon”, is how Paul
Keating explained the 1988 budget at a press conference in the
new parliament house. What 1s not clear is whether it is
everyone’s bacon or Keating’s own he is speaking about. Pure
product of machine culture that he is, there isno necessary
contradiction. Having got the economg on track, Keating
thinks it’s time — time for Hawke to step down. Hawke refuses.
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In Au;gustL in an appearance on Lateline, Hawke indicates
that if Keating leaves Treasury, he can be replaced. It is a
remark Bob Collins recalls thinking was “unforgivable”, but
Keating, he says, “was being emotionally immature”. Hawke
and Keatl_n% strike the fabled Kirribilli House agreement,
under which Hawke will step down after the 1990 election.
It’s the second time that, meeting to strike a deal, these two
characters put off the inevitable conflict between them.
During the fracas between Hawke and Keating, somebody
with a phone frequency scanner intercepts a phone call
between Richardson and Keating, in which Richardson is
speaking on a mobile phone. The call makes its way into the
Publlc_ omain. It isa remarkable event, this public airing of
he private talk of public figures, It’s as em_barrass_ln? as the
Not-Mimi taP_e or the Donaher family. Its is political rather
than domestic or sexual pornography. | wonder how we
would think of John Curtin if we had access to his Brlvate
calls too? Perhaps what made Labor leaders of the 80s and
90s seem smaller than life is that, compared to their i)red_e-
cessors, we saw too much of them up close. Their celebrity
was intimate, mundane, rather than statuesque. _
This is a beautiful set of numbers for us”, insists Keating.
“I kept saymP there were very depressing messages from out
there”, recallsJohn Button. Credit growth fuelled asset value
inflation. Punters borrowed cheap money from hanks who
competed too ag resswely against each “other for market
share in the new, deregulated environment, Investors parked
a chunk of borrowed money in Sydney real estate.
Throughout 1988 the economy raced away. Interest rates
were too low, and the economy overheated.”
_Orsoitappears in hlnd5|%ht. The economic advisers at the
time are more concerned about the 1987 stock market crash,
which is one of the reasons for the low interest rate settings.
They are thinking in terms of the precedent of the 20s, when
tightening credit exacerbated the crash. But this is the 80s,

and while the crash clips the wings of a few high flying busi-

ness celebrities, speculative growth continues. The surging
economy sucks_in imports and inflation takes off. Keating
meets with the Treasury and Reserve Bank officials and they
jack the interest rates tup and up and up.

Until, finally... “you could feel it. Something snapped”, as
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Keating adviser Don Russell recalls. Keating refused to insu-
late home loan rates from the credit squeeze. “We ran the
risk of alienating everyone who owned a home in Australia”
as Richardson says. Richardson, who beggled for an exemi)-
tion for home buyers, nevertheless recalls Keating’s style
admiringly: “It represents a commitment to authority, and
the way 1t'is exercised”. - _

Trouble on another front. The Europeans subsidise agri-
cultural exRorts., Deciding that if you can’t beat them, join
them, the Americans follow suit. This hurts Australian a?rl-
culture, and there are rumblings from the bush urging the
overnment to threaten to pull out of the Western alliance.

awke proposes APEC — an economic forum of Asian
powers — as an alternative. Meanwhile, the country slips
Into recession. _ o

In February 1990, Hawke calls an election. Labor wins it on
the second “preference strategy, an approach for which
Richardson claims the credit."Rod Cameron calls it the
“bl%;gest smgle reason for the success of Labor’s campaign”.
But after the election win, Hawke alienates Richardson,
refusing to qlve him his choice of portfolio in the new gov-
ernment. “1 thought that was a bit rich”, deadpans
Richardson.

The economy heads south. The forecasts from Treasury
and the Reserve Bank, the Prime Minister’s Office, the
Statistician — theK all turn out to be wrongl. “We were acting
on information that wasjust wrong”, recalls Michael Duffy.
Perhaps the lesson here is that there is something_to be said
for “belngi prepared to listen to anecdotal evidence” as
Hawke puts 1t. But this was a ?overnment that ignored what
Polmmans learn from talking to people and relied instead on
he models and the numbers. It was a rationalist rather than
an empiricist government. In March 1990 Keating is still
saying It will bea soft landing. Which prompts Peter Walsh to
speak of “the hazards of selfdelusion”. Keating famously calls
it “the recession Australia had to have”. He claims in retro-
spect that this was Hawke’s view also. Hawke’s response in
Labor in Poweris direct; “any claim that | was consulted about
that Phrase beforehand is an absolute lie”

Bill Kelty pushes for industry assistance, but the govern-
ment is obsessed with telecommunications competition
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olicy. “I was a bit manic about it”, Keating later concedes.

e 1S manic about the rational view of the relationship
between knowledge and government, and refuses to con-
sider a more empirical, suck it and see approach. The finan-
cialjournalists e%g him on. Keating is relentless in his pursuit
of his own agenda. “He can bruise notjust the ego but the
spirit, and that’swhen he ?oes too far”, counsels Richardson.
ut Keating is like Achilles denied his prize. His pride is
hurt. On Hawke’s leadership: “It became ajoke”.

Placido Domingo

Keating’s ‘Placido Domingo’ speech isa strange text He gave
it to the National Press Club, in December 1990: “When |
walk out on that staPe, some performances will be better
than others. But I’ll always be tr?mg to spring the economics
and the politics together, Qut there on the stage doing the
Placido Domingo.”And doing it better than his more promi-
nent rival, Luciano Pavarotti. “Leadership is not about being
popular. it's about being right, about being strong. And it’s
not whether you go through some shopping centre tripping
over the TV crew’s cords. It’sabout doing what you think the
nation requires."8 ,

In this famous speech, supposedly given off the record to
the annual dinner of the National Press Club in December
1990, Paul Keatln? condenses everything about himself that
People love to hate and hate themselves for Iovmg. He flat-
ersand he scolds. He praises the “participants”and bags the
“oyeurs” in the struggle for change. He even has the nerve
to dismiss John Curtin as a “trier” rather than a leader.
Australia never had leaders, he says. We're an accident... we
never said this place is ours and"we are going to run it for
ourselves.” _ _

With the past thus dimmed, the future looms brighter on
the horizon. ‘We have this chance”, but it requires “national
will and national leadership”. Keating then defines the
nature of this leadership as *having a conversation with the
PUb|I_C", which, in a perverse sense, is what he was per-
orming in this very speech. Performing, like Placido
Domingo, in the shadow of one he thinks Is a lesser per-
former, who gets bigger cheers from the crowd.
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There’san S&M glow about Keating,” as Meaghan Morris
observes in a profound essay on watching the Treasurer.d1n
the instance of his National Press Club speech the exgul_sne
torture comes from it being so quotable. By tradition,
speeches given at that occasion are deemed to be off the
record, sojournalists look for a way to bend the rules, and
get Keating’s best lines into print.

Like Doc Evatt, Paul Keatmg has all the hallmarks of a
master thinker, of someone who thinks he can talk to the
people on the basis of a higher knowledge of their interests
and needs.He is loved by %upp_le swine and talking head
types for the fearlessness with which he asserts the preroga-
tives of the strong will and sharp mind. “A Labor government
is a rare breed of horse. You don't ride it by cracking the
WhIP and jabbm% your spurs into its flanks. You coax it,
soothe it, falk to It, ease italong and point the way ahead."d
Keating’s lesson is that only a smart and wily drover can
mastersuch a dumb animal. o

The showdown with Hawke has come. Even this private
moment iswatched, via closed circuit television, by the Prime
Minister’s staff in the next room. Hawke sits bhack relaxed:
Keatm%ammated _pacing. Hawke was annoyed by Keating’s
claim that Australia had no great leaders. The mouth was
the mouth of Paul Keating but the words were the words of
Jack Lang.” To Hawke it is an insult to the memory of Curtin,
Itis of course also an insult to Hawke, but | think"Hawke was
really offended by Keating’s lack of respect for Labor saints.
The Kirribilli deal is off.” “Bob had an easy ride through
Rubllc life”, remarks the contemptuous Keating, who prided

imself on dom% it alone. _ _

“We threw that year away”, recalls Collins, of the time the
Elovernment spent marking time while Keating challenged

awke. The Gulfwar delays Keating’s run. The government
lowers tariffs — “a bit quick”inJohn Button’s view. “ljust did
not believe that they had got the economy right”, adds Bill
Kelty. Senior labour movement figures in daily contact with
business decision makers think the economy iS in a bad way,
but the government still runs economic policy by the
numbers and the models. ,Keatln(i makes his chaIIen%e in
June 1991, and loses. He retires to the backbench. He thinks
about art and clocks and other things, or so it appears.
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Coronation Hill

It takes five and a half hours of debate to decide, but finally
Hawke ,supportsAbon?_lnaI oplposmon, on religious grounds
to mining at Coronation Hill. Even Kim Beazley, a loyal
Hawke supporter, feels forced to confront his leader across
the table and insist that he “make a decision”. But it is not the
decision Labor’s hard-heads want. In Labor in Power Hawke is
still indignant; “the hypocrisy of people who claim adherence
to the Christian rellql_or], who can easily accommodate the
m%stery of the holy trinity, pouring scorn on the beliefs of
others because it doesn’t make sense {us_t left me appalled
beyond measure.” Even with hindsight, it seems to mystify
some of the cabinet members as to what this mtan?lble hing
was that Hawke felt called to answer to and protect.

John Kerin, Kea_tlng\’s replacement as Treasurer brings
down the budget in August 1991, It fails to impress, and
Hawke drops Kerin in December after a botched press con-
ference where he confused economic terms. There wasn't
much future for the government under that leadership”, is
John Dawkins’ assessment. Then comes the Liberal Party’s
Fightback! Package. A vigorous and fresh John Hewson pre-
sents a policy to the public that would accelerate economic
reform, particularly on the taxation front. The government
was struck dumb”, says Keating, ‘Fightback! finished Bob off,
not me.”

By December 1991 there are six ministers asking Hawke to
go. As Gareth Evans puts it to his leader: “Pull out digger, the
( o?s are pissing on your swa%.” Robert Ray’s advice to Hawke
IS 10 get out while on top: “back of our minds, Labor Pa[tx
needs some icons.” Bob Collins, who spins Labor fables wit
bar room drama, recalls “the smell of death”. Second time
around, Keating polled 56 votes to Hawke’s 51. Hawke’s press
conference after his defeat is emotional, personal. “If this was
eleven years ago, I would be getting very thoroughly drunk.”

Sweetest Victory of All

“Why won't you call an earldv_ election?” demands Hewson, in
Rarllament, sﬂtmg at the dispatch box. Keating rounds on
im from the other side of the chamber: “The answer is,
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mate, because | want to do you slowly.” It’s a rare occasion
where the broadcast coverage of Parliament makes good
television. Keating released his One Nation statement in
February 1992. “We had to change our position”, recalls
Keating, “reordering the debate, saying there was a role for
government.” With  Hewson presenting the Liberals as a
otential government of accelerated "economic reform,
eating tacks the other way, and with One Nation presents a
Pa_ckage of employment and training measures. Keating lost
aith In the advice of the Reserve Bank and the Treasury:
’Ul]e judgements lacked guile”. There are one million
jobless. _ _
Somehow, he pulls it off. In March 1993 Keatlnﬁ leads
Labor to an unexpected win, his “sweetestvictory ofall” as he
calls it on election night, out at Bankstown, This is where we
came in. Bob Ellis was at Bankstown on that night, when |
was at the Intercontinental. Then suddenly, very quickly, |
was at the side of the sta(I;e... and Keating, in half profile, ias
at the microphone, and the crowd was saying, ‘We want Paul,
we want Paul’, and he was sagm% ‘You've got me.” And then
there was silence, and he said, ° his is the sweetest victory of
all’... and then like a tennis ball tossed hack over his
shoulder to me alone, ‘This is a victory for the true
believers’, and | drank in the moment knowing few again
would ever eiual it..”2 _
There are those who feel that the moral PauI_Keatln%’s
celebrity stands for is the possibility of the destruction of the
traditions of the Labor Party, DeanJaensch titled his hook on
the subject The Hawke-Keatlnﬁ Hijack. Peter Beilharz called
his Transforming Labor. Graham™ Maddox juxtaposes The
Hawke Government and the Labor Traditions These books
chose to judge the Hawke quvernment and Keating as its
economic prime-mover, by the standards and values of the
Labor culture of the past, although the authors are not
agreed on exactly which values in Labor’s past are its true
essence. While even less sympathetic to the Keating view on
creating wealth in order t0 share it, is CarolJohnson’s hook
The Labor Legacy. 3 At leastJohnson recognises that if Labor
has a tradition, it is one of virtuality, one of inventing prag-
matic working relations with capitalism that secure some-
thing for Labor’s constituences. Labor’s tradition is a
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modern one, a tradition of fresh invention. The lesson of her
study is not that Labor betrayed anything, but rather that it
tried what it always tries, to' create a working relationship
among conflicting parties, an effort that eventually unravels.

| did not look upon Keatln% as a transformer or a hijacker
of a legacy or tradition on that night. I think the lesson is
rather that Labor in power always attempts the impossible.
The problem s as knottg as this; The application of a belief
in which many do not believe to appearances that are not
what they appear, by people who's limitations can only be
known in the middle of events that will expose limitadons,
?mded by a knowledge of how politics and economics sprm_g
ogether”that can only be verified to the extent that this
knowledFe fails. If that means we can expect less from
Labor’s [eaders than faith m_qht once have implied, then it
is all the more reason to insist that Labor deliver what little
it can deliver to minimise avoidable suffering.

The quality of a celebrity might be measured by the com-
bination of love and hate she or he inspires. A Labor
celebrity is measured only by the love of those who know in
their hearts that their sufferln%, and that of those close to
them would definitely have been greater had they not
believed enough in this cause that it might cause at least this
little. But there is no master plan, no magic pudding, and if
there is a_hqht on the hill, it is not that its glow has dimmed,
but that it illuminates a spectrum of the mind that has not
yet been brought to bear on rethinking the Labor fable.
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Generational ganglands

The true critic is he who bears within himself the
dreams and ideas and feelings of myriad generations,
and to whom no form of thought is alien, no emotional
impulse obscure.

Oscar Wilde

The ltchy and Scratchy Movie is the defining moment
for our generation. How would you like it if someone
had said you couldn't watch the moon landing?

Lisa Simpson

Hugh Mackay’s Generations
“Generation X didn’t OD on the sofa,”writes Camilla Nelson

in The Australian. “We became angry.”LI’ll say! It's the sub-

jective side ofa very real problem: Australia at'the end of the
90s was a mature economy with an ageing poPuIatlon. Those
already in the money made deals amongst themselves to
keep things that way, while a generation of Australians was
warehoused in the education srstem. .

Sooner or later they came out the other end. As cab drivers
talking about discourse analysis, waitresses qualified in
econometrics, shop assistants with interesting theories about
child psychology. Diverse people with diverse talents, all with
one thing in common: resentment for older and often less
talented people who hogged the trough and will hog it for
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some time to come, what with health care, pensions and
suxerannuatlon. _ _

As the lucky country ran out of luck, issues of inter-gener-
ational equity appeared on the horizon. Inequalities occur
across space, and can he detected by comparing the oppor-
tunities for the I|vespeoPIe can live'when the population is
broken down according to postcodes. Inequalities also occur
across time, and can be detected by comparing the opportu-
nities for the lives people can livé when the population is
broken down according to alge cohorts. These two kinds of
disenfranchisement can overfap. The rise in rhetorics ofgen-
erational conflict in the 90s was largely cultural, expr_essm?
competln? claims for attention among age cohorts with dif-
ferent cultural tastes. It also expressed something more
serious, Pockets of very high youth unemployment, concen-
trated in particular localities, offered the bleak prospect of
entrenching a permanent disenfranchisement. As Mark
Latham says, “It'is plainly intolerable for a nation to have
one-tenth or more of its Citizens and neighbourhoods disen-
franchised from the new economy, with this level of disad-
vantage then being conveyed to the next generation through
the tragedy of educational under-achievement and skill
exclusion.” _ _

The social psych_olo%lst Hugh Mackay devoted his book
Generations to stud¥|ng he way this perceived generation gap
oPened up in Australian cultire.3He identifies a generation
of Baby Boomers, born in the 50s, who grew up in an atmos-
phere of optimism and rising expectations, and who staged a
revolution’ agalnst the values of their parents. Mackay calls
this the Lucky Generation, who live secure within the
comfort zone of suburban affluence.

The children of the Lucky Generation are the Baby
Boomers, Like Helen Townsend, author of Baby Boomers,
Mackay finds they were raised in an atmosphere of postwar
material security, but against the background of the perma-
nent emergency of the cold war.4They applied the cultural
training of the cold war, with its permanent mobilisation, to
the increasingly less materially secure years of the 80s and
90s. They became prone to stressing out about the present,
and feeling nostalgic for a mythical 60s of peace, love and a
good bonk.
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The children of Babr Boomers, born in the 70s, are what
Mackay wants to call the Options Generation. He did not
succeed in shifting the media away from its consensus term,
Generation X, so that is what |'will call them. Canadian
author Douglas Coupland borrowed the name from a 70s
punk band, who in turn pinched it from the title of a 505
problem youth” book.5 Generation X are the “most highly
educated and media stimulated generation”. They exR_erl-
ence cyberspace, not as something new, but as something
always already there. As the writer Beth Spencer says, being
Generation X “means being part of the first generation to
grow_up on television.”s

This might be why, in Mackay’s terms, ther are also the
“hored generation”, as media-generated novelty has, in their
lifetime, become routine. As Ari, who could be a typical
Generation X person from one of Mackay’s research focus
groups, puts it: There must be thousands of movies |'ve seen
on television.” Macka}g says that Generation X are used to the
idea of insecurity where work and relationships are con-
cerned, having grown up with rising unemployment and
parents to whom an argument about sgueezmg the tooth-

aste tube in the midale is grounds for divorce. Generation

don’t share the Boomer optimism about the future of
Australia that Boomers inherited from their parents. But
they tend to rate their own awareness of differences and dif-
ficulties pretty highly. They think the?{ can handle things.
They exp_erlence private hope and public despair. They keep
their options open, making things up as they go along. Or as
Ari says, “ may see no future but I got ethics.”

For Mackay, people born in the 60 are Post Boomers, a
sort of coffeé break between generations, who “want to make
an art form out of creating a I|festXIe”, but are otherwise of
little interest. As | was born in 1961, reading Mackay’s book
makes me feel as thou?h | share only some of the Boomer
traits, but that | have already experienced some of the frus-
trations with them that Mackay reserves for his Options or X-
ers. Catharine Lumby, also born in 1961, describes us in
similarly relational ferms as the “Squeeze Generation™7
Perhaps it’s this in-betweenness that makes me reflect on
how dehate comes to a consensus about the very existence of
these kinds of Capitalised Cohorts as public things.

217



generational ganglands

_MackaY’s method involves both group and individual inter-
views, A lot of the interviews appear to have heen conducted
at a time when generationalism was a live issue in the media,
Mackay presumes that the main influence on generational
identity 1s the relations within the family between genera-
tions. That may well be so, but there seems no clear way to
distinguish_the" influence of the Frlvate world of the family
from the influence of the public world, particularly the
media. The rhetorical tools and |ma?es that Mackay’s inter-
viewees use seem to me to be drawn from the media. Which
isnot to say that the family counts for nothing. Rather, there
exists a combination of influences, where the raw experience
ofbemg amother or daughter, a grandfather or grandson, is
assessed and interpreted in terms of images and stories made
available via the vectors of radio, television, videos, maga-
zines and the internet,

Heartheat of the Literati

The sync_hronlsm? of experience is a characteristic of
modern life. The Titerary critic Georg Lukacs writes in The
Historical Novel about the way that, since the French revolu-
tion, mass mobilisation for war created a whole new kind of
“mass experience.”When a lot of people experience the same
events at the same time, “this must enormously strengthen
the feeling first that there is such a thing as history, that it is
an uninterrupted process of changes and finally that it has a
direct effect upan the life of every individual.” o

The synchronising of media eXperience is a characteristic
of postmodern life. Where warfare once mobilised a genera-
tion and moved it about in space; the media now mobilise a
flow of images and move them about in space.
Communication vectors, most ofwhich developed as part of
the modern war machine, tend to become ever more global
and synchronised. Now they produce a s_ynchron!smgr of
experience even in the absence of a mobilising conflict. This
may be why common generational structures of feeling have
beén growing quietly stron%er, unnoticed by a mediaand a
public which imagines that generational difference was a
one-off ‘60s thing". o _

The whole idea of generationalism, the idea that there are
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common experiences that define an age cohort, is a media
artefact. It is a perception that has only come to exist in the
first place as the media have synchronised the circulation of
information. Starting with the™first mass circulation newspa-
pers, then the radio, cinema and even_tuaII% television,
perhaps no more than four or five generations have lived in
a media environment that made it possibleto circulate images
and stories about generations that people could use to think
through their experience. And so we have had the Lost
Generation, the Me Generation, and Generation X.

Mackay’s book is very interesting and enlightening about
what images and stories people have come to accept as cate-
?orles they can use for eflnlnF their identity and the iden-
ity of others. But it is less useful'as an explanation of how the
whole process works. To do that, | think we have to ask about
what kinds of media are available that can synchronise
people’s perceptions, what stories and images are available
via which media vectors, and most importantly, who gets to
make those images. , N

The mass hroadcast vectors of radio and television produce
the phenomena of people experiencing the same images
simultaneously. Radio and television work their way into
everyday life. The images and stories they carry propose tem-
plates for readl_n? experiences in everyday life. The existence
ofashared point of reference, in the form of this synchroni-
sation of images, makes the subjective experience of genera-
tionalism possible. While the images mag be common, the
experiences in everyday life that they can be made to express
are not. What a geéneration shares is not the same experi-
ences, but rather different experiences read via the same
images.

G%_neratlo_n X is not the first generation produced by the
media, but it may be the first to reach widespread self-aware-
ness about the constitutive role of the media in its self-defin-
ition. As Ari says; “Mum is part of the television generation as
well”. Which might explain why Ari treats the media more
ironically than youra\/erag_e Boomer. He grew up not only on
television, but observa is Boomer Farents, who came o it
later in life, relate to television aswell.

In the 90s, the marketmﬁ and advertising industries began
thinking seriously about how to target Generation X con-
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sumers. Advertising started internalising the kind of critical
and ironic distance from advertising that marketing
researchers identified as the hallmark” of contemporarx
media readln? practices. The Heartbeat market researc

?roup_, for instance, labelled consumers in their 20s and 30s
he Literati, on the assumption that what distinguished them
was a distinctive level of Iltera%about media and marketing.9

Somewhat younger than Mackay, the Heartbeat team
videotape their focus groups and make their research results
available to their clients on CD-rom. Their construction of
the generational object, in this case called Literati rather
than Options Generation or Generation X, similarly reflects
a more media-saturated view of everyday life. According to
Heartbeat, the Literati “feel pulled in” different directions by
the multitude of choices and options open to them. The
internet, the world media, the %Iqbal village. Information is
everywhere. They are trying to think holisitically in a global
world.” The lesson for"media and marketing, is that the
Literati “are Iookln% for signposts they can rely on and
brands which offer stability and a sense of direction for the
future.” They are literate and discriminating about media
images. -

According to Heartbeat, the Literati are no dopes, They
switch off from messages that, as Cherman from Ipswich told
us, ‘don’t tell the truth, but don’tlie’.” They respond to both
fantasy and reality but not attempts to pass one off as the
other. They are “a generation of realists” and “they do not
suffer phoneys”, Yet they crave “symhols of their beliefs”. And
yret are sceptical of images and Stories that offer too much.

he cult of ce_IebrltY has taken a very different turn.... The
Literati reject icons that seem ideal.”In place of the perfect
?Iamour of the ‘golden Kears of Hollywood’, it’s the mix of
he mundane and the otherworldly that appeals.

The cultural studies scholar David Marshall writes in
Celebrity and Power about how celebrity is part of a double
rationalisation.D Business and political leaders try to ratio-
nalise the wants and desires of populations from above with
various quantitative and qualitative research tools,
Heartbeat’s CD-rom, like Hugh Mackays’ Mackay Reports are
an attempt at constructing poRuIar culture as an object of
reasoning and calculation. While quantitative data is still
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useful, bEy) the time Generation X arrive on the scene, rea-
soning about popular desires has started to get way too com-
plicated for simple surveys. Both the way Generation X
rationalises the world through media images, and the way
media managers and marketeers try to gauge what kinds of
|ma%es Generation X will embracg, has hecome an ironic
double game. After all, Generation X isitselfa rationalisation
of the messy hehaviours of different people’s everyday lives.

_ One thing that is certain is that the SonY Corporation, for
instance, has created a more powerful relation to the
Generation X public than any political party. Politics as a
whole becomesjust a branch of the media and a species of
ce_IebrltK, and as such has to compete on unfavourable terms
with other kinds of media image and storr.,ln the 90s, the
major parties tried to insert tradltlonaIGpo itical images and
personalities into the kind of media Generation ml?ht
read. In the 1998 election, Labor leader Kim Beazley
appeared in the ‘youth culture’ magazine Juice, and
aﬁpeared alongside popular band The Whitlams at suitable
photo opportunities.1 This was more a case of communi-
cating the old politics to emerging publics than of trying to
read and articulate a new ?_olltlcs that might emerge out of
th_ethenerattlon Xor Literati culture — if such a thing can be
said to exist.

Richard, Neville on the Frontline

While marketeers might embrace youngerfpeople_as con-
sumers, and political parties might chase after their votes,
the media industries have not heen universally enthusiastic
about the new sensibility that is spreading across papular
culture. The constitution of generational” identity via the
media often takes P_Iace negatlvelr, by defining a generation
in_terms of properties it does nof share with another gi_ener-
ation, This creates not only the perception of generational
identity, but also of generafional conflict.

Hence the popularity, in the media, for defining younger
Reople in terms of what is urrongWixh them. Boomer talking

eads are alwa%s looking for reasons not to give young
people the car keys. There is no shortage of superannuate
commentators who can think of nothing more creative than
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to blame all our problems on young people. Ageing pundits
queue up to denounce any idea anyone ever had since they
last read a book. Yesterday’s heroes of left, right and off-the-
map_can’t stop themselves from adding new bits to a self-
serving fantasy that portrays the youth of today as deluded
dopes. Theyjust don’t get it. But they won’t shut up about it.
ake, as a representative Boomer talking head, Richard
Neville. The former co-editor of Oz magazine has mellowed
into a kind of new a%e sage of suburbia.2He says of Quentin
Tarantino, who he thinks is a “skilful but ultimately shallow”
Film director, “everyone isso dazzled by technique and there
is not really a lot of substance in what he says."BBut let’s
consider another h ﬁothesw: It’s Neville who is skilful but
ultimately shallow. The lack of substance in his complaints
about Tarantino is the first piece of evidence against him.
He is simply incapable of hearing what this film ‘maker has
to say. Where a younger Neville attacked suburbia for its
resistance to new information, Neville in middle age has
become the mouthpiece forjust such a suburban narrowing
of the channels. _
Many of the talking heads and gatekeepers of the media
are Boomers who acqluwed their Po_smonsldurmg the expan-
sion of the media, culture and arts industries that dates back
to the Gorton and Whitlam governments of the 70s. That old
curmudgeon Les Murray calls them, with a certain Celtic
wong the Whitlam Ascendancy.X | prefer to call them the
Burblers. This is the sound they make in the media — burble
burble. But it is also the lolace — suburhia — from which that
sound comes. The Burblers have retired, one way or another,
from public life, and make their pronouncements from
private retreat in the suburbs. Cut off from the urbane give
and take of a properly public life, they become cranky and
preoccupied with grudges and nostalgia. Their perceptions
no longer knit to?ether into a consensual map that younger
people can accept— not least because part of that consensus
IS a demonising of new ideas and fresh cultural movements.
Atfirst sight, alienating younger readers and viewers might
seem like a'puzzling thing for market-driven media to do. In
an episode of the comedy TV show Frontline called ‘My
Generation’, the executivé producer of the fictional TV
current affair show Frontline’explains why his show routinely
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portrays_youn(i_people as uneducated, unemployable, drug-
t.akmgr little aliens from Planet Nintendo: “Our audience
likes Teeling superior to the younger generation.”® Since
most of the advertising between which the fictional Frontline’
runs is for superannuation schemes, young people “are the
one demographic we can afford to alienate.” Given that most
of the anti-youth stories that Frontline portra>{s as running on
Frontline’covers are stories that have actually run on ‘real’
current affairs shows, | think we can take it that the explana-
tion is pretty accurate. _ o
Looking at the formation of a generational rhetoric in the
media from my supi)osedly Squeeze Generation location, it
seems to me that a lot of Us in our 30s who were scratching
around trying to carve out a space in the media, the arts or
the academy got_caught in the middle. The easy way out, par-
ticularly in the first half of the 90s, was to create_somethlng
that would please the Burblers: rehash the same images an
stories, confirm their perceptions of the world, and in Par-
ticular, be the token young(ish) person who could be trotted
out to bash any new idea firmly on the head. The Young
Fo?eys who learned to burble” got ahead, and are now
Ien renghed in the culture industries. For them, the bar was
owered.
“In the late 90s, the axis started to shift, if imperceptibly at
first. Since the only voices the Burblers ever hear are each
others’, their collective drift into irrelevance went unnoticed
amongst them, while those alleged young Yictims” of polit-
ical correctness and poststructuralism and postmodernism
and the slacker mentality got on with writing their novels,
putting up their web sites, finishing their doctorates, pol-
ishing their stand-up comedy, rehearsing their music — and
filling in their dole forms. What they have to say often has a
harder edge. There is a last, and” very cherished, urban
myth”, says Ari, “that every new %ene,ratlon has it better than
the one that came before’ it. Bullshit.... There’s nog(obs, no
work, no factories, no wag_e packet, no halfacre block. There
Isno more land. I'am sliding towards the sewer, and I’'m not
even strugg_lmg against the flow. | can smell the pungent
aroma of shit, but 1’'m still breathing.” o
~ Success is the best revenge. As material success is increas-
ingly denied them in the 'real” world, Generation X spend
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their energies creating a virtual _culture instead. The
response is as creative as it is angry. The emergent culture of
today is a secret picnic. If there is something positive in the
media artefact of Peneratlonallsm it is the  possibility that
Generation X could become the first truly virtual genera-
tion, Virtual in the sense of embracing the possibility of
staying true to the main benefit of being young — the ability
to thrive on new information, to absor it creatively into
one’s being. Were Generation X to become the first virtual
generation, it would become the last generation. It would
refuse the limited set of possibilities that go with being
defined as a generation. _

The pressure to stay within the bounds of generational and
suburban conformltY appears in the media to come most
strongly from Burbler Boomers who have embraced the
impoverishment of suburbia and would foist it on the young
aswell, and so both generationalism and suburbia appear as
something linked in a lot of the art that tries to escape from
those norms. It is the remarkable skill for connecting new
information to the continuity of experience that Burblers
seem to most loudly resist and resent about their offspring.

