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EDITORIAL


Jonathan Green


THE BOUNDARIES OF the state are elusive and arbitrary. Beyond and between them is a void.


The idea of ‘Australia’ ends just a few metres from where I’m writing, in an alley between this building and the next. From my workday window I gaze directly into several rooms opposite, the windows of a hotel now co-opted as a detention centre; a prison for men who fled one state under duress and are yet to find the comfort of belonging in another.


Rain is spattering, the day is suddenly cool. There are lights on and men in their rooms. I walk out for a moment, returning with a cup of tea. The man lying on the bed lifts himself on an elbow and gazes coolly across. There’s a man on his mobile phone. A man, resting back in a chair, bare feet raised on the window ledge. The glimpses are intimate, from close at hand, but simultaneously removed by both captivity and the symbolic excision from citizenship, from some concrete, enabling sense of belonging. The privileges of this state are denied the men inside. Some have been confined for eight years without trial or recourse. They are homeless in a powerful and punitive sense.


In this room: Australia, and all the formal, legislated social comforts our state affords. Over there, just out of reach: a no man’s land, liminal and constrained.


How do a few square metres of one Australian city contain both possibilities? What trick of thinking creates a space where the national geography of fundamental inclusion ends, in a combined act of arrest and forgetting?


Across the alley there’s a sobering truth of this country, a place happy to take men prisoners in a nowhere of our making.


In this edition you’ll find ruminations on home and the state, written by men and women who have left one in the hope of finding the other. Across the way, other stories remain works in progress. Let’s hope we hear them told. •





UP FRONT


NATIONAL ACCOUNTS


Blokes will be blokes


Anna Spargo-Ryan


THERE HAS BEEN a particular rhetoric in parliament over the past months.


Each time a man (or a Liberal Party woman, which is to say a proxy for the patriarchy) has stood in front of cameras to weep, he has delivered a wink and a nod to others like him, through crocodile tears, as to the true nature of the story. Not that a young woman’s life has been irrevocably changed by a man’s actions, but that a poor, silly fella is being taken to task in front of his mates. Look, he seems to say, you know how blokes are.


Each time new allegations emerge, we hear a slightly altered explanation of how this could happen. The gist is always the same: some fella didn’t realise he wasn’t meant to treat women like this. The same argument is echoed in communities across the country. You can’t even whistle at a woman anymore. You can’t even playfully slap their arse. Suddenly, out of nowhere, it’s unacceptable to follow a woman home and hide in the bushes.
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In an A Current Affair interview with Tracy Grimshaw (26 March), Prime Minister Scott Morrison took this wilful ignorance a step further. ‘You’ve lived with it every day,’ he says to Grimshaw, simmering with a restrained fury. ‘You’ve lived with it, I’m sure, your whole life.’


‘Women do,’ Grimshaw says, accurately. One in six women has experienced at least one sexual assault since the age of 15—the government’s own reported statistic.


‘You have. And I’m sure every women [sic] has.’


‘You’re not on an island,’ she says. ‘How did you not know the depth of it?’


He’s exasperated. ‘This is the difficult part of this,’ he says. ‘You understand it in a way that only you could. I have a very different experience to yours, as do many men in this country.’


Rather than the ‘difficult’ part of ‘this’ being that Morrison is at the head of an organisation practically collapsing under the weight of its own sexual violence, it is women’s secret knowledge. The suggestion seems to be that at some level, Grimshaw— and all Australian women—should apologise for their experiences because it puts them at an advantage. How, these men might ask, are they meant to know this has been happening if they are not themselves subject to repeated acts of assault from the time they are children? Very unfair.


This is the evolution of ‘boys will be boys’. Society broadly excuses aggressive behaviour by young men as though it is a biological impulse. Cisnormative gender stereotypes reinforce the notion that boys are only hitting girls because they like them. The same little boys who whack a girl with a toy truck become the young men who cat-call women on trams and become the parliamentarians who smirk in the face of sexual assault allegations.


How dare women expect better from men? When were they supposed to learn how to treat us, between being on the rugby firsts and drinking middle-shelf whisky with their uni mates? It’s not their fault. They didn’t have time before now. This is the absolute first opportunity they have had in their whole lives to try to learn the absurd language women are speaking. It’s not their fault no-one has ever taught them otherwise. They’re just blokes doing bloke stuff!


Is this new? Obviously not. Almost half of all Australians believe rape accusations are used for revenge. Logically, it follows that the men on the receiving end are not perpetrators, but the innocent victims of smear campaigns. Being raped is obviously terrible, but have you ever tried being accused of rape, in 2021, when you’re only just now learning that women don’t like it when men do things such as penetrate them without consent?


On 15 March, women took to the streets to protest for their own safety in workplaces. The ‘in workplaces’ part was significant; it was not a march against all violence against women, or against all sexual assault. It was specifically and explicitly an action to demand justice for women who have felt unsafe in their workplace.


To no-one’s surprise, the Prime Minister chose not to attend the rally at Parliament House, instead inviting organiser Janine Hendry to have a quiet chat in his office. ‘We have already come to the front door,’ Hendry tweeted in response, ‘now it’s up to the Government to cross the threshold and come to us. We will not be meeting behind closed doors.’ Out came a henchwoman into the corridor—MP Jane Hume—to implore Hendry not to waste the ‘exciting opportunity’ to enter the PM’s quarters. The government’s solution to Parliament House being unsafe for women was to invite women into Parliament House.


In his opening remarks in that day’s Question Time, Morrison now famously said, ‘Not far from here, such marches, even now, are being met with bullets, but not here in this country, Mr Speaker. This is a triumph of democracy when we see these things take place.’


Morrison uses a particular kind of language to explain the gaps in his awareness. In recent weeks we have watched him make a statement he believes to be empowering and empathetic, only to then recant it with a nonapology that puts the onus back on women. He’s just a bloke doing his best, right blokes? You blokes know what I bloking mean.


‘I need women to stand with me,’ a frustrated Morrison said a week after the march. ‘I admire their courage and I call on it.’ He went on: ‘I acknowledge that many have not liked or appreciated some of my own personal responses to this over the course of the last month, and I accept that.’ With his voice breaking, bottom lip quivering and eyes red, he then declared: ‘Criticise me if you like, for speaking about my daughters, but they are the centre of my life. My wife is the centre of my life. My mother, my widowed mother, is the centre of my life. They motivate me every day on this issue.’


