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MODERN Australia is a vastly different community from the community that I knew when I was growing up in a small town in western Victoria. The Australia that I knew then was Anglo-orientated or ‘white bread’, as is the fashionable term today. Not that I knew what the term Anglo (let alone white bread) meant in the 1960s: the Englishness of Australian society, and especially of Australia’s rural community at this time, was taken for granted. We were not aware of a skew towards an Englishness, or indeed a Scottishness or an Irishness, in my home town; it was just the way things were. How things have changed. Any native resident over the age of fifty cannot but be struck by the pace and scale of the social and economic change that has shaped Australia in recent decades.


This book—comprising some of my writings in The Weekend Australian, together with other commentary, research and general investigation—documents and observes these changes. The various elements of change can be measured over time with social and economic data or they can be discerned by social observation. When I was growing up, men and women did not kiss upon greeting each other in a social situation. They do so today. The decidedly modern and somewhat chi-chi protocol of kissing a member of the opposite sex on each cheek is a tradition that the Australian community has absorbed as a consequence of Mediterranean—mostly Greek and Italian—immigration. Women will kiss each other on the cheek, but generally men will not. Perhaps such a greeting will become de rigueur in Australia by the 2030s or even earlier.


I like to refer to modern Australia as a fusion culture that has evolved as it has absorbed new ethnic and cultural influences. In the 1960s, native-born Anglo Australians referred to Mediterranean food as ‘wog food’. However, by the 1980s a discernible shift had taken place—emanating mostly from Sydney and Melbourne and the smaller capitals—that saw Anglo influences recede and Mediterranean influences advance. Australians realised by the end of the 1980s that the new migrant foods were indeed better than ‘our food’ and all of sudden very different dishes were being cooked in everyday Australian homes. Anglo tea receded and continental coffee advanced. Out with chops and three veg; in came pasta, olive oil and the spicy exotica of peppery arugula.


Even the Australian sense of design shifted to embrace the cleaner, minimalist lines of places like Milan. Australian architect Robyn Boyd had flagged minimalist design a generation earlier but it was a look that I don’t think was ever embraced by mainstream Australia. Indeed in the 1980s an extension to a fashionable terrace house in Sydney’s Paddington or Melbourne’s Carlton would have been executed in a rich and opulent Victoriana style, in keeping with the style of the original dwelling. By the mid-1990s, after forty years of Mediterranean migration, that same extension would have been executed in the form of a minimalist glass and polished concrete block. The clean, lean, minimalist lines of our Mediterranean influences were being absorbed by a rising, educated, well-travelled and, above all, aspirational middle class in Australia.


Even our dress sense shifted. Forty-something baby boomer men in the 1990s started shaving their receding hair and started dressing completely in black; they also began wearing edgy black glasses to complete the cosmopolitan look. Here was a convenient fusion of the need for boomer men to engage with middle age in new ways, and a new design look that legitimised baldness and that favoured dark, slimming colours.


By the end of the twentieth century, urban Australians as well as some provincial enclaves were beginning to measure social sophistication through what might be des cribed as a new way of living. That new living style was definitively European—anything but Anglo. In fact the Australian climate is more closely aligned to the Mediterranean ‘outdoorsy’ lifestyle than it is to the London indoors lifestyle. New houses built from the 1990s onward began to emphasise the deck, the terrace, the patio, which all mean pretty much the same thing: an area for outdoor living and dining. I understand that the latest incarnation of this outdoors eating space is simply known as ‘alfresco’.


But this has been no slavish absorption by Anglo Australians of all things Mediterranean. The Mediterranean influences made their own contribution to Australia’s new fusion culture. What evolved was a merging of European sophistication with the Australian climate and Australians’ penchant for ‘lifestyle’. This was always going to be a cultural match made in heaven. The Italian-inspired alfresco space is just as likely today to have an Australian-inspired six-burner barbecue, replete with wok-burner and teamed with an outdoor sink and minibar. As twee as this may seem, I also think that in Melbourne the new fusion culture emerged rapidly from the 1970s, when Anglo Melburnians realised that Mediterranean Melburnians could actually play real (Aussie Rules) football.