Generationalism s to time what suburbanallt_}/ IS to space
— a refusal of possibilities beyond an arbitrary norm.
Overcoming gieneratmnallsm IS like overcoming subur-
banality. People escaping the former intersect with the
people escaping the latter, and the point of intersection is
urbanity. In this chapter, | want to talk about the work of a
few contemporaries of mine who seem to me to be on the
frontline in defining and establishing an urbanity that arises
out of living deep in the broadcast a%e, butwhich might also
look forward to the emergence of the more distributed
vectors of cyberspace.

Mark Davis in Gangland

“Once being young was a romantic adventure”, writes Mark
Davis. “Not one that ended in the popular stereot?]/pes of the
dole queue, the teen ar&g, the single mother, or the feminist
daughter.” Davis’ book Gangland arrived in 1997 as a breath
of fresh air.lnlt set out in clear and detailed form ex_actlr how
the Burbler world view in Australian culture contributed to
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this now national trend of demonising the young and the
marginal for all the nation’s problems. Finally, the Burblers

were brought to book for their part in the decline of confi-

dence and the rise of reaction. _

~ The theme of Gangland is the “culture wars” of the mid 90s,
in which young people “get to side with the popular, the
postmodern, the untruthful and the self-deceived”— at least
In the paranoid mindset of ageing Burblers who are losing
their grip on reality, the agenda, and the Publlc Imagination.
“Many of the protagonists are former cold warriors out of a
job,” Unlike the youth unemplo%/ed, the¥ were able to invent
their own make-work scheme, by transterring the cold war
sense of permanent emergfency from the reds under the bed
to t?e yo]yntg person lying flaked out — probably on drugs —
on top, of it.

P0|_f[t)ICS and religion are no longer the arenas where values
and interests are thrashed out. Now it’s culture. Only the
Burblers try to maintain their authority by proclalmln? a
monopolgl_on the cultural hl?h ground, at the expense ofthe
young. This “gerrymander of the ideas market”, as Davis calls
It, is detrimental. “Our cultural landscape is currendy pep-
pered with examples of a desperate, backward looking’stasis,
a fearful hanging on, manifested as a long, slow, unproduc-
tive whinge.” . . _ _

Burblers link ethical and aesthetic decline to the idea of
the youn?_ as failures, but if there is a cause of decline it is
this ‘constipation of the media sphere — unable to pur%e
itself of the less nutritious parts of the Burbler gang. The
Burblers like to monopolise the rhetoric of ‘standards’, but
the fact is that sorting out what is durable and what it
ephemeral in Burbler culture is a part of the ongoing
debate about standards. o ,

A leading symptom of the Burblers’ decline is “legislated
nostalgia”— a term Davis borrows from Douglas Coupland.
Legislated nostalgia is that excruciating feeling one has
while beln? made to endure the endless repetitions of a
dewy-eyed tantasy about the 60s, as summed up in the title of
Richard Neville’s memoir, Hippie Hippie Shake.LLThe 60s was
not a magical time. It was a time like any other, but now it is
endlesslx presented through the golden lens of nostalgia
rather than a genuine, critical cultural history.8
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“The denial of a positive space in so-called high culture and
literary life for young people fits with a more general repres-
sive climate. Local and state governments increasingly deny
basic rlgihts to youth with Special pollcmg powers, sen-
tencing laws and” curfews. After the fatal stabbing of police
officer Peter Forsyth, by what the Sun-Herald decided was a
“gang of young dr_u% dealers”, in my own street in Ultimo,
Sydney, |felt a brie p,angbof anti-youth hysteria myself. A
feeling some of my neighbours already experienced: “resi-
dents have raised serious concerns about dance parties”, the
Sun-Herald reports.® But it alarmed me that when new
police powers were suggested as the remedy for knife
attacks, the suggestion was that it was only and alwa%s youth
who were the “people who needed to” be searched for
Weapons. o

These measures were advocated in spite of the fact that, as
three community welfare experts declared, “there isoften an
inverse relationship between the depiction of ‘the juvenile
crime problem” and the actual nature and level of
offending.”@ The media coverage of the Forsyth stabhing
shows why Davis is right in thinking that generationalism is
more than just a matter ofa few Burblers needing to be pen-
sioned off. Media-generated ge_rceptlons,of generational
attributes can contribute to public perceptions. As Ari sa%s,
“the rich don’t fear the unionised worker, they don’t fear the
militant, The){ fear the crim, the murderer, the basher.” And
we might put a hard and fresh young face on him in our
imagination without thinking. _ N

Davis is particularly good on the hysteria around political
correctness. He fits'it into a cold war style of moral panic
about race, women, young p_eo_PIe,_and the mentality that
declares the end of western civilisation on the grounds that
kids wear their basehall caps backwards. The remarkable
thing is how much air time and how many column inches
well-entrenched pundits wasted proclaiming that they were
being ‘censored’ bﬁ)oljtlcal correctness — Paul Sheehan
builta career on it.2 Davis points to the self-evident absurdity
of this, “If this is dissent, then it's a stage managed affair
indeed — diversion designed to make tame orthodoxies
look stale.” It’s a sure sign that a Burbler is clueless about
contemporary reality and has run out of ideas when she or
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he spends time declaring that their old ideas are somehow

under ferocious attack from often unspecified and unnamed

};0“” whippersnappers. But then, as Davis says, “they've
een reathln% each other’s air for too long.”

Davis faults the Burblers not only for detrimental effects on
the politics of public culture, but also for the stagnation and
boredom of literary hjgh culture. Their “greatest single
talent is elevating the middlebrow.” So in book after book we
?et endless ref)etltl_ons of the literary aspirations of suburban
taste. Allegedly universal “values” are merely asserted, never
justified or scrutinised. The Burblers have presided over a

suburbanisation of Australian letters, cutting it off from any-

thing that might challengg its pretensions. _

Burblers make a habit of confusing storytellers with
thinkers, talking heads with intellectuals. Time and again,
storytellers shoot their mouths off about concepts they don’t
understand but nevertheless don't like, with few professional
thinkers ever getting a word in edgewise. We need both
stories and conceBt_s ina gubllc literary life, but reviewers,
Publlshers and publicisers have, since the 60s, pushed one at
he expense of the other. Too often what passes for
debate... is no more than an attempt to discreqit motives
and credentials.” N _

Burblers have created an anti-intellectual culture. Davis
offers as evidence a string of quotes from the Young Fogey
style of high journalism of the broadsheets. For instance:
“For man¥ deconstructionists there isno such thing as truth
and falsehood, good writing or bad; or indeed, no reality
outside of texts.” To which Davis responds dryly: “No theorist
argues anything remotely so ridiculous.” An increasingly
educated population are comln? to see this.

Davis eftectively turns the tables on our leading Burblers.
Where they see decline and fall everywhere but in their own
backyard, Davis locates the problem’ squarely with Burblers
and their lazy minded ways. [t’snot women, minorities or the
oun? that are the problem. The problem is that an ageing
urbler ascendancy can’t or won’t make an effort to under-
stand the contemporary range of experiences and points of
view.

If there is hope, then, for Davis it comes from a sponta-
neous, bottom-up urbanity that bypasses Burbler-dominated
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vectors. Out in community radio, zine publishing, web sites,
listservers, self-organised campus reading qroups, and at per-

formance nlghts at the local pub — people are dom[q_lt for

themselves, People are working through the cultural issues

gndketxperlences that the mainstream” put in the too-hard
asket.

As Davis says, young people know more about the media
than their elders. They didn’t come to the current media
vectors late in life, they grew up with them and learned their
ways and means early. When A Current Affair host Ray Martin
decided to abandon the last shred of his 60s leftie cred and
front for a sordid report by Mike Monroe that attacked the
unem Iore_d Paxton kids, riot everyone took this _sorr%blt of
hate-TV ylnﬁ_down. Some were busy hand-printing Paxton
Fan Club t-shirts, o _

The publication of Gangland was significant not just
because it identified the P_aral sis generationalism has
caused, but because the reaction to the book by the Burbler
crowd proved a good deal of its thesis. The principle targets
of his attack commandeered as much media acreage as pos-
sible to denounce Gangland, thus proving its hypothesis
about the ability of the Burblers to monopolise a good many
vectors alon% which images and stories pass into the public
realm. But the more encouraging side of the Gan?lan affair
is that some of the media’s gatekeepers demonstrated that
their responsibility transcends %enerat_lonal rhetorics. A little
bit more room opened up in the media. .

The irony is precisely the exclusion of younger voices from
serious consideration in the media that created th,e_speakmg
position from which Davis could appear as the critic of suc
exclusion. As a result of his intervention, a few people in
their 30s elbowed their (our) way into ta’lklng head status.
The onus ison them (us? to create still more room for those
still excluded, As part of that process, | want to write about
what was distinctive about the experience of my contempo-
raries. This is not meant to Ieggslate for a new no_stal,?_la.
Rather trgmg to identify some differences and continuities
from the 60s to the 70s and 80s might be a way of providing
an enabling fable for others to mark their own experience,
of the 90s and beyond, in terms of differences and continu-
ities that may still'be emerging.
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In a now famous scene in Quentin Tarantino’s film Pulp
Fiction, Butch (played by Bruce Willis) gets free from a pair
of psychos intent on torturing him In their dungeon, out
back of a pawn shop. As he makes his escape, he pauses. Still
traPped back there is a man who wants to kill him, a man
Butch has cheated, but to whom he still feels a moral obliga-
tion. He decides to go back and rescue him. But first, Butch
must choose a weapon. He picks UID' and rejects, a hasehall
bat and a chain saw, before finally setding on a samura
sword as his weapon of choice.

Butch examines and re#.ects weapons that he, the other
characters in the film, the film’s makers, and a viewer like Ari
who has seen a lot of movies on TV, will recoHnlse as
belonging to L)_artlcular kinds of movie. Butch basically has to
decide what kind of movie this is to become. Is it a'slasher
flick like the Texas Chainsaw Massacre? Is it in the gangster
genre, like Scarface? No, it isn’t, and the chainsaw and base-

all bat are discarded. It’snot Hammer Horror either. 1t's a
samurai film. The theme is not blood lust or r_even?e_, it’s
honour. This is a film aboutjustice, about an ethics of living
outside the law. _ _ _

For perhaps the first time in the history of cingma, the film
makers, the film characters and the film’s audience share a
moment of full recognition, free from irony or parody, that
we all share a certain media culture. Not one that deter-
mines who we are and what we do, but one that offers a
range of actions and conceptions form which we have to
make choices. It is the seIf-consmous_Productlon and inter-
pretation of shared |mq%es that constitute a virtual reservoir
of \Bossmle action, possible worlds. ,

hile there is a synchronising effect that goes with the
%Ioballsat_lqn of Cyberspace, it isn’t necessarily a
omogenising effect,”Global media vectors make different
people exPerlence the same images at the same time, but
what people make of them differs from place to place. This
IS why a trans-national ?eneratlonallsm_ appears as a real
effect of media globalisation, but not quite in the way some
of the pundits think. It doesn’t make people think or feel the
same way, itjust means that people tend to think and feel, at
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the same time, but in their different ways, via the same set of
images.
/hen parallels to Coupland’s Generation X started turning
up in Australian wrmn?, the Burbler response was to see it as
_ he global marketing of the Generation X
aesthetic. But this missed something quite fundamental.
Punk got going independently in several different places at
once on the principle of “here are three chords, now form a
band”.250 too did the so-called Grun?e Lit giet going on the
basis of: “here are 26 letters of the a Bhabe , 90 write your
novel.”3 Both punk and runﬁe egan_as local “and
autonomous appropriations 6 a shared media moment.

Grunge writers were just a particular kind of young writer
who used the repertoire of images that they had in common
with others who pa¥ attention to media aesthetics. That these
books sold well isTess a tribute to the marketing genius of
publishers, and more to the simple fact that readers recog-
nised in grun?_e \_/vrltln_g a_ common world of media experl-
ence. Grunge fiction, like Pulp Fiction, played with a common
world of film aesthetics. What readers recognised in the writ-
ings of Edward Berrldqe, Justine Ettler, Andrew McGahan,
Luke Davies and Christos Tsiolkas were writers who articu-
lated a widespread sensibility about what kind of milieu this
is we live in, even if they made, and indeed we all make,
rather different thlngs out of the %OSSIbllltles It generates.
~“I'vejustgot up and I'm already bored”, says Arl, as if antic-
|Rat|nq what is expected of him with a wry smile. Lrhe_joke IS
that alot of readers found Ari himself rather interesting. He
is the central character in Christos Tsiolkas’ novel LoadedP
He also appears in the film based on the book, called Head
On, played by Alex Dimitriadis. While it is an enjoYabIe film,
itisn’t Nalf as interesting as the novel, and strangely, has less
to say about cinema than the novel.B _

Over the course ofan ener%etlc 150 pa?es, Ari traverses the
four corners of Melbourne, the same city where Mark Davis
terrorised the resident Burblers. But Tsiolkas takes his bear-
|n%s less from the inter-generational tensions of Melbourne’s
suburban talking heads than from its migrant and working
class suburbs. When it comes to the affluent and consumerist
side of postwar Boomer life, as Ari says, “the wogs, being
peasants, do it best.. They have migrated to escape the
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chaos of history and they know, they know fundamentally,
that property is war.” . o

All'the same 1'd like to think that Davis might have cleared
a space where we can hear the voice of Ari that Tsiolkas
created. Tsiolkas™ achievement is in creating a character
t_hrou%h which we can read the limits, but also the possibili-
ties 0T a certain_ historical moment. He gives us a richly
detailed portrait of a young Greek male’s suburhan
Melbourne. Mike and Carol Bradyland it ain't, but some of
the qualities Tsiolkas sees through Ari’s eyes define a wider
milieu. “I keep thinking of some young,glrl in full chador,
her veil covering her Walkman,” walking down a street,
ignored by all these Muslim men, and she’s listening to ‘Like
a Virgin®or Justify My Love’. And gqmg home, alone in her
bedroom, touching her cunt, liking it. Bless the Madonna.”

Interesting how the girl, the stréet, the Muslim men, no
less than the song, could be in Melbourne, or Jakarta, or
Islamabad. Media vectors create possibilities, but what
Beople make of those possibilities is not determined entirely
y media vectors. Media make it possible for Ari to fantasise
the girl with the headphones, If she exists, may have a quite
different fantasy space within which she hears Madonna.
Like Ari, she may well partake in a fantasig space of global
proportions, andin which Madonna is a shared image, but
otherwise different, o

“I can’t recite a poem, any poem, but my mind is an auto-
matic memory teller of pop music”, says Ari. And what he
withdraws from it is the “soundtrack to_ my happiness”. For
Ari, “favourite songs, like favourite films, like favourite
people, chan?e day Dy day, moment by moment.” There isno
one tune that sums up the times, just as there is no one per-
sonality type that defines a generation. Ari describes Joe as
someone who “keeRs his crew cut because he still wants to
dip one foot into the pool of freedom.” Aha! The Options
Generation. But Ari, on the other hand, has opted out of all
that. “There are two things in this world ?uarante_ed to make
you old and flabby. Work'and marriage. 1t is inevitable.”

The only thing that confronts everyone in the same way is
the thmg that confronts everyone as'the same thing: moriey.
We all have to sell ourselves.... but you don't have to sell ll
of yourself. There is a small part of myself, deep inside me,
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which I'let no one touch. IfI letitout, let someone have a look
at it, brush their hands across that part of my soul, then they
would want to have it, buy it, steal it, own it.Joe’s put that part
of himself up for market... he’sjust waiting for the right bid.”
Ari resists, and expresses that part of Christos Tsiolkas that
resists. Or rather, unlike Ari, Tsiolkas takes to market a book
that has hidden In its folds a little taste of that which cannot
be traded, not even on the black market: the possmlll% of
making something out of postmodern capitalism other than
more of the same. Some of the resources for this lie in
resisting the corrosive flow of marketable media, the
resources of friendship, camaraderie, love, _
“Some of the resources are also out there in the ether, in the
signs and flourishes the media vector spreads from
Melbourne_to Morocco. Urbane images and stories that are
useful precisely because they are ones that Butch or Ari or
the girl'in the chador can all recognise and share with others
as a mutual recognition. _‘The_lma%es have stayed in my
head.”In the end what is distinctive about the art that begins
with Generation X is the recognition that the time has come
to talk about, and even to enact, the fair go, via the very
%m_ages that a commodified world would substitute for the
alr go. . . -
The Squeeze Generation explored the ironic possibilities
of pIaymg with those images, but Generation X created a
new world out of them. An‘image is not defined by its origin.
The limitation of suburban taste is to categorise images
according to their orl?ms. Urbanity begins when images are
understood rather in terms of the shifting contexts in'which
they mhqht be made to yield different m_eanln%s. The limit
n_nPose on culture by Burbler aesthetics is to shut down the
virtual play of meaning in the everyday that freeing images
from origins creates. _ o
Generation X isa term which has outlived its usefulness as
an enabling fiction in every sense but one. It named a new
kind of urhanity, one that Could arise right in the heardand
of suburhan space. An urbath tuned to the virtual hiding
within the matrix oflmages that media vectors insinuate into
the heart of the suburban. In the overcoming of genera-
tional houndaries lies the possibility of releasing the virtual
potential of cyberspace, the virtuality of time.
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If it’s true, as Mark Davis claims, that in the media environ-
ment of the late 90s, Generation X get to side with the
“untruthful and the self-deceived”, then the enthusiasm for
young fiction writers might be part of the problem as much
as part of the solution. Young people are expected to write
“grunge fiction”, but not other kinds of fiction — and cer-
tamly_not nonfiction. This is why | want to concentrate on
what is mosdy nonfiction writing, in autobiographical essaK
form, by some of my contemporaries: Christos Tsiolkas, Bet
Spencer and Chris Gregory. . _

Its a remarkable experiment — two writers of different
ages and backgrounds collaborated on the one autobiog-
raphr, a document of the spaces between them. Christos
Tsiolkas (born 1965) and Sasha Soldatow (born 1947) com-
posed Jump Cuts as a medley of alternatlng voices, arguing
and inventing, and popping out to buy CD’s to test Sasha’s
theory that Beethoven invented jazz. Until finally there is a
break in the text. Tsiolkas withdraws from the dlalo%ue. As
Soldatow records, “He accused me of treating nim as
Generation X, a term | don’t use because it isjust another
journalistic beat up.” o
“And so it is. Whether Soldatow likes it or not, genera-
tionalism structures at least some part of the exchange.
Tsiolkas thinks t_hrou%h the 90s in part as a reaction to the
way Soldatow thinks through the 60s. He reacts, particularly,
to “the bagg%e.SoIdatow carries from the 605 liberation
movements. While these might have been anti-authoritarian
movements, “your moralism is equally authoritarian”,
charges Tsiolkas. “I now have a knee-jerk reaction to the
term Third World. It makes me want to leave the conversation,
exit the room and watch more television.” Tsiolkas sums up
the lesson for Generation X of the 60s: “Self-righteousness
does not equal idealism. Purity does not equal truth. Sex
does not equal liberation.” _

Soldatow counters that “your ?e_neratlon doesn’t under-
stand the breadth of meaning we tried to slam into this word
political.” What he doesn’t quite grasp is the breadth of
meaning Tsiolkas finds, not in the word culture, but in the
practice of it, in everyday life. A veteran of hardcore urban

233



generational ganglands

movements such as the Sydney libertarian push and the
Melbourne liberationist Pram Factory, Soldatow seems to see
In Tsiolkas an heir who cannot quite be trusted with an
inheritance. “Something happens when the past, in this case
mine, is resurrected. It comes to be redefined according to
other people’sneeds.” o o

One of the things Generation X means is this redefining of
what is useful about the 60s. As a label for a group of people
Itis aIarmmgIY arbltrarl/. As a way of designating a new kind
of fable about the past, and a new bunch of talking heads
who are proposing such fables, it's quite apt. As the writer
Beth Spencer says, “X is that letter on typewriters used to
obliterate errors and slips, to mark the lostand forgotten. It
also implies a kind of generic, no-name status. As such the
term was a reaction against the Boomer ethos that every-
thing worth doing or experiencing or saying or writing about
had happened in the sixties; the view that saw the seventies
asjust a sad, embarrassing mistake."BW hether it is rewriting
the 60s, or filling in the Blankety-Blanks of the 70s,
Generation X is a revisionist fable, one with consequences
for living in the present, too.

Generation Moonwalk

In the Boomer mythology of the 60s, it was a time of activism
in the streets. | can remember being taken to a Vietnam
Moratorium march when | was about nine. There were cops
on horses. | was scared, and held my big sister’s hand. Most
of my memories of the world of the 60s are not of marching
In the streets, but of sitting cross-legged in front of the tele-
vision, The big event of the 60 is not reaIIP/ Vietnam, but
what Cate Rayson in her book Glued to the Telly calls “the ulti-
mate television moment”.2 _
When Neil Armstrong walked on the moon, | watched it on
television from a bed out on the verandah of the children’s
ward at Royal Newcastle Hospital. | had both Iegs in plaster
casts, and always thought my intense memory of that televi-
sion event was peculiar to me and.Penerate by the callous
irony of being immobilised whle.Armstrong cavorted
among the moon dust, Recently, I've discovered three writers
who, one way or another, also"have memories of that event;
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Beth Spencer (born 1958%, Christos Tsiolkas (horn 1965),
Chris rego_ry (born 19_02. While there is a wide gap
between their ages, | think they can he constructed as
‘Generation Moonwalk’ in that they can locate themselves
and t|dent|fy themselves in relation to this shared media
event,

While 1 was in a hospital bed on that day in 1969, here is
how Spencer remembers it; “When [ was ten, Neil Armstron
and Buzz Kennedy landed on the moon and ‘the world”
watched with bated breath, fuzzy grainy pictures in which
very little happened over what seemed Iike hours and hours
cramped five In a double desk in the grade five and six class-
rooms at Bayswater State School.” (Actually it was Buzz
Aldrin, but the conflation of the moon shot with JFK is inter-
esting in |tself? Meanwhile, elsewhere: “I was a small child
when the North American astronauts landed on the moon.
A crowd gathered in my parents lounge room to watch the
historic landing”, writes Tsiolkas.

Gregory remembers it, oddly enough, even though he was
too young to even be alive at the time: “l wasborn about nine
months after the first moon landing and you can figure that
one out for yourself. My grandmother” told me that my
Barents held a bl? Par_ty for the first moon landing. They

ought their first television set for the occasion, an maybe
| attach more importance to this correlation than | should.”

Encouraged br the remarkable coincidence of finding the
moonwalk in al] three of these autobiographical writings, |
decided to email all of the authors | found useful in writing
this book, to see if Generation Moonwalk might be some-
thing to which others belong too. Scott McQuire (born
196Z), emailed back: “ can remember gettlng off school to
watch at a friend’s house across the road. All the other kids
were watching in the assembly hall. I got bored and went off
to play after a while.” Sure enough, the vector of television
lodged varied memories of the moonwalk in some impres-
sionable Koung minds. Rather than summarise, | want to
Present these varied memories, cut from the same media
emplate, in the author’s own words. N

Darren Tofts (born 1960) recalls the moonwalk ‘“Vividly”.
He writes, “l was in grade three at Holy Name Primary
School, in East Preston, then one of Melbourne’s more noto-
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rious northern suburbs. | was taught by a Malaysian nun
(|tselfexot[c] and we had a portable TV setbrought into the
class especially... There was a very strong sense of occasion
about it, that we were_watchlnq something very special...
There was a sense that it was a television event, as much as a
historical one.”

Catharine Lumby (born 1961) also connects the moon-
walk with school, ‘and television: “I remember about one
hundred of us sitting in the infants school haII_squmtln_? at
this tiny black and white screen. It was incredibly exciting
and afterwards | rushed home and begﬁ;ed my parents to buy
me an oran_?e_ plastic model of Apollo Eleven. It was big
enough to sit in‘and €ractlce your moon landings.”

Mark Davis (horn 959) writes: “I can remember my dad
getting me up in the early hours of the morning to watch
either the launch or the landing. | don’t quite recall exactly
which.... My mother had gone to bed and my two younger
brothers were considered “too young’. At first | thought the
house must have been burnln%down or something, but then
he lead me, half asleep into the lounge to watch this thing,
which, given that TV was always switched off in our house at
7-30, after the news... So it was a real bonding moment for
me and dad. He sat there with a glass of beer and affected a
suitable silent gravitas while the whole damn thing took
place. | admit I was impressed too.” .

Interestingly, what Mackay thinks of as the primary means
by which generations come to appreciate their relation to
each other, through family contact, is here mediated by the
Place of television in everyday life. “I'm not sure if I had
allen asleep at the actual moment”, writes David Marshall
(born 1958). “We were staying up all night on a hot July
night and my memory is everyone was sleeping or trying to
stay awake around the set in various sprawled states. It was
definitively a family event because it occurred in mid-
summer in Canada. _

The quality of the moonwalk as somethlnRAproduced by a
television vector was not lost on the Iyoung ark Davis, who
like Lumby, experienced itas a template for a child’s desires;
“That itwas happening live, right that very minute, it was real
impressive. Over subsequent days and weeks my brothers
and | collected every single piece of memorabilia/souvenir
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which was published in the papers (and in colour too —
another, parallel, technological marvel), and made them up
Into a scrapbook each, which 1 still have.”

Brady Bunching

The moonwalk is clearly a television event that children
experienced as something Rresented to them by parents or
teachers, or in my case, Vt e nurses at the hospital. A more
dIStInCtIVE|§ generational experience was Brady Bunchm?.
The Brady Bunch performed much the same role for people
growing up in the 60s and 70s as Neighbours did for people
growing up in the 80s and 90s. It provided a widely shared
matrix of images and stories within which young pe_o‘ple
could Place themselves |ndePendent[y of their'parent’sintlu-
ence. In a rare break from the restricted range of suburban
images of the time, it showed a blended family that com-
Frlsed two parents (Mike and Carol), three girls é‘rom oldest
0 %/oungest: Marsha, Jan, Cindy), three boys (Greg, Peter,
Bo byl) and a maid (Alice). S
_If television is a mass vector for distributing a crude set of
images far and wide, email is a wonderfully subtle vector for
generating much more precise cohorts. After getting inter-
estm? answers on the moonwalk, | tried asking whether
eople watched The Brady Bunch. “Oh sure”, writes Darren
ofts, “Religiously, in fact... | wanted to fuck Marsha. |
suppose | was Greg; being the eldest of 4 brothers, and pretty
much the same age as Greg, | s’pose | identified with him re
the teenage than%; he was cool, always bordering on being.a
grown up, while Peter and Bobby were definitely trapped-in
a neot_enKAtlme warp.”
David Marshall: *I only watched The Brady Bunch at my
next door neighbours Tthe Van Berkels], | can't quite
explain wty this is the case other than they were regular
viewers and we weren’t — althouqh | was over there a lot.
(They may have had a better antenna for that particular
station — mayhe the same station that showed Star Trek.) So
| associate it with the Van Berkels and | associate the identi-
ties of the Van Berkels with the Brad%s. | never saw myself as
one of them, althou?h_ | related to the younger hoy because
he was the youngest in his family as I'was m mine. But in
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terms of dress style — Greg. Sometimes | thought of Peter
like my brother Alan.” o _
Christos Tsiolkas: “The Brady Bunch was a little like reading
Enid Blyton books; it was comfortable and safe, as was
Gilligans Island and even though every episode was different
it was always the same (and comforting for that). I look back
on it as succour during my transition from early childhood
to youth, borne out by the fact | didn’t mind the re-runs. My
favourite Brady? Christ! Jan, I guess, for the obvious reasons.
In(fartlcular what stands out Is her envy of Marcia’s beauty
and the getting glasses episode. I'm nerd-identifying there...
As for the one 1 was attracted to, all of them! | started serious
wankm% relatlvel>{ young, around nine or ten, and | do
remember an early scenario involving Mr Brady, Peter and
greg all going for it. At the time | think | was attracted to
re n

Catharine Lumby: “Always watched The Brady Bunch after
school and — natch — | wanted to be Marcia but identified
with Jan. Oddly enough | had a crush on Mr Brady who
turned out to be gay in real life. But then | also had a'crush
onJoe Hasham who played Don in Number 96 gmore photos
taken off the TV) — so maybe it wasjust a fag hag thing.”

The Countdown Generation Revisited

While it’s possible to construct quite an interesting cross-
section of ?eneratlonal impressions by Brady Bunching, the
distinctive text for Australians who were teenagers in the 70s
has to be Countdown.n As Scott McQuire says, “Countdown in
its ear&y jears was a fixture.” For Darren Tofts, “Countdown
was a defining Phenomenpn for me... Countdown was a vital
and irrepressible part of life. When l¥ou weren’t watching it
you were talking about it; in the dar

wouldjust be hanging out for it... . _

Catharine Lumby: “Countdown was_the big event of the
weekend for most of the early to mid-70s as | remember it. |
got hooked when | fell in love with Tony Mitchell, the bass
?m_tarlst in Sherbert. To my horror, | distinctly remember
aking photographs of him off the television and pretending
they were live snaps.” _ _

arren Tofts: “It was a focus of what was going on in the

days before video you
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fashion, the sounds and the attitudes of the street life of the
suburbs. Itwas a kind of reassuring measure and recognition
of how people actually lived; the whole sharpie thing was
huge in [IMerourne’s northern suburbs, and it was sharps
who would be rubber-leg%mg it in the studio while Hush
played ‘Boney Moroney’; then it would be down to the local
church hall dressed in “connie’ cardigans and Batsanis shoes
to rubber-leg to a cover band playing ‘Boney Moroney”.”

Beth Spencer: “l was into pop music very young, from
about age seven... By the time Countdown came along, |
watched'it, but not so religiously, and I think in a rather dis-
dainful way I’'m afraid. It was probably far too popular-music
and crass and teeny-bopper (and possibly too Australian) for
my tastes by then.” (Then | went to uni and had to eat my
words as we all danced to AC-DC and Skyhooks.) But | do
have to say that when Rageran some old Countdown episodes
a few years a(i_o in the wee hours | found it utterly excruciat-
ingly toe-curlingly evocative and familiar. (The™ hair-styles,
the clothes, the very extra-ordinary Australian-suburban of
it). | taped some of these and I'm still building ug the
courage to EO and watch them again (for research for
current book).... So I guess | have mixed feelings about
Countdown." _

Christos Tsiolkas: “Yes, | watched Countdown as a kid, | was
still in_primary school when it began and one thing is very
clear for me,” within the schoolyard of North Richmond
Primary and within the environs of Blackburn and Box Hill,
the show had an effect in s_haplng a sense of popular music
and culture. Countdown definitely affected my earliest expo-
sure to non-Greek music. It did Shape taste but not straight-
forwardly; maybe taste for many people was defined by their
opposition to” Countdown. 1'm thinking in particular”about
the effects of punk, new wave and the rise of independent
music. As an emerging queer, the exposure to androgyny
and sexuality was not unlmRortant. Even though Molly’s Sex-
uality was never declared, there was much camp bantering, |
remember. And also, | found much fantasy material from my
viewing of Countdown. In particular | have a stron% memory
of Mum declaring Status Quo as maliare or ‘longhairs’, dis-
missing them, but me being completely entranced by the
worn crotches on theirjeans.”
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Mark Davis: “Against the grain | suppose, but | found the
whole era regrettable. Only Ironic distance saves it now! If it
shaped his taste it was only as a kind of neFatlve theology.”
Davis rates its wider influénce as “absolutely mega-huge. It
seemed to be all anyone ever spoke about at school the fol-
lowing Monday — which is why me and m%/.downbeat friends
took such pleasure in being “anti-everything Countdown, It
was definitely a show that broke new acts, made tastes and so
on; and those bands that Meldrum didn’t like were also
assured a kind of notoriety if they evidenced the right sort of
anti-Countdown ‘code’ in dress, sneer and so on. | remember
when Meldrum called the Sacred Cowboys the worst band to
ever be on TV. You couldn’t move at their next gig.”