That speech almost showed a sincere willingness to change. Someone paying less attention to the government’s actions over the past three months might have taken Morrison at face value and believed he was really listening. But there is a veiled aggravation in each of his addresses—he’s trying, and women aren’t being nice about it. A few days after that, he said it out loud: ‘Blokes don’t get it right all the time, we all know that, but what matters is that we’re desperately trying to …’


We are supposed to applaud the bare minimum efforts of a government that will hold a place for men who 1) are accused of rape; 2) are accused of criminal acts including stalking and taking upskirt photos; 3) allegedly questioned why a woman was drunk the night she was allegedly raped; 4) call themselves ‘the big swinging dicks’; and 5) now have a monopoly on the word ‘alleged’. There is a clear pattern emerging. Whether it’s masturbating on a woman’s desk, backgrounding the family of an alleged victim or sexually harassing fellow senators, Parliament House is in the midst of a sexual violence crisis.


This is the prime ministerial equivalent of bringing home a bunch of flowers because you worked late again. He has failed to consider that other staple of womanhood— sacrificing ourselves for hapless men. Picking up their towels. Reminding them to call their mothers. And wow, are we done with that.


Members of the government seem to believe it matters how they feel about the various recent allegations. Perhaps this is a hangover from their $190,000 empathy training. But the extent of their distress is irrelevant. Their feelings cannot be the most important thing about this process. They cannot even factor. But it is still about them. It still focuses on the magnitude of their discomfort and the nerve of women to tell them things they don’t want to hear. Their self-discovery comes at the expense of delivering justice to women who are the victims of actual crimes. Not victims of failing to learn anything before now or having their total lack of understanding publicly revealed. Actual crimes. Not taping photos of their children into their speech notes or deploying a few eyedrops in the green room. Violent sexual crimes.


There are consequences, of course. This is not a circus. Queensland MP Andrew Laming was ordered to spend one hour in empathy training (he has since announced he will not contest the next election). Attorney-General Christian Porter was directed to take paid mental health leave and may return on partial duties. On a number of occasions, Prime Minister Scott Morrison has had to go home to his wife and daughters and ask them what he’s meant to think about things.


How often we have been fed the line that women are too emotional to be trusted with big political decisions, and yet here is a group of spoilt, privileged men crying on TV so they might be absolved of their ignorance. We are meant to believe it is not their fault that they didn’t know about this before now. It is the women’s fault for failing to tell them.


By contrast, the victims—all women— are speaking out in ways that don’t centre themselves. Brittany Higgins’ testimony catalysed many similar stories, giving voice to a groundswell of women. Australian of the Year Grace Tame—with whom Morrison gleefully posed—delivered a rousing speech to the National Press Club, hopeful of change for all women. Not just them. Not ‘poor me’, despite how profoundly justified that would be in the circumstances.


Morrison assumes, too, a homogeneity of women. He doesn’t speak for all women but neither do his wife and daughters, the centre of his life. He takes gendered violence advice from white, middle-class teenagers and a woman whose religion declares women should be subservient. Even if he does listen to them—and his PR team at least seem to assure us of this—how can he even begin to extrapolate that to women in other demographic groups: to First Nations women, women of colour, trans women, sex workers, refugee women, women fleeing domestic violence?


There is a widespread issue of patriarchal violence. Obviously. But the Morrison government isn’t being asked to fix everything, as the PM claims. Morrison is conflating the issue of violence against women with what’s actually being asked: that he clean up the mess in his own parliament. If he wants to be a figurehead—and he does—then he must accept that what happens in Canberra sets the agenda for other workplaces and organisations across the country. That as the leader of institution, he can and must take responsibility for what’s happening there. If he truly wants to shift attitudes towards women (the jury is out, but that’s what he says he wants to do), then he has to walk the walk first. He’s a master of lip service. His speeches include the right words, but nothing happens afterwards. These are the emperor’s new sexual harassment policies.


I believe Scott Morrison. I believe him when he says he’s doing his best. I even believe that he’s learning new things every day about the experience of being a woman. I wholeheartedly accept that the Prime Minister of this country is just a bloke, muddling his way through this confusing old world, where men drink beers and women hope someone will stop objectifying them long enough to listen.


This doomed-husband-Ray-Barone schtick is done. In neglecting to protect the women in his workplace, Morrison acts as though he has forgotten to take out the bins or pick up the kids from sport. The prime ministership cannot be a training ground to learn about women. Federal government is not a postgraduate program for private school boys who never learned to take care of themselves. The men defending these allegations cannot be allowed to hold up their hands and say, ‘It’s my first day!’


Thumbs-up blokey rhetoric is not going to fly this time. ‘I have heard, I have listened and I will have a lot more to say about this in the next month about further actions,’ Morrison said in his March 23 speech. ‘Today is not a day for me to list further actions.’ One wonders if it might be less disappointing to wait for the Rapture.


This government cannot deliver action on sexual violence. They have told us to our faces: they simply do not understand how. •


Anna Spargo-Ryan is a Melbourne writer, author of two novels and a winner of the Horne Prize. Her new book, a nonfiction work about living with complex mental illness, is forthcoming from Pan Macmillan.





THE DILEMMA OF FREE SPEECH AND DISCRIMINATION


Dennis Altman


IN MAY 2019 Rugby Australia announced that it was standing down its star player, Israel Folau, following a series of Instagram posts that reflected his fundamentalist-Christian views of the world. Most offensive, it appeared, was the post in which he wrote, ‘Drunks, homosexuals, adulterers, liars, fornicators, thieves, atheists, idolators hell awaits you, repent!’


Adulterers, fornicators and idolators are unlikely to advocate for public sympathy, and Folau was primarily attacked for what was perceived as damaging homophobia, although one wonders how many Australians might escape his rather broad net. It was claimed that Folau had breached an agreement with Rugby Australia to contain his beliefs to private utterances, which were not seen as extending to social media. Even fellow Christian Scott Morrison felt the comments were ‘insensitive’ and ‘lacked empathy’, and some of Rugby Australia’s primary commercial backers made clear they would not tolerate such public utterances from a player whom they were supporting financially.


