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EDITORIAL


Jonathan Green


WHY NOT ANGER?


For many, the hallmark of our moment is a building sense of frustrated exasperation, a state that applies as equally to the broad sweep of the public sphere as it does to the more granular intricacies of personal relations.


Conversations seem more difficult than confrontations. The structural inequalities and rigidities behind so much that is simply antiquated, repressive and wrong, seem impossible to shift. The to-do list of dysfunction is growing, compounded by the unsettling fact that at the top of that pile are the very institutions charged by society with reforming its ills.


Our public politics is broken. Our personal politics are fraught.


Anger seems apt, yet the solution to all of this will also require acts of substantial imagination and will … anger may be the catalytic force that finally sparks change, but to do that it needs to be more than a clenched internal scream.


As Lucia Osborne-Crowley concludes in the lead essay of this edition:




I can be angry with the people I love and still love them. I can be furious not because I want to hurt someone but because I want to change something—a relationship, a community, a society, a world. Dichotomies are about survival, and I am grateful to them for keeping me alive. But they are not useful to me anymore. I think Freud was right—displacing anger as anxiety limits us, and embracing rage could be the best way to find a bigger place in the sun.





The turning point might be in the flash of recognition: when we see that our outrage is shared and realise that by acting in the angry collective we might finally bring a sense of individual purpose and change. •





UP FRONT


NATIONAL ACCOUNTS


Pandemic


El Gibbs


THE PANDEMIC HAS been a brutal reminder that disabled people don’t matter. Living through this, as a disabled person with a wonky immune system, has been a reminder that my life doesn’t matter to most.


Where I do matter is in my disability community, the community of folks at such risk of this deadly disease who have rallied and worked together to protect ourselves. After two years of the pandemic, of the lockdowns, of the forgetting and the ignoring and the gut-wrenching fear, my nerves are sanded raw, jangling now at the slightest breeze of change. A new variant is announced, restrictions for me creep back in, and I’m left to wonder if this is how it will be from now on. No more music, no more crowds, no more indoor anything really, and no more footy. For the rest of my life.
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Illustration by Lee Lai





The past two years, and the many before them, showed me that I can do this. I can build a life in four walls, I can survive terrible things. But I also know that it isn’t easy, this isolation, this removal from the world. I knew that before the pandemic, and I know it even more now. These past two years have also been a show of strength, grit, perseverance and survival of the disability community I’m proud to be part of. Disabled people have built networks of care that will endure beyond this pandemic.


•     •     •


In February 2020, my GP is kind, but worried. She is blunt with me, knowing that this is best. You have to go into lockdown now, she tells me. This virus is very serious for you, with all your … and she waves her hands to indicate my entire body. You can’t get this, El, you’ve fought too hard over the past few years, but you have to take all the precautions, all of them. You would die, she says.
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Wake me up if it starts to defy genre expectations





There’s more talking, about hearts and lungs and cytokines and inflammation and immunosuppressants, but I’m not really listening anymore. Everything I’ve been reading about COVID told me this was likely to be the case, but I’d been trying to convince myself that I was just being anxious. Hearing my lovely GP be this frank about the risks I face isn’t easy. I walk home slowly, my stick pushing down on Katoomba Street as I navigate around people suddenly rendered toxic. I try not to breathe near them as I check what food I need, then do a last grocery shop and pick up medication. I close the door to my flat, leaning my head against the inside as it shuts, knowing that I won’t go out again for what turned out to be five months, that first lockdown.


A few years ago I nearly died. My heart failed, after getting bigger and bigger working so hard to keep me alive. Before that, I wasn’t in a great place. I’d been very sick, my immune system determined to kill me once more, back on income support, nearly lost my home, and had wondered if it was all worth it more than once. But when those doctors stood at the end of my hospital bed, as I struggled to catch a breath, and told me that I was about to die, it turned out I really didn’t want to.


I did everything they told me to for the next year—restricting fluids, taking all the drugs, going to cardiac rehab—and it worked. I would place my hand over my heart, whispering to it and willing it to keep beating, one thump at a time. It was a difficult year, but at the end of it my poor heart had contracted to almost a normal size and I was no longer in heart failure. I wasn’t going to die, at least not then.


All through the pandemic, that rush I felt in the hospital has been back, that adrenaline-fuelled panic about dying. I put my hand over my heart, feeling it race, and whisper quietly. Each time cases rise, I go through the routine again, locking down weeks before everyone else, checking I have supplies, bracing myself for another long, lonely time. Again, I’ve tried to do everything I can to stay alive, but this time I can only control the small part that is mine. Now I have to rely on everyone else also not wanting me to die. And I’m not entirely confident.


I have been sick for a long time, decades now. My immune system is on high alert for imaginary enemies and attacks my body in the meantime. This illness is an old, old one. Fragments of the DNA markers have been found in Neanderthal remains. This wonky immune system has survived because it protected my ancestors from plague, from disease. These ancient etchings on my cells are why I’m here at all.


My body feels stretched now, worn down from years and years of trying to contain this illness, from the side effects of the drugs, the precautions I must take. The immunosuppressants mean I was careful even before COVID, because acquiring another illness in addition to the ones I already have, would be a bad idea.


When the pandemic hit, much of what was about to happen was already happening to me. Already I didn’t leave the flat much, worked from home and spent too much time on Twitter. The pandemic meant that so much suddenly became available to me, all while my fragile support arrangements collapsed. At work I was in meetings where everyone was on video, not just me stuck on someone’s phone in the corner, hearing every third word. I could go to arts events, join conversations and give evidence at a royal commission. At home I was dying of loneliness, not seeing a single person for months, disability supports not available, gym and physio out of reach, my arthritis weaving its tendrils of pain around more and more bones.


I lived in two worlds during COVID. One that suddenly got more open and inclusive, where I was asked to talk at events, on television, to Senate committees. I pasted lipstick on, and calmed my frizzy hair, adjusting a badly fitting shirt, so I could tell the world that disabled people needed help. Then I would scrub it all off, limp to the kitchen and face the anxiety swarm about there being no food.


Non-disabled people talked about how hard being in lockdown was, how much they missed seeing people, how difficult they were finding being on screen all day. This was my life they were talking about, my exact life. I wavered between anger at their thoughtlessness and ignorance of disabled people’s lives, but also a sinking realisation that yes, my life is hard.