While there are numerous academic publications on the subtle cultural influences of immigration and the way in which the host society—Anglo Australia—has been shifted, shuffled, merged and fused by and with other ethnicities, such studies have had only a limited impact on popular culture and consciousness. And yet to my mind this is one of the most powerful forces to have shaped modern Australia. This is not to say that Australia is unique in this journey of cultural evolution and revolution. The United States, for example, is being reshaped by Latino and Asian influences, just as it has, for 200 years, been shaped by African American influences. The same might be said of West Indian, Indian and Pakistani influences on London, or indeed of North African influences on Paris. But for Australia the new ethnic influences have been most profound. It is the combination of a small and largely Anglo population base accommodating large-scale immigration over decades that has so changed Australian society. And to my way of thinking this change has been a change for the better.


Australia is now close to twenty-four million residents; just after World War II our number was barely nine million. I know there are some who would have preferred—for environmental reasons—Australia to have maintained a modest population base. But this was never an option. It is simply not realistic for the Australian people to claim the resources of an entire continent—the only nation on earth to do so—and to expect others in an increasingly crowded world to respect our sovereignty. For long-term strategic reasons, the Australian nation must be, and over time must be seen to be, generous in our immigration and refugee-settlement programs. And generous we have been and remain, especially over the last decade. That being the case, then, Australian society must surely continue to change, particularly as the future immigration base is increasingly likely to be drawn from non-Anglo sources. And clearly Australia has a proud history of cultural fusion that comes with this immigration, extending well beyond the Mediterraneans.


From the mid-1980s onwards the Vietnamese began arriving, then the Chinese and then the Indians. The Vietnamese arrived as refugees; the Chinese and the Indians more often as students. More recently there have been stronger Filipino, South Korean and Arabic-speaking elements to the Australian immigrant intake. These are in addition to continued Anglo immigration from New Zealand, South Africa and the United Kingdom. There is also the argument that the greater recognition and celebration of Australia’s indigenous culture—as evidenced through the 2008 apology—might result in a reshaping of our overall culture, through respect for the elements of an ancient and proud heritage. In other words our fusion culture will continue to be shaped as much by forces from within as by outside influences. In another fifty years Australia’s fusion culture, which emerged so powerfully late in the twentieth century, might well have morphed in other directions: more Asian, Indian and Arabic influences. Who knew what dukkah was five years ago? Or freekeh? Who knew how to pronounce let alone spell freekeh? These are Arabic culinary influences that are right now being absorbed by the Australian palate. It’s almost as if, after rejecting ‘wog food’ in the 1960s, then discovering Mediterranean dishes in the 1980s, Australians are now measuring their social sophistication by culinary diversity. We welcome newcomers with some interrogation: ‘Welcome to Australia, mate. What have you got to eat?’


But the making of modern Australia is more than new ethnicities and new culinary options. It is also about shifts in the way people live and the relationships they form. The second major influence on modern Australian society has been changes to the role of women and the consequential impact on family operation and relationship formation. The women’s liberation movement of the late 1960s empowered women to make choices other than to become a wife and mother. By the end of the twentieth century, Australian women were more likely to graduate from university than men. Women’s participation in the workforce increased steadily from the mid-1970s onwards. The introduction of the pill in Australia from the early 1960s—with its widespread use and acceptance by the mid-1970s—was also a defining factor in the shaping of modern Australia. Of course the women’s movement is a work in progress, especially in regard to matters like representation on corporate boards. But even so, the impact of women remaining in the workforce has lifted participation rates and has injected wealth and income-spending capacity into the family home.


Perhaps of even greater importance than the impact on household income and spending, though, is the fact that the women’s movement provided role models, offering a different narrative for how women’s lives might be lived. Not only did the women’s movement alter the life trajectory of women; it reshaped the home, the household, relationships, quite possibly the office, and parenting styles. In the modern home both partners usually work. There is, of course, no hired help as there might have been a century earlier for the middle class. There are now more labour-saving devices and fewer children than before World War II. Mealtimes today have to be efficient because there is no ‘mother’, whose sole job it is to prepare the meal and clean up. The kitchen therefore has relocated to the central part of the house. It has quickly evolved into a galley to accommodate the household’s many cooks and grazers. Meals are simple. The family roast has disappeared and has re-emerged as a get-together at a local Chinese restaurant once a week. It’s cheaper, it’s easier, and it allows both parents weekend time to recover from their respective full-time jobs.


