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Many t hanks f or invit ing me t o address you t his morning. I was a bit  uncert ain 
as t o how I could best  cont ribut e t o t his debat e, as I am not  a specialist  in 
mult icult ural af fairs. I am merely a woman who has f or many years been living 
and working in Asia.  What  I hope t o present  t o you t his morning may appear 
t o you as bit  of  st ream of  consciousness Ð it  cert ainly appears t o me like 
t hat , in which I t raverse my own experiences part icularly wit h t he world of  
women, and explore what  t his might  mean for Aust ralia. Most  of  what  I say 
will leave pocket s for you t o f ill wit h your own ideas, creat ivit y and caring. 
This is more appet izer t han main course. 

A few weeks ago I at t ended a meet ing in Brisbane t o prot est  t he mandat ory 
det ent ion of  so-called illegal ref ugees. I was delight ed t o see t hat  some of  t he 
young people present  had t aken up radical discourse, which reminded me at  
some wincing t imes of  my own full t hroat ed past . But , what  st ruck me was 
how deeply what  is now known as Ôwedge polit icsÕ has bit t en. That  a meet ing 
was needed t o defend t he right s of  t hose who had already suf fered and 
whose right s are prot ect ed by int ernat ional convent ions, t o which Aust ralia is 
signat ory, indicat ed t o me t hat  somet hing inf ect ious is happening at  all levels 
of  A ust ralian societ y.  

While I was sit t ing t here list ening t o t he very impressive present at ion by a 
volunt eer f rom Amnest y, I was t aken back t o my own t ime in Bali where I 
would wat ch t he t ourist s f locking around t he various ceremonies, some 
looking decidedly uncomfort able. Some had t ranscended t he respect f ul 
dist ance and were af fect ing a deliberat e and arrogant  int imacy. I t hought  
about  t his phenomenon called t ourism, and what  it  is t hat  draws us all t o go 
t o look and phot ograph or f ilm people f rom ot her count riesÉ lat er I read an 
art icle by Bruner1 discussing what  he calls t he Borderzone bet ween our 
comf ort  zone and t hat  of  The Ot her.  In t he Borderzone we are f ree t o 
project  our prejudices, hopes, needs and t o make t ent at ive f orays int o ot her 
cult ures. We are eager t o see t he exot ic and erot ic but  not , f or inst ance, t he 
povert y and privat ion.  

But  what  happens when The Ot her become our neighbours?   Women wearing 
jilbab in Indonesia are int erest ing and phot ogenic. In Aust ralia t hey are 
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Ôdownt roddenÕ. He proposed t hat  t ourism safely enables t he explorat ion of  
The Ot her while at  t he same t ime allowing an escape. Tourism develops an 
art if icial familiarit y and limit ed curiosit y, while at  t he same t ime preserving 
class and economic dist ance. I t hink t his analysis is a usef ul one, and one t hat  
I w ill come back t o. 

But  f irst  I would like t o explore how t he t wo examples f it  t oget her.  Since 
ret urning t o Aust ralia I have felt  some alarm at  how t he phenomenon now 
known as Ôwedge polit icsÕ had developed an int erior concept  of  The Ot her - 
fed by lies and deceit  about  ref ugees and denials about  t he hist ory of  Black 
Aust ralians. Add t o t his recent  st at ement s f rom polit ical and police leaders in 
NSW, and t he mediaÕs select ive coverage of  event s and subject s2, and you 
have t he basis for vilif icat ion and t he sort s of  fear in t he populat ion t hat  lead 
t o holes being creat ed in t he fabric of  Aust ralian societ y (arguably one of  t he 
most  t olerant  on eart h)  - int o which groups like One Nat ion can pour t he 
corrosive acid of  racism and int olerance. Add t o t his t he explosive det onat ors 
of  povert y and alienat ion, of  misplaced machismo, of  vanishing expect at ions 
and y ou have t he sort  of  mix t hat  most  policy makers need acupunct ure f or. 