At the time I was disturbed by the reactions and the assumption that Folau’s career should hinge on the expression of what were deeply held beliefs, even if the beliefs struck me as ill-founded prejudices. This put me aside from other gay activists, but when I sought to publish an opinion piece on the issue there was resistance, though presumably I could have waltzed onto Sky News had I approached them.


My unease stemmed from two basic concerns: the rights of an employer to censor the speech of their employees and the sense that Folau was a convenient scapegoat, evading the more serious problem that his views are shared by a number of fundamentalists of all faiths, and are probably being taught in religious schools where the damage they do is considerably greater than a few Instagram posts. These concerns lie at the heart of Malcolm Knox’s superb account of the controversy, Truth is Trouble, whose subtitle, ‘The strange case of Israel Folau or how free speech became so complicated’, points to the multiple dilemmas the case posed for liberal democracy.


Knox is a veteran journalist who combines the literary skills of a novelist with the analytic gaze of a philosopher, making Truth is Trouble an important commentary on the ongoing culture wars that are now virulent in most Western countries. (For a local example compare any editions of the Weekend Australian and the Saturday Paper, equally predictable in their editorial postures.) He acknowledges his position as an affluent hetero white man, sharing neither the sexual marginality of those Folau so offended nor the racial marginality that Folau shares. His interest in the controversy is summed up in his comment that ‘It seems to me, although I have no data to back this up, that the severity of Folau’s punishment didn’t sit comfortably with a great many Australians who felt alienated by the militant certainties of both sides of the culture wars.’


Knox spends some time discussing the coalition of religious and political figures who rallied to Folau’s defence, in particular the Australian Christian Lobby, which undertook a major fundraising effort to support his legal fees. It seems more money was raised than was needed. He is particularly concerned by the activities of the Sydney Anglican Archdiocese where his son is a communicant, although a dissenter from the archbishop’s fervent opposition to samesex marriage.


The Folau case came in the aftermath of the popular and parliamentary votes recognising same-sex marriage, which revealed very clear fault lines in our body politic. Despite the clear popular support for amending the Marriage Act, 14 Coalition MPs either voted against or abstained; remember the undignified scramble to leave the chamber before the vote of two Liberal leaders, Tony Abbott and Scott Morrison, who were not willing to either vote their conscience or abide by the will of their electorates.


Knox recognises that the Folau case coincided with moves by several university administrations to remove staff because of views they had expressed on social media. The explosion of social media has created a grey zone in which there will be constant uncertainty about how far any employee can express views without being linked to their place of work, and being open to claims that they have brought their organisation into disrepute. There was disagreement as to how far Folau had agreed with Rugby Australia not to express controversial views, but he could equally claim that he did no more than express views protected by his right to freedom of religion.


Funders, whether state or private, have legitimate concerns about the views expressed by those they support, but it is less clear that these should extend to private expressions by individuals. One of the primary sponsors of Rugby Australia is Qantas, which allegedly pressured the organisation to discipline Folau. Qantas’s claim to stand firm against homophobia would be more credible had it not entered into close partnership with Emirates, the government-owned airline of a state that imprisons people on the basis of their sexuality.




What We Call Light


Derek Chan


Late night, when we found the fox


lying in the field. The long red ribbon of ache


sweeping into the distance—it had crawled all the way


here from the highway. One ear remaining: a mottled flag


half-raised & flapping airlessly. A hyacinth of glass & metal


snarled between its jaws. Limbs, somehow, still flailing


as if dancing underwater, as if its memory of running


had already outpaced its body, eclipsing beyond the dark-green crests


into some future dawn. That’s what I wanted to believe.


That tomorrow morning, I would find myself


lying on the most familiar road of your dipped chest,


sipping coffee, seed-brown blanket tucked around


our fluted ankles. & what we call light


cantering through the treetops is our bodies


coming alive; hurtling towards heat, heat & more of it.





In the cases of Folau and several academics, the issue was not public criticism of an employer, which might legitimately be forbidden, but rather the expression of religious or political views that might cause offence to others. ‘Would you allow a staff member to express Nazi sympathies on Facebook?’ one vice chancellor asked me, pointing to the apparent dilemma of allowing untrammelled free speech to someone whose views might cause hurt to people brought into contact through his job. Were an academic to express views that saw women, Jews, homosexuals or Africans as inferior, there would be good grounds to ban them from teaching, given that some students could reasonably fear discrimination. Folau’s words might well have caused hurt and offence, but there were no suggestions that he actively discriminated against homosexual players, which would have been far stronger grounds for dismissal.


Knox does not write about the debates several years earlier around the Commonwealth Racial Discrimination Act, which prohibits actions that are:




reasonably likely, in all the circumstances, to offend, insult, humiliate or intimidate another person or a group of people [where] the act is done because of the race, colour or national or ethnic origin of the other person or of some or all of the people in the group.


In 2016 there were moves led by then attorney-general George Brandis to water down these provisions, in particular to remove the words ‘offend’ and ‘insult’. The Act does not cover sex and gender, but antidiscrimination laws in a number of our states do; a subsequent attempt to condemn Folau for vilification was dismissed by the New South Wales Anti-Discrimination Board.


Speech that insults or offends can do genuine harm, as Luke McNamara argued in the debates around 18C, citing research that showed racist comments left people:


feeling hurt and angry, fearful, intimidated and paranoid. [They] can crush people’s self-esteem, leave them feeling paralysed and silenced, and excluded from the wider community. It may also cause people to modify their behaviour in undesirable ways, such as avoiding going out in public to avoid abuse, being unwilling to identify with one’s ethnicity in the workplace so as not to risk ridicule, or speaking only English in public.1


There are clear parallels here to the homophobic words Folau used. Folau, it was argued, was a role model for aspiring athletes, and his words would cause major hurt to people who are already vulnerable.


Folau’s supporters countered this claim with their right to religious freedom, and the reality is that Folau’s words reflected views that are held by many people across all fundamentalist faiths. In March this year the Catholic Church restated its view that homosexual sex is ‘intrinsically disordered’, which undoubtedly caused great discomfort for many, but suggested Folau was in line with the official position of the single largest religious congregation in the country, even though many Catholics strongly disagree with the Church’s position.