Chris Gregory: “Yeah, | watched it religiously like all other
kids my age, the repeat from the week before on Saturday
and the new episode on Sunday, but I'm probably one of the
last ones. People a couple of years %oun_?er than me may
have watched Countdown Revolution, but it wasn't the same
and didn’t have as strong an appeal.” Just as Countdown
Revolution took the place ot Countdown, so Rage and Recovery
ml?ht some day form the basis of a shared memory, a sense
of the contemporary, and a new pretext for creating a gen-
eration. The Simpsons may take the place of The Brady Bunch,
and South Park of The Simpsons. As with Countdown, and The
Brady Bunch, they mlﬂht be the shared images out of which
different senses of self emerge. N _

This 1 onIY likely if broadcast television remains a key
vector that attracts a wide audience. Another possibility is
that generational difference will be marked hy the emer-
?ence of a postbroadcast SenS.IbI|If[?/. Rather than magorltles
uned to mass images and a minority alienated from it, there
might instead emerge a plurality of minorities, who all have
to ne%otlat_e with each other. This might replace the situa-
tion that still prevailed at the end of the 90s, where minori-
ties negotiate within the gaps created by broadcast media
texts. For instance, Mark Davis and Beth Spencer quite self-
consciously identified themselves as punk outsiders in rela-
tion to Countdown. Christos Tsiolkas and Catharine Lumby
experienced moments of sexually ambiguous, or even
‘qfueer’ desire, in misreading the roles The Brady Bunch
offered them.
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Culture Generators

The moonwalk was a sm?Ie, synchronising event. Perhaps
not an event for ‘the world’, as"Spencer points out, but cer-
tainly one that a lot of people in television-rich suburban
Australia shared with others so endowed around the world.
The TV series works less through its eventfulness and more
as a chronic r_eﬁetltlon ofafixed repertoire of characters and
situations. Either way, what the media event or television
series produces is an experience of the contemporary. Catch-
all terms such as Generation X are usually based on a catch-
all mix ofsup_posedI% key media experiences for a maHorlty of
contemporaries. What might be more interesting, I'm Sug-
gesting, is to break it down into specific cohorts that shared
exposure to particular texts, and then look at what kinds of
shared sense emerges in connecting disparate experiences of
these media moments. _ _

It’s through a patchwork of shared media that the diverse
experiences of growing up in the 60s and 70s can be nar-
rafed, and is starting to be narrated, in the books and essays
published by Gregory, Spencer and Tsiolkas. Broadcast
vectors are generators of shared images. More diverse vectors
of distribution, from the_?rmted book to the internet, gen-
erate more specific and different kinds of images and stories,
but increasingly, these take as their raw material elements of
the shared experience of media. In the writings of these con-
temporaries, | think there is a suggestion of how an
emerging, posthroadcast culture mightwork. One still based
on media experlence_s_a_majorltK share, but exploring the dif-
ferences and specificities of that experience, rather than
homogenising it under mass labels, of which generational
|abels are a conspicuous example. .

As Spencer writes in an illuminating essay: “Being X means
being hound together as adolescents by endless repeats of
Gilligan’ Island and Get Smart, as we immersed ourselves in
the lives of The Partrldgie Family, The Munsters, and The Brad
Bunch as our own families became mcreasmgzl cracked an
dysfunctional.” Of course not everyone watched the same
shows. Not everyone even had a television. But still, TV
shaped a kind of experience, and now shapes a kind of
memory.
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Spencer’s experience of what she calls “outer outer sub-
urhia”was an Anglo one, but Tsiolkas grew up in much the
same kind of suburban Melbourne, among people who
spoke mostly Greek. The only English | knew was fragments
and verses from pop music”, he recalls. While it’s a ditferent
experience, it had some of the same resources, thanks to the
common world flowing into the privatised homes of suburbia
from the vector of television. “My brother and 1 used to play
television shows together. We'd play Gilligans Island or the
Brady Bunch and | often ended up’ being Ginger or Mary-
Ann. We never thought it strange.’

“When | was four gea_rs old | watched the Aunty Jack show
every week” writes Chris Gregory. “l was afraid not to watch,
because at the end of every episode AuntyJack would say: ‘if
you don’twatch my show nextweek I'll rip your bIoodg arms
off.” If | missed an episode I would sleep”in my toybox so
Aunty Jack could not find me....”. Spencer and Tsiolkas also
report an invasion of the imaginative life by images to which
they had been exposed by media vectors. Spencer dreams of
a day out with Madonna: “we shopped around for hours and
eventually Madonna chose a Sister Mary MacKillop showbag
with crucifixes and beads and angels wings %that looked like
cicada wings)...”. Tsiolkas recalls that when he was young, “l
masturbated overJack Thompson...” _
~Notonly did the desires of the body connect to this flow of
|m_agies, s0 too did the consciousness of the mind, Recalls
Tsiolkas: “l have one memory of the Vietnam war. I'm a kid,
playing with Dad on the floor, and | hear my Mum start
sniffing. There’s footage on the black-and-white television
screen of soldiers carrying dead men through a mud_d%/
swamp.” It is also the young Christos’ source of concepts wit
which to mterPret his own experience. “It was from black
Americans that | first learned of the world racism... The
mini-series Roots changed my world.” And it led him to read
black music politically, and fo seek out black writers, such as
James Baldwin. On the other hand, “Nietzsche did not teach
me that God was dead. | learned about it from an EltonJohn
son%l ‘Levon’,” _ _

This flow of images and stories, sometimes even concepts,
from without growdes a sometimes discordant accompani-
ment to suburban everyday life. Gregory recalls visiting rela-
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fives and listening to a cousin playing ABBA on a home
organ “with a rhumba accompaniment”™— shades of Muriel$
Wedding here. His mother uses this as a pretext to impress on
him the lesson of the suburban capacity to make distinctions:
“my mother would tell me that the home organ was a tacky
instrument, a degraded piano.” She wants her son to be a cut
above, so she enrols him in piano_lessons. On(IJy somethlng{
?oes awry. “We owned three televisions,”writes Gregory, “bu
was not supposed to have the television in the recreation
room turned on while | was practicing the piano.” _

Spencer also experienced the kinds of distinction suburbia
maintained. “Well the boys from Caulfield Grammar...
might blithely flirt with a pretty girl from the outer outer
suburbs, they'might even form intense friendships (hours on
the telephone, t r_me-week% letters) but they would never
marry one.” Caulfield, which was Nick Cave’s school, might
be located in the suburbs, but was not of it.

In the gap hetween the suburban space, where as Spencer
says, “the television hums quietly in the backgrouna”, and
the worlds the television vector reveals, what opens up is a
Prlmary experience ofirony, of displacement. Grego.ry starts
0 see so_rn.ethlngI strange in his family’s Franklin Mint
limited edition collectables, there is something just a bit off
about the idea of “instant heirlooms”, kept In the “livin
room, where nobody went because there was no TV.”
young Chris Gregory puts two and two together; “At an early
age | realised that I'was living in a world full of bad design.
had needed no leap of faith to conclude that | lived in a
badly designed world.” _ , ,

Spencer recalls: “l used to work in one of the flrst_shoppmg
complexes when | was fifteen, making sandwiches an
servm(]; afternoon teas and meat pies on paper plates.... |
had platform shoes and | was proud of knowing that the
brown stuff on top of the cappuccino (instant) coffee was
cocoa.” What passes for knowingness, distinction, in a sub-
urban context has been subtly undermined hy payingjust a
bit too much attention to other worlds. _ _

There are two other worlds that attract as suburbia loses its
charms. More than their American counterparts, Australian
Generation X fables involve a turnlnﬁ away from suburbia
and a return to the city. Spencer recafls: “l loved coming to
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the city when | was a teenager. So bloodless and artificial.”
Which can be read as an ironic compliment. “l would go
shoppln% in the bargain basements and Indian Shops, buy
my lunch at Soul Foods and visit the Art Gallery and the
museum.”

The break with suburbia is not a universal generational
experience. Many people chose to follow their parents’
example and seek a happ%/ life there. As Spencer writes, “My
brothers and sisters invite me out to visit their homes t0
admire the microwaves and the new cars and the Pames
rooms and the swimming pools. They feed me frozen
dinners and show merohotos of their liftle girls dressed up
like child prostitutes for the callisthenics team.” Suburbia
never quite looks the same to those who left it, and they are
the one who, in print form at least, %_et to tell its story.

The temporal gap between generations intersects with the
spatial gap between suburban-arid urban. The strange thing
IS how & suburban environment, based on observm(l; distinc-
tions and restricting flows of information, could stil .Prowd.e
these three writers with the resources to critique it. Chris
Gregory declares: “I never talked to mY parents about any-
thing much. They did not read or listen to music. All they did
was work and come home late and fall asleep in front of the
television and then wake up for long enough to go to bed.”
Beth Spencer writes: “ keei)_ my life safe from my family and
| keep them safe from my life."Not so difficult because they
are fairly incurious abouf my world although they somehow
assume approval for theirs.” The suburban gap, unlike the
generatl_on_?ap, ISnot so much oppositional as a structure of
mutual inditference. As Tsiolkas says, “I moved away as fast as
| could because | identified the suburbs with vapid confor-
mltr. I’d heard of a more colourful world.”

“[ came to the punk scene late. Its music had infiltrated the
suburbs”, Tsiolkas writes. “I stripped myself of a former
life..., the life of @ plump suburban proud-little-Greek-boy.”
Revisiting the suburbs in the 90s, having become something
like the urbane person he wanted to become, Tsiolkas finds
ita changed space. “Now the newsagent opposite my old sub-
urban school stocks %ay periodicals,” Spencer is not so sure
— to her it is still the” suburbs. Tsiolkas, while fleeing the
suburbs, “granted them three graces. The best jokes are



culture generators

heard in the suburbs. You get the best drugs there. And the
most gorgeous quys live out there.”
Spencer remembers 1972 not !)ust as the year Gough
Whidam won the federal election, but also as thé year Helen
Reddy won a Grammy Award for her song ‘1 Am Woman’,
Sheryn George, former editor of Australian Women$ Forum, a
Partlcularly urbane publication that infiltrated the suburhs in
he 90, says she used to know all the words to that song. In a
perceBt_lve essay on growm_? up female in the 60s and 70s in
suburbia, George notes its particular tensions: “Basically,
looking sexual wasn't on, yet everything was infused with séx
when ['was growing up. TV, parties, the beach, posters, music.
The forbidden was alluded to everywhere. Although girls were
supposed to be beautiful — even sexy — the nuns and shows
like Class of 74 suggested good girls hated actuaIIY havm? Sex,
even when they were married to their one and only true love.”
Somehow, through some vector, information [leeches into
suburbia, from somewhere. “In sixth grade, three bolshie
%Ifnends and Isang a song at the end-of-year concert called
omen Are Real PeoRIe’ (WARP)... | have no idea where
we dug it up from. (I have a dim memory of Marcia bein
briefly empowered on that most sexist of programs, the Brady
Bunch.) We must have looked pretty funny, four stubby
eleven-year-olds holding up placards in défiance of our
oppression, but the irony of our protest acronym spelling
Warp’ was lost on us.™1
This was the other line of escape open out of the suburbs
besides the city: the media, or rather, cultivating an urbane
way of appreciating media. This may mean act_lveIY seekin
exRosure to a broader repertoire than was available on TV.
The image... seduced me from an early age”, Tsiolkas
writes, and, “the image has been ubiquitous in my life.” But
there are images and images. “Unlike television, which was
immediate, part of the house, the h_u%e screen in the movie
theatre was a space throu?_h whic I_dlsappeared_ into
fantasy.” Spencer: “I love matinees. | avoid Saturday nights,
because it’s always couples. | prefer daytime, midweek:
pIa(Ymg solitaire with the old, the homeI)(), the chip rustlers
and furtive chocolate eaters, the hanky-brin ers.f’Gregz_ory:
“What | saw on television and at the Monster Movie Matinee
provided me with a substantial part of my imaginative life.”
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The results of such an exposure could be somewhat mixed.
Tsiolkas reports that he learned about Students for a
Democratic Society through Haskell Wexler's radical
McLuhanite film 0f'1969, Medium Cool. Gregory recalls that;
“All T wanted to be was the guy who wore the Godzilla suit
and got to stomp all over a miniature Tokyo.” Either way,
what results isa kind of urbanity, what Spencer calls “a secret
hidden left-handedness of the Soul.”

The Urbane and the Sceptic

The S_Pace of the city is by itself not enough to produce
urbanity. It is quite possible to experience_the city in a sub-
urban way. Gregory thinks Liberal Premier Jeff Kennett’s
everyday experience of the city is entirely suburban. He sees
it under %Iass, through a windscreen, shuttling between
home and work, barely setting foot in it.” “Perhaps
Melbourne was one of the last places where someone could
still see the city as something more than an obstacle to move-
ment”, Gregory laments. The tollways carve corridors for
suburban drivers to getin and out of it in the privacy of their
cars, without risking becoming a public. _ _

Gregory writes about the great Hong Kong film starJackie
Chan makmg 2 movie in Melbourne, a city chosen as a
cheaper stand-in for New York. Gregory wants'to meetJackie
Chan, who makes much more mterestln(]; films, in Gregaory’s
view, than usual Australian suburban melodramas. He thinks
he and Jackie have something in common. “l wanted to tell
him how much of my own work involved the imposition of
incongruous scenes upon real physical locations.” Gregory’s
writing crosses the flow of his body’s movement across phys-
ical space with the flow of his mind’s awareness of media
space. Two kinds of vectors intersect: movement in space, on
trams, in cars; movement of media, along phone lines and
0n video screens. _ _ ,

The urbane love the idea of their home city. The urhane
think of the mtr as home. Gregory clearly loves his
Melbourne. He gets fascinated by the way so many of its build-
ings are copies of more famous buildings in more famous
cities. This antipodean city is itself in love with the idea of the
city, only its idea of the city is Rome or London. And so why
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not New York? Gregory seesJackie Chan’s creation of a New
York film in Melbourne as something akin to the creation of
a ‘Roman’cathedral there. “Whatjackie Chan isdoing makes
sense, given that the history of Melbourne has been a con-
stant Proc_ess of imitation and reproduction anyway.”
Aesthetics, or the concept of art, matters a gréat deal to
Gregory, Spencer and Tsiolkas. Wr;tm? about aesthetics is a
problem, because critical writing is itselfan art, and the form
of expression has to be right too. Gregory comes closest to a
unique expression of a postsuburban-aesthetics in his essay
on the extinction of mock chicken, one of the culinary
delights of what Gre(lq_ory describes as his “white trash” sub-
urban childhood. “I Tiked eating mock chicken. At the time
| liked mock chicken more than I liked real chicken. The
texture was more consistent, and the skewer was much more
convenient and less disturbing than real chicken bones.
Eating mock chicken was like eating a cartoon chicken.”
What is aesthetic about this writing is the way Gregory is
able to see even a degraded frozen meal experience as an
expression of style. “Mock chicken was the product of more
optimistic times, when people believed that human beings
could improve on nature.” Gregory gave up piang lessons.
He gave up aspiring to a suburban idea of refinement.
Rather than aspire to an ideal kind of artistic perfection in
an unthinking way, he achieves a very thoughtful relation to
the degraded and far from ideal materials he finds around
him, from monster movies to mock chicken.
Gregory does not let the matter rest with an ironic, post-
modern reversal of values, making mock chicken superior to
chicken. Some secret hidden left-handedness of the soul
obliges him to press the revaluation of values a bit further.
Can we really assume that we know the value of chicken, the
thing against which mock chicken is to be measured?
Gregory questions the value represented by the word
‘chicken’ too, and thereby undoes thejudgement he hasjust
passed on its relation to mock chicken. o .
“The chicken is an elegant and highly sophisticated piece
of modern technology”, he writes, and then describes in
alarming detail the industrial production of chicken. Mock
chicken may be a failed improvement on nature, but a
chicken is not an artefact of nature any more, but of tech-
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nology. There is no old value to go back to, now Gregorz
wants to treat the modernising_ aspirations of the moc
chicken eaters to gentle parody. The idea of a return, a rus-
tication, is a suburban one, a way to grasp a stable value —
‘nature’ — now that improving on nature no longer seems
Possmle. Gregory, b?; contrast, embraces a movement
orward, but without the luxury of believing in it. “I feel the
same way about chicken as | imagine more politically con-
suf%us people feel about the democratic system or universal
sutlrage. . - . :

There is something sceptical in these writers that | find
cong[e_nlal, as if it came from some shared experience. And
yet it isa committed, active, ethical kind ofscef)u_cl:sm. | find
it utterly removed from the supposed ‘“relativism” that
Boomer” critics identify, in their crude way, as the post-
modern style. What | find in SPencer, Tsiolkas and Gregory
IS not relativism or the destruction of values, but the
revaluing of values. What | find is not the destruction of the
distinction between high and low art but a constant ques-
tioning of just where and how aesthetic quality can emerge,
out ofany'and every media flow or everyday situation.

There is a scepticism about time, about cause and effect,
about how actions in the present create conditions in the
future. There is also a certain commitment, passion, will,
which | think connects more to space than to time. The
space of urbanity holds these disparate writers together. The
urbane is a shared fantasy in which differences can he artic-
ulated, simulated, celebrated. It’scommon to think of ‘sub-
urhia” as a fantasy space which generates a certain kind of
Australian culturé, but why is there no ‘urbia’ to which sub-
urbs might contribute? This urbia is already a cultural alter-
native to the suburban. Perhaps, if cyberspace really does
break up the majoritarian quality of mediated culture, it
might appear, retrospectively as the beginnings of a political
crifique of suburbia as well.

Pauline Pantsdown’s Disco Nation

Secret hidden left-handedness of the soul doesn’t quite go
far enough to describe the achievement of Simon Hunt,
better known to a wider public as Pauline Pantsdown. It's
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more of the order of Dave Graney’s “mysterious kink”.
Pauline began life as a Dragg ueen at one of Jamie and
Vanessa’s parties in inner city Sydney. While these parties
had astrong gay_ﬂavour, they weretpopularwnh awide range
of young urbanites. Pauline Per ormed ‘I'm a Backdoor
Man’, a song put together out of bits of Pauline Hanson’s
speeches and media performances, cut up and rearranged
on a computer, and with a dance track of Hunt’s own com-
position added. . _

The ABC Radio ‘youth network’, Triple J, started broad-
casting the song, and it quickly became popular with lis-
teners on the request show. ‘Backdoor Man’ features the
voice of Pauline Hanson speaking lines such as: “I’m a back-
door man, I'm a homosexual”and “I’'m a backdoor man for
the Ku Klux Klan, with very horrendous plans. I'm a very

roud potato.”2 It didn’t take long for the writs to arrive,

anson’s lawyers sought an injunction to prevent Triple J
from broadcasting it, and sued for defamation. They pleaded
that the song could be taken by ordinary people to mean
that Hanson engaged in unnafural sex ‘acts, and was the
“receiver of anal sex."BQueensland judges took a dim view
of Pauline Pantsdown’s free speech rl?hts, and found in
favour of Pauline Hanson’s right to protect her reputation.
What made the decision offensive to common sense was that
Hanson’s Iawiers succeeded in ar%um that the public has
the reading skills to understand that the expression “hack-
door man”refers to anal sex, but not to understand that the
recordlnﬁ IS in the genre of satire. _

Ironically, the expression ‘backdoor man’, has quite another
history in"popular music. In Chlcaqo blues legend Howling
Wolfs famous performance of the blues standard ‘Back Door
Man’, he is bragging about his success as an adulterer, but
more specifically, his success as a black man in fucking white
women.3 Somehow | don't quite see Pauline Hanson as a
black man who fucks white women, although if we follow
Hanson’s lawyers down this track of attributing reading ability
to the public, this is what that part of the public who are blues
fans would supposedly be led to believe by the song. Of course
if this public has any reading ability, they would most I|kelr see
Hunt’s cut-up art as satire, and make no such assumptions
about Pauline Hanson’s racial or sexual preferences.
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Pauline Pantsdown was not easily silenced. She released
another song, ‘I Don’t Like 1t"".3The CD shows Pantsdown
in Hanson drag, draping herself in the Australian flag. I
don’t like it, when you turn my voice about”, runs the
oFem_ng ling, This time Hunt’s digital deconstruction draws
attention to itself and its relation to Hanson right from the
get go. “My language has been murdered”, Hanson — or is
It Pantsdown? — says. The back half of this line would most
likely remind the attentive reader of Hanson’s famous death
video, on which she says, “If you are seeing this, | have been
murdered.” [t was a bizarre last will and testament left in case
of her assassination. ‘I Don’t Like It"went to number 13 on
the ARIA national music chart.

Simon Hunt changed his namevbf/ deed poll and ran as a
Senate candidate in New South Wales. Journalist Caroline
Overington rePorts of Pantsdown’s camﬂalgn performance:
“In truth, Pantsdown does not do Mrs Hanson’s voice very
well and, more importantly for a political satirist, she is not
Bartlcularly funny, but” perhaps that’s the point."%

antsdown’s_campaign appearances included Kingsteam
Sauna, The Today Show, the Sydney G_aK and Lesbian Mardi
Gras Sleaze Ball, and a fish shop — Fish Records on Oxford
st. A strikingly urbane mix, _ N

Juice magazine described Pantsdown’s election policies as
being “as shallow (and full of PISS) as a kiddies swimming

001."F Simon Hunt stressed that the point of the Drag

ueen version of Hanson was to highlight the fact that hot
were “completely constructed”. The same frocks and hairdo,
on.a man’s hody, draws attention to the colour and shape as
artifice. If there is a difference between Hanson and
Pantsdown, for that latter it is “that | make uP the things | say
myself.” Neither got themselves elected in 1998. Pantsdown
polled only 2295 votes. This other Pauline directed prefer-
ences to two other Senate candidates. One of whom, Aden
Ridgeway, had a narrow win, and became only the second
Aborl%mal elected to federal parliament. It would be nice to
think that Pantsdown made a difference. _

To me, Pauline Pantsdown is a singular expression of an
attribute | recognise as contemporary: the caﬁamty to decon-
struct messages received and become, in the process, the
apparent author of a unique take on what the vector throws
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at us all, revealing the sense-making machinery at work that
produced the apparently seamless, obvious “mock chicken”
world of third nature. | can’t speak for how Pauline
Pantsdown arrived at such a capacity for finding the virtual
in the banal. Maybe that lies in Simon Hunt’s experience of
suburban life as'being somehow awry. “Or maybe it began
that day,” as Beth SEenqer says “back just before | was born,
when my father walked into the house carrying a brand new
television.”8 - _

Spencer says that she makes her writing out of “everYthlng
from all the Stories and anecdotes people have ever told me,
to bits from The Donahue Show, the Bible, In Bed With
Madonna, books on infertility and birth, lines from pog_ular
songs, gossip items from Néw Idea, fragments from P ilos-
ophy texts, tourist information, characters from detective
novels, excerpts from 1960s school text books, and so on.”
The material for her art is “The cast-offs or the mass-pro-
duced — all the things floating or left lying around out
there. The spacejunk. _ _

But like Pauline Pantsdown, this got her into trouble, and
here iswhere the RO“IIQS of culture meets the culture of pol-
itics for them both. With Pantsdown, the issue was defama-
tion. With S[?e_ncer, the issue was intellectual proFerty. What
constitutes “fair use” of the material in which other people
hold the copyright? Erring on the side of caution, Spencer
sought permission to reproduce every last stolen soundbite
in her book, even tracking down rock'legend Lou Reed and
R[eadmg with him to intercede and have some ludicrously

} h charges dropped so she could use a few words from ong
of his songs.

Some o% my most cherished and personal memories are
copyright, and the copyright is owned by someone else. | do
notactually own my fantasies about Marcia Brady — or Alice
the maid. On the cus? between the broadcast era and cyber-
space, the wealth of creativity blocked by Burbler gate-
keepers of the mainstream and majoritarian media pours
like sand through the cracks opening up in the edifice
complex. What appears on the horizon, besides this virtual
openlnﬁ, are the limitations that will have to he addressed
through a more subtle and diverse politics of information,
media, communication and culture.
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chaptero

Regenerating Labor

While it has been said that the meek shall inherit the
earth, they are unlikely to do so while leading the
Australian Labor Party.

Graham Richardson

The Future of Barry Jones

“Respected by all, feared by none”, is how one journalist
sums up the career of BarryJones, who among many other
thmgi(s, was Minister for Science for seven years under the
Hawke government.l If anyone had a vision of where
Australia'was headed, and how Labor culture was failing to
anticipate the effect of the cascading chan?es of the 80s and
90s, it wasJones. This chapter revisits his etga%y_to map out
the spaceJones anticipated Australiawould find itselfin, and
then turns to a younger writer from within the Labor Party,
Lindsay Tanner, to look at what questions emerged at the
end of the 90s, when Australian culture landed more or less
where Jones predicted. o
It is flttlngI that Australia’s first postmodern politician
became a celebrity through his television appearances. In
the 60s, he appeared 208 times on Bob Dyer’s quiz show Pick
A Box. 1fJones is the only Labor FOHtICIa_n of his generation
who could safely be described as lovable, it is in part because
his celebrity originated in these televised displays of his
broad erudition. He was the acceptable face of that sub-
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urban oddity, the man who knew too much. He was the
perfect go-between for urbane knowledge to the suburban
R_UbHC, and vice versa. With his rumpled suits scrunched over

Is shoulders, his salted beard, and a gaze that seemed to
search out sor_nethm? on a high diagonal in the sky, Jones
gmbodled an idea of what it’s like to be a politician with a

rain.

“Am I interested in ideas? Yes. More than power? Yes.” It’s
a fatal admission, and a sq[] of what keptJones away from
real authority within the Labor Party or in government.
Jones was the political celebrity of the [ost idea. While he did
g_et some additional funding out of Hawke for the sciences,

iIs main legacy may well be his perception of the problem
building up for Labor culture as it confronts an ever more
complex cyberspace, and tries to turn its cultural values into
power through public debate and the political process.

If the survival of democracy is predicated on the informed
citizen, then the information revolution is a political revolu-
tion too. Jones understood more clearly than most that gov-
ernment is as much about information as it is about power,
and that information technology transforms relations of
power. This isone of the most remarkable themes he took up
In his provocative book, Sleepers Wake!. While other institu-
tions have modified themselves, often beyond recognition,
in order to make the transition to cyberspace, parliament has
chan?ed onl¥ incrementally.

In the century since federation, the number of members
sﬂtmg}m the House of Representatives went from 75 to 147,
and the number of people they represented went from 3.7
million to 17.8 million. The number ofpeoPIe in the Publlc
service they had to oversee went from 11 thousand to 350
thousand, but the number of hours members deliberated
went down from 866 to 603.2The amount of public expen-
diture per person may have increased spectacularly, but the
amount of 1t actually brought before the House for review in
the annual budget papers declined. In short, more peoRIe
and more public service, producing more information that
Is subject to less and less scrutiny by elected representatives
of the people. _ S

For Jones, the consequence of this trend is disturbing:
The democratic system may become increasingly irrelevant
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asa means of determining and implementing somal_?oals, or
aIIocatlng funds on the basis of community needs, it elected
persons do not understand how to evaluate and relate seg-
ments of information in which each expert works.” Power
has shifted from representative government to “strategically
placed minority groups occupying the commanding heights
In particular areas of society — technocrats, public servants,
corporations, unions.” A list to which the Silent Majority 111
report clearly adds the media. As cyberspace accelerates,
more vectors'carry more information, and more information
leads to an increased division of labour, aspeop_le specialise
more and more_to capture a specific part of the information
flow and bring |tunderthe|rauthorltK_. o

One unexPecte_d consequence of this shift in the balance
of power is that it fed into the rise of Hansonite populism.
Former Hanson minder John Pasquarelli insists that she
simply refused to absorb his briefings. “In response to my
criticism of her slackness, Pauling, In a fit of pique, swept
some of the briefing notes on the floor saying, ‘I can't retain,
| can’t retain’.”31f this is true, it worked in her favour out on
the fringes of suburbia. Having witnessed popular politicians
such as Bob Hawke succumbto the specialist apparatus of
the public service and elite academic policy specialists, part
oflt?_e_appeal of Pauline was the notion of the idea-proof
politician.

The Information Proletariat

Jones identified early on that “Australia is an_information
society in which more people are employed in collecting,
storing, retrieving, amending, and disseniinating data than
are producing, food, fibres and minerals, and manufacturing
Broducts.”Thls is the primary sense in which Australia can
e called a “postindustrial” nation. Changes to what the
economy produces also changes its class structure, Jones
identified the potential for the formation of an “intellectual
proletariat” composed of people locked out of the henefits
of the information economy. Education is the main ticket
into the inner suburban and urbane knowledge class who
have the specialised skills to process information. The edu-
cated protect their knowledge assets closely, and try hard to
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make themselves a hereditary caste, passing on the culture of
knowledge to their children. _

Exiled west of this strata of comfortable urban and inner
suburban information burghers is the information prole-
tariat. A ‘checkout chick’ passing groceries over the scanner
IS doing the manual labour of cyberspace, producing the raw
information on which, eventually, the supermarket’s man-
agers will base their business decisions.” An unemployed
machinist who cashes his dole cheque and gambles it onthe
nags is also, strangely en,ou?h, part of the information pro-
letariat, as his bets contribute to the statistical matrix that is
the cyberspace of the gambling industry. A couch potato
lying on the sofa with a bag of chips zapping the remote is
part of the information proletariat. The [atmgs_flgures, on
which advertising rates for the commercials being zapped
are based, is a statistical projection of the number of couch
potatoes. _Informatlon_é)ro etariat is what the Kerrigans
would be if The Castledidn’t end happily ever after.
~The information proletariat gets little benefit from the
information it generates, on which so much of the postin-
dustrial economy depends. They are locked out of the edu-
cation that might ?lve them some leverage in this economy.
TheY are assumed to be passive objects from which specialists
of all kinds, in health, education, economics, welfare, mar-
keting, extract information, and onto which they project
plans and impose decisions. These info-proles increasingly
resent the way information is used as a power over and
against them,” they resist it. The unspeakable majority
refuses, more and more, to be spoken to or for.