Mediating myself on screen, when everyone else was on screen, made me seem as though I wasn’t disabled. No-one saw my disfigured skin, no-one saw my wonky hands, or me limping up the street, so slowly, leaning on my stick. Here, in screen land, I looked just like everyone else. This virtual erasure of my disability and the realities of my impairments made dealing with what was happening incredibly difficult. When my supports stopped, I didn’t say much. When I couldn’t get food, I ate weird combinations from the cupboards. When I didn’t see anyone for months at a time, I didn’t say how lonely I was.


The social model of disability says that this is what was meant to happen. If I am disabled by my environment, then making that environment more accessible will make me less disabled. But that also hid what was happening to me and other disabled and sick people during the pandemic.


I have spent much of the past two years being very angry, in a rage at how invisible we are, how invisible I am, how easily we are ignored, forgotten, excluded. Early in the pandemic, reports from outside Australia started to come in of health systems overwhelmed, and treatment being rationed to those who matter. Triaged out of care, disabled people around the world spoke out, terrified that this pandemic would reveal the not-so-hidden eugenic tendencies that we all know so well. Alice Wong said, ‘Were I to contract coronavirus, I imagine a doctor might read my chart, look at me, and think I’m a waste of their efforts and precious resources that never should have been in shortage to begin with.’1


In Britain, 60 per cent of those who died from COVID were disabled people.2 Here in Australia that data isn’t collected—we aren’t counted. The numbers we do have are gleaned from snippets out of the NDIS, and the dreaded ‘underlying health conditions’ that hint at a greater toll in our community. Who is valued, whose life is seen as worth saving, who will get the ventilator, who will lie in the ICU bed, who will be left to die? These questions plagued me, and many others. I knew if this triage happened here, I wouldn’t be prioritised, nor would many of those I love.


At the beginning of the pandemic, I, along with other disabled people, started to get worried calls and messages: I can’t get food; my disability supports just stopped; I’ve got no money for essential medication; all the sanitation gear I need has disappeared; I don’t know what the rules are; what on earth is Telehealth? The lack of preparedness by all levels of government meant that the needs of disabled people were ignored. Some 15–20 per cent of the population, just forgotten.


Disability advocacy organisations, many run by disabled people and with disabled staff, scrambled to answer the calls for help, all while dealing with the very issues they were getting calls about. The distress escalated quickly, as the stonewalling and refusal to answer continued. Advocates raised all of this with governments, over and over. They used every avenue to try to get them to listen to what was going on. More stonewalling. Make a complaint to this agency, they said. We’ve not heard anything, they said. This isn’t really a big deal, they said.


All of our polite advocacy and quaint faith that governments would of course include us in the pandemic preparations disappeared very quickly. It was incredibly distressing to know how little they cared, and how quickly and easily we were disposed of. All while our community was in such peril.


While governments did very little, our community got organised. A group of disabled and sick people came together to create a Facebook information clearinghouse, where people posted updates, shared information and helped each other. People posted translations of public health orders, links to sources of help in different states and territories, and worked together to determine how to get food and supports. We posted the latest about income support changes, but also worked together to advocate for change, collecting stories about our experiences, and sharing them with those who were ignoring us.


This community worked to reassure each other, to share the very specific disability information we needed and that wasn’t available anywhere else. Disabled and sick people shared their crip survival skills, hard won in pre-pandemic times, so we could all make it through together. The Disability Justice Network of Australia has been raising money through the pandemic to distribute to multiply marginalised disabled people, and has given out over $40,000 so far, mostly raised from other disabled people.3


All this work is what Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha has been writing about when they talk about disabled mutual aid.4 Piepzna-Samarasinha calls these networks that we build ‘webs of care’ and says that ‘the ways we kept each other alive during COVID is nothing short of a heroic, epic battle, something there should be an epic movie about but probably won’t be’.


Eventually there was some acknowledgment that we existed, and small amounts of support trickled out. The Disability Royal Commission held an inquiry into the COVID response in 2020 and found that ‘the failure to consult during the critical early period contributed to the Australian Government neglecting to develop policies specifically addressing the needs of people with disability and the challenges confronting them in an emergency unprecedented in modern times’.5


By early 2021, it was clear that nothing had changed. Disabled people, particularly those who live in group homes and aged care, were to get the COVID vaccine first, which was some acknowledgement of the risks they faced. The second group of disabled people were those like me for whom, if we got COVID, it would be a disaster. Soon it was clear that the same failures, the same neglect, was happening all over again. Disabled people, after living in such fear for a year, were trying desperately to get vaccinated, but couldn’t. Everything’s fine, said governments. Everything bloody well is not, said disabled people.


There was another Disability Royal Commission inquiry, and another report, finding pretty much the same as the last one.6 Decisions had been made to ‘deprioritise’ disabled people and no-one was told. Disabled people living in group homes, meant to be first in the queue, were becoming some of the last to be vaccinated.


Disabled people started petitions and social media campaigns. We talked to the media, to anyone who would listen, all while trying to get vaccinated ourselves. By later in 2021, the vaccination of disabled people finally got moving, as more COVID variants arrived. Yet again, disabled people, the very community at great risk from this pandemic, and experiencing incredible hardship over the past two years, are the ones also having to organise and fight for any support to survive it.


There is a long and ugly history of Australia shutting away our disabled citizens, of putting us in institutions from childhood and periodically being horrified by what was happening there. Eugenics found a ready home here. Australia’s federation is built on what they saw as the ideal citizen—white, able, male—erasing the rightful owners of all these lands.


Exclusion was baked into the foundations of the colony, and then of the federation. Disabled people were only to get the newly minted invalid pension if they were of good character, and people who were ‘Aliens, Asiatics or Aboriginal natives of Australia, Africa, the Islands of the Pacific, or New Zealand’ were excluded. As well as being deeply racist, Australia’s Immigration Restriction Act of 1901 had ‘other clauses and other sections … which are absolutely eugenicist in a different way, and they are to do with excluding people, not on the basis of race, but excluding people on the basis of their mental health. Also their physical health’.7


The writer Amanda Tink says, ‘It’s sometimes thought that eugenic thinking ended with World War II, but it did not die. Like the coronavirus, it mutated.’8 People from all parts of the political spectrum argued, out loud, for measures that put disabled people at high risk of dying, then shouted at us when we objected.


We know in our deepest hearts that you all wish we were far away, out of sight, taking our wonky bodies and minds over to that disabled place over there. Seeing all that laid so bare during the pandemic was yet another reminder that disabled people are far from belonging, far from equal, far from included.