At the beginning of this year there was a parallel furore in reactions to the award of a Companion of the Order of Australia to Margaret Court, whose views on homosexual and trans issues are very close to those of Folau. Many Australians felt awarding the highest honour to someone who consistently denigrated part of the community was improper, but the award was a reminder that homophobia remains a semi-respectable prejudice; it would be inconceivable that an AC would be given to someone who spoke of women or Aboriginal people as Court speaks of homosexuals. But the two cases are not comparable: honouring someone with an award—or a statue—is hardly equivalent to dismissing someone for their views.


Conflict between two claims for free speech—one based on the need to respect diversity and the other grounded in claims of religious beliefs—are likely to continue, perhaps escalate. The Coalition had sought to mollify the losing side in the marriage debate by promising legislation to enhance religious freedoms, but that is unlikely to happen in the life of this parliament. How does a society genuinely committed to acceptance of diversity manage the collision with doctrines rooted in the traditions of all major religions, all of which to some extent are based upon a commitment to hegemonic, heterosexual, masculine dominance?


Knox struggles to resolve these conundrums, suggesting that we need to develop the capacity for accepting views that will be offensive to some, while vigilant when these views can be demonstrated to cause genuine harm. The religious right who were so exercised by the apparent censorship of Folau are the first to call for restrictions on views they dislike; remember the outrage when Yassmin Abdel-Magied made comments critical of Anzac Day. Few exponents of ‘cancel culture’ are as ruthless as the hard men of the right.


Knox’s unease with the predominant tendency to obliterate nuance in public debate, to position everything as ‘right’ or ‘wrong’, is echoed in Waleed Aly’s deconstruction of cancel culture in a recent article.2 Where Aly is most useful is in his interrogation of harm as a criterion for censorship:


It is precisely the same style of argument that wants to censor songs, books and haircuts because they ‘will corrupt our youth’. The ends are different because woke politics wants to remake social norms rather than preserve them, but the approach is the same.


Where speech is aimed at stirring up hatred or discrimination, it is legitimate to ban it; this is the equivalent to Justice Wendell Holmes’s famous dictum that we do not have the right to call fire in a crowded theatre. But this should not mean banning every expression of doubt or uncertainty. I find it possible to give full support to trans women without feeling that anyone who suggests concerns about the erosion of biological difference is therefore to be attacked, as has been the case for J.K. Rowling. But the toxic politics that swirls around trans people, fostered relentlessly by the Murdoch press, means that it becomes increasingly difficult to have a civil discussion. I know several women who are deeply upset by moves to remove terms such as ‘breast-feeding’ and ‘menstruation’ in the name of recognising gender fluidity but are unwilling to say so because it will be deemed transphobic.


I am deeply uncomfortable at finding myself on the same side as most of Folau’s defenders, but one of the strengths of Knox’s book is that he points to the unexpected alliances that the issue uncovered. Perhaps the last word should go to Freud, who wrote: ‘Only in logic are contradictions unable to coexist. In feelings they quite happily continue alongside each other.’ •


Dennis Altman is a Professorial Fellow at La Trobe University and author of 14 books, most recently Unrequited Love: Diary of an Accidental Activist. In 2006 the Bulletin named him one of Australia’s most influential Australians ever.





1 Luke McNamara, ‘Explainer: what is Section 18C and why do some politicians want it changed?’, the Conversation, 31 August 2016.


2 Waleed Aly, ‘Woke politics and power’, Monthly, November 2020.





YEAH, ELECTRICITY


Suzanne Hermanoczki


‘I remember at high school a prized skill was being able to tell what nasho someone was by looking at them …’ Although Ellena Savage says more, I need to leave that out. Why? Because this is where I need to start. Please, you need to follow me down this rabbithole.


I remember a writing tutor who, after a few meetings, leant in to confide in me (maybe they knew my type, maybe they recognised the thinly veiled childhood experience I was passing off as fiction and maybe, as they were reading about the ‘fictional’ chica in the stories I was giving them, they realised that I was the type of person, a racially bulliedsilenced child slash shy adult who wouldn’t say anything). ‘We used to stand by the fence at the playground. We used to point and talk about them. We used to call them,’ they lowered their voice, ‘… the ethnics.’ The almost whispered words. It was like confession. Like I was the priest. The Father. El Padre. In that small tutorial room, they finally unburdened themselves over my writing. I had been given the Foucauldian power ‘to judge, punish, forgive, console and reconcile’. They wanted my absolution.


I remember going to a friend’s uni party. The friends intimidated me almost as much as the house the party was at, a huge white Queenslander. A girl I didn’t know leant in and remarked, ‘Oh, you look so (a blink and a beat) … ethnic.’ Her highpitched half-laugh that followed wasn’t nice. Nor the blue eyes that quick-blinked innocence. She was clean-cut; wearing a Country Road–like chambray-on-chambray ensemble. She was Stock Aitken Waterman’s Rick Astley crooning ‘Never Gonna Give You Up’. I remember my outfit. Cutting my tía’s unwanted long orange-and-yellow-andblack seventies batik wraparound skirt and sewing it into a grunge A-line miniskirt. Saving the waistband to use as a headband to tie back my long (dyed) black hair. The black T-shirt sleeves I’d decorated with colourful pink and black trim. This paired off with my f*ck-off six-hole Doc Martens boots. Jump forwards to my white-tina self now. I say I looked (then) like vlogger Mari from the TV show Vida, but without the BMX-bravado or blue lips to speak up against racial injustice. I wasn’t able to defend my migrant or working-class self, let alone own my ‘ethnic’ look. I remember this repeating often. But I never said anything at all.


Jeanette Winterson writes: ‘I have a memory—true or not true?’


So, every now and then, this person from the past reappears. True. IRL. She is a writer. She exists. Roll up! Roll up! Read all about her in the pa-pers. Search the media! Promoting her latest speculative fiction! Read her articles defending cultural ap-propri-a-tion! Right now, she has turned up in my classes. This is not true. She is not her, but she is her. I recognise her immediately. The tone. The indifference. She’s smart, real smart. She’s Becky Sharp. She commands attention, then one-handedly dismisses you. She doesn’t listen. Talks down to you. Talks over others. She always knows more than everyone. Because she always, always (say it louder now) knows more than you (and you and you). I’ve become wary of her. And a bit scared. Because of the intelligent damage she wields. Because I know in the past how she will hurt others. Because IRL of what she made up.


Winterson again writes: ‘Truth for anyone is a very complex thing. For a writer, what you leave out, says as much as those things you include. What lies beyond the margins of the text?’