Women are, by and large, t he wearers of  t he cult ural emblems. It  is t hey 
rat her t han men who may adhere t o t radit ional dress Ð sariÕs or shawal 
kameez is a good example - or t he emblems of  t heir religion, t he headscarf  of  
t he Muslim women. Thus t hey are more likely t o at t ract  t he at t ent ion of  
t hose who want  t o isolat e and st ereot ype The Ot her and keep t hem in t he 
Borderzone. For women - who are largely t hose responsible for care of  
children and t hus t he passing on of  lineage - feeling unambiguous about  t heir 
ident it y is import ant , if  not  vit al. It  also enables t hem t o wend t heir way in 
safet y in a societ y where t hey are at  risk; which is t hese days most  societ ies.  

 

Me as The Ot he r .  

I have been an Ot her. I lived and worked in Asia for t he past  12 years. The 
Philippines, Indonesia  - where I spent  t he majorit y of  t ime - Viet nam and 
Nepal. Previous t o t hat , I had spent  t ime in t he Pacif ic bef ore t he days of  
coups and milit arism. 

In t hat  t ime I f loat ed like an island of  my cult ure wit hin t hose of  t he count ries 
in which I lived. While I part icipat ed and fully ent ered int o t he life and 
st ruggles around me I never had a sense t hat  I was, in t he words of  t he pop 
song, t he equivalent  of  Òt urning JapaneseÓ. I felt  part icularly in my 
relat ionships wit h women, t hat  I could not  be like t hem. My body shape and 
size, my comparat ive loudness, t he t hings t hat  weighed on my soul and 
t heirs, t he wide range of  obligat ions I did not  have t o face, t he religious and 
social expect at ions, were, in t he t ranslat ion, t ot ally dif ferent  t o mine. But  in 
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all t hat  I was able t o st rike great  int imacy wit h women in bot h count ries, and 
my role as The Ot her also gave t hem great  f reedom t o project  ont o me all 
t heir beliefs about  for inst ance ÔWest ernÕ3 sexualit y, wealt h and at heism. At  
no t ime did I feel women were vict ims, except  of  war and conf lict . The 
st andard view of  Asian women as being passive and compliant  is not  my 
realit y. While we use t he t erm empowering a lot  (which t ells us more about  
our own needs) , t he women wit h whom I spent  t ime want ed inf luence and 
t heir roles bot h t radit ional and new t o be valued, not  t o be clones of  west ern 
women. They have a very c lear view of  t hemselves as women, st emming f rom 
close cont act  wit h t heir l ineage. 

The experience of  being an island, Tom Hanks not wit hst anding, was one t hat  
was of  great  int erest  t o me, as I realized t hat  while I could live in t hese 
count ries, I was separat ed by int erpret at ion, by experience, and by my lack of  
lineage. Lineage is what  deeply connect s us t o not  only cult ure, but  t o our 
ancest ors and t he genet ic sequence t hat  gives us our eye colour and t o have 
a large nose. Lineage is what  det ermines what  st at us we have in our families 
and how our families are st ruct ured. It  det ermines how women are accorded 
power and, more import ant ly, inf luence t hrough t heir ancest ors, t heir skills 
and reput at ions. In our world of  rapid change and consumer fashions, lineage 
is t he living pat t ern on bat ik, t he symbolism in t he bent  f ingers and lit he 
movement s of  Indonesian dance and gest ures and communicat ions, which 
slide wit h subt let y and inf uriat ing indirect ness. We, as t he whit e faces, have 
largely lost  our cult ural lineage.  Inst ead, we are caught  in consumer cult ure 
t hat  emphasises redundancy and change rat her t han cont inuit y. Lineage is 
not  f ound in a mobile phone or in t he f ashion depart ment s at  David Jones.  

It  was in t hat  t ime t hat  I realized t he import ance of  Aust ralian 
mult icult uralism, which recognises t hat  cult ure, belief , language, and 
behaviour def ines who we are. Cult ure is not  an overlay t hat  disappears when 
you go t hrough passport  cont rol. Mult icult uralism recognises t he st one. 