Damian Griffis, CEO of First Peoples Disability Network, knows this, and has worked with Professor Cameron Stewart and Professor Jackie Leach Scully to develop a document called ‘Ethical decision-making for First Peoples living with disability’.9 Griffis says that ‘our fear in Australia is that First Peoples with disability who are already experiencing higher levels of disadvantage and are extremely vulnerable to COVID-19 will be triaged out of the health system or be provided with inadequate support’.


He was right to be fearful, with the vaccine rollout failing First Peoples with disability. Griffis said that ‘we’re still not seeing enough direct engagement with First Nations people with disability. They need to be able to access the vaccine in the homes in the places in which they live. It’s not accessible for many First Nations people with disability to be expected to go to a centre-based vaccine.’10 This fear of disability, and of disabled people, crosses the political spectrum, with progressives and conservatives shying away from us and our lives. If disabled and sick people are the ones at risk and dying from COVID, then the pandemic is happening somewhere else, to someone else.


I’ve been wondering if I will ever go to the footy again. I’ve been going to AFL games since I was a kid, sneaking through the fence at Princes Park, singing ‘We are the Navy Blues’ with gusto, feet dangling from the seat, watching my grandmother yell at her beloved Hawthorn. I’ve been out to Blacktown on a far-too-hot-for-footy day to see the AFLW, so emotional seeing women playing footy, and have talked ridiculous nonsense about the AFL for a podcast.


The idea that I couldn’t ever go to a game again is too much. But it’s something I have to think about now. I got my third shot in November, but the people getting COVID, while vaccinated, needing treatment in ICU and dying, are people like me. I am one of those with ‘underlying health conditions’. The ice-cold fear runs down my back again, and I breathe in slowly, breathing out in an effort not to dissolve.


My friends make complicated plans to come and see me. They know how much I miss them, how hard this time has been. If I don’t see anyone for a week, then get a rapid test before I get in the car, that should be safe, they suggest. I guess so, I respond, but I’ll take the chance because if I’m on my own for another moment, I don’t think I’ll come back. Is this what it’s going to be like now? Am I to have these carefully arranged and rationed amounts of socialising, but no more groups, no more strangers? I have no idea, and no-one can tell me if this is true, or just my weird brain after two years in isolation.


I watch all those people chanting about their freedom, and think about how much I’ve lost during COVID, and how I may never get any of it back. That this life I have, here at home, might be it from now on. Should I paint the walls, cover them with images of the world that I won’t see again? I scroll through social media, skipping over pictures of people out and about. I can’t bear it.


Flavia Dzodan writes with clarity about freedom protesters. She asks, ‘In a country that built its national identity on the “freedom to occupy spaces” as a result of obliterating the populations of such spaces, what does it mean to protest measures of care for the lives of others?’11 Dzodan is talking about the Netherlands, and the protests there against pandemic public health measures, but the similarity to this continent is clear. Settlers, invaders and colonists built a federation based on exclusion, and those who live in this colony must reckon with those fundamentals.


Piepzna-Samarasinha’s essay about disabled mutual aid ends with a reflection that this work, this essential care work by disabled folks, is how we will survive:




There’s been so many times in my life where my goal has been we need to save THE WORLD, anything less is nothing, inadequate.


But we, in our small crip cyphers, are the world. And the small, low-key things we do, in the crip genius ways we do them, with ease, without abled panic, are the opposite of nothing. They are everything.12





These small, low-key things that disabled people do to build and nurture our community are how we survive this pandemic, and how we will survive the crises to come. •


El Gibbs is an award-winning writer and disability advocate. El’s work has featured in Growing up Disabled in Australia, Overland, Eureka Street and Croakey.





1 See <https://www.vox.com/first-person/2020/4/4/21204261/coronavirus-covid-19-disabled-people-disabilities-triage>.


2 See <https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-56033813>.


3 See <https://www.gofundme.com/f/disability-justice-network-mutual-aid-fund>.


4 See <https://disabilityvisibilityproject.com/2021/10/03/how-disabled-mutual-aid-is-different-than-abled-mutual-aid/>.


5 See <https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/report-public-hearing-5-experiences-people-disability-during-ongoing-covid-19-pandemic>.


6 See <https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/publications/report-public-hearing-12-experiences-people-disability-context-australian-governments-approach-covid-19-vaccine-rollout-commissioners-draft-report>.


7 See <https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/rearvision/australias-eugenic-heritage/3244372>.


8 See <https://overland.org.au/2020/05/the-glamour-of-being-high-risk/>.


9 See <https://fpdn.org.au/covid-19-ethical-decision-making-for-first-peoples-living-with-disability/>.


10 See <https://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/worldtoday/first-nations-disability-advocates-warn-vaccine-inequity/13660872>.


11 See <https://theresearchpapers.org/no-future-full-throttle-death-drive-and-coronacapitalism-in-the-netherlands/>.


12 See <https://disabilityvisibilityproject.com/2021/10/03/how-disabled-mutual-aid-is-different-than-abled-mutual-aid/>.




PISCINE EPIPHANIES


James Walton


I GOT A LITTLE pissed last evening. The label said ‘Vote Responsibly’, a fundraiser. The frozen fish and chips were cooking in the oven, yes, I know the contradiction there. Dancing to Nina Simone, in a way that disturbed the cat, unused to a show of less inhibition. Still, I sang along as best I could, a little hop here and there. I realised I don’t know any fish. A deep hypocrisy overcame me. If you have had cattle, been licked, laughed with, cuddled down in the grass on a tarpaulin belly, watched their eyes going as they dream of clover, legs running while in deep sleep, you ought to know what I mean. We kill these beautiful sentient beings, we betray their faith in our better nature, we expel them from their homes, push them in their shaking fear onto a truck and off to the abattoir. We break their big gentle hearts, their kind watchfulness looking about in terror, shaken from all they have ever known.


Maybe I had too much to drink, but it had been lurking after I cooked lentils for lunch, after I walked my daily heartclearer kilometres to where the dunes are being carved open for new houses. I was fast yesterday, Cohen in the earbuds, Live in London 2019, and we’re still making love in my secret life. Maybe my age has led me to a morbid remorse, thinking on how my chickens ran to me on returning from work, dancing zig zag in that holding pantaloons way, clucking to me of their day and how they’d waited for feed, in absolute trust of my return to them. I’ve chased a fox over paddocks when one was taken, murder in my heart, despair at the castaway feathers, ready to inflict any cruelty for unthinking retribution.