Defamation is a curious word meaning ‘false statements that hold persons up to public ridicule or injure their good reputations’. ‘False statements’; ‘false facts’; ‘disregarding the truth’; ‘reckless statements’; ‘ridicule’; ‘harm’; ‘actual malice’. Malice sounds like a term for Alice when she behaves very badly. Like Alice who followed the White Rabbit and went down a rabbithole. Who grew so ridiculously big. Then so ridiculously small. Who sought advice from a caterpillar. Who finally answered back to tell the Red Queen off. Who almost had her head cut off. But instead, she woke up. Awake, Alice realised the story she was part of and helped create was all just a wonderful, curious dream.


‘Her father had named her Alice because he believed this new country to be a Wonderland, where anything was possible if only she went along with his unfailing belief.’ Alice Pung in her memoir Her Father’s Daughter explains how her traumatised father, a Cambodian refugee who survived the Killing Fields, gave her this name and backstory when she was born. So s/he could start anew in Australia. A new Anglo name of a fantastical character to help ease the past. Whitewashing his/her trauma. But intergenerational immigrant refugee stories about new countries and new names are never easy. Like telling the truth. Like hearing the truth. Let alone writing it.


sometimes i want to rage dance like little billy elliot to a Town Called Malice. i want to kick at the brick walls and send the toilet door flying. to stomp my six-hole doc martens black boots up and down the ugly streets. to pound the corrugated iron with my chunky little half-Latina half-Hungarian kid fists.


i want you to hear my groans of anger and frustration of an unspoken childhood angst and rage because i can’t even begin to find the words to explain what it felt like. except that back then, i was dismissed. after the dance, i was made to disappear.


Outside, it’s very windy. Trees sway so hard their limbs break. Limbs fall on cars and fences. Trees fall and kill little kids. A friend who lives at Mount Dandenong says trees make a strange low groaning sound the moment they fall. The groan followed by a whoomph. This is the sound of a tree as it falls in the forest.


‘Es el viento, es el viento que sopla violento’


—Hansel y Gretel (en español)


Sara Borjas writes in her poem ‘Lies I Tell’, ‘I make things up that I want for myself: that is the truth.’ True or not true. So you’re in a room. You’ve known about this person, but you don’t know them. Not really. You went to the University of Queensland. You were in the same lit class. They would never recognise you. Not then. Not now. Yet they are familiar. Their book is displayed in the front of the room. You listen to this person/writer talk with a growing sense of anger. You want to stomp. You want to stand up. You want to shout, ‘Off with her head!’ Not once does anyone mention their past. You wait until question time. You ask, ‘Who was the person who wrote that book on display?’ They deflect the question and instead read the blurb off the back. ‘The book won award.’ ‘An award,’ you interrupt. ‘Yes. Australia’s highest literary award. A spark. A 1990s flashback?’ ‘But—’ ‘Hold your tongue!’ Dismissed. End of talk.


This is what is true. A book was written. True. The book won several awards. True. The writer appeared on TV wearing clothes from their culture. True. They performed poems in the accent of their mother tongue. True. The story they wrote about their family was not about their family. True. They do not have an accent. True. Google and you’ll find them somewhere under ‘great Australian literary hoax’. True. The writer now writes that they had a point to make. True. They believe writers are in the business of telling other people’s stories. True. They had to appropriate a culture to show that anyone could assume another nasho and write ethnic lit. True. You are still so angry about this. True.


Racial vilification is all about the act: ‘It is unlawful for a person to do an act, otherwise than in private.’ ‘Act’; ‘likely to offend’; ‘insult’; ‘humiliate’; ‘race’; ‘colour’; ‘national or ethnic origin’; ‘intimidate an/other person’; ‘or some’; ‘or group of people’. It sounds like the act of becoming a villain. Like putting on a costume and makeup. Like young people uploading their videos on TikTok and recounting survivor’s stories in the Holocaust ‘challenge’. If you like this, press the red ♥. I’m like the Queen of Hearts v. Appropriation. To appropriate. To take, take, take, as Jack White sings. Take my clothes country place voice story rights/ writes. As the winner takes it all!


Lionel Shriver at the Brisbane (your hometown) Writers Festival (several years ago now) insisted that writers wear many hats. True. She wore a sombrero. True. This week, Becky Sharp turned up once again. To your classes about the ethics of writing and trauma and telling other people’s stories and cultural appropriation. True. She defended Lionel Shriver. She said, ‘She’s an iconoclast.’ True. She said, ‘As a writer she has to wear those different hats.’ True.


‘But—’


Dismissed.


You are angry about this. True.


You are electricity.


When asked what it was like growing up another nasho, an ethnic, a mongrel, an ergh yuck, you bloody stinking wog, go home, you sing—it’s like ‘sticks and stones may break my bones, but names will never hurt me.’


When asked what it feels like to dance, billy elliot barely mumbles: ‘Like electricity … yeah, electricity.’


When asked how she’s going at Mount Dandenong, my friend says: ‘There’s no electricity. The violent winds blew so many huge gumtrees over. They took down the powerlines. I have no power.’


[image: image]


In his article ‘Arbos’, Teju Cole writes:


Trees grew out of concrete, next to fences, through fences. They seemed to be fighting silent battles or suffering indignities, appeared to emanate strain, stress and heroic endurance. Such twists and torsions, such violent constraint and wild entanglement.


Sometimes explaining the truth, waiting to be heard, demanding justice, bearing witness to testimony, writing about trauma or the lives of the damaged and silenced and marginalised people from your ethnic community, requires strange and curious analogies. Like trees and truths and fairytales and rabbit-holes. Because all writing, like any form of art, from sculpture to dance, always starts off rough. Because this writing you do, sometimes, just takes too much of your electricity. •


Suzanne Hermanoczki is a writer and Creative Writing teacher specialising in immigrants, trauma, and identity. She has a PhD and Master’s degree in Creative Writing from the University of Melbourne, where she works.
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ON ROYAL COMMISSIONS


Kenneth Hayne


WHAT DOES THE use of royal commissions tell us about how our existing governmental structures are working? The immediate answer may be that it shows that those structures—legislative, executive or judicial—are not working as they should. If they were, why would we want or need so many royal commissions?


But to answer the question at any deeper level requires some unpacking of the issues. To do that, I need to begin with some basic and obvious observations.