Not only has the shift to women taking their place in the workforce prompted a necessary change to the layout of the home, it has also greatly enhanced the value of the house and of its accoutrement. The cost of housing has increased and so too has the cost of the stuff required to operate a modern household. Each child has a bedroom and in new homes there is a second bathroom. One bedroom per child allows partners to ‘stay over’ in the late teenage years. Prior to the 1960s four kids might share two bunk beds in one bedroom; all members of the household would share a single bathroom. And the toilet—then probably known as the lavatory—would have been outside. Interestingly the term lavatory is English; the term toilet is French/European—again a symbol of Australia’s cultural embrace of European affectations. Sewers may have been laid in metropolitan Australia more than a century ago but many country towns weren’t sewered until the 1960s. The outside lavatory morphed into the inside toilet at a time when Australia’s cultural attachment to Britain was receding.


The introduction of the television also changed the Australian home. Working mothers didn’t want to be separated from their families so the kitchen and the lounge room combined to form the kitchen–family room from about the mid-1980s onwards. With this arrangement parents can always be in touch with their family while they prepare meals, or direct others in their preparation. Colour television came to Australia in the mid-1970s, as indeed did the quite fancy idea of owning a credit card. Answering machines were all the go in homes by 1990. As soon as the answering machine arrived, there was much social obser vation about the new practice of leaving messages. If you didn’t want to speak to someone, you made sure you rang and left a message at a time when you knew they wouldn’t be home. This new telephone-answering technology quickly garnered wide appeal and a new social protocol emerged. By the late 1980s word-processing machines were making their appearance in the office and there was a rush of work-injury claims for a condition known as repetitive strain injury or RSI. This was a big issue for a while, then it died down. No one it seems gets RSI anymore despite the fact that word-processing machines have morphed into personal computers, which are in every office and home. Kids today have basic keyboard skills from the age of five. By the teenage years so proficient are they that they can type without looking at the keyboard.


During the 1990s an odd thing happened. People started to talk about a new generation: generation X, those who followed on from the baby boomers and who seemed to suffer from always being in the shadow, the wake, of the bigger, brasher baby boomer generation. The term generation X was actually coined by Canadian author Douglas Coupland in his book of the same name, published in 1992. Until that time, most people hadn’t thought much about the typology of ‘the generations’. Not only did these new twenty-something generation Xers have a new generational name; they also had a new lifestyle. By the mid-1990s there had been twenty years of inner-city gentrification in Sydney and Melbourne. Places like Balmain, Paddington and Carlton led the gentrification movement. But Xers also began embracing the inner city, initially as students but then as young adults. Young, trendy new enclaves emerged in places like South Sydney in Sydney and in Southbank in Melbourne. These Xer ghettos were being styled with a new form of apartmentia that was more reminiscent of New York than of any place in London, which had been the original model for gentrification. All of a sudden ‘the suburbs’ became a pejorative term—a drab place that was being eschewed in favour of the cultural diversity and job depth on offer in the inner city.


Young people started delaying commitment to marriage, mortgage, children and careers. And with the advent of the pill decades earlier and the empowerment of women, the relationship landscape also began to change. Women were pursuing relationships that didn’t necessarily lead to marriage and children. Young twenty-somethings developed new philosophies to interpret and project their new values, such as ‘YOLO’, meaning ‘you only live once’. It was all very exciting, although some women from this segment did begin to question whether they ‘could have it all’ when they struggled to fall pregnant in their late thirties or find a suitable life partner by this stage in the life cycle. The idea that there were enough men of a sufficient standard and quality to meet the market demand for family formation began to take hold.


But this should never have been a surprise. Until the 1970s young women in rural Australia more or less looked for a partner from within the local area. They married ‘the boy next door’, so to speak. But from the 1980s onwards the ambition of women changed. Rather than merely wanting marriage and children, they wanted education, training, job opportunities and, for many, a career. This required leaving rural communities after secondary school. Men were more likely to remain in country towns because their future was tied to agriculture or the mining industry perhaps. This immediately upset the gender balance: not enough single women in rural areas and an oversupply of single women in urban areas, usually in the inner suburbs. The idea of a man drought took hold. Technically there are more men than women up to the age of fifty in Australia; it’s really only ever a matter of geography. Often the single men are clustered in places that are not attractive to single women—notably the industrial suburbs of big cities or in remote towns. On the other hand, single women are over represented in coastal lifestyle towns. I suspect single women retreat there in their thirties as a way of healing following relationship breakdowns. In either case, modern Australia is focused on issues around meeting potential partners and managing and cultivating relationships.