The radical proletariat that Karl Marx imagined was
denied the material benefits of capitalism. His proletariat
sought knowledge in order to overthrow such an unjust
order. What arose in the late 90s was a radical proletariat that
had some minimal level of material benefits guaranteed b}éa
L_abor-sgonso_red welfare settlement, but was denied the
virtual benefits of cyberspace. So the info-proles resisted
knowledge and the unjust'social order that went with it. The
lesson, or the moral, is that unless the fruits of the produc-
tion of information are shared, crberspace capitalism will be
resisted, just as industrial capitalism was resisted, until the
labour movement won a share of the material benefits. The
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agenda for Labor beyond 2000 is clear: it has to spread the
cultural and economic benefits of cyberspace.

This is Labor’s problem: to make itself the power that
might broker the ‘interests of the information proletariat.
Blue collar voters who in 1996 voted for the conservatives,
who in 1998 voted for Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Ltd,
have to be persuaded that it was not really in their interests
to resist the postindustrial order. This means Labor has to
find benefits for those chunks of suburbia that have been
shut off, or wanted to shut themselves off, from absorbing
and applying new information. At the same time, it has to
persuade’the more urbane beneficiaries of cyberspace that it
IS also in their interests to defuse such resistance.

The community is the collective victim of profound|
unequal access to information”, Barry Jones wrote in 1995,
By 1996, Lthink it fair to say that whatéver outer suburbia did
not know, it knew that it was the victim of this new kind of
inequality. Resentment of this kind of inequality took the
form of what | would call bad information. The Info-proles
were armed with the attack on “political correctness” and
“Rostmodernlsmf’sponsored by Quadrantand The Australian
that were amplified and simplified by talkback radio’s
“emP_erors of air”4 Resistance flourished as a deliberate
flouting of the consensus values of cyberspace insiders.

Ironically, this might involve the use of the same vectors of
cyberspace for the creation ofjust such a culture of resistance
aS are used for profitable and Productlv_e ends by others. The
online newspaper the New Australian, with its front page links
to both One Nation and the National Front is a good
examgle. Writing before Pauline Hanson put Ipswich on the
map Dy winning the IPswltch-ce_ntred seat of Oxley in 1996,
Barry Jones wrote that “in Ipswich, a town with higher than
average unemployment, nearly 70% of the homes with chil-
dren have computers.” He uses Ipswich’s local government
sponsored internet access program as an example of the
“capacity of computers to enhance the learning experience.”
Some adults may be learning how to resist the open informa-
tion vectors of _cybersPace y using those same vectors to
create a cosy third nature that can repel new information,
reading and writing for the New Australian and many other
publications flourishing on the net.
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~AsJohn Howard learned the hard way, playing with bad
information is playing with fire. This populist resistance only
looked thoroughly stupid. It was composed of ﬁeople who,
no matter how humble their formal education, had sophisti-
cated and finely tuned bullshit detectors. These they fired up
the instant they came across political celebrity, _spreadlng
itself about on felevision, radio, or the popular prints. Har
as it may be for the inner rings of suburbia to grasp, the
outer rings who make up this populist revolt did not need
their patronising attempts at enlightenment so much as a
good reason to actuallyjoin the _emer?lln? public consensus
on how to speak and act in postindustrial society. The info-
proles, banished to the outer outer suburbs by declining
demand for blue collar labour, saw no reason to attach their
class interests to those of inner suburbia, where education
provided some kind of bridge into the emerging global
Information economy. _ _

Irrational resistance was a reasonable choice, and it worked.
From the emergence of Hanson through to the 1998 Federal
election, all the political Bartle_s, the urbane media and cul-
tural talking. heads, the burbling high moralists, ever%/one
directed their attention to flé;urm%out how to prevent the
spread of populist culture and the bad information in which
it revelled and on which it thrived. Much rhetoric was aimed
at the resistance, but few ?OOd reasons were given for giving
up resistance andjoining the Publlc CONSEnsus.

Part of the resistance was the National Party’s problem.
The junior party in John Howard’s Coalition was clearly
under pressure after it Ipst5|?n|f|cant ground to One Nation
at the Queensland election of 1998. It staved off the electoral
challenge of One Nation in the 1998 Federal election. Even
thou?h One Nation actually polled more votes across the
country, it won no lower house seats and only one Senate
place. Part of the resistance was Labor’s problem, as blye

collar suburban culture was clearly a component of the resis-
tance that Pauline Hanson’s OneNation Ltd was able to co-

opt. They are the symptom of a long term problem for
Labor, and the title 0 BarrFJones’s book Sleepers Wake! might
just as well be directed at the culture of the Labor Party. As
former Labor Senator John Button observed, “in Canberra
Jones was surrounded by sleepers slow to wake.”5
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Bib and Bub

In the wake of the 1996 demise of the Keatln? Labor gov-
ernment, quite a few journalists set about atemgtlng t0
identify new talking heads and new fables for Labor.61t was a
time when, as Craig McGregor said, Lahor found itself “with
a dwindling workm%class base and a non-aligned middle.” It
would have to look beyond the blue and white collar workers
for its majority. _ _ _

At the end’ of the 90s, it seemed unlikely that survivors
from the Hawke and Keating years could win'back voters who
associated Labor with high veloc_lty economic reform that
increased uncert_alnt¥ and anxiety, even thou?_h_ many
Australians benefited from the growth of a competitive and
outward looking economy. Perceptions can often be slow to
catch Uﬁ with events. At'the end of the 90s, there was still
whatJohn Button called “a hankering for the good old days
when employers and union members shared the spoils of
protection from imports in higher profits and wages, and
consumers paid the price.” Many pined for a return to an
economY run on the ‘not my department’ theory. The
bosses blamed the unions and the unions blamed the bosses.
There were scapegoats for all occasions.”7 Labor’s senior
talking heads seemed either to be tarred with the reform of
the old system, or tarred with being its former functionaries.
_Two Labor professionals stood out from the pack as poten-
tial new stars who escaped from the mindset of the old
system and the culpability for reformm%lt. They both had
something more than an image to burnish; they had ideas to
brandish: Lindsay Tanner and Mark Latham. Latham pub-
lished a significant book Civilising Global Capital, earlg in
1998. Tanner was workln?_ on one, tentatively titled Open
Australia, due for publication after the 1998 Federal elec-
tion.8The media often linked their fortunes, making them
appear, in Latham’s typically terse language, as the “Bib and

ub” of a potentially new kind of Labor culture.

In a world of ever more specialised information in ever
more formalised formats, the book-length essay is still one
way of creating an information vector that can address
people as citizens. A good essay links together experiences,
stories, concepts, arguments, and shapes a dialogue, within
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and beyond its pages, that connects people in a network of
sense-making, rather than treating people as the object of
specialised authorl%y. Not many people might read either
Latham’s book or Tanner’s, but word filters out, from those
who have read them, via intermediaries that make up the
pleasure machine of policy and political talk. _
_Of course people with a strong desire for policy and P0|I-
tics would like to think these are more worthy desires than
other kinds, and that the machinery that propagates them is
somehow more rational than that'which propagates other
kinds of desires, condensed around other Kinds of images of
celebrity. But let’s be honest: pop stars, celebrity skin and
fashion” spreads get some people hard and wet, but a good
policy document is what it takes to light some people’s fire.
A consideration of Latham and Tanner’s future in Australian
political culture has to take account of the strategies they
pursue, which includes seeking credibility through writing in
a curiously heightened wa%. o _

While hardly the first Labor politicians to write books, what
Wwas curious is the _wa?/ the media resPond_e_d_to Tanner and
Latham as, resPectlve y, an intelligent politician and a polit-
ical intellectual. They appeared as Lahbor talking heads who
might qualify for leadership in the Pos_tmdustrlal, post-
modern, information a?e. In the rest of this chapter and in
the next, | want to look at the wrltmgs of these two
{oung(flsh) Labor celebutantes of the late 90s, and see what

ind of future the fair go might have by their lights,

Craig McGregor once described Mark Latham as “the tal-
ented NSW rightwinger”, and Lindsay Tanner he nominated
“a key thinker on the Victorian left.” Given that it was
McGregor who spotted Paul Keatl_ng_’sPotentl_aI when he was
just a junior shadow minister, his interest in Tanner and
Latham has some weight.9 Both Tanner and Latham may
have to wait their turn, as Labor’s Federal front bench was
still dominated at the end of the 90s by survivors from the
Keating era: Kim Beazley, Simon Crean and the woman the
media tagged “Labor’s’star recruit” Cheryl Kernot. Both
Beazleg and Kernot co-operated. with ha?m%raphers who
wrote books about them, but this is not quife the same thing
as att_teml[:))tmg to make a mark on the public with one’s own
writing.
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Tony Wright, ajournalist from The Age, recounts a telling
anecdote from the 1998 Federal election camlo_a_lgn about
the relationship between these older Labor RO iticians and
the next generation: “What happened was that Beazley, in
one of his numerous genial chats to journalists down the
back of his VIP Boging 707, told the truth. Asked on his last
flight of the campaign about asplrants to leadership, Beazley
mentioned, among others, Latham and... Tanner. Beazley
a_greed that the two, known as The Youn(r; and the Restless, were
likely to be worthy contenders in the future, and used the
throwaway line that they were a bit ‘intellectually proud’.”1

Tanner became Shadow Minister for Finance after the
1998 election, and was discreetly silent about Beazleysjibe.
Latham, in the journalistic vernacular, “spat the dumimy”
and wound ulp on the back bench after alrlnq complaints
about the “palookas” on Beazley’s staffand the lack ot a real
policy debate with the Labor Party. Whether Bub ever makes
any more headway than Bib towards leading the party, one
thing that these events make evident is the tensions within
Lalbo_r culture about the relationship between concepts and
policies.

Labor in Cyberspace

The changes Labor itself unleashed when in office created
an economy, a Rollty and a culture that were_considerably
more dynamic than the quiet backwater in which geoFIe of
my age, who I'll call Generation Gough, were probably the
last to experince. The sense that there may be profound
qualitative chan([]es afoot in the 90s contributed to the resis-
tant mood of the information proletariat and the reac-
tionary instincts of Hansonite populism, No less worrying
were the sqns of soft Hansonism, even in the Labor Party,
which took the form of a desire to make up policies that kept
as much of the old suburban way of life alive regardless of its
intrinsic quality or sustainability, Resistance to the need to
invent new coricepts for a new Situation, to find new ways of
grappling with complex information, seem to me to form a
part of the disdain eazlexvomed for the “intellectual pride”
of those Labor flqures who saw the need to think again —
and who claimed the capacity to think it through.
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As Tanner wrote in 1991, a bad year for the Labor govern-
ment, a division _emerged in the Labor Party during the
Hawke and Keating years. This was not the old division
between left and rig twmg_fac.tlon_s, but one that “straddles
factional boundaries. The division is between those who may
be described as ‘rationalists” and others who may be seen as
‘traditionalists’ (or in each other’s opinions, sellouts and
troglodytes).”2 Tanner identified the slogan of the
troglodyte traditionalists, as “returning to our traditional
base”and that of the sell-outs, or rationalists, as “adapting in
a changm? world.” In the 1998 Federal election campaign, it
was clear that Labor’s traditionalists were exerting a strong
influence. The party did well with its “traditional base”,
RI||I(Iin up useless swings in outer suburban seats it already

olds.

The trouble was that Labor needed to appeal to both its
traditional base and also to people who had benefited from
the Hawke and Keating rationalisation of the economy.
These appeared to be mutually exclusive goals. Labor
needed {o hang on to the loyalty of what had become the
information proletarlat,_growmgz increasingly anxious and
resistant in outer suburbia, and it needed to reposition itself
as a forward looking party that understood the new agendas
driven by urbane beneficiaries of an open and information
intensive economy. It needed to be a party that could draw
morals from its fabled past, but also that could draw lessons
from the events of the present.

The moral of Labor’s 1998 defeat was that the past Lahor
needed to return to was not any particular sacred relic of
policy. Instead it needed to review the way those policies had
arisen in the first place — as the expression of an alliance of
Popular_mterests and desires. Labor pr0ﬁoses, but the elec-
orate disposes. Party apparatchiks might write the policy
but the Publlc knows how to read. It canread the qualities of
the party’s talking heads and savour the texture of their
speech as well as 1t can read any other kind of celebrity or
commercial. , _

The lesson was that Labor did not need to substitute a new
catechism of rationalism for it old dogmas, but to become a
more empirical user of information and accumulator of
knowledge. When Paul Keating said on Labor in Powerthat he
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stopped relying on Treasury advice because while he
thought it was well informed and intelligent, it “lacked
quile®, this was a potentially important moment in the party’s
understanding of itself as-an information gathering organi-
sation. | think Keating realised late in the game that power
in the postindustrial age means belng able to draw intellec-
tual confidence from Scepticism rather than from dogma.
He chose the word guile carefully, and what I think he meant
by itwas a certain kind of cunning that comes from knowing
that knowled?e Is artifice. _ _
~If Labor is 1o survive in cyberspace it has to ask itself what
its relation to information is, what kinds of knowledge it can
claim to draw from the information it taps, and what kinds of
skills it needs to communicate its knowledge. Anne Summers
noted right at the start of the Hawke era that one kind of
knowledge Labor was gathering with increasing effectiveness
was survey polling data and focus group studies. “One hall-
mark of the reconstructed Labor party is its restrained and
reassuring language... itwould be possible to compile a glos-
sary of kegwords... Itwould include such words as ‘realistic’,
‘responsible’, ‘stable’, ‘moderate’, ‘careful’, ‘decent’. The
words, and the themes they enunciate, come in a large part
from the research .on_s.wm?mg voters and they thus reflect
the values which significant sections of the Australian elec-
torate respond to.”8 o

Despite the populist rhetoric in the 90s to the effect that
leaders were ‘not listening’ to suburbia, Summers marvelled
at “the extent to which voters themselves are writing the
speeches which the political leaders deliver. The notion that
policies should be based on research rather than on ideology
and long-held principles used to be anathema to Lahor
politicians.” It was progress to be able to make P_ollcy that
drew on information about the desires of the public and the
language in which it was exP_ressed. This makes more sense
than the authoritarian practice of rationalising from belief,

iven that what counts as the catechism of true beliefin the

abor Party was usually a matter of ideological control by
functionaries rather than democratic information %athermg.
What Latham objected to in the party’sattempt to Tormulate
a soft Hansonite election pollcy_i)latform in 1998 was that
what the public wanted was notfiltered through any serious
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attempt to conceptualise the sources of popular opinion, or
how opinion could be moved to sound policy. A successful
party cannot inform its policies solely by dogma or the polls.
On the other side of the process, all'of the major parties
acquired elaborate machines for grabbing space In the
media vectors to communicate in as carefully managed a way
as possible whatever policy was decided. As much as this too
IS an ob{ect of complaint within the electorate, the density of
the vectors of cyberspace make it inevitable. As Summers
wrote of the 1983 election campaign, “the parties were
geared to monitor what politicians were sagm? and_to blow
any little phrase up into a political storm, The technique was
tofally dependent on the technology of the tape recorder,
the transcribing machine and the vocadex.” And of course
such technologies have improved remarkably since 1983.
S0 on one side, any Labor BO“IICIan and any Labor policy
or slogan will be road-tested by the polling and focus group
process — as long as the party apparatchiks have anything to
do with it. And on the other side, any Labor politician and
any Labor personality, policy or slogan will also have to %et
out to the people viaa professional media apparatus. Asjohn
Button remarked, “in Chifley’s day there were armies of pas-
sionate true believers... they turned out in their thousands
for political meetings in public halls. Today’s politics are fil-
tered through television and radio. Elections are more like
contests between rival management teams.”4
_All of this is bolted rathér unhappily onto Labor’s old
industrial age machinery of decision making, and the his-
toric culture of the branches. Some of those branches are
strong. In Sydney’s inner west, where | live, they have been
an evolving part of the neighbourhood for a century. Party
branches have not exactly spread outwards evenly as'the city
has layered rlng after ring of suburhs around itself. There is
a dedicated and intelligent membership of the party, but the
resources Labor devotes to its education are minimal. The
only consolation is that this ossification of the branch struc-
tur?_ IS not unique to Labor, but is shared by all of the major
arties.
d One th_mgi that does mark out the Labor party as a unlﬂue
culture s its Iongi_evny. It survived longer than any of the
other major political cultures. It survived far worse times
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than the defeat of 1996 — I*ve only presented a few fables
from the second half century of Labor’s saga. That history
should Prowde_ some confidence, and also some lessons and
morals tor a reinvented Labor’s second centum{. Labor made
the transition from an agrarian to an industrial labour move-
ment party. The as 3Aet unacknowledged_chaIIen([],e IS to make
it also the party of those who work with information, without
forgiettmg those left behind in cyberspace, the information
proletariat. o .

If Labor is a culture then it is flanked on one side by the
problem of celebrity and on the other by the Problem of
cyberspace. By celebrity, | mean the need to create an |ma%e
for the vectors of the media, through which the public reads
proposals for what it could desire. By cyberspace, | mean the
need to learn empirically from the gi_reat wealth of informa-
tion available and create the peculiar kind of specialised
knowledge that is the guile of the political ?enerallst. For
while Barry Jones is right in complaining of the capture of
Epwer by ‘well-educated specialists dedicated to discrete
ands of information, Labor politics is also a kind of educa-
tion_in a kind of specialised knowledge — specialising in
putting different kinds of speciality together. ~

One thing that Labor may have to integrate is a more
forward-looking knowledge about the media, and not just
the current affairs media that focuses on politics, but also the
wider cultural significance of the media. If the basic idea of
the previous chapter is even partly right, then it is increas-
ingly from the media that people get the raw material out of
which to shaRe their values and sensibilities. If the media is
edgm&out_t e family as a locus of identity and self-aware-
ness, then it must surely be overtaking less pervasive institu-
tions such as the political party.

Generation Gough

It’s one thlngi to saz Labor could pay more attention to the
P_OhtICS_Of culture, but by the same token, academic work in
lelds like cultural studies could benefit by paying more
attention to the culture of politics. In the 80 and" 90, when
Labor was in power, cultural studies mostly positioned itself
to the left of Labor, working the cultural margins that main-
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stream politics excluded.B This was partly a response to
Labor’s majoritarian politics, which did not really offer
much to the most marginalised groups, particularly
Aboriginal Australians. _

Paray, it is also an unintended consequence of the influ-
ence in Australian cultural studies work of American read-
ings of the formative English work in cultural studies.
Lacking a mass social democratic party, the American
reading of the English work emphasised the 60s radical side
of cultural studies. Part of the motivation for this book is to
try and draw the culture of politics and the politics of culture
closer together again, in a specific context. It was no longer
the case, at the end of the 90s, that cultural studies could
comfortably position itself to the left of Labor, when Labor
itself no longer attracted electoral majorities. N

In thmkm_?_about the nexus between the culture of politics
and the polifics of culture, the moment that stands out is the
W”'Od of the Whitlam Labor government, 1972 to 1975.

hile this is widely recognised as being a moment of hoth
PO|IIIC&| and cultural transformation, I'want to look also at
he way the media operated to generate a synchronising tem-
Wat,e of those times. Besides being culture and politics, the

hitlam fable is also television. For some of my contempo-
raries, it was more television than anything else.

When | asked Darren Tofts abouf his experience of the
Whitlam years, he emailed hack: “Yes, | remember Whitlam
being sacked; in fact my entire sense of it was derived from
the television coverage; my recollection of how | felt about it
at the time was of a sense 0f something that had gone drasti-
caII}/ wrong; that this was just not on, Though | have to say
that other things were equally pressing and” momentous in
my own life at the time; oné was being a 15-year-old in a
[eﬁresswe secondary Catholic school, where corporal pun-
ishment was de rigueur, and sexual intimidation was a regular
occurrence. The other thing was Countdown.”®
~An email re‘ply from Mark Davis sets a vivid scene of the
intersection ot politics and culture in the Whitlam years, as a
young person experienced them: “The election in 72 was
another 5|[qnal moment in Davis family history. To set the
scene, we [ived in a large housing commission ‘estate on the
edge of a country town — madeof fibro, every third house
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the same floor plan, and so on — where we were ‘billeted’
because my father was a teacher. We were always ‘broke’, and
accommodation was short. The estate was almost entirely
populated by other teachers Aborl%lnes, what were then
called ‘new Australians’ and the burnt out wrecks ofcars. My
parents, of course, were Labor. On my bedhead in those days
was a forlorn ‘Swing to Labor’ sticker, in a kind of burnt
orange — a remnant of the 1969 campaign when everyone
thought Whitlam would win.” _ _
This was the context in which the 13-year-old Davis experi-
enced Whitlam’s 1972 election victory: “The telecast was on
and when it became clear that Whitlam was %omg to win, my
father, in a fit of enthusiasm, decided the best thing to do was
to ﬂ_o eat the drum’for the Labor Party, which consisted of
belting the metal hase of the [water] tank in a rhythmic
fashion with his fist for a half hour or so. Thln%s had got
pretty out of hand by then. About 6.30 am the next morning,
when everyone was still asleep, a hail of half-bricks came
throu?h the front ‘plcture-wmdow’, shattering every single
one of its six large panes. The tank, luckily, was SEQFEd-"
Davis remembers the 1975 dismissal of the Whitlam gov-
ernment as something that was also a mediated experience:
“The dismissal was a schoolyard rumour that spread like
wildfire at Ashwood High, and | remember walking home
from school not bellevm% that it could be true in a Western
democracy, and so on. When 1 got home | found mum in the
kitchen, ear glued to the radio, E_ver?{thm[q from then on
took place in"an atmosphere of disbelief. ['can remember
watching Brian Naylor, I'think it was, on the news that night,
and then Whitlam“on the front steps of parliament — “You
may well say, ‘God save the Queen’, because nothing will save
the Governor General!” — 1t was a signal moment. We went
to the various demos in the city and So on, full of righteous
Passmn (yes, ironic distance and Timor GaE has taken its
oll). I'still hate [Liberal leader Malcolm] Fraser. All that
third world stuffjust doesn’t wash. He’ll always be the stony-
faced, Easter Island type guy they interviewéd on the news
that night to me.” _ _
Lindsay Tanner was also a teenager during the brief flow-
ering of'the Whitlam Labor government. Gough’s celebrity
brought him even more directly into Labor culture than
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Davis™ participation in the anti-dismissal demontrations.
Tanner was a branch volunteer on Whitlam’s 1974 re-elec-
tion campaign. “He was always a big hero and | spent count-
less hours bustln? a qut to get him re-elected”, remembers
Tanner.TWhere for Tanner, Gough Whitlam’s celebrity was
a catalyst for directly political desres, for Tofts and Davis, it
!stparttofqune différent constellations of memories, desires,
interests.

Part of the challenge for Labor at the end of the 90s
became that of finding ways of articulating this broader, less
directly PO|IIIC_a_| memory of Labor’s past to the Party’sfuture
electoral ambitions. The media vector distributes images of
political culture far and wide, lobbing them rl([;_ht in the inti-
mate space of home and suburb. This distribution of images
of the political via the media is also their dispersal. They end
ofwoven together with all kinds of images, used as resources
for reading all kinds of experience.

When Gough Whitlam appeared on stage at the 1998 ARIA
music awards ceremony, he was to present an award to the
rock band The Whitlams. He opened the envelope and
mocked surprise: “and the award goes to — m% family!” The
(musical) Whitlams are old enough to remember the (polit-
ical) Whitlams, and to associate them with a certain kind of
progressive, optimistic, enlightened culture, and hence to
name a band after them. It'sa striking instance of the polit-
ical contribution to celebrity being drawn upon in turn by
culture. The trick for the Labor Party is try this in reverse,
and draw political support from the culture. Although in the
unllkelr event that there is ever a band called The Hawkes, |
doubt they would be as melodious.

On My Left, Lindsay Tanner

Like Mark Davis, Lm_dsaE/) Tanner might count as part of
Generation Gough. Like Davis, he grew up in rural Victoria,
in the town of Orhost, Like Davis, Tanner came from a polit-
ically self-conscious family. His mother was secretary to a
minister in the Fraser giovernment and his father ‘was a
member of the National Party. Where Davis found punk
music and culture upon coming down to Melbourne, Tanner
found student politics. While Davis occupies an urbane posi-

267



regenerating labor

tion within the politics of culture, it seems to me Tanner
espouses a more suburban version of the culture of politics.

rhost, Tanner says, was a “basic sort of place.”He remem-
bers a time before the town had electricity, gas, sewerage —
or television. It’s a life Tanner says “city t}/pes don’t under-
stand. Melbourne in the 40swas Orbost in the 60s.” Like Ben
Chifley, Tanner turned rural isolation to_his advantage b
becoming a reader, Encounterln? writers like George Orwe
atan impressionable age_Probab y provided the information
with which to think of a life beyond. Given how pervasive the
media have become since the satellite opened a vector that
brings almost all of the Australian continent within its reach,
Tanner may well be one of the last politicians not raised in its
embrace. = _ _

Even a strict boarding school could not isolate Tanner
from the media aftershocks that emanated from 60s activism.
His chance to become a participant rather than a sgectator
came at Melbourne University in the late 70s, where he
edited the student paper, Farrago. After that, his career is
within the labour movement: with a labour law firm, party
staffer, union secreta(r]y. He wrote two hooks, one on his
union experiences and one on environmental policy.8Then
preselection for a safe inner city Melbourne seat, which he
won in 1993. This rich and varied experience may lie behind
Tanner’s distinctive blend of views. N

Tanner identifies the resentment o f*political correctness’ as
a backlash against the extension of new ideas flowing from the
60s social revolution into everyday life. Ata time when the 80s
economic revolution introduced even more destabilising
|deas,£opular, resentment rose against new thinking on any
front. Anti-political correctness was a reaction b%/ those formed
by past accretions of suburban oudook who resent the
untimely intrusion of new modes of thought and language.

For the most'&)art Tanner appears to favour an urbane
reassessment of Australia’s history and the ongoing groposal
of new images of identity. If it is'a choice between being an
open and forward looking nation, or a closed and backward
looking one, Tanner’s favours the former. He also rl(IqhtIy
stresses the tensions caused by Labor’s partial support for
some of the libertarian ethos of the 60s, with its concern for
civil liberties, sexual and racial equality, environmental pro-
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tection. He understands that these once urbane notions have
already partly filtered through suburbia. He also perceives
that man){_m the community feel they have paid too high a
price for liberation. The down side is the “loss of community
which seems to afflict contemporary Australia.”d _

Community is something of a_‘motherhood” term in
Australian political culture, conjuring up images of a small
town life where everybody knows everybody and there’s
always someone to lend a helping hand. John Button gives a
contrasting portrait of the communal ideal in his memoir As
|t Happened. He describes growm? up in Ballarat in the 30s
and 40s, where his father was the Preshyterian Minister.
What’s striking to me is the “tribal blgotrKf’ utton describes:
“My father was sometimes criticised by his parishioners for
having morning tea with the nuns at St Mary’s.” The Buttons
dealt only with Presbyterian shop keepers and professionals.
“Anglicans _had sécond preference.” They shunned
Catholics. ‘The onl Tpeop,le whom nobody gossiped about
were the Chinese.”AThe limitations of a communal life are
rarely acknowledged in the yearning for community. It’s not
all asjolly as Sea Change. _

It’s I,arge\IXla fantasy that there were once happy little com-
munities. What has really changed is that, thanks to liber-
tarian social change and proliferating media vectors
Australians now have an open discussion about the social
problems that have always existed. Sexual harassment, homo-
phobia, spousal abuse and drug addiction are not new phe-
nomena. These thln[gs existed, acknowledged mostly in' the
margins, throughout the golden era of suburban Australia.
What was characteristic of the suburban culture was not that
it made the world safe and warm for everyone, but that it
appeared to be blocking access to information about the
down side of modern life. Tanner %ES the impression that
social dislocation isa new problem. While the forms of social
dislocation that people suffer change over time, the really
dramatic chan_Pe that Tanner doesn’t acknowledge is the
increasing availablity of information about it.

Tanner also identities a tension in the culture expressed as
that between individualism and community, | think that if
there has been a transformation in Australian culture, it is
not from the collective to individualism, it is from forms of
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compulsory solidarity to voluntary ones. Individualism is an
illusion. We always confront each other in social life in packs,
bands, bunches — and now in cyberspace, networks. The dif-
ference is that there’s now more flexibility about belonging.
|t’s better to suffer a bit of anxiety of choice than to be
forced to conform to compulsory forms of association, such
as the churches or the old style trade unions were in the sup-
posedly good old days.

_To my mind, Tanner concedes too much to the conserva-
tive view, that libertarian change has somehow gone ‘too far’,
and that individualism has corrupted community values. But
there is no mistaking his compassion for the sense of anxiety
and loss people feel. He also correctly identifies as a funda-
mental issue the desire to reconcile I|bert% and solidarity.
Tanner is closest to that section of the Labor Party that'is
educated, white collar suburbia. With its admixture of liber-
tarian and progressive values, it's a fading residue of the 60s.
Its anxieties about security are caused by teeling too exposed
to the forces of economic change in the 80s. ~

The dilemma is whether adjusting to economic change
requires a turn to more culturally conservative values, or
whether it is Rosm_ble to create a sense of security, trust and
confidence that incorporates the best of the libertarian
spirit. What'sbest in Lindsay Tanner, asa thinking politician,
IS his awareness of these ambivalences. He represents an
advanced point in the rethinking of the values of what was
once the left of the Labor Party.

The Left and the Leftovers

It’shard tell what is the left any more. Many of its once vocal
talkln% heads have abandoned any coherent defence of the
old left’s faith in the centralised economy. They have also
retreated from the libertarian and liberationist Social views
that bubbled up with the new left of the 60s. The left are in
danger of becoming leftovers — a residual and resistant
force without a positive and progresswe culture of change.
Sometimes the old left and the old new left seem not to
notice they have become the new new right. They favour gov-
ernment Intervention in the economy, but onI%/ to arrest
change and protect the interests of workers in a few unions,
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at the expense of other workers. They favour government
intervention in culture, but only in the form ofan authori-
tarian restriction on the free flow of information, to further
the interests of inner suburban cultural mandarins. The cri-
tique of popular culture has quietly become a contempt for
the people who express their aspirations via its images and
stotrlles.k he left, in short, has become zealously suburban in
outlook.

The critical distance the left maintains toward popular

culture comes at a heavy Frlce. Both the 60s liberatignist and
the 80s_suburban moralist had their critiques of tabloid
media. The former thought it too conservative and moral-
|s|n?, the latter too risque and immoral. In both cases the dif-
ficulty lies in |dent|fK|ng popular media only by particular
elements in it, and then characterising it by these — mutu-
ally exclusive — stereotypes. The critique of popular media
ends up doing exactly what it accuses popular media of
doing — reducing things to their 5|mPIest level.
_This is a problem forthe Labor Party. Labor cannot allow
itself to he too dominated by the values of the educated
inner band of suburbia, because part of the culture of inner
suburbia is its disdain for the tastes and desires of those it
considers beyond the pale. This snobbe_rY has a conservative
exgressmn, but also a superficially leftist one as well, a sub-
urban ahsorption of leftist critique. It is always detrimental to
the fortunes of the Labor Party to so openly desglse the
kinds of media vector that a lot'of Labor voters embrace as
their own. It was throu?h not respect]ngi(popular taste that
Keating really came unstuck with certain kinds of voters, who
saw his hob-nobbing with urbane arty types as the snobbery
of a self-important inner suburban. .