First, the legislative and the executive branches of government make all sorts of inquiries and gather all sorts of information without appointing a royal commission. And much of that information is assembled compulsorily. Committees of the parliament conduct many inquiries. The executive gathers a lot of information about what is happening in society whether by census or otherwise. Compulsory gathering of information is not the sole province of royal commissions.


Second, appointing a royal commission is a political act. Government establishes the commission and appoints the commissioner or commissioners. And governments often appoint a commission in response to what the political branches see as public pressure for an open and transparent examination of some issue or issues.


Third, a commission cannot decide any issue. It can only make recommendations. It cannot and does not decide whether offences have been committed. It cannot and does not decide whether rights have been infringed.


Fourth, if regulators and the courts are doing their jobs properly and efficiently, misconduct is identified, prosecuted and punished. If either the regulators or the courts fail in their tasks, misconduct multiplies and justifiable grievances build up.


All this being so, why are there as many royal commissions as there have been in recent times? Why are there so many calls for new royal commissions?


Part of the answer may lie in the ways in which commissions go about their work. Although there is a political dimension to every royal commission, it does not follow that the commission will be conducted as a political exercise. On the contrary. Ordinarily, the appointed commissioner or commissioners will execute the tasks given by the letters patent assisted by counsel and solicitors of their choice working wholly independently of not only the political branches but also any government department or agency whose conduct might be in issue.


It is always a matter for the commission to decide how it will gather the information it needs in conducting its inquiry. That said, most commissions will conduct some public hearings. But because the commission is to inquire and report, and because it is no part of the work of the commission to decide any issue, counsel assisting the commission are not there to make a case. They are there to assist a process of inquiry.


The process of inquiry will often have three distinct consequences. First, for some who have been affected by conduct that is the subject of inquiry, a royal commission’s public examination of events and their causes will provide an opportunity to be heard and to give public voice to issues they may think have not been properly understood or appreciated. For them, there will be a sense of vindication from the very fact of being heard.


Second, it will often be the case that a commission’s hearings will require those who have engaged in the conduct that is the subject of inquiry to give their accounts of what happened and why. There is for them, therefore, a real measure of public accountability. But it is a very different form of accountability from what follows from the proper application of the law by regulators, appropriate prosecution of wrongdoing and adjudication by the courts.


The third kind of consequence is broader in its effect. It is a consequence that affects the wider community. A royal commission will always provide a focus for debate about the issues the commission is examining. That debate will be focused by the course of hearings but will also be focused by what appears in the reports made by the commission.


None of these observations about how commissions work is novel or remarkable. But I make them because they bear upon the larger question of whether the use now being made of royal commissions tells us anything about our standing institutions of government.


The points I have made about how royal commissions work can be captured in a few words: independent, neutral, public, and yielding a reasoned report. These ideas may be contrasted with what some, perhaps many, would see as the characteristics of modern political practice with its emphasis on party difference, and with decision-making processes that are not only opaque but are also, too often, seen as skewed, if not captured, by the interests of those large and powerful enough to lobby governments behind closed doors.
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I’ve never spelt with another dyslexic before




And the ideas of independence, neutrality, publicity and provision of a reasoned report are of course characteristic of judicial processes. But, as I have explained, a royal commission applies these ideas in a manner and in a context that are radically different from the exercise of judicial power.


Reasoned debates about issues of policy are now rare. (Three- or four-word slogans have taken their place.) Political and other commentary focuses on what divides us rather than what unites us. (Conflict sells stories; harmony does not.) And political rhetoric now resorts to the language of war, seeking to portray opposing views as presenting existential threats to society as we now know it.


Trust in all sorts of institutions, governmental and private, has been damaged or destroyed. Our future is often framed as some return to an imaginary glorious past when the issues that now beset us had not arisen. The contrast between these characteristics of the political process and the characteristics of the work of a royal commission is marked.


It may well be thought that our governmental institutions are framed on the premise that there can and will be reasoned debate about the merits of competing policy ideas. If that is right, does the premise remain valid? We seem unable to conduct reasoned debates about policy matters. Policy ideas seem often to be framed only for partisan or sectional advantage, with little articulation of how or why their implementation would contribute to the greater good.


Notice how many recent inquiries relate to difficult issues of public policy: how can we, how should we, look after the aged? How can we, how should we, respond to mental health? Some are more particular. Has the course of criminal justice been deflected by the way in which a lawyer provided information to police?


Does reference of matters of these kinds to royal commissions suggest that our governmental structures can deal effectively only with the immediate spot fire and cannot deal with large issues?


If that is a conclusion to be drawn, I am not sure that the solution lies in trying to have our existing structures of government replicate some of the processes of a royal commission. To do that would require revealing more of the inner workings of government and would require revealing how, and why, policy choices were made. Hence, it would be necessary to reconsider the relationship between the political branches of government and the public service, with a view to revealing more about advice to government. And it would be necessary to reveal more about what the lobbyists and interest groups are telling government.


But would any of those steps help? Are they steps that are likely to provoke better debate about policy? To make information available is important but there will be informed debate only if the information is read, understood and used to make reasoned arguments. Too often, the information that is available is neither read nor understood. And even if the information has been read and understood, debate proceeds by reference only to slogans coined by partisan participants. We have seen this in this country in the debate about the Uluru Statement from the Heart. We have seen it in the United States in the debate about the Mueller report. The examples can be multiplied.


The increasingly frequent calls for royal commissions in this country cannot, and should not, be dismissed as some passing fad or fashion. Instead, we need to grapple closely with what these calls are telling us about the state of our democratic institutions.


Scholars in many places are considering issues about democratic decay. Some see public law as an important element in slowing or preventing that decay. And I am sure that this is right. Proper development and application of public law doctrines are very important. But public law doctrines take the structures and system of government as they exist and those doctrines seek to mark and enforce the bounds of the exercise of public power within those structures. It follows, I think, that proper development and application of public law doctrines (important as that is) will not come to grips with the issues that lie beneath the rising demand for royal commissions.


Those issues are different. They are issues about development of and public debate about policy. They are issues about public accountability when the legal system has not been engaged or has not been engaged effectively for the vindication of the law and those who have suffered a wrong. These are the kinds of issues that I think lead to the strength and frequency of public appeals for royal commissions. All of them are issues about the way our democracy is operating and the premises that underpin the structures of our government. I offer no answer to the issues. We would all do well to consider them in relation to all three branches of government—legislative, executive and judicial.