I realized in t hat  t ime t hat  who I was and what  I was in cult ural t erms was not  
merely skin deep. It  was not  a mat t er of  language Ð as I became reasonably 
f luent  in t he local language - o r behaving correct ly, but  somet hing deep in t he 
heart , a st one in t he cent er of  t he chest  which cont ained t he essence of  who 
I am.  A  semi-pervious cent er.  

My host s helped. I was never expect ed t o be an Indonesian or Philippina. My 
colleagues were very happy t o allow me t o be t he crazy mix of  cult ures t hat  I 
am, and polit ely overlooked some of  my worst  kasar4 blunders.  What  t hey 
looked for in me was an alt ernat ive viewpoint , underst anding and a chance t o 
t est  out  new ways of  t hinking and, possibly, of  being. For women in 
part icular, hearing and reading about  f eminism, and being exposed t o West ern 
( t hat  is largely American)  cult ure, it  was import ant  t o value what  was 
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in that it homogenises complexity and difference. 
4 Kasar in Indonesian means unrefined, unenlightened, coarse or rough. 



essent ially f reeing and valuable about  who t hey were in relat ion t o t he models 
t hat  t hey were seeing. But  more about  t hat  lat er. 

 

Ind ones ia:  Div e rs it y  Wit h  Fo r ce . 

I would like t o t ell you a lit t le about  being a woman in Indonesia as I t hink we 
are going t o be ent angled wit h t his nat ion f or quit e some t ime. 

In Indonesia t he suku or et hnic group f rom which you come is most  
import ant . The quest ion Asal dari mana? Which sort  of  means where are you 
originally f rom: where are your root s? Is one t hat  greet s all visit ors. Women 
f rom each et hnic group are known for t heir various at t ribut es. East  Javanese 
women f or inst ance, are famous f or being serially married. The more married 
t he bet t er. 

Each group has it s own cult ural symbols and language. Some cult ures are 
mat riarchal. The Minangkabau cult ure of  west  Sumat ra is t he best -known 
example. Unt il Soehart oÕs New Order came int o being, all land was passed 
along t he womenÕs line. Af t er t he radical sixt ies, in which Indonesian women 
by t he lit eral millions, f ought  for t he right s of  working women, for womenÕs 
educat ion and healt h services, t he New Order inst it ut ed many f orms of  social 
and polit ical cont rol of  women, which reduced t heir formal powers and 
at t empt ed t o change who t hey were. This process was known by some 
scholars are t he Ôhousewif isat ionÕ of  Indonesian women. In 196 5 t housands of  
radical women were slaught ered in t he so-called communist  cleansing of  t he 
t ime. Some of  t he mass graves, t he last  rest ing place of  t hose women, are 
current ly being excavat ed; so Indonesian women can reclaim t heir hist ory. 
How much of  t he womenÕs side of  t he Indonesian Killings was ever known?  
What  role does t he media have in shaping our appreciat ion of  womenÕs 
hist ory? Most  older women carry t he images of  women being slaught ered. 
They rarely t alk about  it , and when t hey do, it  is wit h furt ive looks all around 
and in very quiet  voices indeed.  

Indonesia does not  have a mult icult ural policy per se, despit e being et hnically 
diverse. Except  for t he SARA5 rule, which used t o prohibit  publicat ions, jokes, 
speeches and books t hat  pit  one group against  anot her, and was designed t o 
reduce et hnic or religious vilif icat ion, t here are no obvious programs t o 
inculcat e mult icult ural values. 

Unt il povert y, and deliberat e provocat ion, brought  Indonesia int o t he 
spot light , Indonesia was, by and large, et hnically and religiously t olerant . But  
Indonesia did not  have a lot  of  in-migrat ion; rat her migrat ion was int ernal, 
driven by government  policy. Now as a result , refugees are an int ernal 
phenomenon. Indonesia now has over one million people (about  10 %) of  t he 
worldÕs int ernally displaced persons - a fact  t hat  Aust ralia needs t o ponder on 
deeply, as t hey do not  fall under t he aegis of  UNHCR. Many of  t he ref ugees 
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are women. Widows whose husbands have been killed in conf lict . In Pidi 
Province of  Aceh, over 90 % of  t he women are widows. That  is, in an area 
wit h t he populat ion of  Pert h, 98%  of  women are widows. The media cover 
t he menÕs war, not  t he womenÕs. 