Fortunately, Tanner sees the problem. “I wouldn't like to
see the influence of people like me becoming more domi-
nant”, he told McGregor, because then the ‘“traditional
Labor base could get squeezed even more.” In addition to
retaining the trade union links, | think this problem has to
be addressed more laterally, by thinking about how Labor
can come to terms with the popular culture and media tastes
of its lower suburban hase. The “cult of celebrity” annoys a
serious Labor thinker like Tanner, but it isnot impossible for
Labor to speak in a popular voice, as it did in Chifley’s day.
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As True Believers reminds us, much of the media were
overt(ljy hostile to Chl,fler. In Hawke and Keating’s day, the so-
called ‘quality’ media took Labor seriously. But if anything,
the animosity of the editorial writers for Frank Packer or
Keith Murdoch probably did Chifley more good than the
embrace by the business scribes of Kerry Packer and Rupert
Murdoch did Keatln(lq, Outer suburbia is quite capable of
reading between the Tines. _ _

Perhaps some day Lahor figures will get a run in the more
opular end of the media controlled by James Packer and
achlan Murdoch. Tanner’s own story, from frontier country
town to Federal Parliament, would ‘make a great celebrity
tabloid yam. Tanner has a deep concern for reforming the
apFaratus of the Labor Party and overcoming its leftover
culture of “arrogance, exclusivity and intellectual rigidity in
an era in which these characteristics are alien to most ordi-
nary people.”2 Part of the arrogance that needs to be
addressed is arrogance toward popular taste.

Steering the Third Way Leftwards

Some on the left of the Labor,PartY_, such as Tanner, are
starting to see the light on the hill a little differently. It’s no
longer enough to grow the economy, tax it, and" transfer
some income to whoever a ?overnment decides most needs
it. That ml?ht put money in the hands of people in need, but
it doesn’t always help those people participate in their culture,
the economy or in public life, “Capacity to participate” is
what Tanner identifies as the thln?_ government intervention
could take as a hetter objective, a light on a hl%her hill. What
Tanner exemplifies is a left-leading version of an eme_rlgent
third way between market and state. To me Tanner still"has
too collectivist and communitarian a view of this c,apacm{_ to

articipate, but it is perhaps inevitable that a thinker like

anner, who wants to be inside government, sees it so more
than someone who values the liberty of thinking from the
culture at Iar_?e. _ _ _

Everyday life contains many organised expressions of the
desire “fof community. These provide individuals with a
capacity to ﬁ)artlmpate — and a capacity to choose how to
participate, 1would add. It’sfrom these small entitlements to
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belong, these little worlds of sympathy we feel for the for-
tunes of those around us, that make it possible for peoEIe to
think be%ond the borders of their quarter acre block and
beyaond their suburh. Participation is notjust a good thing in
itself, it may also be the only waga_small country can manage
the klnds_ofchan?.es required KIIS participation in a wider
world of information flows, technological change and eco-
nomic flux. _ o _

The Australian economy is not a static entity, and change is
not just the result of economic rationalist policies. In
Tanner’s view, economic rationalism was a response to
c_han(];,es, rather than their cause. Both rationalists and tradi-
tionalists within the Labor qpvernment had to confront the
fact that most of the Australian settlement “...on which tra-
ditional ALP faith has been founded — protectionism, con-
ciliation and arbitration, high living standards and trade
union strength — are in the process of being drastically
weakened or destroyed by international forces beyond our
control.” The challenge for the left at the end of the 90s was
to come up with its own version of economic literacy, one
that did not retreat to the magic pudding, but acCepted
changing economic realities and looked for more equitable
solutions within a realistic framework. _

For a start, this means joining the public_consensus on
what actually happened in the 80s and 90s. The constraint
within which the Hawke government’s strateP had to
accommodate itselfwas the decline in the value ofAustralia’s
commodity exports. By 1983, when Labor took office, it no
longer sufficed to dig up rocks, chop down trees and grass,
and export the resulfing wood, wheat, and iron ore. As com-
modity exports declined, the export of legal, accounting,
education, engineering, medical, managerial and creative
services increased, but not enough to close the gap.

By the late 90s, over 27% of Australian adults were relying
on Social security as their main source of income, a propor-
tion that doubled since the days of the Whitlam government.
Thanks to the idea of ‘targeted benefits’, people receive this
money under a plethora of different benefit categories with
different eligibility criteria. No wonder there is an unspeak-
able majority obséssed with ‘fairness’. As Tanner and others
started to point out in the wake of Keating’s defeat, people
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require a very high de(f}ree of moral I.e?nlmacy from welfare
they are forced to pa){ or but not entitled to use.

In the fables of the Tleft, Hawke and Keating presided over a
Thatcherite reduction in welfare, and the public sector shrank
dramatlcaIIK. Actually, what the government takes out of the
economy through taxation did fall slighdy in the 80s and 90s,
but after it had risen steadily throughout the postwar Years_.
The real cause of the perception that government spentless is
that there were more Reolole that it has to spend money on,
More people needed health, welfare and education, and so
expenditure was stretched more and more thinly.

ther changes outside of government control also had
e u!tr effects. The work force changed slﬁnlflcant_lysmce the

hitlam years, partly as a result of Whitlam’s tariff cuts, but
also under the impact of information technology becomm%
more flexible and fragmented. Demand for iow skille
labour dropped. Even workers who work with their hands
had to know something about the technologies involved. Not
just skill but knowledge became a major differentiator of
income, and income Inequalities markedly widened. Even
many of those withjobs did not feel that thé job gave them a
sense of autonomy and security. _

Some of the more threatenm? images of global economic
change can be overstated. It’s frue that as vectors of trade
and information thread distant parts of the world together,
conceRts_ like national interest and national competitiveness
lose their meaning. But the state is not necessarily in ter-
minal decline. A small, high wage economy is not automati-
call2<doomed. Car makers, for instance, continue to fabricate
in Australia, despite tariff reductions, because they want to
hanq on to market share. There may be Rlaces where w_a?es
are lower, but there are few places where highly skilled
labour can be bought on the cheap.

Global capital markets may transact colossal sums, but 94%
of total savings are invested in the country of the saver’s
origin. These global _capltal markets actually enhance a gov-
ernment’s power, as it too can borrow abroad. There is not
quite the same imperative for Chifley’s fatal policy of nation-
alising domestic savings when thére are private foreign
lenders. When Keating Prlvatlsed the Commonwealth Bank,
he sold off one of the last remnants of the postwar recon-
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struction plan, but in the process he failed to come up with a
strategy to ensure that when the deregulated banks went off
In_hot pursuit of big business customers, there would be an
adequate retail bankm&; service industry for ordinary people.
~One role that could actually be enhanced is the state’s
involvement in the research and development of new tech-
nologies. Private investment comes too little and too late to
applied science and technolo%y. There are still good argu-
ments in favour of government'intervention in the economy,
but on a somewhat modest scale. A range of smaller mea-
sures may generate more jobs and income than another
Snowy Mountains scheme. While markets may be more effi-
cient’users of information and allocators of resources than
centralised bureaucracies, there are many circumstances
where market conditions do not prevail. There are situations
where some firms have mono,poIY power, or where the assis-
tance of other governments tilts the playing field. There are
also situations, more positively, where an argument can be
made that the “clustering” of related industries could gen-
erate jobs and growth, and where producing such a result
requires a government with the information” and planning
powers to bring private interests together. _

Butin the main, the realistic option for the left is to arque
that pollcz should focus on improving the quallt¥ of the
inputs rather than trying to direct the production of outputs
or protect them from competition. Micro-economic reform
has been too obsessed with lowering the costs of power and
transport — chanPes that might benefit heavy industry and
mining but do little for the ?rowm service and information
industries. Environmental standards can improve the quality
of resource inputs; education and training can improve the
quality of labour. _ _ _

The Australian economy still creates a lot of jobs, only it
creates dlffere_ntéobs that benefit different people. The
kinds of low skilledjobs that men used to do in the industrial
economy evaporated; the kinds of low skilled jobs women
used to do have expanded, as services and cyberspace grow,
and the economy moves from an industrial to a postindus-
trial basis. Hence the support Pauline Hanson’s One Nation
Ltd received from blue collar males, who make a large part
of the conscious, resistant information proltariat.
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Unemployment is also very unevenly distributed, creating
whole suburbs of continuous hl%h unemployment. To make
matters worse, there are still rather macho ideas about what
counts as a real job. What this calls for is a major change in
the culture of work. .

Nobody on the left doubts that the Hawke and Keating era
programs were not always satisfactory. The idea of “mutual
obligation” sounds good in principle, but if someone i
obliged to undergo retraining in order to get benefits, gov-
ernment agencies ought to be under obligation to provide
tralnln? that is actually useful. In practice there is no way an
unemployed person 1s in any position to ‘participate’ in
%uestlonmg the ?overnment’send 0fso unequal a mutuality.

his became a strong source of popular resistance.

Competition policy could also benefit from an engaged
scepticism from the’left. Competition policy may generate
productlvnr improvements that can benefit commodity
Industries that compete on price by lowering the cost of
major inputs like power and transport. The picture may be
more complex for other industries. The left has every right
to be sceptical about arguments for the benefits of competi-
tion that contain little or no empirical evidence. A greater
emP_hasm on the analysis of outcomes in proposals for dereg-
ulation, might show whether the reality is I|keI%/ to match the
theorr. It isonly by a_cknowle.dgm% a wider public scepticism
about economic policy making that a consensus might be
rebuilt around a policy for chan?e. If there is a benefit that
can be leveraged out of the existence of hard Hansonism, it
IS not a soft Hansonism of retreat from reform, but a more
empirical approach to it.

Education is a difficult issue for the left, not least because
that is where it derives so much of its supFort. Increasing
public funding for education is a hard case to argue without
accepting greater accountability and, over the inevitable
objections of the teacher’s unions, testm? of schools. If
People are to trust the teacher’s assessments, they are enti-
led to assessments of the teachers. Silent Majority 111 made
abundanth{_cl_ear that an mcreaslngly well educated public is
also a public mcreasm?lkl sceptical about the self-interest of
professionals who want to run their services without public
accountability.
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The old left has been slow to grasp the potential of the
urbane world of the culture industries, not just to cause
trouble and promote strange ideas, but also to contribute to
the economy. Australia exports significant amounts of
popular music, television programs, educational materials
and other intellectual Property. The way to get Australia into
cyberspace economically is not to spend millions tr¥|n? to
entice Intel to set up a semi-conductor factory, but to Turther
develop the successful media content industries. _

As pardy Frl\_/atlsed communicadons utility, Telstra is a
weird beast. It ties up a lot of capital in something that is no
Ionger fully under public control. The debate inthe media
tends to polarise toward the extremes of a whoIIY public or
wholly privatised future for Telstra. The left usually supFQrt_s
public ownership of basic communication capacity, but it is
an open question in a technologically fluid environment as to
what that means. The difficulty is to"keep some basic vectors
under the umbrella of public policy, while allowing a telecom-
municadons industry to develop, and to encourage other
information based industries to take advantage of cheap com-
municadons and tec,hnlcaIIY sophisticated vectors. _

The left has a sentimental attachment to public ownership,
and can be as resistant to inquiries intg the real benefits of
public control as the economic rationalists can be about the
real benefits of competition. The left also draws its support
disproportionately from the public sector, and hence there is
a strong resistance to addressing the issue. What the left has
left too much to the right is the question of setting criteria
for deciding on the aPproprlateness of public ownership.
Such criteria ml%;ht include: the extent to which the product
is used universally, the co_ntestabllltY_ of the market, and the
externalities associated with production and consumption of
the product. Under such criteria, qgs_, water, electricity and
communications ought to be in public ownership. There is
plenty of room for debate there, but the crucial factor is to
work on some reasonable terms for such a debate.

Postindustrial Class Struggle

Ifthere isa reason why the left often appears to be stru%gling
to keep up with the pace of change, it may be that the torces
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traditionally identified as ‘left’ no longer represent the front-
line in the Class conflict that, in Marxist thinking, determines
the forward movement of history. Much of the agenda of the
left seems either to be about resisting change completely or
accommodating to it in ways that preserve the interests of
certain constituencies, particularly those skilled workers in
manufacturing and in the white” collar public sector that
belong to left wing unions. . _

Barry Jones identified an information proletariat, but he
did not claim to have thou?ht through the postindustrial
society in terms of class conflict. His prophecy was that “the
question of control of, and access to, information should
become one of the major political issues of the 1990s”, but
he did not ?ose this question in class terms. Information may
work as differently in the market economy as capital does to
rent, and might therefore generate quite different kinds of
class interest. | want to conclude this chapter with some
highly speculative remarks that try, in a very abstract way, to
advance the conceptualisation of the conlu.nctqre of the late
90s. This last section is addressed to a certain kind of culture
of the left. Those not so inclined might find the next
chapter, \lNhICh deals with Labor’s culture of the right, more
congenial,

“Rent is that portion of the produce of the earth that is
paid to the landlord for the use of the original and inde-
structible powers of the soil. It is often, however, confounded
with the interest and profit of capital...”.2 So wrote David
Ricardo, one of the original ‘economic rationalists’, in what
was one of the first, although certainly not the last attempt to
define the difference between rent and profit, the returns
respectively on land and capital. .

Land is of fixed quantity. There is only so much of it. Any
economic activity based on land behaves in much the same
peculiar way. When demand rises, prices rise, but if there is
no more land to meet the demand for what land produces,
then the high price does not encourage new competitors —
b_¥ definition there can be no new competitors, as the quan-
tity of land is fixed. If there were new competitors, they
would add to supply, supply would match the new hlqh level
of demand, and prices would trend down again. But there is
no more land, no new competitors, so as demand rises,
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Prlces shoot up, and owners of land collect a rent derived
rom possession of this fixed asset. In principle, a mine, an
office block and a prime piece of farm land behave in much
the same way in the marketplace.

Most things are not of fixed quantity, and don’t offer an
opportunity to extract rent. If a factory makes widgets, or a
company offers a service, and demand for those widgets or
that service rises, competitors can come into the market
attracted by the high prices. These new comRetltors add to
supply and drive down the price. This is where the more
strictly capitalist economy thrives, by investing in brmgm% to
market products or services that can be sold for more than
the investment, and hence return a profit. Unlike rents,

rofits are not protected by the fixed quantity of the inputs.

f course, many capitalists would like their business to
accrue rents rather than profits, and governments are often
dragged in to the creation of artificial rent-producing
monopolies in anything from steel to television.

People who own land or capital hire people who have
neither to work for them. Owners have an interest in
keepln?_dow_n the wages they pay, whereas workers have an
interest in driving them up. This conflict of interest may not
be a complete one, however. In the modern world, workers
require security and stability of_empIoYmentl and come to
have a shared “interest with” their employer In the mainte-
nance of those conditions. Higher wages mlgi_ht be good in
the short run, but not if this shuts off Pro its, sends the
company broke, and tosses the worker out of ajob. Owners
and workers may have different interests, but their interests
are not mmgly opposed to each other, unless you accept the
fable that by overthrowing the owners, the workers will
inherit the earth. _ _

There is one significant difference between working for
someone who owns land and someone who owns capital.
When demand for land or what land produces is high, it’s
Rossmle for the wage earner to make demands for much

igher wages without sendlngl_the owner of land broke. The
owner of [and is much more likely tojust pass the increased
cost on to the Eurchaser. After all, new comﬁet!tors can’t
come in to bankrupt the rentier, and hence the job of the
worker is more secure.
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This is why mining and building workers were, until
recently, more able to extract wage increases out of owners
of land than other workers were out of owners of capital.
Demandm? higher wages was unlikely to send the company
broke. Actually, under a high tariff system the whole
economy can work more like a rent economy than a capital
economy. Protectionism creates quasi-rent conditions for
lots of businesses, and lots of workers can demand wage rises
thatjust get passed on to the purchaser. _

There are already two kinds of economy in this classical
conceptualisation of how it all works. But'what if we add a
third kind of economy — the information economy?
Actually, before Adam Smith or David Richardo got around
to theorising rent and capital, the new information economy
was already becoming a reality. When English law recognises
the rights of authors and engravers to ‘own’ the content of
their ‘works, the concept of property was in principle
extended to information.

Before then, any R.rmter could copy any book — owner-
ship resided in the thing, the hook itself, not the ordering of
the information within it. With copyright a reality, a new
kind prroi)erty owner arises — the owner of copyright. Not
coincidentally, a new kind of celebrity, and a néw kind of
urbanity arises at the same time as the recognition of this
new kind of properti. Samuel Johnson was one of the first
writers to openly make his I_|V|ng from his trade, and became
famous for it. Johnson claimed that “there seems to be in
authors a stronger right of Prop_erty than that by occupancy;
a metaphysical right, a rl?h_, as it were, of creafion...”3

Johnson realised that this property r|%ht had to be bal-
anced against the common interest in that the knowledge
containéd in a book be “universally diffused among
mankind.” Hence Johnson argued for an exclusive right that
would be limited in duration. As Mark Rose of the University
of California ar?ues, “at one level, the literary-property ques-
tion was a legal struggle about the nature of property and
how the law might adapt itself to the changed circumstances
of an economy based on trade. At another, it was a contest
about how far the ideology of possessive individualism
should be extended into the tealm of cultural Pro_ductlon.’”24

As it turned out, it could be extended very far indeed. As
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with the ownershlg of land or capital, the arguments made
for it could be based on the doctrines of natural law.
Someone is entitled to own whatever is the object and
product of their own labour. But the creation of information
as a form of private and tradeable property is no more
natural than the creation of land and capital as private prop-
erty. A fully market-based econome/ rests on the convention
of property, backed by the authority of the courts.
Information can be an object ofa law of property, just like
caﬁltal_or land, but does not necessarily behave the'same way.
What is distinctive about information is firstly that my pos-
session of it need not deprive you of it. I cannot possess land
that you at the same time possess, but | can know something
that you at the same time know. The possession of informa-
tion does not require the dls[qosse_ssmn ofanother.
Secondly, copying information is distinct from creating it.
I grow wheat or make a shoe, the.cop%mg ofeither of these
thlngz_s takes as much effort as making them, and is in fact an
identical act to making them, If [ write a book or compose a
song, the copying of It requires much less effort. An effort
ten mg, from™ the invention of moveable ty[)e_ to the inven-
tion of the flor?py disc, to_diminish to no h_mq. In short
information behaves very differently to aphysma thing, and
as a form of property it'is (}ulte the opposite of land. Land
cannot he copied and is in fixed su?ply; information can be
endlessly copied, and the copying of it 1s simple compared to
making it in the first ﬁlac_e. _ _
The principles of the information economy have existed
for two centuries, and were worked out alongside the legal
fictions for other kinds of property according to which a
commodity economy would be requlated. It is late in the
20th century that thé information economy has become con-
spicuous insize and influgnce, in part because the evolution
of the technical means of storing and distributing informa-
tion have advanced very rapidly. ,
~Most _information workers,” like most a?rlcultural and
industrial workers, have to sell their capacity To work, and do
not, in the end, own what they make. The worker might have
the capacity in their head or hands to produce something,
but lack the means to realise it. Where other workers con-
front owners of land or capital, information workers con-
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front owners of what | call vectors. A vector is the physical
and technical means of moving information across space, or
?reservmg it across time. As with agriculture or industry, the
echnical development ofinformation reaches a point where
economies of scale dictate the formation of Iaage enterprises
which own and control vast vectors for the distribution of
information, just as other businesses control vast tracts of
land or physical plant and equipment. _

What Is often_conceived as globalisation may just be the
growth of the information economy due to the technical
advance of the vector, and the subordination of the
economies of capital and land to it. The reason for this is not
hard to fathom. Markets presuppose the transmission of
information about demand, supply and the prices that
mediate between them, from one “place to another, The
information economy grows, in part, on its capa_cn?/ to
expand the opportunities for owners of land and capital.

hat is often perceived as a shift in the halance of power
from labour to capital in the 90s may rather be a shift in the
centre of gravity of economic activity, from the economies of
capital and land, to that of information. The most conspic-
uous beneficiaries of such a shift are the owners of vectors,
the Murdochs and Packers. Less noticed are those beneficia-
ries who are not owners but merely workers in this
expanding economy, which includes hoth information-spe-
cific businesses, and also the information component of the
?#_smess of capital and land, of making things and growing

ings.

What appears as an information proletariat is a pool of
unemployed or _mar?mally employed people who have not
made the transition from an economy dominated by making
things to an economy dominated by making information.
Just as the transition from agriculture to manufacturmg_P_ro-
duced an under-employed population, this second transition
also P_roduc_es_such a proletariat, and once again, in its des-
peration, it is tempted to embrace populist solutions,
Inlg/_olvmg a strong state that will maintain an economy to its
iking. .

The left has always been an unstable and uneasy alliance
and has always included the representatives of industrial
labour, the most organised part of the economy of capital
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and the making and things. It has also included members of
the information-working class, The difficulty for the left is
that the interests of these different kinds of worker are
further apart than ever. The former are tempted to struggle
for the retarding of the shift in the centre of gravity toward
the information economy. The latter have no interestin such
a retrogressive step, and have their own a?enda_of conflicts
over the conditions under which they sell the information
th_eljr1 produce to the owners of media vectors. _

_The information economy is at the same time an informa-
tion culture. As Mark Rose argues, the extension of “posses-
sive individualism” into culture via the legal fiction that
information can be private property is an old principle. It
just became more obvious, late in the 20th century, what this
commodification of information has all along implied:
culture and economy are inseparable. There was always a
market for information upon which the culture of everyday
life depended. What changed is the development of new
vectors, such as radio, television and the internet, which
could be accumulated and co-ordinated, as elements of a
powerful kind of market economy.

As a consequence, politics, no less than the economy,
became saturated by vectors, The vectoral becomes the space
of political action no less than of economic gain. The cre-
ation of political majorities becomes a matter of articulating
popular desires via'media images. This process has been
advancing_for some tlme_Qv_ercomm_?_ the social and com-
munal basis of political affiliation. Polifics in the information
age is about the formation of majorities that are synchro-
nised around particular images. ,

Majorities may he articulated on the basis of a shared
desire for something, or against it. Both the left and the right
have a history of the articulation of desire against things.
The right depended on the articulation of desire in the form
of hatred of communism throughout the cold war — a tactic
that contributed to the weakening of the right when the
Berlin wall came down. In this they merely succeeded where
the left failed, in its attempt to turn the difference hetween
the interests of workers and owners into an opPosmon that
would pit workers against ownership in general — the class
War,

283
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Both the left and the right must share some culpability for
the rise of a populism that has no qualms about identifying
the most vulnerable minorities as the object ofa majoritarian
hatred. Populism exploits the pleasure machine ofdesire, as
it works in the vectoral world, and can achieve substantial
gains. The irony is that populism achieves its %alns usm? the
cultural machinery of information precisely because of dis-
content with the "effects of the power of information to
undermine the economic position of what now becomes an
information proletariat. _ _ _

Politics as desire for something, rather than desire which
attempts to opposed amajority to a minority, faces the added
difficulty that the articulation of mass desire must occur in
public. Desire compounds desire, but also fragments, dissi-
pates, comes in conflict with itself. If there is a majoritarian
politics to be created, it might not be the politics of con-
sensus, which Fresupposes community of interest, not just
between capital and labour, but also between the economies
of cultivating land, manufacturing things and processing
information. 1t might be a politics of connection rather than
consensus, of articulating networks rather than a corpo-
ratism rooted in the old manufacturing economy.

The politics of consensus assume a mass media that works
rather like mass manufacturing. It composes its ma!_orlty on
the basis of blocks of shared interest that can be articulated
in a few broad strokes in a mass media vector. The politics of
connection, on the other hand, might be more appropriate
foraworld in which diverse vectors proliferate, and the inter-
ests that have to be composed to form a majority are not
based firmly in a mass manufacturing economy, buf span two
different Kinds of economy, that of the manufacture of
things and the production of information. _ _

In"short, a ‘political economy’ of the age of information
has to take account of what is specific to the information
econom% Like land, information deviates from some key
assumptions about the commodity economy of things. The
commodification of culture has always heen a part of the
development of the information economy, no matter how
much of a recent phenomena this may appear. It is implied
in the original formulation of the legal fiction of informa-
tion as property. A certain kind of celebrity, as someone who
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in a sense owns an image and story ofwhich they are the pro-
ducer, is a byproduct of this commodification.” It too is not
new, and in someone like Samuel Johnson there is a proto-
tyge for contemporary celebrity.

elebrity, in turn, is a concept that can hold together the
economic and ﬁolmcal aspects of this “political economy’ of
information. The appearance of celebrity is notjust an arte-
fact of the commodification of culture, but also of the
immersion of politics within the relations of the vector.
These are not ephemeral additions to the commodity
economy, theﬁ are aspects of it that have been developing for
some time. The creation of a form of property for informa-
tion hasjust been waiting for the technical dévelopment of
Ithe vectors of information relations to release the potential
atent in it,
~This !stjust a rough sketch, starting with Barry Jones’
insight into the existence of an information proletariat, and
speculating on what larger picture it may fit into. It is some-
what removed from rather pragmatic’ approach of, say,
Lindsay Tanner. But perhaps what Tanner’s insights into the
changing options for the left of the Labor Party needs is
some larger framework within which to plot the chanﬁes,
rather than reacting on the basis of out-dated maﬁs of how
the commodity economy functions. In anr case, the left no
longer have a monopoly on conceptual thinking in the
Labor Party and the labour movement, and %erhaps it never
did. As | want to show in the next, and last, chapter, the light
on the hill can also be regenerated in terms quite outside
those of the left.
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Third way, second go

Do not be deceived: this last lamp does not give more
light - the dark has only become more absorbed in
itself.

Paul Celan

Or maybe the truth is not what lies beneath the sand
but the sand itself, always shifting, never certain, so
that once we cut away that which we cannot be sure
of we are left with nothing but space. And echoes.
James Bradley

On My Right, Mark Latham

Mark Latham is a “heavy, strong-looking bloke with a pal-
pable sense of reserve”, writes Craig McGregor.1He is a *full
on intellectual”, but “dry, laconic.”His story is pure Sydney
westie made good. He grew up in Green Valley from the time
he was four, when the Department of Housing moved his
family out there. Encouraged by his parents, he studied
hard, did well at school, and got in to Sydney University
where he majored in Folmcal economy., ,

He was Gough Whitlam’s research assistant for a while, and
worked for Bob Carr. Fighting his way through the Labor
ranks, Latham turned rlqhtwardl lost an ug’I\% preselection
battle, then ran Liverpool council for what McGregor calls
“three controversial years”. According to Mike Steketee, he
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“introduced dry economic notions of productivity targets,
corporatisation, contestability and contracting out”, but he
also opened two new libraries, a cultural facility and new
sporting facilities.”2Winning Gough Whitlam’s old seat of
Werriwa in a 1994 by-election, Latham landed in parliament
with a reputation asaggressive, hard-headed, single-minded.
As Laura Tingle says, Latham is “the inheritor of Gough
Whitlam’s lofty intellectual arroc\;a_nce as well as his seat.”3

After Labor’s electoral defeat in 1996, these and other
media commentators identified Latham as a rising celebrity,
a fresh face to replace the overly familiar roster of Labor
heavies, with whom both the media and the electorate were a
bit bored. He held the shadow portfolio of education. After
Labor’s electoral defeat in 1998, Latham found himself on
the back bench, without a shadow portfolio, and highly crit-
ical of the policy develqpmenWrocess within the parliamen-
tary Labor Party. As senior NSW Lahor flﬂure Michael Easson
said at the time: “Labor needs to think t rough new policies
to extend its support... that’swhere Mark Latham hasa point
about policy development. Lahor appeared... to proffer a soft
form of economic Hansonism. Labor appeared retrograde
on many of the policy reforms it took in the 80s... Where
Lathamiswrong Is in Seeking to influence the party from the
backhbenches... he needs to engage his colleagues more.”4

Whether McGregor and others were right in peg%!n him
as a future Labor star is of less interest to me than his book.
He started writing C|V|I|5|n§] Global Capital with Peter
Baldwin, former member for ydney who is from the left of
the party.51think it is the most intellectually serious writing
I've ever read by a member of the Australian parliament. In
it | find a thinker who is no friend to either the old Lahor
fable of the state driven command economy, or of Labor’s
intellectual and Sﬁemal interest group fellow travellers. Yet
it's a book that | think charts a course with which those who
believe mkustlce,_ liberty and the falr_?o can usefully argue.
This last chapter is a commentary on it, and |tsPotent|aI asa
source of thinking for the renewal of Labor culture, and as a
framework for thinking about a third way for Labor, lost in
cyberspace. . . .

Civilising Global Capital examines the policies and struc-
tures by which Labor might respond to the challenges of the
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postindustrial era and expand what Latham calls “social
capability”. His idea of updating the Labor fable is not to
revise ‘a"chicken in every pot” to ‘chicken nuggets in every
microwave’, but to try and think again about what the |I%ht
on the hill means and how to achieve it. If Labor’s goal has
always been “C|V|I|3|ngi_cap|tallsm”, then this ?oal changes as
capifalism changes. Labor has made the transition from
agrarian Labor to industrial Labor, but is stalled at becoming
cyberspace Labor. .

The postwar certainties of the nation and welfare states
have gone forever”, Latham declares. In such a time “there is
a powerful tendency to appeal to the Eercelved_trlumphs
and legends of the past to guide the thinking and |_den_t|tr of
the present.” But what is distinctive about Latham is his lack
of nostalgia, his almost completely consistent modernism.
Latham is searching for a third way other than following the
paths of American” style market freedom and the servile
states of Europe. In the process, he draws on an eclectic mix
of ideas, and moulds them together in a prose style as thick
as congiealed vegemite. o o

Yet almost in spite of himself, Civilising Global Capital is a
gers.onal book, an essay on Latham’s own experience.

arious Latham personas glisten beneath the matt surface of
his prose: the westie, the mayor, the suburbanite, the footy
plage_r, and most endearingly, the man who got an education
and is determined to use it for his own advancement by
linking his advancement to that of others. It’shard not to see
in his |;_)assmn for education an essay on what it means to be
Mark Latham.

The Four Conflicts

Latham kicks off with one of his schematic overviews. He
identifies four kinds of conflict with which Labor has to
cope. Firstly, there is the traditional antagonism between
capital and fabour, the conflict that shapes the perceptions
of what Lindsay Tanner calls the “traditional” wing of the
P,arty._SecondIy, there is the conflict hetween the informa-
jon"rich and information poor, which sharpened in the late
90s with the rise of a resistant “information proletariat”, to
use BarryJones’ term. Thirdly, there is the conflict between
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the global and the local, which impacts on the former colo-
nial dePendency verr strongly now that the Australian set-
tlement has unravelled. The fourth conflict is between
individualism and community, which strikes me as a dif-
ferent kind of conflict to the others on Latham’s list. The
other three detail forces at work in the world, where this
fourth conflict seems to me a clash of values. As I hope to
show, it can he better expressed as a conflict arising out of
new vectors of communication. _

The preoccupation with the conflict between capltal and
labour with the ALP tends to distract attention trom the
second conflict on Latham’s list, which might be just as
important in terms of the effect it has on people’s lives, and
on their “social capacity.”As it shifted from a%rarlan_ Labor to
industrial Labor, party members recognised a shift in the
kind of property, the [posse_ssmn of which conferred power
over labour. That the land itself was in the hands of the few
was what a?rarlan, Labor organised against; that capital, in
the form of factories and workshops was in the hands of the
few, this was what industrial Labor organised against. The
Property in dispute shifted from nature to second nature,
rom soil and water to steel and steam.