I have wondered through the night, of songs, writers and years laid together, turned over, teased out of supposed meaning. And now I am thinking of fish, do their thoughts surf between dart and lunge, roll over in warm remembrances, even where the coral and reef taught their goggle eyes to beware of shadow, looking out for larger fins, mouths open in expectation, feeding on the move, restless, unceasing, awake and asleep. I know the natural world can be a cruel place of hardened evolutionary necessity. I know the crocodile will eat me, the heron, the fish, whatever comes by. The snake will bite if I stray too near, or accidentally collide with it. My innocence is irrelevant to their survival and my guilt is personal choice, and a convenience of upbringing. In sober light I know I should be a wiser human than I am, because unlike this other animal world I have options.
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“I found the dominant life-form, but all it wants to do is shit in a box.”





Are ethics limited or defined by degrees of difficulty? I’ve had horses veer around me rather than run through me; their ‘nature’ constrained by a deliberate elective side step, because they thought of me. It would be too easy to say anthropomorphism, that great big word that might really just mean ignorance—I looked in their eyes and I know I was not an unrecognised object to avoid, it was something more. You are not going to eat your cat, or your dog, or your goldfish. These relationships exist outside the ease of laziness, they are intimate, tribal in an environment of care, familial in every sense. In the mirror this morning, my old quisling man getting fatter and balder, but with a chance of reform. A warm-blooded killer, who does know better. Find me a wine label printed with ‘Live Responsibly’, I’ll talk to a fish, I’ll put it back, I won’t grow feathers, or hide, or scales, but I might grow a backbone to face my own truth, and maybe I shall be released. Hallelujah! •


James Walton has been published in many anthologies, journals and newspapers. Four collections of his poetry have been published. He lives in Wonthaggi, in a house that was once a maternity hospital.





ON GETTING A DIAGNOSIS


Andrew Sant


FOR MORE THAN two years now I have been receiving welcome phone calls from a woman, whom I barely know, with an attractive voice. After some polite preliminaries, she asks me a lot of personal, anatomical questions—the sort one’s partner would likely also be able to answer for her. My responses to her enquiries are in no way shielded; in fact, I have been unabashedly open with her. We have a few laughs. No longer. These quarterly exchanges have now come to an end. Though I could take some comfort in knowing she’ll give me another pre-arranged call in about a distant six months’ time, as is the routine.


The woman I have been confiding in is a urology nurse at the large Melbourne hospital where I had my prostate removed. Part of her job is to monitor the progress—or otherwise—of men who are now getting about without that infamous gland which until the surgeon got to work on mine (assisted, in my case, by a state-of-the-art robot) was central to the release of both semen and urine. So, it’s a bit of a loss. It is infamous because, for reasons that in my understanding remain largely mysterious, except for the fact that age usually comes into it, the prostate is now a relatively common location for the development of cancerous growths. The longer men live, the greater the chance they have of playing host to them. It is a leading cause of death. Therefore it’s a good idea, if possible, to make an early counter-move against the menace.


•     •     •


Dusty Springfield, the late singer, when asked, in a frank television interview, after her cancer diagnosis, if she had wondered, why me? quickly shot back by saying, ‘Me, why not?’ I thought at the time, more than 20 years ago, that this was a very levelheaded, pragmatic response: marvellous, publically expressed courage. Most of us, following medical bad news, are not interviewed on TV and therefore have no chance to rehearse putting on a brave face in front of thousands of viewers—revealing our mortality in sharp focus under studio lights. Many of us, initially, will return home and if we have the good fortune to be loved (and provide it in return) will tell the provider of that love the stark news and then, quite possibly, burst into tears. There may with luck be ample time to be stoical in the future—and to continue to care about the birds of the air and the fish of the sea. There will certainly, I can attest, soon be a lot of hours devoted to medical appointments, tests and scans, radiological and tomographical, all part of the training and rehearsal for, eventually, a starring role one day, under brilliant lights, in a shiny operating theatre, surrounded by strangers in blue surgical gowns, before the anaesthetic obliterates consciousness.


As far as I knew at the time, I was the first member of my family to be diagnosed with cancer. Since the disease tends to run in families, the diagnosis came as a great surprise. Initially—until the weight of medical evidence rendered my isolated disbelief untenable, a biopsy the clincher—I didn’t believe it. We, in my family and to my knowledge, have died of strokes, aneurisms, alcoholism, World War II gunshot wounds, tuberculosis, suicide, septicaemia, heart failure—nothing exotic yet a good representative spread of causes of fatality, and not one death that would excite the attentions of the media, the closest perhaps being when my greatgrandmother at the age of 99 fell down a long flight of stairs. But none of them had to be prepared to die of cancer. That role, without precedent, had been given to me alone. Perhaps it was the responsibility and burden of this that got me down so much.


Yet it seemed like a phantom role. I had no symptoms. I hadn’t gone to the appointment with my doctor that day with cancer on my mind at all. Rather, it was a small parcel of other things, such as my cholesterol levels, those normally associated with a common annual check-up, which in my case is usually about triennial. This may or may not be because I’ve become a hypochondriac, actually one of long standing—just to establish the brand of patient I am—that is, fearful that some terrible personal medical truth is about to be diagnosed, reason enough on the one hand to steer clear of my GP so as not to find out (and the problem will subsequently go away), or on the other hand, more rationally, to go. This is the conflicted territory of an impasse. There, every now and again, rationality gets the upper hand. The disposition of a representative man, my doctor might have sound reason to think in her spotless consulting room.
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Aaron Billings

I was on the point of leaving my troublefree appointment with her when, unbeknown to me, I was on the verge of departing on the route to discover the aforementioned medical truth. Even now, I can’t say what spurred me. It was careless. I have embarked on many journeys for which I was not fully prepared, whether it be a long walk to the shops without an umbrella when a storm is predicted or, more significantly, taken a flight to a tropical foreign country without being inoculated against its infectious diseases or taking out adequate or any travel insurance. I was younger then. I didn’t come to any harm. But I am now of an age when if medical problems have not already started to assert themselves they soon will, in all probability, an actuary would say—my father was an actuary—and if not soon, before very long. Perhaps this notion of probability was lurking deep in my subconscious and suddenly surfaced—after all it’s been a preoccupation in my immediate family—when as I was about to leave the appointment with my GP, I suggested that since she had already given me a referral to get a blood test for cholesterol levels et cetera, wouldn’t it be a good idea to add a PSA reading as well. Prostate-specific antigens are what the prostate produces if, in all likelihood but not always, cancer is present. I had never had a reading before. My GP agreed this was a good idea. She might even have been impressed with my rudimentary grasp of medical terminology, a grasp of which, I was soon about to discover, would vastly expand.