Note: This is an edited version of an address given to the CCCS Conference, Melbourne Law School, July 2019. •


Kenneth Hayne, now a Professorial Fellow at Melbourne University, was a Justice of the High Court of Australia from 1997 to 2015 and later conducted the Financial Services Royal Commission.





THE FOX AND THE GRAPES


Guido Melo


GROWING UP, I remember my father’s way of communicating was to tell me embellished fables and whimsical elaborated stories. Looking back, I understand that this was his way of transferring the wisdom he had acquired living as a Black man, without shattering my innocence in the process.


For an Afro-Brazilian child of a poor background and living during the 1980s and 1990s, innocence could’ve been costly. My father knew then what I know now (especially after having had three children myself) that a bruised soul is better than a body full of bullets.


Like when I was 13 years old, and the security guard at the supermarket near my house placed his hand on his waist where usually he keeps his gun holster. I remember looking at the guard’s eyes and instantly knowing what he was saying—even if he had said nothing with his mouth. He would not hesitate to fire at me. We both knew he would get away with it. That day, I walked away from the premises silently and slowly, praying I wouldn’t get shot from behind. In Brazil, innocence is a privilege not afforded to our people. My life literally depended on me not being naive.


I will never know what it is to grow up in a white household and, to be honest, I don’t want to. For the sake of this exercise, however, I will take an educated assumption based on the endless supply of white middle-class stories in mainstream media. While white kids aged nine or ten were enjoying Mickey Mouse and ‘fairer than fair’ fairy princesses, in the early 1980s my father was teaching me about the Falklands War. He was educating me on the complexity of the world and how, in his opinion, Margaret Thatcher was a murderer, and the Guerra das Malvinas was an elaborate attempt for survival by the then decaying Argentine dictatorship.


The fascist Argentine military’s plan did not work, and they lost the war to Thatcher’s Britain. The Argentine generals lost the lives of more than 650 of their compatriots. The war, my father insisted, was an ‘ill-advised, politically motivated and avoidable conflict’.


Some of the tales and fables my father told me during my upbringing are now buried deep in my subconscious; others are totally forgotten. Either way, all of those stories surely help guide my decision-making today. None of them, however, is more vivid than the fable of ‘The Fox and the Grapes’.


In my father’s version, the fox repeatedly compliments the grape. The fox wants to eat her, and the grape knows it. The grape succumbs to her vanity and comes down from the vine so that the fox can ‘admire her beauty up close’. Despite all that points to the contrary, the grape eventually comes down. The fox eats her. The end.


To this day, I am always wary of compliments coming from white people. There is a particular way that is done in Brazil that instantly raises alarm bells in my head. For most of my life, however, much like the grape in the fable, I yearned for compliments and validation from them. I believed that being complimented (even those backhanded ones) by white people meant I was part of the club, which in turn, in a way, meant belonging. It meant survival. Or so I hoped.


Cynically, white people often ‘praise’ me by comparing me to famous Blacks such as Zé Pequeno (from the film City of God), Pelé, Lewis Hamilton or whichever Black athlete is popular at the moment. I still feel pain in my chest remembering when I was in Grade Seven and my teacher, Ms Anna, called me ‘Cirillo’—the pitiful, poor and only Black child character in a soap opera in Brazil at the time. In my majority-white classroom, none of the other white kids got nicknames.


Recently, at a birthday party for one of my children, a white Brazilian guest predictably called me Gerson (a professional soccer player from Rio de Janeiro’s giant Flamengo FC). I felt my throat drying in rage. In an attempt to keep my anger under control, I turned my back to him and chatted to other guests. However, a few minutes later, another white Brazilian man with no connection to the first one, and certainly without having heard what had just happened, repeated the ‘compliment’ saying something like, ‘You look like a million bucks, just like Gerson.’ I rolled my eyes. They couldn’t even be original in their bigotry.


By utilising this pseudo-flattery and complimenting us this way, they are attempting to rob us of our individuality. For them, we are not unique humans with our own personalities and desires. We are seen as a single organism. These ‘misunderstandings’ allow whites to continue to avoid empathising with our people, protecting them from feeling guilty or uncomfortable with our oppression.


Even today, those compliments sting every time I hear them. Upon listening, I have to ‘Get out’, and as in the film of that title, I am forced to drop the emotional connection with the person who said it because in saying it, they leave me no choice.


One of the tools of white supremacy is keeping us grouped. Historically, removing individuality makes it easier for exterminations, enslavements, imperialism, colonialism and ultimately genocides. Controlling the narratives about a nonwhite group is a powerful weapon against us. This way, by dehumanising the group as a whole, every single member of said group loses their humanity. As British journalist Gary Younge puts it, ‘The message is clear: non-white people will always be seen as interchangeable, no matter how accomplished or prominent we become.’ One of the ways to combat white supremacy is to understand such tools and challenge them. We must do this collectively and on many fronts.


In the meantime, if you are white or even if you are Black or POC (unfortunately Black and POC people can contribute to oppressors’ narratives as well) and want to talk to me, please know: My name is Guido Melo, I exist within myself. I look exactly as I should look. I am, sound and think like myself, and even if you compliment me, remember, I won’t come down from my vine for you. •


Guido Melo is an Afro-Brazilian-Latinx multilingual author and poet based in Naarm (Melbourne). Undertaking a Bachelor of Arts at Victoria University, Guido is a member of Sweatshop Literacy Movement and a contributor to Growing Up African in Australia (Black Inc., 2019) and Racism: Stories on Fear, Hate & Bigotry (Sweatshop, 2021).
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TRAVELS WITH MOTHER


Larry Schwartz


ON A SUNDAY recently I travelled with my mother to her hometown in the Boland, the winelands north-east of Cape Town where her migrant father and his father established a cooperage at the turn of a century. We went in her old metallic-blue Valiant sedan she’d traded in decades ago. ‘Seat belt on?’ I said from my place 10,000 kilometres away. ‘Buckle up.’