The conflict between the information rich and poor, or
between the urbane specialised elite and the information
proletariat, is about a different kind of property. It’s about
intellectual property, the ownership of what becomes third
nature. As Latham™ perceives, this conflict does not neady
correspond to the conflict between capital and labour,
Urbane specialists are not necessarily owners of intellectual
property. Lachlan Murdoch or James Packer are owners of
Intellectual property, for a substantial proportion of the
assets of a business like News Corporation or the Packer
family’s PBL are intangible things like the value of the
banner of The Australian newspaper, or the Packer empire’s
accumulated capacity to dominate the_ma?azme business.
~It’s possible to have a trained capacity o create or assess
information that is very valuable without actually owning
much by way of intellectual property{ not to mention the
means of capitalising on one’s intellectual property. The
urbane talking heads | described in an earlier chapter,
swilling cocktails in Kings Cross, mostly do pretty well out of
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their skills, but don’t own much of the information they
make. Beth Spencer’s sorry tale of begging for the rights to
a Lou Reed song isa case in point. o

What dlstlngi_mshes most of the information rich, Latham
_sa¥s, is the ability to engage in “abstract thinking”. But some
information rich don't'think abstracdy, but very concretely.
They don’t think in concepts, but in pictures, sounds, sensa-
tions, feelings. A successful creative director in advertising
ought to count as part of the information rich, but it isn't
Po_ssmle to spemf%m an abstract way how her process of
hlnkmq works. Thinking abstracdy is one of the most valu-
able skills, but it isn’t the only one. The information rich
includes everyone who can make or discover new patterns or
divergences in any flow of information atall. This is the heart
and soul of urbanity: the ability to invoke the virtual side of
any flow of information; the ability to create new flows by dis-
cerning what isimmanent in what exists, _

The difference between the information rich and infor-
mation poor, between the urbane burghers and the intellec-
tual proletariat, intersects the next level of Latham’s list of
conflicts too. The urbane are more inclined to be “cos-
moBollt_an, Rrogressw_ely tolerant and confident, Igenerally
embracing the rhetoric’and horizons of the globa vHIaFe.”
Not unlversallr so, of course. Few people are completely
urbane, purely cosmopolitan, completely at home in
Marshall McLuhan’s global village, But by tendency, the
information rich value the opportunity to engaé;e with ?Iobal
flows of information hecause they see new kinds of virtuality
in it, new possibilities for creafing concepts, perceptions,
sensations, stories, or whatever. By contrast, the information
poor tend to fear unwanted information flows, to be more
attached to what Latham calls the “practical certainties of
life”. In short, suburban rather than urban in outlook.
_This iswhere the first three levels of conflict Latham iden-
tifies cascade into the fourth, although I think it’swrong to
think of this conflict as the opposition between community
and individualism. Rather, it is the difference rather between
defining one’sidentity negatively or positively. There are two
ways of resEondmg to a new flow of information: incorpo-
rafing it into oneself and modn‘wnq one’s identity to take
advantage of new potentials that information” incites;
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resisting that information by defining one’s self as precisely
this capaglt}/ to resist. The former looks like individualism
because it tends to create communities of diverse people
F_ursumg different lifestyles and life chances. The |atter looks
ike community hecause the Rroductlon of this negative
sense of self, as being that which resists, tends to happen on
a collective basis. People tend to appeal to what theg take to
be common values in this act of resistance. But both are
‘communal” in the sense that it takes a communication
among individuals for either way of living in the path of the
vector to occur.

Labor’s Response

“One of the reliable laws of modern politics is that poh_cK
vacuums are f|IIed_bY polling results”, Latham observes wit
the sardonic certainty of one who knows first hand. | think
it'sa good thlnF that Labor uses such research tools, but they
are better deployed testing rhetorics than making policies,
still less creating the abstract framework within which to con-
ceﬁtuallse policies. S o
atham’s starting ?_omt_ for orienting himself in his four-
fold diagram of conflicts is to start with the conflict between
labour and capital, and Labor’s traditional role as defender
of the interests of those who do not possess capital. Or as he
expressed it more colourfully to Craig McGreglor, “ think
our starting point is to stick to the working class Tike shit to a
blanket."8 The difficulty is that this is hard to piece together
with the other levels of conflict. It isn’t necessarily In the
interests of workers to op_Pose the information rich (who
have their own conflicts with capital) or to oppose globalisa-
tion JWhICh creates new sources of efficient wealth creation
as it destroys the old slothful onesl). Nor is it helpful to align
Labor’s working class base too closely with a r]e?atlve and
reactive subjectivity in relation to new flows of information,
as that not only sets workers against others Labor needs to
put together electorally, it cuts them off from new kinds of
work and new expressions of solidarity. o
“New forms of social connectedness and solidarity,
however, are not possible unless people find new thln?s to do
and express in common.” Whether Latham is comfortahle
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with it or not, recreating solidarity requires openness to new
information and the invention of new forms. That in turn
will require cooperation with members of the information
rich. And whether anyone likes it or not, it will have to be
open to the Floba_l information vector to some degree, for it
|s_through globalisation that new sources of wealth creation
will produce the pudding to be shared out to Labor’s tradi-
tional base. The paradox is that the only way for Lahor to
honour its traditional commitments is a leap into a modern,
perhaps even postmodern future. _ _

Latham goes looking for a new cultural expression of soli-
darity bK looking around internationally himself, and he hits
upon the “new radical centre”, a concept worked on in
Britain by Prime Minister Tony Blair’s New Labour and in
the United States by the Democratic Party, including people
close to President Bill Clinton. Lathamexpresses the new
radical centre in slthtIy alarming terms as “new expressions
of personal and collective responsibility”, o

As one might expect from someone who sees things in
terms of the desire to govern, Latham thinks in terms of
responsibilities; for those of us outside of it comes an equally
insistent need to talk about rights. Fortunately, were
Latham’s vision of the light on the hill to come to pass, |
think there would be a vigorous constituency outside of gov-
ernment to safequard rights. So while I'm" always warﬁ of
f‘goyernme_ntalltE " Latham’s is not in the end of foo author-
ifarian a kind.7Latham sees the role of?overnm_ent as pro-
viding resources so that people can avert insecurity but also
so they can develop skills and extend their liberty.

Latham charges that Labor “has not responded adeptly to
the aue_st_lqn of social diversity.” It responded to each new
self-definition of difference by setting up a new categorr of
administration. Taking his image from a television adventure
series, Latham concludes that the “simultaneous pursuit of
an equality of opportunity, material conditions, social goods,
?ender, Culture, sexuality, race and other rights is, in prac-
ical terms, a Mission Impossible."11n the Hawke and Keating
years, it was a matter o addm([; new constituencies, on the
assumption that frictions with the old ones could somehow
be finessed. Politics could work like that before cyberspace
saturated social space. Politicians could speak one way to
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their blue collar constituency, another waywhen out bush. In
a world of slow and disconnected vecfors, constituencies
need not notice this. . o

Labor’s problem was that attempting to add constituencies
actually had a subtracting effect. According to political sci-
entist Andrew Scott, there has been a “major transformation
of Labor’s social base over the postwar period.”9The party’s
membership has become overwhelmingly middle class. This
middle class Rartﬁy confronted an increasingly polarised class
structure in the 80s and 90s, as winners and losers in the eco-
nomic modernlsatlon(Frocess started to appear. Those who
were unable to respond to Labor’s political culture in the 80s
and 90s were those who were unable to respond to the eco-
nomic culture of that period, which rewarded workers who
could |dent|f{_ new opportunities, acquire new skills, adapt to
new information. _ _

Those who were left behind economically were those parts
of the working class who had become deep-suburban in
outlook. They were resistant to new information, resistant to
a more urbane culture of pluralism and its political expres-
sion, as well as to an urbane economic culture of adaptation
and reskilling. This increasingly disenfranchised informa-
tion proletariat came to define itself not in terms of a posi-
tive self-transformation, but negatively against hated others.
The_K defined themselves negatively against the boss, but HUSt
as i el\xln_egatl\_/ely against poofters, slopes and hairy leg fem-
inists. While this isno more ‘authentic a part ofworking class
culture than that part of it that did become more urbane —
and more Prosperous if no more secure — it was the part of
working class culture that would become “Howard’s bat-
tlers”, "potential Labor votes lost to the conservative
Coalition. _ S _

| don’t think Latham is correct in identifying Labor’s failed
attempts at an urbane recognition of difference, and the
social policies built on it, as the cause of this defection,
although the resentment such policies caused is a significant
symptom of the crisis of a once stable relation between the
culture of fortress suburbia and economy of fortress
Australia. As Latham puts it, “in this popular culture, some of
the new categories — perversely enough — have cultivated a
feeling of exclusion.” Proliferating categories of difference

293



294

third way, second go

based on personal characterisucs hasn’t worked. But rather
than stop listening to the call for a fair ?o that resP_onds to
cultural differences, I think Latham wants to hear it in a dif-
ferent way. . . o

_ Rather than define categories of need on a humanist hasis,
in terms of personal characteristics of s_ubkectlwtg, Latham
wants a more abstract concept of what it is that Labor in gov-
ernment responds to as a need. Labor stands for the fair %o,
but fair about what? His answer is social caﬁ_ablllty. This he
defines as access to material resources, the skills to use those
resources, and the liberty to do so. Rather than add new cat-
egories of people in need, Latham looks for a more sophisti-
cated way ofaddressm(i what it is that is needed., In short, he
wants to"put industrial Labor and postindustrial Labor on
the same conceptual footing, and so avoid a rift between
these two incarnations of the party.

The Disenchantment of the Magic Pudding

If Labor is to achieve power on the promise of a fair go mea-
sured in terms of equity, it needs to achieve three things.
Firstly, a new concept of what equity is; secondly, an
approach to economic management that produces an eco-
nomic gain to be shared; and thirdly a tax_and transfer
system to mediate between them. | won’t go into Latham’s
tax reform ideas — it’s a topic on which | would rather stay
in_deep suburban u;{norance. In any case, for all the
migraines tax reform talk causes, the cause itself is a banal
one — achieving an efficient way of transml_ttln.% part of the
economic surplus to government for redistribution, The
health of the economy to he taxed, and the destination of
the surplus transferred, strike me as more interesting issues.

Latham subscribes to a version of Paul Kelly’s picture of the
Australian settlement. Australian capital, labour and farming
interests built between them an *historic compromise” out of
which manufacturing received tariff protection, labour
received centralised wage fixing. The Labor Party’s “gain
sharing practice” worked within” this framework. Economic
rents in agriculture and mining were distributed through
wage fixing adjustments. Whitlam extended labourism into a
wider program concerned with the rights of all citizens. His
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government be?an the shift to postindustrial Labor when it
created an electoral majority by offering a slice of the lucky
country pudding to everyone, in the form notjust of transfer
payments but through a whole host of services. These were
desltfmed_ to add a civilised social life to the second nature
built by industrial capitalism. But this largess came just at a
time when the puddm? of government revenues no longer
magically grew In the form of export income from the raw
natural produce of farming and mining. N
Hawke and Keating promised both" a more competitive
economy and a fairer social distribution. They were caught
between a falling surplus generated b{ economic rents and
rlsmq demands generated in part by their own offerings to
the electorate. But there was no magic way to meet expanded
demand from revenues that were not_growm?._ Hence the
lengths to which both Hawke and Keatlngl_wen in the disen-
chantment owub_llc exfpectatlons — a policy which reached
its limit with Keating’s famous “banana republic” remark..
Latham acknowledges that basically Hawke and Keating
were right in explaining, over and over, that “a small open
economy, with low savings, cannot grow faster than its
trading “partners without a hlﬁlh proportion of the growth
spilling over onto the external account”, as foreign capital
and imported goods come funnelling in. Without growth,
there is no way to meet rising and increasingly cpmpeth
demands on government resources other than ratlomn% f
the unpogularlty of petrol rationing helped defeat Ben
Chifley, the unpopularity of welfare rationing certainly
dldn’thelf Paul Keating. o
Where Latham differs from Keating is that he wants to
tackle the problems of the Australian economy at their
source rather than rely on macro economic tools. He is s_ce_P-
tical about the ability of rational models of economic activity
to function as the Sole arbiter ofjudgl_ement in economic
policy. He is not an economic irrationalist, and nor does he
want'to return to outdated fables of the traditionalists in the
party. He gust wants to approach economic policy with rea-
soning rather than rationalism. He is rational about reason,
which means he has some appreciation of its limits,
While Latham recognises that the global economy is here
to stay, he also recognises that it could be hetter managed.
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Even economic rationalists are coming around to this view in
the wake of the collapse of Asian economigs in the late 90s.
Australia cannot wait on achieving reasonable agreement in
international forums. It has to do the best it can, Economic
rationalists conceive of doing the best %ou can in terms of
competitive advantage. This leads to the pohcg of driving
down the costs of mlputs into production. Both the Labor
Party and the Liberal coalition believe in driving down the
costs of inputs Ilke_transport and communication.

The difrerence is that where Labor pursued waterfront
reform through negotlatlon, the Liberals backed confronta-
tion. Latham would further differentiate Labor by working
further on improving the quality of labour as an input into
production, rather than trying to drive down its cost. This is
one of the reasons for his focus on education, although as we
will see, Latham sees education as the crossroads for all of
the ?_oals ofthe postindustrial Labor party. It's the elevator to
the Tight on the hill.

From the 60s to the 90s, the government sector came
under increasing scrutiny and pressure; “.. the media, with
their dal|?/_ agendas driven by action and conflict, are forever
keen to lift public expectations for the contemporaneous
things ?overnments can achieve.” The government sector
gets held accountable for the shortcomings of the private
sector. The poor management skills and shonky investment
decisions of the business sector are rarely called to account.
If business management pulled its socks'up as much as gov-
ernment and labour, things would improve dramatically.

It’snot easy being In government. Governments are caught
between the formation of capital on a global scale and the
formation of electoral majorities on a national scale. The
global versus national level of conflict isvery apparent to gov-
ernments, who are the membrane sep_aratm%,the national
from its other, the global. The global integration of capital
has given the state more work to do, yet fewer resources with
which to discharge these responsibilities.” _

Latham is probably pushing it uphill in attempting to
appeal for shmpat_hy for the unenviable lot of government.
As the Silent Majority 111 report stressed, in the 90s, the public
refused to recognise many claims to Ie?mmate_ auth_orlt}/_,
including the claims of governments. But there is a signifi-
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cant cultural issue at work here, in the way that in Australia,
hopes and desires for a better life are expressed in terms of
expectations on government. Traditionalists on both the left
and the right of the labour movement and the Labor Party
still seem to expect government to pull off a miracle, in spite
of Australia’s poor international trading position. The
Hawke and Keating governments, remarkably enough, were
able to manufacture a European-style social contract and
safety net based on United States-style tax rates.” And still
many want it to playjingle-bells too.

Postindustrial Economics

Tanner would probably agree with Latham that “events have
had a much greater impact on policy than political theory.”
The real reason for the rationing of government servicesin
the 80s and the 90s was declining economic rents caused by
dete_rloratlng{ terms of trade, coupled with rising demand for
services partly caused by the same decline in trade, Latham
isnotout to defend the reputation of economic rationalism,
however. He is an economic empiricist, not a rationaljst.
There are no natural laws in economics, only dogmatists
who try to invent them.” _ _

Senator John Button, who held the industry portfolio
under the Hawke government, provides a fine example of
the difference between economic rationalism and economic
em&nrlmsm. In 1985, the Australian dollar floated erratically,
and then it sank. With the trade deficit worsening, Treasury
officials were certain that the ‘J-curve” would come to the
rescue. Secretary of the Treasury Bernje Fraser explained to
Button how the worsening tradé deficit led to a devaluation
of the dollar, but that this would make imports dearer and
exports cheaper, which would boost exports and narrow the
trade deficit. The economy, Fraser seemed to Button to be
sayln?, would behave rationally, responding to these price
signals, and the curves would afc gracefully across the graph.
Fraser’s thinking is based on the understanding of the rela-
tionship of knowledge_ to the world that is economic ratio-
nalism: the real world isjust a messy, gritty version of a purely
{atLonaI set of quantitative relations — or if it isn’t, it ought
0 be.
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Bernie Fraser is a compassionate man. He is not an eco-
nomic rationalist out of ang/ great love of business interests.
As Craig McGregor reporfs, this “working class bush hoy
from Junee” believes In government intervention, socidl
safety nets, and scorns businessmen who “got fat from doin
bugger all”. No wonderJohn Hewson, when he was leader o
the Liberal Party, wanted him sacked. “I'm well aware that
the markets don’t work very well”, Fraser acknowledges, “you
just can't let the markets run rampant and let all the human
debris that’s flung off that operation just pile up, so you have
a scrap heap of unemployed people. That’s never been part
of my philosophy.”D1n short, Fraser’s economic thought is
notjast driven by |deologr._ _

Bernie Fraser is an intelligent man. Itwould be churlish to
pretend, as Bob Ellis does In his rather eccentric attack on
economic rationalism, that the reasoning of someone like
Fraser can be easily faulted.lL Fraser’s reasoning about the
relationship between the trade deficit, the value of the dollar
and changes in imports and exports is sound. Economic
rationalism usually is. There are sound ways Qfdemdm? if an
economic theory’is rational or not. It’s & mmgle matter of
testln? the Ioglc,,alth_ou?h that logic maF e fiendishly
complex and require highly qualified si)_ema ISts 0 deb_ug._
~The problem with economic rationalism lies not with its
internal rational coherence, but with its relation to the world
it claims to describe and for which it claims to proscribe, As
John Button recalls, when listening to Bernie Fraser explain
how the J-curve would work: “Some of these people, |
thought, have no idea about the composition of Australia’s
major imports, and no idea about the Fatchy capacity of
Australian manufacturing.” Treasury could %Iot the graphs
and forecast no growth in imports, and then, when the
flgures come in, imports had grown by 9.1%. Even John
Edwards, former Keating staffer, an_economist by training
and broadly sympathetic to economic reform, notes in his
blow by blow account of Keating’s economic management
that Treasury’s line of reasoning could produce “e&;reglously
wrong forecasts.”2 Treasury kept expecting the J-curve to
work, but the J-curve was not expecting Treasury’s faith in it.

As Button observes, rational models of the economy ‘“were
no doubt great fun, but knowing something about tech-
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nology, corporate structures, business reactions and what was
happening in the rest of the world were necessary to make
soundF!u gements as the basis for government policy.”B
What Paul” Keating called “quile”, | am calling economic
empiricism, an approach that works from the available evi-
dence to reasoning to policy, not from the rational theory to
polldcyI by heavily discounting information that doesn’t fit'the
model.

Clearly there were problems with the implementation of
economic reform in the 80s and 90s. The solution to those
problems is not a retreat into economic irrationalism. The
magic pudding isn’t an option. What is interesting about
Latham’s writing is his commitment to pu_rsum(]} economic
inquiry as a hasis for formulating pothJ in full and frank
awareness of the dismal fact that Australia’s economic diffi-
culties can’t be wished a_waY, but that there is always a degree
ofubr}certamty involved in the application of reason to actual

roblems.
pSo_ far 1've posed the economic problem in terms of
declining terms of trade — the world just pays Australia less
and less Tor its wheat, wool, iron ore, coal and bauxite, and
char?es more for video recorders, four wheel drives and per-
sonal computers. An additional problem is that as vectors
lace the world together, it gets easier for economic activity to
escape from national boundaries. Latham is definitely not in
favour of the kind of “industry welfare” that tries to Keep fac-
tories inside the nation’s borders by brlbln(}; companies to
stay. This might save a fewjobs in the short term but in the
long term it’s an ineffective way of negotiating the global
versus local conflict. As an alternative, Latham is adamant
that government investment needs to concentrate on those
factors that are relatively immobile, such as infrastructure,
but also people. Of course many Australians pack up their
subsidised education and migrate abroad — a “leakage”
Latham doesn’t mention, but there is some benefit in this
also, in the creation of cosmopolitan networks of Australians.

While most of the argument about government ownership
revolves around fights over privatisation, Latham is adamant
that government should be investing in the_inventiveness of
Australian people through education, science and tech-
nology. The old postwar development mentality is at work in
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thinking of the government sector of the economy in rather
butch terms as consisting of big instrumentalities. .

Economic policy can become too obsessed with tacking
and trimming this or that macro economic variable, as ifyou
just ?ot the numbers right and the economy would take off,
just like that. This was the 80s version of the magic pudding
theory, in which it was market discipline rather than state
authorlt?/ that made the magic. Government needs to _pa){
more atfention to creating an"environment for technologica
change, for that is the engine of new economic growth, and
hence of the ability to create a surplus that can be taxed and
transferred to Labor’s traditional constituency.

Technology is a funny thm?. Almost by definition, new
technology cannot be accurate yPrlced. Creating a new tech-
nolo?y, as olqpo_sed to refinements of an eX|st|n? technology,
involve qualitative change. It’s the kind of stuff good engi-
neers thrive on, hut it isanathema to accounting procedure,
and consequently hard to model quantitatively. Technology
IS abolu_t (tjhte v_|trtuaI|ty of the material world, when knowledge
isapplied to it

LPkPe Tanner, Latham sees a role for government in
funding the start-up costs of new technologies, and in main-
taining technical skills within the country. New technology is
apublic good. One of the disincentives o invest in new tech-
nology is that the investor rarely gets all of the advantag]e of
the new technique. It gets copied or imitated. If technology
has this characteristic of a “public good”, then governmerit
has a rightful role in its development. | would say further
that this policy will have to he an_empirical one.
Governments have to experiment with policies that nurture
technological innovation. Those policies will have to manage
complex information. The experiments on the lab bench
and in the computer that are at the heart of technical
research are designed with a hl%h degree of virtuality. They
are about possibilities, not predictable outcomes.
_Govetr?ment has to see part of its own functions as an exper-
iment too,

One striking idea that Latham hints at is that economic
sovereignty is best thought of in terms of the knowledge and
skill the people of the nation hold between them. What this
implies s thinking about sovereignty not just in terms of
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owning land, %Iant and capital, but also in terms of intellec-
tual capacity. The greater the collective intelligence of the
country, the greater the virtuality of possible ways to create
something out of whatever resources it has, and whatever
international trading environment within which it may find
itself. If the lucky countrK coasted along on its mineral and
agricultural resources, then what | would call the virtual
country isabout as far from that as possible. It would trust its
perception, its imagination and its capacity to reason.

Workers of the World Disperse

“Sector planning”is a popular idea in some union and man-
ufacturing circles. The idea is for government to plan wa%sof
clustering related segments of an industry together. Latham
IS more sceptical than Tanner about this. It mayjust create
more dependency between government and " declining
industries. Certainly, sector planning has usually been
thought of in terms of the industrial economy. It would be
interesting to think about what it might mean Tor the postin-
dustrial economy. But it is characteristic of postindustrial
business that industry is dispersed. Small business and fran-
chising are growing areas of employment.

Fra_n_chlsm? is the brldge between global caﬂltal and local
conditions. It is a global business response to the problem of
combining the virtues of localised management with
economies of scale into a kind of “global localisation”. There
is clearly arole for government in ensuring a fair go between
the unequal Bart_les of the local franchise holder and the
often global business behind the scheme. Franchises may
sound Tike a strange preoccupation for a Labor politician,
but Latham claims that “more Australians are employed by
McDonalds than by the steel industry.” This statement
shocked me at first, but now | see it as an index of&ust how
much this has become a postindustrial economy, and how far
Labor has to go to adapt to it.

In the 80s and 90s, the Australian economy created a lot of
newiobs, but not in the locations or of the  type that would
be electorally useful. Latham breaks work down into three
kinds o_flobs. Firstly, there are newjobs for urbane specialists
with skills that are mosdy tradeablé in the globalising part of
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the economy. Secondly there are newjobs providing tangible
and personal services, particularly in the parts of town where
people holding down urbane jobs live. Count the restau-
rants, hair salons, contract gfardeners and dog walkers that
advertise in the local papers for those parts of any city where
the urbane congre(l]_at_e. Lastly, there are routine factoryjobs,
and these are declining. The shoes or pop-up. toasters are
now |mporte_d from countries like China or Thailand. To the
extent that industrial Lobs have a future, they are of a dif-
ferent kind. “White la

the factory floor.” . . _ _

The problem for Labor is to strike some kind of equity deal
between these three kinds of worker. The first and second
kinds of worker rarely belong to unions. Urbane workers
often have bargaining power on their own. Service workers
are [ust too hard to organise, being dispersed in so many
small businesses. While there was substantial economic
growth toward the end of the Hawke Keating years, it was not
well distributed. The lowest paid workers need to be quaran-
teed a share of any economic growth. Security of employa-
bility, rather than job security, could be enhanced by access
to education and fraining.

The Poverty Code

One of the hallmarks of the intellectual proletariat’s resis-
tance is to ‘training’ schemes, as came out in the Silent
Majority 111 report.” What is distinctive about Latham’s
approach to employment is that he wants to move heyond
the Iplatltudes. In one startling remark, Latham says that;
“Full employment has actually heen achieved, but only in a
particular type of labour market in certain Parts of the
country.” In other words, there’s no magic solutions to be
found by looking at the aggregate numbers. _
The poverty code is no mystery. One of the most effective
ways to measure a Person’s chances of finding ajob is by
looking at their postcode, Employment and unemployment
are strongly concentrated in space. Where there are Skilled
urbane knowledge workers, they create service johs. Where
there aren’t, then they don’t create service johs, which these
days mean there are no jobs. “Suburbs have become the most

coats are replacing blue overalls on
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appropriate unit of spatial analysis”, and it'snot hard to iden-
tify the problem areas. What’s going on out there in hldgh
uriemployment suburbs is a viscous cycle. Low levels of edu-
cation lead to low levels of employment which leads to low
levels of income which leads to low levels of service industry.
This in turn leads to breakdowns in civility than can turn this
into an abject downward spiral, where what results is the
hopeless world pictured in movies like The Boysand Idiot Box.
~ Latham wants to respond by developing infrastructure pro-
jects and vocational training tailored for specific areas.
Infrastructure projects can put income in the hands of
unskilled workers™ and jump start the cycle. Vocational
training can broaden " the skills within the |OC&|I'[Y.
Community organisations could be subsidised to generate
further employment. Latham wants the whole package run
by “place management”, where all of the different govern-
ment programs and services can be hrought together and
the resources focused on an area in need. By treatlng the
locality as the unit of need, Labor can break ‘out of identi-
fy(ljnglneed in terms of the personal characteristics of indi-
viduals.

Looked at together, Latham’s approach to industry policy
and employment policy are complimentary. The former tries
to assist economic growth wherever it is already strong, and
the latter is @ way of sharing some of the gain with the least
well off areas. In"short, “Scarce public resources need to be
directed Prlman_ly at overcoming the inadequacies of the
Proflt system — ifs failure to invest adequateIY in the skills of
he nation’s people; its failure to deal with the entrenched
problems of economic exclusion on a spatial scale.”

Social Rationalism

On economic and industry Eollcy, Latham’s_thinking is
refreshingly empirical. He looks for ways to build concepts
out of the information available, rather than.makm[q he
information fit a predetermined theory. But 1 think he lapses
into “social rationalism”when he moves on to consider the
question of the social justice component of the fairgo.

The philosopher John Rawls’ tamous theoretical” experi-
ment of the “veil of ignorance™ is Latham’s starting point. 4
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Ima%me you are asked to design ajust society in which you
will have to live, but without knowing what place you will
have in it. Fans of Rawls thinks that with this device of the veil
of |g1norance, It is possible to create a rational model of an
ideal social justice. Latham hegins his thinking about social
justice with this rationalist approach.

A more consistent approach might be to work, as post-
modern ethical theory has tried to do, from the bottom up,
from everyday encounters of a practice, rather than a theory
of social justice. Having abandoned the idea of the idea
market composed of universal rational economic agents, it’s
hard to then turn around and argue in favour of the idea of
the ideal society hased on universal rational social agents.
Social thinking, like economic thinking, has to start empiri-
caly, with the perception of the difference circumstances
and events that make up the social and the economic world,
and cr_eatln% concepts of those differences, as Latham does
with his spatial concept for employment pollcy._ o

Having this ideal rational model of social justice in his
head leads Latham off on a tangent, looking for reasons why
reality does not conform to the model. ‘The cohesiveness of
our public morality has been weakened in tandem with the
rise of electronic media”, he writes. “Politics is presented as
infotainment, while public issues are portrayed solely
throuqh the prism of conflict.” This is dangerous nonsense.
What 1 thinkis Iurkln[q in the back of the Lathamite uncon-
scious is Plato’s republic, where the perfect rapport between
politician guardian and grateful citizen is achieved by
chucking the diversity of communication out of paradise. In
order to account for the persistent gap between the ideal
model of social rationality and messy social reality, Latham
blames the media. o _

This is exactly the same as an economic rationalist blaming
the persistent gag between the ideal model of market ratio-
nality and messy business reality on the ‘dlstortm%’ effects of
government. In hoth cases, the noisy differences that clutter
up the actual world are not incidentals that distort the |mFL])Ie-
mentation of a pure model. Communication, no less than
the economy, IS noisy, messy, and irreducible to a pure ideal.
In relation fo communication no less than in relation to eco-
nomics, politics is less a matter of trying to impose a pure
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model on messy reality, as of trying to make messy reality pro-
ductive, useful; functional. It’s not a choice befween messy
reality and pure policy, it’s a choice between good and bad
kinds of mess. The fair (]10 isnot an ideal, a theory, it’sa prac-
tice. It's an empirical art of making differences work
toPether rather than against each other. o

n the Platonic view of communicadon, there is a hierarchy
of forms, with some kind of pure, rational and informative
discourse at the summit, and entertainment at the bottom, “a
long way removed from truth.”5 As | have tried to show,
whether'it is the virtual optimism expressed in Kylie Minogue,
or the critique of fortress suburbia in Muriel’ Wedding, enter-
tainment is no less important a part of democratic communi-
cation. Images and feelings matter as much as facts and
figures. The politics of communication works less well when
it opposes media noise with pure policy, than when it tries to
make a connection between them. This was what Bob Hawke
pulled offin four successive election victories. _ _

Politics has always been “infotainment”, all that is new i
the portmanteau word for it. As for the “cohesiveness of
F_Ubhc morality”, if ever there was such a cohesiveness in
iving memory it was during the war, and it was very much a
Pro uct of the mass media. If it has declined, it is because in
he absence of a military emergency like the war against
Japan, or the phantom emergency of the cold war, people
saw less and less reason to fall'into’line behind authoritarian
figures. In the absence of a renewal of this culture of emer-
gency, Latham will have to adapt his thinking to a more
ﬁmp(ljrlclal practice, rather than expect to adapt the culture to

IS ideal,

Labor’s real problem with social justice is not the media
but that it has not used the media wisely. It added different
kinds of difference together: differencés of race, ethnicity,
language, gender, sexual preference and so on, making each
a sPemaI category of social justice supplicant. This was part
of the same Jogic as the prollferatl_n? categories of benefits in
welfare services. But these administered categories of differ-
ence created any number of anomalies and exceptions.
Social justice was “reduced to a zero-sum contest between
winners and losers designated, not by the uncertainties of
life, but by personal characteristics.”
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While the intention was to offer to anyone with such char-
acteristics some measure of equal justice with people who
lacked them, it created the impression among people who
lacked them that they were unAustI%_lgnored_. An “entitle-
ment politics” arose” in which white, straight, English
speakm? suburbia saw itself threatened, not from above, but
from below, from mar(%mahsed people like new migrants or
Aboriginals. The result was “downward envy”.John Howard
exglon_ed downward envy at the 1996 election to separate
suburbia from urbane workers. _

| don’t think Latham actually wants to take benefits away
from people who are black or gay, lesbian or neshian. Ifthere
is a genuine shortfall in the social capacity such a person
experiences, then they have an entitlement. All the same,
Latham is not coming from the same direction as those who
added these categories of entitlement to Labor’s commit-
ments. Labor needs to create more sensitivity to difference
in its handling of fair go, rather than less. Establishing a few
bureaucratic categories of entitlement is too crude an
approach to difference. It creates the impression of some
small groups on the margin who, in the songwriter Paul
Kelly’s words, get “special treatment” and an unspeakable
maJorltY who don't.