•     •     •


We live in a time when people are queuing in their thousands, worldwide, to get diagnoses, positive or negative. The year before last no-one had heard of the novel coronavirus; now everyone has heard of it. The pandemic has produced millions of experts, at least one to each household, who talk incessantly about what should—or should not—be done about it. I have joined one of the queues. They move very slowly. At a certain age, time for an individual becomes precious. The organisers of the queues take no account of this fact. But, an expert of a particular persuasion might say, we have to be responsible towards those around us. This thought surely prevents many an old queuer from finally peeling off and sneaking back home. If only, I thought, such widespread diagnostic concern was more evident with regard to tackling the ailing ecosystems of the world. Text messages received a couple of days later said the results for my partner—she of the sniffle and sore throat—and me were negative. This was hardly a relief. I didn’t think either of us had the virus. But then, why not me? Us? I have made this particular diagnosis-themed digression to provide a contrast and create an emphasis. There would have been relief of the size, say, that would occur if I’d tripped at the edge of a crumbling cliff, fallen a thousand metres and, astonishingly, landed on my feet, uninjured, whistling a tune, that is, if the experts were proved to be wrong about the cancer. But every scan and test confirmed that they were right.


So, instead of experiencing huge relief, I embarked on some lengthy and obsessive research—a mountain of it—into prostate cancer, as if, indeed, my life depended on it. The urologist my GP referred me to, a professor of urology it was made clear on the entrance to his consulting rooms—thereby emphasising his authority should I doubt it—had said, when I quizzed him very directly and with a steady voice, that given my Gleason score (as everybody knows who has merely reached the foothills of research into prostate cancer, this is the score relating to its aggressiveness) I would, if I did nothing, have about two and a half years to live. This news provided me with a great incentive to take quick and specific action. It is now about two and a half years since he spoke those memorable words. •


Andrew Sant’s collections of essays are How to Proceed (2015) and The Hallelujah Shadow (2020). His most recent collection of poems is Baffling Gravity (2019). A New & Selected Poems will be published this year.




BUT FOR A MOMENT THERE WERE YOUR WORDS, FORCING ALL FORMS OF LIFE INSIDE OF ME, AND THE PARALLAX VIEW, AND THE FIGURE, AND THE FORM


Declan Fry


I STILL REMEMBER so much of that time. The author—diffident, angled just so—perched off to the side of the woman interviewing him (and the interpreter beside her). My own body, tremulous and eager, hitching forwards—because I did not want to miss a word, W, that day. You were completing your PhD on the response of the reading public to those early-twentieth-century poets working outside Modernism, and you were being supervised by another poet Dennis Haskell, and you had asked me to be there. A few years back you had completed some translations, Chinese translations, of Joyce Carol Oates—Wild Nights!, a short story collection about the final days of Poe, Dickinson, Twain, James and Hemmingway. And you were living them, living those short stories, W, I think. Looking back, maybe you were more invested in the talk than I was.


The year was 2011. A writers festival in Boorloo, Western Australia. Yan Lianke had just released 丁庄梦—Dream of Ding Village—in English. Text had published it.


Years later, travelling through China, I would find a copy of his lectures—I can’t remember where, but have a feeling it was in Beijing. Between the covers of that collection I discovered a lecture in Simplified Chinese, which Yan had delivered at the University of Western Australia in 2011—the same lecture we had watched together. I don’t think it has ever been translated into English.


Although I have no memory of what was said that day—or how it was interpreted—I am able, using that chapter in the book of lectures I happened upon (I think) in Beijing, perhaps somewhere near Nanluoguxiang—a book called, somewhat puckishly,—派胡言: 阎连科海外演讲集, or A Bunch of Nonsense: Collected Overseas Lectures of Yan Lianke—to place myself, through the transcript on page 85 of the book—a transcript that feels, somehow, like it might have been written from my own memory of that day, although I no longer have any convincing memory of that time, or at least none that is more convincing, say, than the nonexistent memories of all the lectures in the book that I never attended—talks in Spain, in Korea, in Italy, in Norway, in Singapore, in France—yet, looking at the page now, it feels somehow like a reconstructed evocation of that day; the initial lines of Yan’s address printed there every bit as real as if I were here now, in the final hours of summer, in an auditorium at UWA, on the third of March, 2011, as Yan begins to speak, and he tells us:


For today’s lecture my topic is this: Where was Yan Lianke lost? And where did Yan Lianke find Yan Lianke again?


During the writers festival I understood we were observing a great translation: the presence of Yan Lianke, his Dream of Ding Village so plangent and so devastating, in conversation about the concept of artistic independence. I do not remember his interviewer, but I remember his interpreter, through whom the talk was made legible to a predominantly English-speaking audience.


When Yan Lianke was interrupted by someone in the auditorium that day, I recall looking across and realising—it was you, W. You had stood up and you were telling the interpreter, You are not interpreting everything. Why are you not interpreting everything?


Behind me, rows of grey-flecked scalps—reminders of the festival’s ageing audience. A mounting sense of discomfort. We came to see the great writer speak. We did not come to see this. This was not an audience eager to arrive and watch their dream of the speaking author—the author who will commune with us from the safety of the stage—begin to dissolve, interrupted by a woman from Xian who needed no interpreter, and who drew back the curtain now between the author, the interpreter, the interviewer and the massed rows of festivalgoers, to reveal us—as if Yan’s talk had concerned not the ability of literature to grant the writer some measure of independence, but the existence of the audience every time the writer puts pen to paper.


Through the glare of disgruntled patrons, I remember one feeling only: pride. I was proud of you, W. For working through the clamour to address us—including Yan, perhaps the only person who spoke no English. Although who can say for sure? Maybe there were non-English speakers in the audience. Maybe there were others needing no interpreter. I do remember feeling something—a registering, a diminishing—as I noticed how few Chinese people were in that audience; although it’s true I’m only guessing; we depend on the semaphore of racialised appearances to ascertain backgrounds, it’s crude and it’s simplistic and it’s not always correct but we do it anyway. So perhaps there were and perhaps there weren’t; in which case it would have been like the poet Samuel Wagan Watson said, Community never come to my readings, I’ve seen this a lot, too, Sam, although I’ve seen the opposite as well.


So there we were, Yan, interrupting your address. I’m sorry for that; it’s not as though the event had been slated to take place between the five of us: you, the interviewer, the interpreter, myself and W. An unexpected break in the no-alarms-and-nosurprises festival, though, it’s fair to say.