And so we went, the grande dame and her greybeard laaitie. Starting on the N9 national road to Johannesburg. Past the Koeberg interchange, up the slopes of Tygerberg past Bellville, Klapmuts, said to take its name from a sailor’s cap, looking out at the blue expanse of the Hottentots Holland range. Finally we reached Paarl, where Ma grew up beneath a glistening pearl-like mountain in a whitewashed two-storey with a sturdy loquat tree, corner of Nantes and Louis streets. ‘Polly ons gaan Perel toe,’ we’d sing a traditional song on family trips here when I was a boy. ‘Ek en jy alleen.’ (Polly, we’re going to Paarl. You and I alone.’)


Paarl. Die Perel. Cape Dutch architecture on 11 kilometres of main road. Vineyards on the banks of the Berg River, where a museum in town and a towering monument nearby celebrate its part in the emergence of the Afrikaans language. Paarl, where Nelson Mandela finally walked free in February 1990, after spending the last two of 27 years in prison.


The telephone line crackling or clear, cut off sometimes, we make our way on weekly calls, stirring memories of her childhood on the backroads on family outings with her dad. One black night on a country road, an older cousin long gone had walked ahead of the car with a torch so they wouldn’t lose their way.


Sometimes we drive the Valiant VIP, sometimes her old Fiat station wagon with a foam mattress in the rear, sandy from the beach she’d take us to each summer. She listens quietly as I relate the journey, drawing on guide books, updating one from the 1970s I found in a secondhand bookstore near her flat some years back. ‘Ex libris Doris Pienaar,’ it says. Dankie mevrou. Thank you.


‘Though I have used some not-so-well-known routes, practically all the roads included are tarred, and the dirt roads are in good condition,’ author Jose Burman notes in an introduction to Cape Drives and Places of Interest, published by Human & Rousseau in 1975. This is reassuring for these weekly travels in a conjured car.


Burman was a prolific author whose books included accounts of shipwrecks, mountaineering and guides to the Cape. I tell Ma, much to her amusement, that he recalled elsewhere he was just 11 when a country constable called at his family home in the Free State town of Jagersfontein after he was seen driving his father’s car with his mother as passenger. When the constable demanded to see the youngster’s driver’s licence, his mother offered hers. Told that this would not do—the boy was the one behind the wheel—she explained that her son was a learner driver. She was teaching him. We laughed together at this.


Sometimes Ma’s so quiet I wonder if she is still on the line. Then she interrupts to ask me to repeat or reminisce. She’s forgotten so much. Something triggers a memory. Her mother’s brothers lived here in Klapmuts, she says. (Another brother once rode off on his motorcycle and was never seen, or heard of, again).


One chilly evening in Melbourne— a blustery morning in Cape Town—I said, Ma, when’s the last time you went cycling? And courtesy of a map and details from a dear friend, Hugo Truter, involved in a cycle group called Fietsry, we went biking about the Boland university town of Stellenbosch where I once studied. ‘Jou pragtige blonde moeder,’ another classmate once said, as she fondly recalled Ma, the blue-eyed daughter of Lithuanian Jewish migrants. ‘Your pretty blonde mother.’


Left on Ryneveld Street past the university’s Old Hoofgebou. Right into Plein Street, past the Town Hall. We two cross the Braak, passing the Powder Magazine on our right. Reminiscing about my time in the journalism department, in a restored old house in Crozier Street; after hours with students and others who were fixing motorbikes and playing Keith Jarrett’s Köln concert on a farm called Bontevlei. Smoking a mix of Fox and Mac Baren Golden Blend. (Long since Ma quit Ransom cigarettes.)


The eyesight isn’t what it was. Ma can’t see so clearly now but from her window near a table where she keeps some of her sculptures and tools she can make out the shape of distant mountains. Could that be Paarl Rock? The Hottentots Holland range? She can make out the bulk of nearby Table Mountain but can’t recall what’s on the other side.


Together—from a distance—we’ve been around the city on the edge of the mountain and ocean: through Blouberg-Melkbosstrand, Red Hill, Silvermine Plateau, Jonkershoek, Wemmershoek. Along the False Bay coast to Simonstown and on to Cape Point, Darling, Ceres, Worcester, Kleinmond and Hermanus.


One of the joys of our weekly chats has been her good humour in adversity of declining eyesight, loss of mobility. I’ve barely heard complaints despite injections in the eyes for macular degeneration, the disorientation of what others term dementia, the indignity of being captive to a declining body. 


She has laughed out loud—generously I suspect—at my clumsy attempts at jokes. She tells me she’s come up with a song about the absurdity of reaching a certain age and sung it on a visit to her GP. Who lives this long? she wonders. No-one in her family.


The line may crackle and the call abruptly cut off. ‘I can’t hear you,’ she’ll say louder and louder when I’m still on the line but it is somehow faint. ‘I can’t hear you!’ ‘Ma! Ma! I’m here.’


Sometimes I think I’ll surprise her and take her travelling to Venice or up the Swiss Alps; maybe down the Great Ocean Road where we holiday for a week or so each year. I bought a simple book on space and thought we might go there, looking back at this round Earth. But for now I’ll keep to the Western Cape. Together criss-crossing her place—and mine in memory—thousands of kilometres and continents apart. •


Larry Schwartz is a Melbourne-based writer, journalist and academic. He is author of the apartheid-era memoir The Wild Almond Line, and the poetry collection Padkos.




THE MAD THAT I FEEL


Clementine Ford


‘WHAT DO YOU DO with the mad that you feel?’ So asked beloved children’s entertainer Fred Rogers, whose show Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood screened on public television in America for almost four decades.


I’ve been thinking about this question a lot in recent weeks, since Brittany Higgins so bravely spoke out about the rape she alleges a colleague perpetrated against her in federal parliament, only to be met by the all-toopredictable level of victim blaming meted out against women who come forward; since Chanel Contos launched a petition to codify the teaching of sexual consent in the school system, after collecting the anecdotal accounts of hundreds of girls and young women who have been sexually assaulted by boys attending some of the most elite private schools in the country, only to be met by the all-too-predictable tidal wave of backlash that comes from privileged young men determined to protect their power; and especially so since the (now former) attorney-general, Christian Porter, revealed himself to be the cabinet minister at the centre of a historical rape allegation, only to be met by the all-toopredictable obstinacy of disbelief that pours forth whenever women dare to say they’ve actually been subjected to the thing we are taught from childhood to be most wary of.


In each of these circumstances, the systems that support rape culture have worked overtime to maintain the status quo and deflect responsibility, with the loudest, most powerful voices in the country racing to squash any inclination people might have to believe the women speaking out.
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