A culture of resentment, of downward envy, then grows out
of this bureaucratic identification of potential subjects for
the resentment treatment. By moving to a more "abstract
measure of what social justlceJ)rograms must address —
social capacity — the idea would be to try and manage dif-
ference in a more subtle way, on a case by case basis. Whic
is the only way the fair go" ever works. No two claims for
justice are ever the same. There may be ‘family resem-
blances’ among such claims; case A is like B but not like C,
case Cislike A'but not like B.

The problem with the 60s social liberation movements that
provided the impetus for expanding Labor’s social justice
agenda is that they were not really social libertarian move-
ments. They did not take as their premise the differences
between people, they took as their premise one founding dif-
ference apiece — génder, race, ethnicity, sexual preference,
and made this one difference the foundation for an essence
of sameness. All gay men were assumed to be alike in respect
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to their gayness, for instance. Liberation rhetoric tended to
create two categories that are different, but which each
recognises in the other the principle of its sameness. To be

ay 15 to be, first and last, not straight. Unfortunately, while

ere is a positive pay off for the minority this recognition
generates, it comes af the expense of aIIqwm_? an imaginary
majority to constitute |ts_elfagia|nst the minority.

As | argued in The Virtual Republic, I think postmodern
thmkm? as grappled with this problem for some time.T
Rather than abandon minorities to right wing backlash, and
the collapse back into invisibility, the strate?y has mosdy
been to insist that there is more, rather than Iéss difference
at work within culture than the liberation movements of the
60s were_capable of imagining. This is one of the things
Christos Tsiolkas’ novel Loaded was all about, with its dense
and noisy mix of ethnic, sexual and class differences.BThis
thinking seems to me to matter, now that the additive incor-
poration of 60s st?/_le subjective difference into an electoral
majority seems unlikely to work. o

Latham at least acknowledges one difficult issue for repre-
sentative politics, generational e(wlty. “It is manifestly unfair
for one generation to overload the commons knowing that,
in all likelihood, future generations will not have the same
opportunltg to satisfy their collective interests.” The inter-
esting problem with' inter-generational equity is that dif-
ferent %ene_ratmr]s’ may come to have quite different ideas
about what is equitable between them. N

Like Tanner, Latham thinks there needs to be a “visible
and direct” connection between what people do and what
the public _conse(iuences are. Welfare payments create a
passive relation between the recipient and government, and
stigmatise the receiver in the eyes of people who don't

ualify for such a payment. But Latham Is not keen to join
the right wing chorus calling for cuts to welfare. Rather’ it’s
a (|1fuest|on of rebuilding public trust in the concept of
welfare,

Latham is critical of the “guild system” of public sector man-
agement — hospitals run_by dactors, schools by teachers,
transport by engineers, cities b¥ town planners. Guilds have
influence with government in terms of getting fundln% but
aren’t really answerable to the people they serve — and the
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public resents it, as expressed in Silent Majority l. He favours
more flexible dellve% of services. He sees no'reason why the
government sector should always have a monopoly on pro-
wdmg services. The light on the hill, he insists, is thie service,
not that a large government bureaucracy deliver the service.

Democratising Education

The most effective form of collective action in an open
economy and society now lies in ensuring that each of a
nation’s citizens can respond adeptly to the contingencies of
c_han%.” Increasing people’s social capacity requires educa-
tion. Where other government serwpesg)rowde a particular
?ood, education provides the capacity for people to create
the good for themselves. “Education has become the critical
item” of social capability in the post-industrial age. It serves
not only as a catalyst for new forms of economic and tech-
nological progress, but is also the means by which each indi-
vidual can develop the skills of adaptahility.”

Education as a public good — all Citizens eventually
benefit, not just from the eventual spread of better tech-
nigues, but through the enhancement of people’s capacity to
think and act. Lack of education reduces people’s capacities
to deal with new information, and as the rise of the infor-
mation proletariat shows, there is a social cost that comes
with the unequal distribution of access to education. By not
investing in education, Australia makes itself vulnerahle to
global capital movements —although a skilled work force is
only a necessary condition for attracting investment — it is
notasufficientone.

For Latham, education is the perhaps the most central part
of the Australian government’s contribution to the econom?/.
In a postindustrial economy, where applying knowledge to
information becomes a key generator of wealth, govern-
ments role changes, “shedding its ownership of fixed indus-
trial assets and™ investing ever more in the assets and
cagab_llltles of the learning society.” _

ocial mobility in a postindustrial world relies on knowl-
edge skills, but the urbane manage to keep a tight grip of
access to education for their own children.” Labor must not
“allow the unequal distribution of primary goods from the
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industrial age to perpetuate itself, as society moves towards
the information age, through the uneven distribution of
learning capability.” Latham wants to ensure a more merito-
cratic access. He feels strongly about education as a lifelong
P_rocess, about the importance of the early years of educa-
lon, about the quality of the home environment to scholarly
attainment. In a rare outhreak of moral outrage, he claims
that parents dependent on welfare have “no excuse” for not
upgrading their own skills as home educators. Latham writes
here”hke a true believer, someone who takes this issue per-
sonally.

The);e Is something a little old fashioned about this. “The
?ood society has always been an enlightened society, pushing
he understanding and experience of its citizens towards the
social habits of tolerance and cooperation”. It’s not neces-
sarily the case that education produces tolerance. The
underlying assumption in this view, which was typical of
modern rationalism, was that enlightenment develops
abstract thinking, and that abstract thinking approaches uni-
versal understandlng, so the closer people aﬂproxn_nate to
universal understanding, the more harmony there will be. It
turned out in practice that enlightenment worked, and con-
tinues to work, quite differently.

Whatever its contribution to’the sciences may be, the con-
tribution of enll%htenment to the humanities and culture
has been rather 1o dev_elop and extend the differences in
Pe_opl,e’s capacities. Enlightenment develops the virtuality of
hinking in relation to being. But it turns out that what is at
the core of our being is not'some common essence that can
be represented in a universal rational calculus. Rather, it

seems that what is at the core of our being is a capacity to_dif-

ferentiate from each other, rather than to converge. The
application of the tools of enlightenment to our being has

resulted in new ways of becoming different, not in a conver-

gence towards an ideal. Celebrities, for instance, express this

very possibility of becoming different — sometimes fanati-

cally different. _ _ o

S0 while the good society may be an enll?htened_ society, it
has to be a sometY that does more than tolerate differences.
The concept of tolerance still contains within in the core
idea of an ideal norm, from which what has to be tolerated
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diverges. Suburbia tolerates differences, but a more urbane
culture actually encourages differences. Or rather, encour-
ages the Broductlve,_creatlve, innovative side of difference.
Aswe embrace learning, as we think for ourselves and incor-
Porate new information into our thinking, we become other

han as we were, o ,

An enlightening education is one that enhances differ-
ences. This enhanced difference is one of the reasons people
feel that ‘individualism”is on the rise, and that there is more
alienation and less community. Learning weakens obedience
to cultural authorities, including churchand party. It weakens
compulsory community based on sameness an encoura%es
free association hased on difference. EnhPhtenment teaches
us that we are condemned to be free, In place of compulsory
community, more voluntary forms of association emerge that
enhance differences rather than merely tolera_tm? them.
Latham quite rightly sees education as more thanjust an eco-
nomic tool, but the“cultural transformation that is the virtual
side ofeducation may promise different, and more profound,
changes than Latham imagines. _

Even the thorny subject of migration turns up in Latham’s
thinking under ‘the education” agenda. Where Tanner is
broadly accepting of Labor’s immigration and multicultur-
alism focus, Latham favours migration of skilled people, but
IS agialnst unskilled migration. “There are ylrtu_allg no jobs
available for unskilled migrants”, and this “inevitably builds
resentment.” The sentiment Paul Sheehan thinks is
unsayable in the Labor Party because of “political correct-
ness” is here in plain view, What Latham fails to mention
however, is that many migrants can’t get the skills and
traln,m(i they already possess recognised in Australia. This
particularly unjust “and wasteful “problem surely merits
mention in Latham’s new thinking for Australian Labor.

Civility and Public Trust

‘Social capital’ is a term | intensely dislike. It is part of the
practice of seeing everything as ananFous to the capitalist
economy, even fhings that are _competeliq unalike. Social
capital mmplr means civility, an idea that has been with us
since the enlightenment thinkers reread their Machiavelli,
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who in turn was steeped in classical Greek and Roman public
thought.Z' As much as | admire Latham’s modemity, some-
times_it’s preferable to go back to the roots of western
thinking than to (l;et trapped in its more recent fads,

C|V|I|t% means the “self government of community life”,
and embraces the practical ne%otlatlon_ of — autonomy and
mutual aid. The problem is whether civility can exist in the
shadow a stro.nq. government, or whether government
‘crowds out” civility, as liberal thinkers such as Gregory
Mellevish seem to imagine." _

Latham is at least prepared to admit the problem. “A decent
safety net of transfer payments and service universality does
not appear to have sustained a strpn? base of compassion and
mutuality.” But this may be more in the wa){government, and
Labor %overn.ments In particular, have implemented a certain
kind of relationship between ?overnm.ent and the people.
The problem is Labor’s “habit oTaddressing every new Issue by
further raising popular exFectatlons.abo_ut the role of the state
public sector — ultimately devouring its own programs.” It
creates the expectation that government is responsible for
everyone’s demands, and creates a client patron relation
between people and government, at the expense of a self-
orEanlsmg and autonomous civility. _ _

atham resists the moralising tone of the burbling talkin

heads, and those in favour of a communitarian approach o
moral authoritarian preaching to people about values. He is
at some remove from this secularised wowser culture. But he
acknowledges that cultural conditions determine economic
and social possibilities. There is a virtuality to culture. It
makes other kinds of connections possible and sustainable.
In particular, culture can generate trust, which for Latham is
the key to civility. o

There are two kinds of trust that enhance civility. There are
hierarchies of trust, where peoPIe trust thosé who have
authority. There are networks of trust, where |;_)eople rely on
others without being subordinate to them. Latham recog-
nises that both kinds of trust are |mPortant to Labor.
Without trust, a Labor program of transter payments lacks
legitimacy. People will suspect the faimess of the social
justice calculations involved, will resent those who get pay-
ments, and assume they must be bludgers. Had there been‘a
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stron?er. environment of trust in the 90s, the information
proletariat might not have reacted so strongly and indulged
|tn I-{ansonlte conspiracy theories — a sure sign of weakened
rust.

Latham g_u_ts social trust, the basis of civility, alongside
social caga ility, the measure of social justice, as his two key
desires, his light on the hill. In both cases, they are prag-
matic, workman-like conceptual tools, built to tackle partic-
ular kinds of difficulty. Social capability helps resolve the
tension hetween liberty and equality. Social trust helps rec-
oncile freedom and collective necessity. They are hboth
deconstructable terms, but | won't deconstruct them, |
think it more ?olltlcal%y and culturally helpful to see what
can be made of them, Thinking about'these issues has to be
both critical and clinical, as the ph||030ﬁher Gilles Deleuze
Puts it.2 By clinical, Deleuze means looking at concepts in
erms of whether they affirm life, whether they realise the
possibility of the fair go. Latham_invents the possibility of a
Beople_who could come into existence. It’s about a way of
ecoming Australian under somewhat cramped interna-
tional circumstances. . o

When social trust is good, people link their liberty to
mutual action, and civility comes to mean doing things with
other p_eogle voluntarily“in the expectation that one’s own
liberty'is thereby enhanced. Civility requires trust in relation
to hierarchies and networks, but Latham sees networked trust
as more important. The limit to hierarchical trust is that it
establishes dependency, a lack of autonomy, and | would add
a negative sense of |dent|t>(. Under hierarchical social trust,
one comes to a sense of self through the experience of dom-
ination by anather’s arbitrary will — which_is certainly how a
ot of pedple feel about welfare bureaucracies. o

Government cannot create civility, but can have some indi-
rect effect, by thlnkm? of welfare as assisting the develop-
ment of social capacity, for example, which might break
down the culture of dependency. Or by funding community
based projects and em IoYment outside the ‘governmerit
sector, as seeding funds for the autonomous development of
networks of trust. As David Hume stressed, trust has to
extend beyond family and clan, friends and acquaintances if
it is to extend as far as civility.21t has to extend beyond the
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culture of mateship, which was and often still is premised on
the exclusion of others (women, Blacks, gays.. ) from
mutual aid. _

Now that cyberspace makes available whole new vectors for
creating networks, connections independent of locality that
may be freely chosen, and that can evolve, divide, regroup to
ne?otlate differences, surely is time to experiment empiri-
cally with how to make use of such a techno.lo_?_y, notjust for
creating wealth, but also for creating trust, civility, the fair go.

Misrecognition of the Other

While busily building, from the %round up, a concept of the
fair go that stretches beyond the suburb, Latham is once
again drawn to a rationalist conception of the basis of social
trust, just as he was in trying to ground social justice. Like a
?ooo[ NSW Labor right politician, Latham has rounded up
he intellectual numbers to defeat economic rationalism,
only he has drawn them from two incompatible factions: eco-
nomic empiricism and social rationalism. In this section,
where | unpack some of the thinking involved here, gets a bit
abstract. Those not so inclined to thinking abstract might
like to skip ahead to the slightly more fun stuff about the
media, a bit further on. _ _

Latham finds his concept of social trust in the most
unlikely place, borrowing the idea of *recognition” from
Francis Fukuyama, the American liberal, who borrowed it
from his more conservative teacher Allan Bloom, who hor-
rowed it from Alexandre Kojeve, who worked on formulating
the economic policy of the European Community. Kojeve
also lectured on the German philosopher Hegel, fram whom
he took this now famous theme of recognition, |'ve
recounted the genealogy for this concept because it is a
stranPe_ancestry for any’concept. Latham doesn’t look too
deeply into it, but rather opts for what Allan Bloom calls the
“charm of Bolmcal solutigns”, and rightly so, | think.Z3But
the thing about concepts is that they are a virtual world out
of which new ways of thinking endlessly (tenerate themselves.
Tfhege IS more to recognition than what Latham would make
of it

What Kojeve was looking for in Hegel was a way to under-
stand the world from the point of view of a thinking, self-con-
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scious being. We live within historical time. In each era,
history shapes the way we think about ourselves and the
world, making us think in different and only partially
rational ways. How then is it possible to become a fully
rational, thinking being? .

Briefly ?ut, egel’s approach is to argue that reason
becomes fully present in the unfolding of history itself.2}
Hlstor¥ looks forward to an end to all of the partial and false
Wways 0 thmklng and being in the world. Then when history
comes to an end, the partial rationality comes to an end. For
Hegel, the beginning of the end was the universal declara-
tion of the rights of man at the time of the French revolu-
tion. This was the original press release for the concept of
the “fair go’, but the declaration wasjust the be?lnnlng of the
end of history. When the end of history itself comes to an
end, so too do the differences in the waY people think, and
peoE_Ie can finally come togiether in a fully real and rational
relation to each other and fo the world. _

The most influential restatement of at least part of this
daring synthesis of reason a,nd_hlstorY was made _b>{ Francis
Fukuyama, who saw the beginning of the end of history a bit
later,"in the collapse of the Soviet Union and the emergence
of the liberal democratic state as the only contender for the
prize of the final form of rational governance of rational
man. For Fukuyama, history is over, and we won. Latham’s
book seems to me to breathe some of the same atmosphere.
History smply doesn’t exist in Latham’s book. His is a
Platonic world, a statement of the ideal republic, where all
that remains is the realisation of the rational ideal of social

justice and social trust. Latham stands outside history,

thmklnfq through the c_omlpletlon of the Australian state, In
full self-recognition of itselfand its world. _

No wonder Latham is so keen on education. He sees it as
the means towards the enlightenment that will make the
rationalisation of Australian government self-evident.
Latham is very much an optimist about the ﬁower of reason,
and he seemsS to see no impediment in the unfqldlnq of
history to the realisation ofa rational, self conscious
This IS the sense in which his thought is modern.

There is no mention of the sources of postmodern doubt
about this faith in the connection between reason and

ife.
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history. The Holocaust and Hiroshima caused many gostwar
thinkers to think again. European tho_u?ht looked back at
the catastrophe of war and turned into a pillar of salt
Postmodern thought doubts that there is any connection
between the unfolding of history and the realisation of
reason. Or worse, sees a perverse relation between them.
Postmodern thought has turned instead to the fables people
tell each other about the events that transform their exPerl-
ence of the world.2 1t is a modest, step by step, reconstruc-
tion effort, trying to rebuild an ethical way of thinking, and
acting, out of the ruins. _ o

Postmodern thought took to seeing something sinister in
this perfect state where all of our partial and historical forms
of reason converge into asingle pure form. For postmodern
currents of thought there’s virtue in the differences in the
way people think. And as for the unfolding of history, “uni-
versal history is the history of contingencies”, as two of the
most radical postwar European thinkers, Gilles Deleuze and
Felix Guattari, put it. BThey prefer an empirical ph||030ﬁhy
of thriving on the differences history throws up rather than
a rationalist one that wants to see history as having meaning,
purpose — and an end. _

In the more conservative American thought that stems
from Kojeve, the split between history and reason results, not
in doubts about hoth history and reason, but a privileging of
one against the other. Francis Fukuyama seems to prefer a
politically satisfying fable, according_ to which history works
out, if not rationally, at least on our Side.Z7Allan Bloom made
the odpposne choice Rreferrln_g reason to history. He pre-
ferred the closing of the American mind to oR_enmg it UP to
the flux of chan?e and new information that nistory hurls at
it.Z But the most radical solutions, in the sense of getting to
the root of the problem, are the postmodern critics of Hegel
and his inheritors, who abandoned both the great fables of
historical progress and the universal goodness of reason, let
alone the grand synthesis of the two, In order to start a more
mo?gst reappraisal of what reasoning can achieve in the
world.

Tactically, Latham wants to oppose economic rationalism,
which reduces the ?pal of history to the perfection of one
kind of universal rationality, thatof the market. One of the
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places he goes I,ooklné; for a weapon in that conflict is social
rationalism, which reduces the ?oal_of history to the perfec-
tion ofanother kind of universal rationality, that of the state.
What might be more consistent would be to combine his eco-
nomic empiricist approach, which acknowledges local differ-
ences and the limits of universal models, with a social
empiricism that does the same in regard to cultural differ-
ence. One source for such a line of thinking is Premselg the
Postwar, Postquern. turn, which put the intellectual blow-
torch to the rationalist faith in the market, but also to faith
in the state. _

Our relation to the world and to each other is never com-
pletely rational, and perhaps can never be completely
rational. This isa problem that has bugged western thou?ht
ever since the waning of the first flush of enthusiasm for the
French revolution and the gift of enlightenment it thrust on
Europe on the point of Napoleon’s bayonets. Hegel, who was
in Jena thinking about reason and hlstorr when Napoleon
marched into fown, probab_lr found that the presence of
randy soldiers looting and pillaging concentrates the mind.
He certainly thought'intently and intensely on the problem
of how our"desire for thln%s in the world Torges our aware-
ness, notjust of the world but also of our selves, our self-con-
sciousness, and how this in turn orients our actions.

Kojeve excavated from Hegel the concept of recognition,
on which Latham builds his idea of social trust. But nothing
could be further from Kojeve’s intention that what Latham
makes of it. For Ko*eve, recognition is not the foundation of
mutuality and trust, but rather of slavery and domination.
For Kojeve, it all starts with desire, with a craving for some-
thing, an experience of lacking somethln%. When | get the
th_ln% | desire, and devour and consume it, | come to know
this thing | desire, but | don’t come to know myself. What
reveals me to myself, is not the thln%deswed, but the act of
desiring. What makes me aware of the act of desiring is the
desire of others. It makes me aware of my desiring self, and
that this desiring selfis a self-awareness of lackingsometning.
My capacity to chang_e, my immersion in the change that'Is
history, stems from this awareness of lacking something. This
sense 0f lack makes me not only desire something, but desire
desire itself | want to change.
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My desire for desire is, in practice, my desire that others
desire my desire. “The human being is formed only in terms
of a desire directed towards another desire, that is— finally
— in terms ofa desire for recognition.Recognition means
imposing my desire on another. | have to be prepared to “%o
all the way in the pursuit of its satisfaction... in order to be
recognised by the other”, so that my desire can “impose itself
on the otheras the supreme value®, and so that my desire is
“realised, and revealed to itself and to others.”Which sounds
rather like Paul Keating — the “political killer” — at work.

Actually, I don’t think the macho dialectic of recognition is
a very comprehensive theory of human action, but it does
explain a lot about the Labor party. A fabled anecdote from
Graham_Richardson’s Whatever It Takes illustrates it per-
fectly. D The NSW Premier Neville Wran went to the party
machine boss John Ducker and told him that he ‘wouldn’t
wear” a certain motion that Ducker was behind at the
upcoming state conference of the party. Ducker let Wran sa
his piece, and replied: “I’ll tell ¥ou what you'll fucking wear!
Not only will you wear it, you’ll uckln? mow it!” In this battle
between conipeting desires, Ducker Torced Wran to recog-
QISQ the supremacy of his desire, and to act according to his

esire.

This is in the end rather unsatisfying, for the master ends
up being recognised, but bz someone who in that moment at
least is an inferior. In the clash of desires, the winner
achieves_recognition only momentarily, and conse uen_tl%/
only achieves self-awarengss in the moment of action. Whic
is perhaps why most of the memoirs written by former
members of the Hawke and Keatln(i governments, No matter
how funny the anecdotes, lack a strong sense of self-aware-
ness and self-knowledge. _ _

What Kogeve was looking for was a philosophy of conflict,
not of trust. Conflict is the motor of his unfolding of reason
In history. For while the master dominates the slave, the slave
is forced in his domination to dominate things. He masters
thln?s and offers them up to his master, in turn. But having
mastered thm?s, the slave recovers the means to his
freedom, and the means to overthrow the master. It is of
course all rather more subtle than that, but quite removed
from what Latham would make of it.
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But now that I've mentioned the macho world of the ngih_t
wing faction of the NSW Labor party, it occurs to me that it
might be a way of explaining Latham’s own desire. Rather
than battle the party masters at their own game, Latham
slaves away diligently, working on new concepts. By mas-
tering concepts, Latham mightfree himselffrom the masters
of the party’sclash of desires. While that clash is illuminatin
in its brief flashes of triumph, the moral of the stories told,
over and over, in the books written about the previous Labor
government, Is that in the end winning recognition brings
with it a transuorr |ucidity at best. One is recognised b?/ com-
petitors who, in that very moment of defeat, are no longer
one’s equal, and who thereby no longer challenges one’s
desire with another active desire.

Perhaps that’s why Keating seemed so much sharper, so
much more self-possessed, when he had others to battle
within his own party. Perhaps Latham’s desire, or part of it,
is not factional conflict, but intellectual work, work that
represses the immediate desire to consume information
unthinkingly, or to combat the desires of others and achieve
transitory self-awareness. Intellectual desire is for an o_n?omg
transformation of the lack in one’s self of a quite different
kind. Or if this is not what Latham desires, perhaps it could
be. At least in part, given that the negative example of what
happens to a Labor politician with a desire for ideas that is
not matched by a desire for recognition is Barry Jones,
“respected, but not feared.”

What Do People Want?

The concept of recognition Latham wants is of a more
peaceful, mutual kind. His purlpose In to set the concept of
recognition to quite a practical task: “the concept of recog-
nition directly challenges modes of liberal thought reljant on
the ideals of self-preservation and houndless accumulation.”
Actually, that’s not quite true. It just expands the conse-
quences of a selfish, individualistic concept beyond pre-
serving the self as a subject and accumulating material
objects. Recognition conceives of the selfas notjust seIf-Pre-
serving and self-enrlchm% but also self-efining. It'is part ot an
inquiry into where the self comes from in the first place that
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economic rationalism simply takes as gilven. It is also a
concept that sees the self as somethlng self-transforming.

Desire is a lack that drives the selt into action. The self
encounters objects that it consumes, that satiate desire — to
the point of boredom. Consumerism is ultimately neither
enlightening or very satisfying. The self encounters subjfects
that it recognises as also having desires, and thus can reflect
on its own desires, and ultimately its desmn? nature. The
outcome of this encounter might e a clash ot desires, as in
Kojeve; it might be an accommodation to mutual trust, but
in gither case, a transformation. Recognition is therefore not
a very useful concept in the end for Latham’s social ratio-
nalism, for it does not specify an alternative or additional cal-
culus tha_t explains human action, for the whole point of the
concept is to argue that human action changes what it is to
be human, o

The desire for recognition is in any case only one of the
things | might desire. What’s more, the theory of desire as
lack that the self experiences is only one theory of desire.3 |
think Latham ison the right track in proposing a concept of
recognition as something that Eeop_le_mlght desire that can,
in part, be offered politically. But itsjust the start, There is
the whole world of what people want'in the objective sense,
what material things they want to acquire, to work with, to
Play with, to make their lives richer, fatter, stronger, more

uri, more secure from the wind and rain, whatever. His eco-
nomic thinking addresses such wants. But there is also a
whole world of what people want in the subjective sense, and
for which there is no rational calculus, ,

An empirical approach to thlnkInP about desire has to start
b_¥ Iookmg at things peoEIe actually do desire, in everyday
lite. Just because Mark Latham desires that people desire
recognition does not make it so. It is unlikely that the elec-
torate will feel obliged to recognise such a désire and adopt
it on the strength of the sheer force of Latham’s exposition
of its rationality. So the empirical approach has to look at the
different things people desire and start to make concepts
that, rather than acting as a universal theory of what people
ou_ght to desire, can act as a tool for constructing particular
thln%s people_mlght desire. _ _ _

Latham 1s rightly disparaging of making policy according
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to what Labor’s opinion polling and focus Proups say, but it
seems to me that such information would be useful for
making concepts about what things people might desire. Not
having access to such information, | will have to look else-
where for evidence ofwhat people desire. Where better than
the world of celebrity? Celebrity poses a fundamental (iues-
tion to Labor culture, namely: what can political culture
learn about what peoPIe want from what the pleasure
machine of celebrity culture expresses?

Itis hardly trust and mutual aid that people who used to go
to concerts by the Birthday Part_Y desired. That desire mignt
be closer to what Georges Bataille thinks of as the religious
experience.21f our sense of self-awareness arises out of the
desire for a particular thing, and self-consciousness from the
recognition that what is desired also recognises us, or
appears to, then something ?ets left out. The self forms in
relation to somethlng particular, finite. What is missing is the
experience of the whole, the immersion in life that recogni-
tion hides from us. But at a Birthday Party gig, all sense of
self, all boundaries could dissolve info a chaos of movement
and noise. This is too scary an experlence for most people,
and so Nick Cave’s celebrify is partly that he stands in for us
as someone who has been over that edge and hack. By recog-
nising our desire in him we recognise something beyond
recognition — but at a safe distance. _ .

What happens when teenage fans pour out their adoration
for Kylie Minogue is something else again. The unattainable
image of desire, Kylie, acts as the object outside of the self
around which thefan’s self can form. The self is always
defined negatively, by what it doesn’t have, by the absence,
rather than the presence of Kylie. The psychoanalystjacques
Lacan spent a ||fet!me_sp|nn|n? out theknotty relations of
self to other that this kind of relation, not of recognition but
of fantasy, creates.3 The unreality, the unattainability of
Kylie, is not an obstacle to desire, even thou_gh this might be
held up as a kind of ridicule of such a stupid kind of desire.
For Lacan, fa_ntasr Is precisely this impossible relation out of
which all desire flows. Desires of a quite immediate and vari-
able kind are always what short-circuit another kind of
desire, the desire for a rational and unified ‘public sphere’.
But such a thing never existed.
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Hanson’s Celebrity

Ultimately it hardly matters which celebrity provides the
Image that appears to motivate desire, or what more objec-
tive observers think of it, for it is desire that creates the
celebrity as object of desire, even thought it may appear that
the celebrity, ‘Kylie for instance, is being desired. This i
another way of understanding the Rleasure machine of
celebrity. It1sa machine made up of the labours of TV pro-
ducers, video camera 0ﬁerators, make-up artists, publicists,
gossip columnists, and the vectors along which they ply their
various trades, Celebrity is also @ machine made out of the
desires that this machinery articulates together. Between the
image of celebrity and the RUth lies the pleasure machine
that connects one to the other. While the concept of desire
usually conceives of it as something private and human, it
also has public and technical dimensions.

| was watching an angr%, seething crowd hurl abuse at
Pauline Hanson on a Four Cornersdocumentary, in 1998. The
crowd were really mad, and Hanson, behind a straining line
of cops, stood her ground and shouted back: “I’'m not %0|ng
to go away!”. I’'m reminded of the desire for Kylie, but also
the desire for Nick Cave. An angr¥ mob is one in which one
can lose oneself, become Part_o something larger, pretty
much like a Birthday Party ?lg. Some of the desire for
Hanson as a celebrity'was not that different from the desire
for Kylie, even though it was a desire that might be turned
towards accumulating power rather than money. Hanson is
an object produced by a certain kind of fantasy, but in which
itis not so much Hanson that is desired but the desire itself.
Journalists can be even less aware of how desire works than
politicians, and Four Corners is obviously produced by jour-
nalists who have not thought much about desire, for this
Hanson documentary was a brilliant video clip promoting
Hanson’s celebrity as an object of desire. The producers
probably patted themselves on the back for finding a few
Inconsistencies on statements and policies by Hanson and
her entourage, but the logic of Hanson’s 8,0_I|C|es 1SN0 more
the object of desire here than Kylie’s ability to sing. This
lesson “of this story is not reason, it is desire. What Four
Corners really showed was Hanson at her best, which is to say,
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being an object of desire. That other people desire her was
what the show confirmed for any bud_dln% Hansonite. Her
failings actually add to her allure, making herjust that little
bit more accessible, while the sweeping shots of her massive
entourage, the glare of the Ilgh,ts, the adoring and even the
hating crowds, make her unattainable, and that combination
Is the essence of celebrity. _ _ o

What makes celebrity such a unique kind of desire is that
someone who desires a celebrity isin the company of a great
mass of others who also desire”that celebrity. There may be
many different reasons People have their particular desires,
but what the media vector makes possible is a simultaneous
awareness of a mass collective act of desiring. What will end
this collective act of desiring is the collapse of this collective
fantasy space.