The interviewer came and thanked us afterwards. I remember she took your hand, W. Remember she took your hand and cradled it? I was standing there beside you. She took your hand and she told us how grateful she was. Grateful—as if she were whispering Fuck the audience, what do they know? Grateful for you being there, intervening between the author and the audience. For breaking and entering. Leaving some scribble, however brief, in the margins of the interpreter’s flawed—or redacted—translation. Who could say which? Maybe it was both. I don’t know. My Chinese at that time was still lacking, still in process, and you were angry—or discreet—enough not to say yourself. I only know that there were things missing, things cropped or abbreviated, things expurgated; an audience nodding in approval but never knowing that what they read was an abridged copy.


And it’s too late. We look back and we can’t know. A shared recollection. Flaws in the glass. Little variations. The need to represent whatever we can, while it can still be remembered.


But for a moment there were your words, the author Yan Lianke, and how do you like that, an interpreter nowhere to be seen. As if their appearance at the Perth Writers Festival had all been a dream, some brief mistake. You had been present, W—you had made yourself present. And I had been present, too; all of us were, when you brought your body and your mind and your voice to bear on the book and the author and their interpreter and their interviewer, who was telling us now how much she loved it, she loved it, thank you, she loved it. •


Born on Wongatha country in Kalgoorlie, Declan Fry has written for the Guardian, Overland, Australian Book Review, Liminal, Westerly and elsewhere. His latest story will appear in the forthcoming anthology Another Australia (Affirm Press). @_declanfry
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FORGOTTEN FLU


Jeff Sparrow


THE SO-CALLED ‘SPANISH FLU’ epidemic that gripped Australia in 1919 foreshadowed the COVID-19 crisis in several important respects. For a start, during both pandemics, Australian federalism more or less collapsed.


Spanish Flu appeared overseas in the spring of 1918. The disease manifested an unusual W-shaped mortality rate, carrying off healthy adults rather than the young or the old.1 In late 1918, before influenza reached Australia, the Commonwealth and the states formulated a national plan. The federal government would exclude the virus through quarantining ships; the states would notify Canberra of possible infections so that the Commonwealth could coordinate the closure of internal borders.2


Local cases appeared in Victoria in January 1919—and the state government refused to acknowledge them. When travellers from Melbourne infected Randwick, an exasperated New South Wales unilaterally closed its border with Victoria, thus nullifying the national agreement.


Thereafter the states managed their own responses, with constantly changing regulations about their borders and quarantines. ‘[I]t was,’ says Humphrey McQueen, ‘as if the European system of passports had invaded Australia along with the flu. On a range of domestic matters the Commonwealth of Australia passed into recess.’3


Compare the assessment by Shahar Hameiri and Tom Chodor during the COVID-19 crisis of 2021. ‘Australia no longer seems to function like a country,’ they argued, ‘and Australian citizenship has been largely drained of legal and practical meaning.’4


Let’s take another example. In 1919, the Holman government in New South Wales advocated personal preventive measures such as hand washing and social distancing. The public were urged to get inoculated; face masks became mandatory; theatres, public halls, schools, churches, race courses and other venues were closed. Decisive action worked: only 15 people died in New South Wales in February. In Victoria, where a far more lackadaisical attitude prevailed, the monthly toll reached 490.


The public enthusiasm for inoculation saw, within six months, more than 444,000 people in New South Wales line up for the needle. But, with influenza poorly understood, the available vaccine didn’t provide genuine protection—and its side effects spurred an anti-inoculation backlash.


‘[W]hy,’ demanded one sceptic, ‘are so many nurses, who are thoroughly inoculated, seized by the disease?’5


A steady stream of mask refuseniks appeared in the Magistrate’s Court; George Fox, a Balmain doctor, made national headlines for choosing Long Bay jail rather than cover his face.6


More significantly, big business campaigned against what was probably the most effective of the precautions—the closure of pubs and other venues. With flu cases low and declining, the authorities bowed to liquor lobby pressure and reopened the state.


Quickly, the infection rate rebounded. It was, however, only when influenza cases overwhelmed the health system that the Holman government belatedly shut Sydney down again. In April, nearly 1400 people died in New South Wales. After a brief respite, another flu wave broke in June. This time premier Holman refused even to consider closures. The Daily Telegraph backed him:




If anyone will show a plan by which the disease can be stamped out now instead of being allowed to burn itself out, the government is ready to adopt it. But interfering with business and throwing large numbers of people out of work by repeating experiments which have proved of little or no avail is another thing altogether.7





The equally sympathetic Sydney Morning Herald explained that ‘there is a stage at which governmental responsibility for the public health ends’.8 The flu did, indeed, ‘burn itself out’, with the pandemic declared officially over by August. By then, some 15,000 Australians were dead.


In 2006, Macquarie University academics Peter Curson and Kevin McCracken noted that many health lessons could be learned from ‘Australia’s experience of influenza in 1919’.9 So why, we might ask, weren’t they? When, for instance, Premier Dominic Perrottet advocated ‘personal responsibility’ in the face of COVID, why didn’t the dire example of New South Wales in June 1919 instantly come to mind? The answer surely pertains, at least in part, to the stupefaction of contemporary Anzackery.


Experts today think the new influenza first manifested in Kansas army camps before being spread by American troops as they deployed across Europe.10 Yet even disease arising directly from conflict sits uncomfortably with the heroic presentation of the Great War now prevailing in Australia.


Since the 1980s onwards, successive governments have built an aggressive khaki nationalism around the previously moribund rituals of Anzac Day. Marilyn Lake points out how the Department of Veterans’ Affairs, created to assist returned servicemen, now runs a ‘vast pedagogical enterprise’, supplying ‘all schools in Australia, primary and secondary, with voluminous and sophisticated curriculum materials, websites, virtual tours of the battlefields, handsome prizes including trips to Gallipoli and other battlefields [on the basis of] massive funding from the federal government’.11


That enormous infrastructure necessarily shapes the remembrance of the Spanish Flu. If we look back at the period exclusively through the prism of Gallipoli, we simply cannot understand the complex politics of the pandemic.