Couples never really examined their ‘relationship’ prior to the 1990s. This level of self-analysis and introspection is very much a feature of modern society. Perhaps it results from the contemporary idea that either party has the option of walking out at any time. In ‘old Australia’ the female had few options. And as walking out was not an option, the couple didn’t examine the strength, the veracity or the worka bility of their relationship. They were married and that was that. But in our modern world, where being married is merely an option, the exercise of examining a relationship from every angle becomes important. In fact, some might say that as a society we obsess about our relationships.


And so we come to Decent Obsessions or more properly to More Decent Obsessions. Both are books of change and of social observation. In the introduction to Decent Obsessions I railed against the dismissal and the derision of the middle class within popular culture, my argument being that we only ever focus on the extremes: the excessively successful and glamorous (celebrities and business celebrities, perhaps) or indeed on the disadvantaged (minorities requiring our special consideration, perhaps). Not a word is said for and on behalf of the middle class unless it is for the purposes of parody or derision. And yet it is this middle class, with all its faults and foibles, that delivers the tax and the stability and the work that makes everything possible. And I still think that.


In More Decent Obsessions my collection of observations is a tad more articulated; it is finer in its focus. It pinpoints more precisely the breaking points of social change in modern Australia, from the diplomacy required to navigate Christmas lunch with the rellies to why the loss of a family pet can be so heartbreaking. Against a wider backdrop of social and cultural change, often reaching back into ‘old Australia’, I try to show how life has changed, how we have developed as a nation and hopefully as individuals, and where we might be headed.


In this modern Australia we are far richer, better educated, more travelled and more worldly than any previous generation of Australians. And yet I suspect that the issues that define us are pretty much the same as those that defined any previous generation. We like to reminisce and to contemplate the stages of life. We can all be deluded about what is and what is not important. I suspect that given the right circumstances we can all be pretentious. And who hasn’t railed against perceived unfairness or against just plain illmannered behaviour? This is the stuff of life. And it is the stuff of life in modern Australia that I most enjoy writing about. No grand theories; just plain observation, often about those small matters that seem to make us happy, sad, riled or mad. I would like to think that it is these issues that say something about Australian life and society in the early decades of the twenty-first century.
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Back Then: Life before 1970
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I HAVE always found stories of ‘back then’ fascinating. As a kid I more or less forensically cross-examined my parents about life in the 1940s and earlier. Life always seemed sunnier or happier or simpler back then. Even the war years. And in some ways that is exactly correct. Childhood is a time when someone else worries about the necessities of life. So assuming that there was no abuse or anything else untoward, then ‘back then’ is almost bound to be viewed warmly and positively. Even the war years take on a rosy hue, knowing the outcome.


Looking back, the overarching observation I would make of Australian society prior to the 1970s is of the simplicity of life. Perhaps even the naivety of it all and especially in the postwar years, when there was no external threat and the nation prospered. Although I suspect this wasn’t so much prospering as it was recovering from the war effort and from the Great Depression. I wonder whether today’s generation Y will, in forty years, comment on the simplicity and the naivety of life in the early 2000s? Is this merely the way every generation views their childhood or did Australian society genuinely pass a breaking point at some stage in the 1970s that makes ‘back then’ a journey to another time and into another world.


I especially like the story of the way my father showed his kids the correct way to throw a bottle from a moving car so that it would end up on the verge and not get caught in the car’s slipstream and be a danger to traffic. By the values of the day I am sure my father thought he was doing the right thing. It raises the question of what we might be doing today that will cause future generations to reel back with horror.

OEBPS/images/f001.jpg





OEBPS/images/f015.jpg





OEBPS/images/aut.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780522866926.jpg
THE SMALL THINGS THAT TELL

THE BlIGEFICTURE

MORE

BECE N

OBSESSIONS
BERNARD SALT





OEBPS/images/title.jpg