While it was a commonplace of the late 90s to blame the
media for creating Hanson, it is in the end onIPI the media
that could destroy her. Editors and producers [ack any self
control over their desires, so it is not likely that a enforced
silence about Hanson, a refusal to put her image out over the
vector, could succeed, The desire of editors and producers in
the media was really no different to that of Hanson’s
minders, David Oldfield and David Ettridge, which was to
realise their desires throu?h the public’s desire for Hanson.
The difference is that the [atter had some patience, and were
able to defer and husband their own desires, whereas their
media colleagues can’t wait to shoot their wad. So the other
strategy was more likely to succeed: that if the object of
desire cannot be removed from the fantasy space so that it
might collapse, it could be so overexposed that the fantasy
space implodes. _

While the fans may think they cannot get enou%h of
Pauline Hanson, in reality what they cannot get enough of is
their own desire. That desire appears to originate from its
|ma?e only as long as the ;ma?e IS at the right distance within
the Tantasy space. Saturating the media vector with an image
will in the short run ramp up desire, because what accumu-
lates is not desire for the image but desire to belong to the
collective fantasy of desire. But in the long run it dissipates,
and for this reaSon: People who already desire the image of
a celebrity become, in the space of the fantasy, part of what
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is desired. The image of Hanson, like the image of Kylie at
her peak, is notjust an image of an individual, 1t is an image
also of the individual’s celebrity. So while the celebrity’s pop-
ularity continues to rise, or apPears to rise, the fan can put
himself or herself into the fantasy as part of what becomes
desired as more and _morePeopI_ejom the fantasy.

This iswhy perceptions of the rise ofa celebrity are a cause,
not a consequence of that rise, and perceptions of the
decline in popularity are likewise a cause of decline. When
saturation point is perceived as being reached, it is reached.
The image has exhausted itself, and many of the fans will dis-
perse and perhaps attach to other celebrities, or more inter-
estingly, to other kinds of desire. The exponential rise of
celebrities ramJ)s up very quickly when media vectors are
dense and rapialy circulate images to be desired, and of what
others desire. Bt it also subsides very quickly, which is wh
t?ere are all those old Kylie records in the second han
stores.

Hating the Media

Politicians rarely love the media. It makes them work much
harder for their'celebrity than singers, cricketers, game show
hosts, even criminals. When out canvassing votes or working
their way up through the party machine, politicians at least
have some control over how they appear to others. Once
they reach the point where the media vector makes their
connection to the public, they find a whole host of reporters
and producers cramping their style. Entertainers often have
the opposite experience — having survived hecklers and
dodgy promoters, it gets easier once they can afford a first
rate pleasure machine of minders and handlers. Politicians
have survived the evolution of cyberspace so far, but they are
falling behind other kinds of celebrity as cyberspace

becomes more extensive, and as people pass a more edu-

cated gimlet eye over what its vectors offer up to them.
Latham is not exemFt from this unease about the media,
and like many he would like to blame the media messenger
for mucking up suburbia. “The neighbours most commonly
invited into Australian homes are from the fictitious Ramsey
Street”. True, but one of the things people talk to each other
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about is shows like Neighbours. When Kylie ‘married’Jason, it
was the subject of many a natter over the back fence.
Teena%_e girls watched it at home alone, but talking at the
same time to a friend on the telephone who was also
watching the show. Media vectors do not replace social rela-
tions, but they do provide social relations with access to
images and stories beyond the local compass of experience.
The media vector is the transmitter of images, around which
desires of many kinds form. . .
Latham persists in misunderstanding how the media work
and the real nature of the chanlges the media created, and
continue to create. “Many people see something inherently
worr?ll_n? about a society which has lost so much of its per-
sonal interaction. A sl?_nlflcant proportion of the things we
now respond to as citizens are impersonal: concepts and
images we shall never actually see, touch or experience at
first hand.” But this rests on a silly conservative hedtime
storr. Concepts and images have beén impersonal for many
centuries. John Hartley punctures this conservative fantasy
quite nicely: “The medieval Catholic church was an effective
mass medium”, it communicated just as mpersonallr, “in
audio-visual and performative form: sonqs, sights, stories,
speech.”Just like a TV variety show, “it employed the highest,
leading edge technologies and massive capital investment to
produce its hardware (cathedrals, carvings, manuscripts)
and its software (liturgies, laws, rites, rituals). Its output was
organised into genres, schedules and seasons, and it was ded-
icated to audience maximisation...”.3 The mass was mass
media. The fantasy of a social world free from mass media of
any kind, ancient'or modern, is really a fantasy about being
frée from desire, by being free from the fantasy space mass
media_create for collective desire, While this is superficially
attractive to people in politics, in reality, political parties
have always been impersonal %e_nerators and users of vectors
along which flow concePts and images. ,
The mass political party was something produced alongside
modern mass media. It"has to re-invent itself for the post-
modern cultural world of cyberspace. The combination, of
media and communication véctors with widespread education
has resulted in a decline in respect for hierarchical organisa-
tions. People no longer subordinate themselves to community
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|leaders who once held a monoPon on the ability to interpret
information, and so they no longer ?o to church or partK
meetings to be told how to mterPre events. Nor do suc

organisations necessarily have better access to information
than what people can glean by themselves from the media.
The tendency of party machines to hoard information once
?.ave them a monopoly over its interpretation that a rank and
ile might value, but now itjust makes them obsolete.

The ‘proliferation of media vectors and of the genres,
celebrities and stories they Fropose has weakened the mobil-
isation ethos that was a lasting legacy of wartime mass com-
munication practices. The decline in popularity of
authoritarian orlganlsatlons, from political parties to old
fashioned surf clubs, took quite a long time — so effective
were wartime media practices. Indeed the whole idea of a
‘cold war” would have been unintelligible had a generation
not experienced wartime media mobilisation, and indeed
the cold war is unintelligible to many Generation X people
whose media education did not occur in such an hysterical
and paranoid culture. This isclearly a problem for the Lahor
Party, which has not entirely recovered from either its fantasr
of Postwar reconstruction or the wounds it inflicted on itself
in the cold war, o _

Latham rightly observes that: “It is as if, as our communi-
cation networks have globalised... society has found other
ways in which to compensate through new, less hierarchical
forms of participation.” Or rather, culture has found ways to
weave people together, from the hottom up, drawing in part
on the images and stories the media make available, but also
on rising levels of education, which make the authoritarian
waY_s of "party or church, if not obsolete, then certainly
optional. “In"the global village, hierarchy is having less
SUCCEss in tellln%people what to do.” _

Just when Latham starts to get it, he slips back into a nos-
talgia that early on in his book he declared off limits. “When
civil s_ometY was strong there was no such thing as a celebrity”,
This is not strictly true. While there are distinctive forms of
modern and postmodern celebrity, their predecessors
include the saints whose relics became objects of pilgrimage.
Then there were the heroes whose Ieﬁends sustained the
hopes of enslaved people. William Wallace was a celebrity.
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|t’s quite appropriate that the people of the Scottish town of
Stirling would want to erect a statue to him in the visage of
Mel Gibson, who retold the fable of William Wallace in his
movie Braveheart, to commemorate the 700th anniversary of
Wallace’s short-lived victory over the English oppressors.”
_Civil society is only strong when there are a lot of celebri-
ties. It is weak when celehrity is reduced to one. The weak-
ness of authoritarian regimes is their elevation of a single
celebrity, such as “the man-godJoseph Stalin, floating in fire-
works over Moscow with his moustache ends drlﬁpmg stars”,
as Dorothy Hewett memorably put it.3' It was the founding
weakness ‘of Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Party Ltd, in
which rivalries and jealousies, paranoias and resentments, all
pass through a fantasy space containing only one central
Image of desire, . o

Latham mentions in passing a more convincing source of
the loss of civility than television and the media; “over-geared
mortgafqes, hand-to-mouth |I\_/In8 standards and a disengage-
ment from formally organised institutions... a ‘do not
disturb’generation.”Suburhia can work, it can be avalid and
viable fantasy of the fair go, but when securing the bunker
for a comp,leteI}{ privatised family life at the expense of a
barely serviceable mountain of debt becomes the sole aim,
then “civility is doomed. Not surprisingly, for many people
who have committed themselves to such a life, and found
that reality did not promise a continuation of stable condi-
tions in which to sustain it, but chané;e and uncertainty, a
new desire arose. The desire for a leader who could defend
K)rtEeSE_ suburbia with a return to the strong state of fortress

ustralia.

The Future of the Future

“The fewer answers politicians have about the future the
more inclined they are to talk about the past”, and to asso-
ciate themselves “with talking heads who specialise in
prophecy of the_‘past. Latham 1s a reluctant nostalqlc. “It is
difficult’to identi Y a golden age of community valugs... in
Australia”, he declares. The past weighs like a’migraine on
the minds of the Labor Part?/. Perhaps what is needed is not
an historical fable about a legacy or a tradition, but a con-
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ceptual fable about Labor’s options in the present. Put
smplr, there are three ways to go: The first way is help the
ﬁeop e. The second war IS help Yourself. The “third way is
elp the people to help themselves. While many people
thou?ht the Hawke and Keating years were about the second
way, [ think it was an incomplete go at the third. Latham’s
project is a second go at the third way, framed not in terms
of nostal(rna and principle, but in terms ofa pragmatic desire
to learn from experience. _

Latham s critical of Labor’s desire to help people rather
than help people to help themselves. The unspoken side of
altruism is the dependency it creates. Labor culture “needs
to broaden its political goals beyond the state to citizen rela-
tionship.” It needs, | think, to inquire more about everyday
life. Three ke%s to everyday life are celebrities, culture™and
cybersgace: the images through which people formulate
what they want, the resources and practices they have for
acting on those wants, and the vectors along which the infor-
mation co_nnec_tm(_i the former to the latter travels.

Politics is ultima _eI% about virtuality, about the creation of
a space within which people can become what they want.
This requires some degree ofsecuntY, otherwise eolole do
not become anYthlng except fearful that somebody else will
take awa){] what they desire. A secure people extend and
expand their capacities, social or otherwise. There may be
conflict — Latham seems to overestimate how civil civility
actually is in practice. But with some security, conflict can be
useful,"affirmative, creative. Kojeve was right in thinking that
conflict confronts desire with desire, revealing something of
the process of change, the hidden world of virtuality.

Without security, conflict turns negative, it bécomes a
struggle to preserve what is, rather than to create what can
be. Or worse, it becomes a desire to _Punlsh or exclude what-
ever is different, to suppress virtuality, to refuse to change.
“In a nation culturally weaned on the ethos of sameness, the
virtues of diversity and openness need to be supplemented
by new types of social assurance.” _ _
_“l sometimes wonder if the Labor Party really exists, or if
it'sjust a dream at the top of the hill”, Ben Chifley asks, or
rather Ed Devereaux the actor who plai/s Ben Chifley asks, in
the TV series True Believers. Of course the Labor Party isjust
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a dream, a fantasy that creates desires — but no less real for
that. True Believers is a fable that invokes the fantasy of Labor,
Its actors acting the parts of the machine that produced its
celebrity. But the Ben Chifley that Ed Deveraux Rlays was also
an actor, mvokmig a fantasy. When Mark Latham says: ‘it
makes best sense for the ALP to draw stren%t_h from the con-
tinuity of its political goals”, what | hear him say is that it
makes best sense for Labor to continue to desire, and to con-
tinue to desire its desire, rather than to make a fetish of this
or that object offantasi It has created for itself. Or as Lindsay
Tanner says, “Our task is to write the New Testament, not
destroy the Old.” Amen to that.
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Epilogue and acknowledgements

The aim is not to rediscover the eternal or the univer-
sal, but to find the conditions under which something
new is produced.

Gilles Deleuze

Appropriation is the hallmark of contemporary culture.
The reinvention of old forms, the repositioning of said
things.

John Kinsella

The Light from the Screen

A'young man with peroxide hair bursts into frame. He puts
a coin In the slot of a do-it-yourself business card machine,
the kind you find in railway stations and airports. He prints
himself up a card and holds it to the camera: John Safran;
Media Tycoon. o

Safran“first lunged into view as a contestant on ABC TV’s
Race Around the World. In one of the ABC’s few successful
attempts to break out of its burbler world view, Race offered
Young wannabe film makers the chance to win a course at
he prestigious AFTRS Film School in Sydney. In its first
series, Race impressed with the grace of'its host, Richard
Fidler, and with the antics of contestantJohn Safran. Where
most of the other young film makers set off to make worthy
documentaries from various foreign parts, Safran chose to
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make television about himself — and about television.
PartlcularIY inspired was his Iast.Plece, in which he showed
how to get in to Disneyworld without paying. He put up a
Pl_aque in the Disney museum in recognition of Walt Disney’s

lirtation with the Nazis in the late 30s. ,

That Safran’s pilot forJohn Safran; Media Tycoon will Proba-
bly not be picked up by the ABC is probably more telling
about the subur,banlsm% of the national broddcaster in the
90s than anything that has actually aired. Safran’s show
would have Dbeen a critique of the media, but it would not
pretend to be any less cynical than the B_rograms and pro-
%am genres it attacked. “I'm quite ambivalent about the

ings I'm criticising”, Safran once remarked." The show’s
departure from the suburban assumption of a moral high
ground from which to criticise the media was a radical break
with the suburban conventions of media progrlety.

Rather like Malcolm McLaren’s antics In the early days of
the Sex Pistols, Safran became famous for work that did not
go to air. Tapes ofJohn Safran: Media Tycoon circulated infor-
mally. In one segment, Safran propoSes a new marketing
idea forabrand of cheese — a pack that has the cheese slices
popular with children aged 6-12, but with a cigarette includ-
ed in the pack for those growing out of the cheese se(t;ment
of the market. His point 1s that the conglomerate that mar-
kets cheese to 6-12 year olds, also markets cigarettes that
attract a following amon(I; the 12-16 year old generation.

In another segment of the pilot, Safran appears in the kind
of television kitchen familiar from countless cooking shows.
Safran observes all of the canventions of the ?,enre, popping
ingredients into the pan and explalan his actions as he goes
along. After the onions go over the flame, Safran comes to
the meat. While maintaining the chatty, instructional voice of
the cookln% show host, the Plctures suddenly cut to an abat-
toir, and Safran calmly narrates as we watch a‘cow being killed
and butchered. “Next, cut your cow down the middle” Safran
intones, as a meat worker wields a ?lant saw, and we watch as
cow innards splatter on the floor. It’s a brilliant satire on the
conventions of suburban television, in which whole aspects of
life are simply absent from the screen. _

In attacking the genre of current affairs, Safran adopts its
tone and techniques. He sets out to expose bludgers — work-
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ers who slack off on thejob, “costing the economy millions”.
Only his target are not council workers, but the staff of the
most popular TV current affairs show, A Current Affair. Usin
the ‘hidden camera’ technique, Safran films the staff of
Current Affair in their own office and canteen, and discovers
them doing — bugger all. The Roman satiristJuvenal asked:
Who guards the guards? In the 90s a more relevant question
might be; Who exposes the exRosers?

Safran’s pilot proved too hot for the ABC to handle.
Some parts of the pilot would clearly be in breach of the
Broadcasting Act, but even with those excesses trimmed,
Safran was be?ond the limit of what the suburban space of
the broadcast media could accept as information. The
exposure, in the sanctity of the suburban living room, of
images of a cow being butchered would be going ‘too far’,
Perhaps more to the point, Safran was prepared to attack
corporate life aswell as political life. “You can say what you
like about politicians”, Safran observes, “but if you present-
ed a sketch about McDonalds, it would go straight to the
Ie?al department.”

t’s not surprising that Safran’s home page ?roved Popu-
lar.2 For a generation raised on television, Safran not only
exposed its concessions to suburban restrictions on the free
flow of information, he provided a salient instance of the
emer({ent ualities of cyberspace celebrity. Cyberspace can
potentially be the return of the urbane to‘information flows.
At the end of the 20th century it can potentially be as chal-
lenging and diverse as the mass popular print culture of end
of the 19th century. o _

As Safran says: “Everything is chaos theory with so many
facets. People” are alwars trying to reflect the mood of
Australia, but with 20 million people, it’s |mP035|bIe. It's like
there’stoo many variables to nail.” Broadcast media _trap{)_ed
in suburban conventions, doesn’t even try. The proliferation
of vectors, from cable TV to the internet and beyond,
promises to destabilise fortress suburbia, by exposing it to a
much wider variety of information flows, and flows not tai-
Ioreltgj to suburbid’s self-justifying assumptions about the
world.

This is why attempts to censor and restrict postbroadcast
vectors have'to be resisted. The internet is not like television.
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It does not present the world to suburbia as if the world exist-
ed as a series of tightly filtered images, composed for subur-
bia’s benefit. Just as the flow of printed matter in a previous
era made it possible to know that the sun does not revolve
around the earth, so in our time the internet makes it possi-
blebtob!earn that the earth does not revolve around fortress
suburbia.

Soft Hansonism is in the end not much different to hard
Hansonism, in that it wants to stop the world so that suburbia
can get off. But if there isan opportunity for life in the postin-
dustrial part of the world at the beginning of a new millenni-
um, it is not in continued reliance upon the economies of
agriculture and manufacturing. Nor is'it in the growth of the
‘service’ sector. Many services, such as the fast food empires of
McDonalds and its competitors, are reallwust part of a manu-
facturing economy. A McDonalds is a fac or){ that makes burg-
ers rather than shoes or car Parts. It is wealth creation based
on information rather than the productivity of the soil or of
Physmal capital that provides the basis for a virtual revival of
ortunes, whether in the outer suburbs of Sydney or the
provincial cities of Britain and the United States.

The postindustrial economy comes with a Postmode_rn cul-
ture. Suburbia has to adapt”and mco_rPorae new kinds of
urbanity. Surburbia has always been a filterer and absorber of
urbanity. It applies the common sense test of everyday life to
the sometimes impractical new perceptions, affections and
conceptions generated by the urbane. This process slowed
down significantly between the 60s and the 90s. As Australian
movies 0f the 90 such as Strictly Ballroom or Muriel$ We_ddm?
attest, there is trouble in fortress suburbia. Information is no

assing through its membranes into everyday consciousness.

here is an awareness of this as a problem, particularly
among yqung[er film makers and writers. _

It remains to be seen whether broadcast media can adapt
to the demands of a postindustrial world, in which urbane
information %enerat_mé; practices more readily feed into sub-
urhan life, The postindustrial economy has established itself
in Australia as a branch plant for global information indus-
tries. Global information businesses specialising in account-
ing, legal services, banking and advertising all operate offices
in"Sydney or Melbourne, or sometimes Brisbane. The estab-
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lishment of the Fox studio complex in Sydne* provides a
high profile emblem for this more diffuse franstormation of
the Australian economy. But the success of these industries
depends notjust on factors like the intellectual property and
taxation environment, or even on the provision of a well
trained information work force, It depends also on a culture
that can thrive on the flows of information from which such
businesses make their living. It means the reform of assump-
tions about the suburban way of life.

The New Empiricism

In proposm? the need for a new relationship between sub-
urbia and information flows, | don’twant to appear to be say-
ing this |s,{ust aquestion of the quantity of information. Most
people with any stake at all in the information economy, that
IS pretty much everyone except the information proletariat it
excludes, finds there is always too much information about
a,Iread¥. It’s not a question of more information, its a ques-
tion of the rules of thumb of a theory of knowledge for han-
dling information. -

If there is a characteristic of the suburban approach to
forming knowledge out of information, it is, broadly speak-
Ing, an emphasis on rationalism. By this | mean a bias
towards pre-formed categories into which new information is
to be slotted, rather than a bias towards creating categories
out of the new and unexpected patterns imminent in new
information itself. Rationalism, understood in this broad
sense, is a common feature of suburhan thinking. It is what
creates the suburban tendency to resist new information
when it doesn’t fit the assumed order of the world.

It is f)re(:lsely this unthough order in which thinking is to
take place thatJohn Safran’s cut to the abattoir challenges.
\t/?]/hy should only the sequence of steps in preparing food

a
%am that gives information about how to cook something?

hat if we examine all of the steps in the process of food
preparation and find another order in them? This more
open aﬁpro_ach | want to caII,emf)lrlmsm. By that | don't
mean the view that facts are simp

edge isjust a matter of gathering facts. On the contrary, |

actually také place in the kitchen be included in"a pro-

e things and that knowl-

33C
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think of empiricism as a hlghl?/ conceptual way of handling
information’ — but one that looks for patterns in flows of
information rather than fitting flows of information into
fixed patterns. . _

Empiricism starts, as the philosopher Gilles Deleuze says,
from “the concrete richness of the sensible”, but it need not
flatten that richness out into an abstract principle.
Empiricism apprehends the world as flux, as difference, as
information: “Empiricists are not theoreticians, they are
experimenters: they never interpret, they have no princi-
ples.”3 It’s not about measuring the world accordl_n% to an
abstract, other_-vyorIdIyPrmm le"and finding what is Tacking
in it. Rather, it is a matter of apprehending the world in its
variability, and I_ookln? for useful, productive, and creative
ways to make a life out of the events of thisworld. _

eleuze elaborates: “In so-called rationalist philosophies,
the abstract is given the task of explalnm%, and it Is the
abstract that is realised in the concrete. One starts with
abstractions... and one looks for the process by which they
are_embodied in the world which theY make” conform t0
their requirements.” The abstract calculus of economic
rationalism might be an example here, but so too would be
the abstract diagrams of desire that Mark Latham tries to
turn into a hasis for his theory of the social. What is distinc-
tive about rationalism, as more than a theory of knowledge,
as a practice also of action in the world, is this attempt to
make the world conform to the abstraction. _

“Empiricism starts with a completely different evaluation”
Deleuze declares. It is a matter of “analysing the states of
things, in such a way that non-pre-existent concepts can be
extracted from them, States of things are neither unities nor
totalities, but multiplicities.”4Viewed in this way, emplrlmsm,
or pIurahsm as Deleuze also terms it, is quite distinct not
only from economic rationalism, but also from a |ot of alter-
natives to it, whether it is the social rationalism of some new
kinds of social democracy — or for that matter, the moral
rationalism of some kinds of cultural and media studies.

The suburban predilection for rationalism seems to run
gretty deep, and across several different kinds of knowledge.

0 t00 does the Practlce of dividing the world up between
different kinds of rationalism. Suburbia accommodates the
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need for knowledge through specialisation, even if the lines
defining the boundaries between one speciality and another
are arbitrary. Rationalism composes an internally unified
space for thinking about a particular thing, the economy for
example, by dividing it conceptually from anything that
might make it appear more hetero%eneous. o

_Rationalism is the dominant mode of managing informa-
tion in the suburban world. The historical origins of this
kind of intellectual division of labour are industrial and
bureaucratic. They are the imprint of the industrial economy
on the culture that sustained it. But there is also a minor
mode within suburban culture that handles information
quite differently. As Barryjones discovered, political culture
has harboured a quite peculiar kind of specialised way of
working with information — one based on not specialising.
The experiment in economic reform of the first Hawke cab-
inet was an interesting instance of political empiricism in
practice. Itwas informed partly by economic rationalism, but
only partly. It was informed by the moral rationalism of party
dogma, but very partly. In the main, it was an empirical
approach to mana(fqlng the eventful character of politics
catht in the flux otglobal economic and information flows.

Clearly, that reform process failed to identify, let alone
solve, many problems, ‘including many thrown up by the
process of reform itself. There were alSo mistakes ofjudge-
ment that appear with hindsight, like the faith in the J-curve
or Paul Keating’s “recession we had to have”. But overall, it
was the empiricism of experimentation of the 80s that pro-
duced the more dynamic and outward looking Australian
economy of the 905 — an econom}é robust enough to survive
the economic crisis that overtook many Asian” economies.
The Hawke legacy is a laboratory of empirical experiment
that is, among other things, a ‘third way’ between dogmatic
insistence on a politics of rationalism and a do-nothing poli-
tics of pragmatism. _

Empiricism of this kind is not for the faint hearted. It offers
no %uarantee_s of the right choice. It offers no moral
absolutes. It’sjust about making decisions, based on imper-
fect information, b{ producing concepts out of that infor-
mation, concepts that acknowledge the way things can
change. This is not really a foreign idea. It may be contrary
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to some of the intellectual underpinnings of leaned culture,
but it is how most people negotiate everyday life.

Actually, even deep in suburhia there™is a frank acknowl-
edgment of the empiricism of everyday life. This expresses
itselfin celebrity. Celebrities are monstrous exceptions. Each
celebrity is his, her — or it's— own peculiar and singular
mix of ordinary and extraordinary attributes. What is cele-
brated in celebrity is maklng the bést of things, putting pecu-
liar circumstances to a productive end. There Is no general
Brmmple to which celebrities can be reduced. They cannot

e rationalised, although they can be reasoned about, on a
case by case basis. Here | think David Marshall is almost but
not quite right when he thinks of celebrity as rationalisation
from below. . N

Suburbia is often host to a quite healthy scepticism about
rationalisms that appear to come from without. Neither the
economic rationalism of the free market or the social ratio-
nalism of political correctness was ever all that popular. The
Pr_obl_em IS more that suburbia doesn’t encourage too much
hinking about the rationalism implied in the culture of sub-
urbia itself. The corollary is that in the 90s both political and
cultural talking heads were often dismissive of the emglrl-
cism of the everyday, as expressed, for instance in the subur-
ban taste for celebrity. In chastising suburbia for its trashy
tastes, political and” cultural talking heads often pined
instead for an absurdly rationalist idea of the public sphere,
one shorn of all its vitality and Rlurallty. In short, suburbia’s
disdain for rationalism from without rarely became a critique
of rationalism within; while the critique of the empiricism of
everyday life conducted hy talking heads actually attacked
the one’thing of most value in suburban culture. N

‘There is a positive side to the lucky country, in its empiri-
cism: in the capacity to respond to events, to make use of cir-
cumstances, to enjoy the moment, to cultivate options. Adding
a more_conceptual way of thinking, and way of life, to this
instinctive empiricism ‘seems to me an appropriate goal for
talking heads, whether comlnP at it from an economic, politi-
cal or cultural competence. [t’s a matter of finding ways to
combine different kinds of reasoning, about economic, politi-
cal and cultural matters, rather than of asserting the domi-
nance of one kind of rationalism over the whole of life.



culture and pluralicism

Culture and Pluralism

Culture plays its role alongside, indeed inextricably interwo-
ven with, economics and politics. They form a multiplicity.
The medium throuqh which economic or political change or
negotiation takes place is always partly cultural. The exclu-
sion of the cultural from political or economic rationality is
invariably the exclusion of difference, plurality, the messi-
ness of everyday life. N

“The way back to an empirical concept of politics as a prac-
tice IS througi_h culture, through the tangible and actual
moments of lived experience. Suburban rationality is too
concerned with imposing its views of what ought to be the
means and ends of culture to see what actually takes place in
the interchange between cultural practices and popular
media fables and |maﬁes. BY not starting from what i, it miss-
es the thuahtK of culture, the new ways of being that people
comﬁose for themselves out of it~ ~ o

When Scott wants to break with dancing that is ‘strictly ball-
room’,or when Muriel wants to reinvent herself out of ABBA
son%s, what takes place is at once both cultural and political.
Both assert a desire to break with communities of coercion
and to find communities of choice. There is also an eco-
nomic dimension to their actions — who owns the steps that
Scott incorporates into his routine? What contract does
Muriel enter into in exchange for her wedding? As informa-
tion becomes more and more commodified, the cultural
uses of that information come under scrutiny from its own-
ers and traders. The ownershlf_ and control ‘of information
creates new kinds of class conflict, ann?sme those that take
place over the ownership and control of land and capital.

Culture is the medium for an empirical ethics. Itis throulgh
the fables of the famous that people discover templates for
assessing the rightness or wrongness of actions. Celebrity
appears within mediated culture as the face of possibility.
Celebrity can be aspirational, like Kylie or Elle. Or critical,
like Peter Garrett, @ one-man image of the engaged citizen.
Or celebrity can be about a radical otherness; as in a Nick
Cave song that gestures to the radical absence oforder in the
world. These are often more effective images than the more
respectable talking heads of high culture,” mainstream poli-
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tics or organised religion have to offer. Rather than bewail-
|nﬂ<_the lack of interest suburbia evinces towards traditional
talking heads, perhaps it would be more useful to think
about what sorts of things these orggamc celebrities express.

In any case, the forms celebrity takes are an index of the
changing geometrY of the vectors that connect culture
together that scholars such as Scott McQuire and Darren
Tofts explore. What | find in John Safran or Pauline
Pantsdown is an interesting development: media celebrities
who q+ute intentionally exploits the limits of broadcast cul-
ture. They become famous via the mass media, but even
more famous by the absence of their work from the mass
media, whether via legally imposed censorship or the timidi-
ty of broadcasters. The possibility expressed in these images
ISofa more plural cyberspace. N

Meanwhile, Beth "Spencer explores the composition of
communication in such an eme_r(I;ent world, where all kinds
of experience can be appropriated, cut and mixed in an
empirical fashion. Catharine Lumby experiments with the
composition of a knowledge and scholarship of the media
that is at the same time immersed in its flows. In their differ-
ent ways, all of these different people invent practices that
work on thejuncture between media and culture.

Elsewhere, in political life, a development to which all
these others have to be related is the emergence of the Bo_llt-
ical intellectual or mtethent politician as a kind of celedrity.
These are phenomena blocked, in part by residual suburban
ideas about the ideal rational public sphere, but blocked on
a more practical level by the difficulties in _usm? the emerg-
ing vectors of cyberspace to de\(eIoE_a olitics ot knowledge.
The political future of leaders like Lindsay Tanner and Mark
Latham may hinge on the development ofa politics of infor-
mation within the Labor Party, and between the Labor Party
and some potential constituencies for it in the emerging
information economy. _

The expression ‘the |I%ht on the_hlll’_suq?ests two elements
that have to come together. The light itselfis the virtual side
of politics, the will to minimise human suffering through col-
lective action. The_ hill that provides the vantage point for
communlcatln%_ this concePt is the tactical combination of
economic, political and cultural circumstances. If there isa
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‘third way’ for social democracy it is | think a practical but
not pragmatic, reasoned but not rationalist, radical but not
utopian practice of experimenting with the given elements
and events of everyday life.
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