The war did not bring the national unity of Anzac mythology. Instead, global slaughter and declining living standards spurred rebellion. In 1917, some 100,000 men and women walked out during the NSW General Strike. In 1919—the year the pandemic reached its peak—more working days were lost to union disputation that at any other time in Australian history.12


The authorities diagnosed the new radicalism at home and abroad as a sickness. ‘Bolshevism’, explained Winston Churchill in the British House of Commons, ‘is … not a creed; it is a pestilence.’13 The Australian papers struck the same note, complaining about the lack of a ‘preventative inoculation’ against socialism and calling for the ‘elimination … of the virus that has been poisoning Australian labour’.14


Almost inevitably, the response to an actual virus became deeply politicised, in complex and contradictory ways. For instance, Henry Boote, one of the best-known labour agitators of the day, repeatedly polemicised against influenza masks. ‘Behold the streets of Sydney at the present time!’ he wrote. ‘Every man bears the brand of servility on his face in the shape of a grotesque mask!’15


In part, his opposition stemmed from genuine divisions in the medical profession about the efficacy of masking. It also expressed Boote’s concern about state authoritarianism, after the Hughes government used the War Precautions Act to censor union publications, imprison pacifists and ban the red flag.


A cartoon from the Worker illustrated the mistrust of Holman, Hughes and the other ‘Labor rats’ who’d split from the party over conscription. It displayed a personification of capitalism remarking, as he clutched masks labelled ‘patriotism’, ‘purity’, ‘sympathy’ and other slogans, ‘’Pon my soul, this mask wearing’s no hardship! It’s many a long day since I went abroad without one of some description!’16


Yet, while Boote attacked Holman in February 1919 for introducing flu precautions, the Catholic Press denounced him two months later for withdrawing them. ‘The government having failed to safeguard the interest of the community,’ it wrote, ‘the doctors are now helpless, contacts are no longer under control, and the people of New South Wales must rely on themselves and be prepared for the worst.’17


The editorial reflected the sentiment of an Irish Catholic working class, deeply estranged from the Anglo-Protestant authorities after the suppression of the Easter Uprising and the conscription campaigns.


Elsewhere, workers embraced their own version of ‘personal responsibility’. In Victoria, for instance, sailors objected to crowded shipboard accommodation given that, on shore, government regulations imposed a density limit of 20 people per room. ‘If more than twenty out of twentyfour members of a crew get influenza at once,’ advised their union journal,




they must immediately stroll up to the owner’s office, and sneeze violently altogether at once. The owner will then immediately leave his office, and personally conduct you to his private hospital, calling at hotels en route, where you will receive every attention, and a nurse maid for each. Don’t forget that when you are dead you have to go to hell yet for asking for higher wages and more ventilation. You will find no shipowners there to argue with.18





Space precludes other examples but, in general, the influenza pandemic exacerbated, in sometimes unpredictable ways, all manner of pre-existing tears in the social fabric.


We’re experiencing something similar today. David Stephens from Honest History calculates that the Australian government allocated a staggering $600 million to celebrate the centenary of World War I, a sum that climbs to an even more astonishing $1.1 billion if it includes extensions to the Australian War Memorial.19


We shouldn’t allow a state-funded mythology of Anzac to obscure historical divisions that, in many cases, remain with us. •


Jeff Sparrow is a writer, editor and broadcaster, working at the Centre for Advancing Journalism at the University of Melbourne. His most recent book is Crimes Against Nature (Scribe).
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READING


AUSTRALIA IN THREE BOOKS


Madeleine Gray


[image: image]


GROWING UP I thought that being a ‘real’ reader meant reading dead American men. This feeling was reinforced each year by the school English syllabus and the texts cool young women read in films. In my early teens, I read Hemingway, Salinger, Kerouac. I bought the $10 orange Penguin editions from Borders at Bondi Junction Westfield, and then I read them on the bus, hoping to be seen for what I imagined myself to be: a serious person. Over the past decade or so, I have learned that the conventional characterology of literary seriousness is a lie. I have also realised that I find far more appeal in playing the fool; in refusing to reciprocate language that chains us into fucked-up traditions.


At university in Sydney, I studied English literature. General English literature courses did not prescribe Australian texts. I took one Australian literature course, and there I was introduced to Elizabeth Harrower, Peter Carey, Patrick White, Jessica Anderson and Helen Garner. Re-reading those texts now, I find value in them that I did not find then. But first impressions matter, and reading those books at age 20, I didn’t see how they connected to the Australia that I knew. At that point I had not engaged with First Nations literatures at all, which was the fault of Australia’s education system, but also, inescapably, my own incorrigible egotism. Here are three Australian books that matter to me, ‘serious’ or not, which I’ve come to in my own time, and which have shaped my feelings about this place I call home.


Melina Marchetta, Looking for Alibrandi (1992)


Looking for Alibrandi was the first novel I read that made me imagine young Australian womanhood to be something that mattered enough to be written about. At age 15, attending a snobby Catholic girls school, socially ostracised, with an eating disorder and debilitating depression, Looking for Alibrandi made Hemingway seem like pure faff. Marchetta’s novel is about Josie, a smart and feisty 17-year-old who feels like an outsider in the private school she attends because she is the not-rich, Italian-Australian daughter of a single mum. The rich ‘Anglos’ at school look down on her because she is, to borrow their terminology, a ‘wog’. The Italian-Australian community also doesn’t accept her, because of her mother’s unmarried state.


Marchetta was doing ‘Mean Girls’ before Mean Girls was a thing, and with a more complex project in mind. She was laying out the social hierarchy of a privileged microcosm and examining how truly awful young people can be to each other based on the racial and cultural animosities they’ve inherited from their families and the wider culture that accepts and perpetuates them. She wasn’t playing these schoolyard antics just for laughs: in the pages of this youngadult novel, she was paying attention to how Australia is a country divided, and how that division is sown in youth.


This novel cares about the normative pressure young people percolate under. In Jacob Coote, the ‘bad boy’ from the nearby public school, Marchetta shines a light on how expectation bends in other ways: when people don’t expect you to do well, chances are you’re going to believe you will meet that expectation. In John Barton, the rich white boy from the neighbouring private school, she demonstrates that wealth does not insulate you from having shit parents. In this book John kills himself. This was the first time I’d read about someone my age ending their life like this, and the scary thing was that it resonated. Marchetta made me feel that I was not alone, and she promised me that I would one day find my clan.