For women, part icipat ion in Int ernat ional WomenÕs Year was not  allowed. 
Rat her t hey were given Hari Kartini and Hari Ibu. The f irst  celebrat ing t he life 
of  a young Javanese arist ocrat ic poet  who convenient ly died of  TB bef ore she 
had a chance t o become t oo radical, t he ot her celebrat ing mot herhood. 
These were t he st ereot ypes allowed Indonesian women. Despit e all t hat , 
radicalism t hrives and Indonesian women are negot iat ing t heir own feminist  
ideals. 

Globalisat ion has meant  t hat  Indonesian women are f inding more work t han 
men. The f ragment at ion of  t he labour market  and t he out -sourcing of  
product ion have meant  in part icular t hat  women more t han men are 
marginalized f rom t he mainst ream of  indust rial muscle. Indonesian t rade 
unions are in t he ascendancy af t er years of  suppression, and women are 
act ively part icipat ing as organizers and members. I worked as an independent  
fact ory monit or f or Reebok, checking t he subcont ract ing f irms perf ormance is 
t erms of  occupat ional healt h and safet y. Each fact ory (2)  had t o pay out  at  
least  USD2 million t o ret rof it  t he fact ories t o achieve t he st andards set  by 
Reebok ( 9and by me) .  

The US and European consumer movement s recognised t his risk years ago 
and have provided out reach programs t o women workers in part icular. They 
have insist ed on Codes of  Conduct , which alt hough inef fect ive, at  least  make 
some at t empt  t o regulat e t he worst  of  Transnat ional Corporat ion excesses.  

 

What  Is t he Message f o r  A ust ral ia? 

The recent  event s in Kalimant an show how povert y, marginalisat ion and t he 
denial of  ancest ral right s can t rigger out rage and hat red. While t he example is 
ext reme, we have t o be wat chful, as part s of  Aust ralian societ y are, as a 
result  of  long periods of  unenlight ened economic and polit ical t hinking, 
becoming more f ragment ed and alienat ed. We have a lot  t o learn f rom 
Indonesia as we grow our underclass like fungi in t he dark, away f rom t he 
glare of  middle class life. Policy is at  t imes no defence in t he absence of  
st rengt h. In Indonesia police sat  by eat ing lunch as people died nearby. They 
were part  of  t he vendet t a. In Aust ralia how many police harbour 
misunderst andings? And do we know why?  In Indonesia SARA did not  st op 
women, children and men being decapit at ed. Being a woman is no defence 
f rom anger and feelings of  revenge. The t arget  now in angry pop songs 
list ened t o by t he disaf fect ed, are women and gays. 

Mult icult uralism like feminism is regarded as a by-gone fashion. Ot her issues 
have t aken t heir place. The public becomes complacent . Like young women 
who despise feminism, as t hey are able t o t ake t he gains wit hout  t he 
st ruggle, it  is easy f or all of  us t o f orget  t he st ruggle f or inclusion and 



fairness. Af t er all mult icult uralism is in essence inst it ut ionalised fairness. It  is 
incumbent  on all of  us t o raise t he prof ile of  mult icult uralism in all sort s of  
creat ive ways, and t o give voice and f ace t o t hose who make up t his nat ion.  

Women however are not  vict ims. Most  do not  want  t o be seen t hat  way. 
Most  have clear links wit h t heir ancest ry and t heir religion which inf orms t heir 
def init ions of  who t hey are.  