Ellena Savage, Blueberries (2020)


I first read Blueberries in March 2020. I was living in Manchester during the first COVID lockdown, attempting to do my PhD on women’s autobiographical literary theory with the university there. Britain had essentially closed, and I was unable to leave my windowless bedroom in my small share-flat, except for the hour a day allocated for exercise. I dislike exercise generally, but especially when the government tells me to do it. So I spent my allotted daily hour outside reading books at the canal near my place, with heat packs in my gloves so my hands didn’t fall off. Savage’s book made me stay outside even as the heat packs cooled and my joints went numb. Blueberries is a series of essays (I suppose) interrogating, among other things, where shame is placed in sexual assault, the myth of the ‘artistic’ lifestyle and the cultural capital we trade in, and, pertinent for me at that time, what it is to be Australian (‘racist’, ‘obsessed with property’), and to choose not to live in Australia: ‘I am in a city I haven’t been invited to because melancholy elsewhere is more bearable than melancholy at home.’


I knew it affected me then, but rereading it now, I realise just how much it has informed my thinking since. I sucked in phrases and, forgetting where they came from, I have paraphrased and repurposed them. I owe Savage and this book a lot. As I keep re-reading, I see that it is again her, not me, who wrote this first: ‘I read so much I don’t know where my ideas come from. Who is speaking when I hear what I hear? Is that how words become mine? Too many voices. Too much.’


Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Talkin’ Up to the White Woman (2000)


In my PhD I’m looking at how lots of paraacademic women writers are now refusing the supposedly impartial narratorial voice of twentieth-century ‘Theory’, interrogating the presumed generality of maleness in academic humanities discourse, among other things. I don’t look at Australian writers in my thesis, which is bizarre as I am an Australian woman. However, considering the erasure of Australian voices, let alone First Nations women’s voices, taught in my undergraduate degree, it made sense to me at age 23 to continue my literary education writing about texts from the literary-cultural tradition in which I’d been trained. So I went to Britain for my master’s degree, where I wrote about British women, and I returned there for my PhD, and so I write about British and American women. Because of COVID I have returned to Australia and now work in a bookshop in Sydney (although with an ongoing union dispute, my employment has been precarious). This means that for the first time in my life I’m reading a lot of Australian books, including First Nations women writers. I know, but better late than never, hopefully.


I came to Talkin’ Up to the White Woman because it was republished in 2020 to mark its 20-year milestone, and it was up front and centre on the bookstore shelf again. As soon as I started reading it I thought, oh shit, as you do when you’re two minutes into watching an old film for the first time, and you already know that it is going to break your mind open, and you’re kicking yourself for not having watched it earlier. Twenty-one years ago, Moreton-Robinson was taking apart white academic feminism piece by piece with a dexterity and vigour that has only become more potent over the years, considering how little white feminist discourse and the structural inequalities it fosters have changed in Australia.


Moreton-Robinson’s central thesis is that ‘white feminist discourse on “difference” continues to be underpinned by a deracialised but gendered universal subject’. That is, white women theorise feminism as something that affects all women equally, in that ‘all women’ are subjugated under patriarchy—and this kind of generalising grossly privileges the white feminist perspective, occluding the voices of Indigenous women and the racialised inequalities they live with. Moreton-Robinson adroitly considers that most white female academics in Australia rarely have substantial social contact with non-white women, and ‘engage with women who are “Other” predominantly through representations in texts and imaginings. This “Other” offers no resistance and can be made to disappear at will.’ I felt sick reading this book, because I know that I am guilty of this—of building my understanding of this country through my own small and mostly white social circles, and then through the texts I read, which are far more diverse than my life experience. Moreton-Robinson is right: texts can’t speak back. And it is easy to close books, to return them to the shelf when you’re ‘done’ with them. This book engenders action, it asks white women to abdicate their main-character energy and consider their complicity in a colonial system that favours them and disenfranchises their non-white peers. I am trying to respond to Moreton-Robinson’s call to action in my academic work and, more importantly, I am trying to respond to it in my fucking life. •
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Madeleine Gray is a writer and critic from Sydney. Her writing has appeared in the Sydney Review of Books, Overland, the Monthly, the Times Literary Supplement, the Saturday Paper and the Lifted Brow.





ESSAY


NECESSITY HAS NO LAW


The new cultural politics and the rise of the knowledge class


Guy Rundle


IN THE PAST six to eight years in the West, and to varying extents throughout the whole world, a massive social and cultural movement has come to the fore. Its participants have adopted no single name for it, though the term ‘social justice’ is common. Its opponents have called it variously ‘identity politics’, ‘wokeness’, ‘cancel culture’ or the movement of ‘social justice warriors’. As for the moments one would choose to mark this recent history, they would be determined by whether one regarded it as a triumph of liberation or a cultural disaster.


We have seen the emergence of Black Lives Matter in 2014 at the same time as campaigns against ‘cultural appropriation’ have banned students from wearing sombreros; campaigns against the lack of casting diversity in mainstream TV and cinema at the same time as arguments that only LGBTQ actors can play LGBTQ characters; the full public emergence of trans as a social category of identity, along with attempts to ban any expression of the viewpoint that embodied sex is a valid and important political and institutional category; a full exploration of unspoken colonialist mindsets that underlie much received ‘great’ literature while some people have attempted to prevent their teaching; the prosecution of powerful serial abusers such as film producer Harvey Weinstein at the same time the comedian Dave Chappelle received a barrage of criticism and an attempt at social ‘cancellation’ because his comedy special The Closer made jokes about the absurdity generated by admission of trans women into women’s sport, and declared himself to be on ‘Team TERF’; above all we have seen a willingness to accept the idea that the state or other powerful institutions should actively censor speech and control behaviour in the interests of a widely defined notion of justice. One could choose any number of alternative examples.


Here I have little interest in exploring right-wing political attacks on this vast and diverse movement, nor simply to repeat simplistic or vulgar Marxist libertarian left-wing approaches that reject any consideration of the complexities of culture and subjectivity in the creation of a radical, liberating and progressive policy. My purpose is to examine some of the contradictions, which could be argued to be counter-productive to, and reversing of, a genuinely progressive politics.


I will argue that this movement should be seen not primarily as a product of voluntary and self-selecting political affiliation by those enlivened to the facts of oppression, and with no specific group derivation, but that the movement is an organic expression of the values of a specific socioeconomic group that has arisen from the creation of post-industrial economies in the West, and is bound up with the creation of new knowledge, cultural texts and works, and policy enactments. This group is sufficiently distinct to be called a ‘knowledge class’ in its own right. The theoretical complexities that designation brings with it are nevertheless worth bearing in order to examine this group—which includes virtually all the readers of this essay—from a class perspective, as having collective interests, ideology, world formation, habitus and so on. That leads also to certain strategic considerations of political action. But first, one needs an analysis of what ‘the movement’ comprises.
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