But  we can also learn how t he media syst emat ically reduce t he impact  of  
event s on women. Today I t old you some t hings t hat  you may not  have 
known about  Indonesian women. Their st ory more t han likely is replicat ed in 
t he shadows t hat  f ollow most  women ref ugees and some women migrant s, 
part icularly t hose f rom conf lict  zones. My work wit h service women led me t o 
underst and t hat  women suf fer f rom Post  Traumat ic St ress Disorder (PTSD) at  
a rat e higher t han men and are more likely t o be af fect ed longer. It  is likely 
t hat  most  of  t he women in t he ref ugee camps are suf fering PTSD. The need 
for psychological support  and out reach t o refugee women and t o migrat ing 
women in imperat ive. 

We can also learn how racism and wedge polit ics can creat e advant ages for 
government s. In Indonesia racism against  t hose wit h darker skin ensured t hat  
lit t le sympat hy was given t o t hose in t he occupied count ries of  East  Timor 
and West  Papua. Here wedge polit ics can divert  our at t ent ion away f rom t he 
reasons underlying divisions in A ust ralian societ y.  

Indonesia has also shown us what  we can expect  f rom a so-called f lexible 
labour market  result ing f rom t he globalisat ion of  t rade. Fort unat ely t hey are 
increasingly t aking an int ernat ionalist  approach t o t he issue, net working wit h 
consumer, universit y and labour groups as well as t rade unions. In Aust ralia 
most  of  t he out workers in globalised assembly indust ries are women of  non-
English speaking backgrounds. The ef fect s of  a globalised t rading syst em 
when coupled wit h t he loss of  collect ive bargaining and ot her indust rial safet y 
net s right s under t he so called ref orms t o t he Workplace Relat ions Act  are 
possibly most  felt  by t hese women most  unlikely t o be able t o resist . On t op 
of  t hat , women at  home are now def ined as subcont ract ors and hit  wit h GST 
account ing responsibilit ies. What  assist ance is t here t o t hem as a group? 
Who t akes care of  t he children while t hey are working and account ing?  

 

A  Po st sc r ip t .  

When I lef t  in 198 9,  Aust ralia st ill had t olerable levels of  unemployment . 
Trade unions, collect ive bargaining and t he arbit rat ion syst em guarant eed 
workersÕ right s and made sure we remained a collect ive, cooperat ive societ y. 
Demonst rat ions, I remember, were reasonably peaceful af fairs, where police 
st ood by and occasionally moved on t he more rowdy part icipant s. There was 
a feeling of  collect ivism, but  more so, an int ernat ional out look.  The ABC 
news cont ained it ems f rom overseas, as did t he print  media t hat  reinf orced 
t hat  we were part  of  t he great er world. Globalisat ion was a word t hat  meant  
lit t le ot her t han maybe get t ing soccer live f rom Spain. The WTO wasnÕt  in 



exist ence. On t he ot her hand: reconciliat ion wasnÕt  on t he radar; t he banks 
had just  been let  loose and Gerry Hand brought  in det ent ion f or refugees.  

St range t hings st art ed t o happen. First ly, as a Brit ish passport  holder, I was 
asked t o confess when I came back t o Aust ralia whet her I had any of  t he 
following in my family: cancer, diabet es or lunacy. I was also asked whet her I 
had been declared bankrupt . (A quest ion t hey could have asked Skase on t he 
way out !)  I explained t o t he grim faced Immigrat ion of f icer t hat  such 
quest ions were pot ent ially discriminat ory,  Ômedical in conf idenceÕ and had no 
bearing on my abilit y t o ret urn t o Aust ralia. Most  f orms of  ment al illness are 
not , as far as I know, genet ically based, nor are most  f orms of  cancer 
genet ically t ransmit t ed.6 The form was changed. Increasingly it  became 
dif f icult  f or Indonesians t o get  int o Aust ralia. Let t ers t o t he local press 
complaining about  depart ment al misrepresent at ions, fudging and blocking 
became more f requent . Mot hers couldnÕt  visit  t heir st udent  children, women 
were denied visas t o visit  dying family members, and t hose even t rying t o 
make a new life were complet ely denied ent ry. This all began t o happen about  
seven years ago.  I t ried t o t ell t he embassy st af f , based on t he evidence of  
ref ugees st aying in our house, t hat  East  Timorese women were being raped 
and forced int o concubinage, but  was t old t hat  I was overreact ing, bef ore 
being hung up on. Two East  Timorese women who applied for ref ugee st at us 
on t he grounds of  sexual crime and violence were ref used ref uge by t he 
Aust ralian Consular sect ion in Jakart a.7 Radio Aust raliaÕ signal was reduced t o 
such a degree t hat  only Indonesian Int elligence had t he equipment  t o l ist en in. 
Aust ralian t elevision became a media st all by which t o f log Aust ralian holidays 
and universit ies. We learned how t o make gilt  Christ mas decorat ions - a skill 
every Muslim woman should learn.  Lat er, we got  t he overfed Christ ian 
evangelicals, in one of  t he most  insensit ive broadcast ing decisions I have ever 
been wit ness t o.  And t hen t here was Home and Away! Indonesians who had 
relied on Radio Aust ralia t hough t he dark days of  t he Soehart o regime, t hose 
in t he east ern islands who used it  t o t each t heir kids English, t hose who had 
st udied here and want ed t o cat ch up on global af fairs all were puzzled - and 
wondering why A ust ralia had cut  of f  a media l ifeline. 

That  f or me signaled a t acit  t urning away f rom t he polit ics of  regional 
inclusion. In Aust ralia, we had wedge polit ics t o look f orward t o. 

Now t he police can use t ort ure holds against  demonst rat ors and may be 
given Ôt asersÕ. Bot h sides of  polit ics agree t hat  t he milit ary can be used as an 
aid t o civil power in case of  social disrupt ion, and money is being divert ed 
f rom public educat ion t o t he high end of  t own, away f rom t he kids who most  
need it  - most  specif ically newly arrived children and t heir parent s. At  t he 
same t ime, t eachers report  t hat  TAFE f unding for English classes f or ref ugees 

                                                        
6 Despite the current propensity to victim blame and ignore occupational and environmental triggers. 
7 If I can remember correctly, one had been forced into concubinage and had only been released when 
she became pregnant with a soldiers child. The other had been forced to watch as her brother, a 
suspected Fretilin was beheaded and his head used as a football by ABRI. 



is about  t o end. What  are we doing but  creat ing a borderland upon which we 
can focus feelings of  out rage, smugness and exclusion. A sociological 
minef ield t hat  p rot ect s t he well of f  f rom t he embarrassment  of  t hose who are 
not  so. Is t his what  we want ? We have creat ed a wide Borderzone a round 
our own marginalized people. We visit  but  donÕt  want  t o st op. We see a 
Muslim woman shopping, and while we look and suppose she is just  anot her 
vict im, we do not  st op t o t alk t o share her experience. Mult icult ural policy 
should ensure t hat  we are not  merely c reat ing Borderzones wit hin Aust ralia. 

The media suf fers select ive out rage. A womanÕs rape and her childÕs murder 
are reduced t o a t went y-second sound bit e bet ween share prices and rugby 
union scores.  She had become simply a f iller. The ABC, which along wit h SBS, 
st ruggles t o bring us more t han a microt ome-t hick view of  t he world is now 
being t old t hat  it  is out  of  dat e, not  moving wit h t he specious, superf icial 
t imes. We st ep around t hings we donÕt  underst and or t hat  are uncomfort able. 

We have t o ask ourselves is t his t he direct ion we want  t o go? We have t o ask 
ourselves, what  we will do if  and when a new wave of  Indonesian boat  people 
hit  our shores. Men, women and children escaping povert y, women escaping 
rape, and children escaping t he inevit abilit y of  child labour. Will t hey be queue 
jumpers, i llegals - or will t hey be people in need of  our underst anding? 

Closer t o home, we need t o ref lect  on what  it  is t hat  we want  t o creat e on 
t he st reet  where we live, in our childrensÕ schools, shopping cent res, 
government , and, most  import ant ly, f or t hose people mainly women, whom 
we have consigned t o our own int ernal Borderzones.  


