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UNIVERSITY OF QUEENSLAND PROVES KARL MARX RIGHT 

Fifty years ago this month,
200,000 people marched through
Australia’s cities in the first
Vietnam moratorium. The period
leading up to the demonstrations
had been tumultuous on campus-
es across the country, including at
the University of Queensland.
Already by 1967, opposition to
conscription had merged there
with protests against the state
government’s restrictions on civil
liberties, unleashing an escalating
tide of agitation. 

Yet even when that mobilis-
ation was at its peak, expulsions

were not on the university’s agen-
da. And on the rare occasions
when they were mooted, it was for
offences involving violence and
the destruction of university prop-
erty rather than for demonstra-
ting, insulting the administration
or engaging in strident debate.

The university’s reticence was
hardly due to lack of pressure. In-
furiated by the unrest, the state
government, which controlled the
university’s funding, repeatedly
demanded action, with premier
Joh Bjelke-Petersen naming the
“ringleaders” to be expelled.

But those calls fell on deaf ears.
As distinguished biochemist Ed
Webb, who was deputy vice-chan-
cellor (academic), explained, when
“there are real issues in society
that need to be addressed”, the
university had an obligation to
permit “individuals in the univer-

sity to see that others are made
aware of them”. Yes, that might
provoke a hostile reaction; but fear
of that reaction could never be a
“reason for prohibiting the ex-
pression of opinions on things of
great importance”. 

Five decades on, those lessons
have plainly been forgotten. In-
stead, the university chose to com-
memorate the anniversary by
initiating disciplinary proceedings
against Drew Pavlou.

That Pavlou’s actions incensed
the Chinese regime is entirely un-
surprising. Organising protests in
support of the pro-democracy ac-
tivists in Hong Kong and against
China’s repression of the Uighurs
was bad enough; ridiculing the
university’s cosy relationship with
China by posting a “COVID-19
Biohazard” warning at its Confuci-
us Institute can only have elevated
the 20-year-old’s conduct into a
hanging offence. 

After all, as Charlie Chaplin
said on releasing The Great Dic-
tator, with its merciless portrayal
of Hitler as “Adenoid Hynkel”,
“let’s laugh them to scorn”, for
mockery is the little person’s most

powerful weapon against the jack-
boots and truncheons of tyrants. 

That truth has been confirmed
time and again. “The surest de-
fence against Evil is extreme indi-
vidualism, originality of thinking,
whimsicality, even — if you will —
eccentricity,” declared Joseph
Brodsky, the Nobel prize-winning
poet who, before being expelled
from the Soviet Union, was incar-
cerated in its insane asylums for
denouncing the Soviet regime’s
madness. 

One might have expected the
university’s leadership to know all
that. And rather than submitting
Pavlou to months of uncertainty
for the crime of satire, one might
have expected them to focus on
identifying the Chinese students
who assaulted the pro-democracy
activists, as well as on removing
from his position as an adjunct
professor China’s consul-general
in Brisbane, Xu Jie, who blatantly
breached the university’s code of
conduct by publicly commending
the assailants.

It is too easy, and too generous,
to explain their decision to instead
turn on Pavlou by pointing to the

Unfortunately, they are not
alone in leaving ethical standards
behind. There is, as those with long
memories will know, no doubt that
if the administration had acted
then as it has now, the university
would have ground to a halt. 

To say that is not to claim that
things were better, nearly golden,
in more or less remote times. Nor
is it to gloss over the grievous faults
of the students and staff who regu-
larly packed the “forum” at St
Lucia, as the campus’ main meet-
ing ground was called. They were,
on the contrary, blind to the crimes
of the North Vietnamese and ig-
nored the horrors their victory
would bring. 

But while they were almost wil-
fully naive, their commitment to
freedom of expression was beyond
question. The fact many of the uni-
versity’s most influential activists
came from the Catholic Newman
Society and the Christian social
movements, with their emphasis
on sincerity, witness and engage-
ment, merely made that commit-
ment more intense. 

Faced with cases such as
Pavlou’s, they would have felt

compelled to act. But, all too often,
today’s staff and students feel no
such imperative. 

In part, that reflects the wither-
ing of campus life that had oc-
curred even before the present
lockdowns came into effect. With
vast numbers of students working
part-time, faculty routinely ad-
dress empty lecture halls, elimi-
nating the questioning and
interaction that are central to
teaching and to the formation of
social networks. 

The ever-growing number of
foreign students, who struggle
with English, and so tend to associ-
ate with their colingual peers, has
compounded the social fragmen-
tation, converting once bustling
campuses into spiritual waste-
lands.

But if the commitment to free
speech has waned it is also because
students and staff can espouse the
fashionable causes of the day with-
out any danger to themselves. Far
from risking prison sentences and
hefty fines for demonstrating, as
was the case in Queensland, they
can indulge in protests about
racism, refugees and “carbon pol-

lution” basking in the glow of
public approval. Goethe’s warning
that “Man must win his liberty
every day afresh” therefore means
nothing to them, no more than
Mill’s admonition that the free-
dom that really matters is that of
those with whom we passionately
disagree. 

To that extent, Marx was right.
Once they were comfortably dom-
inant, he predicted, the bourgeois
intellectuals would jettison the lib-
eral values they had championed
when they were an exiguous min-
ority. Like the Anglican bishops
with their 39 “articles of religion”,
they would, at that point, far more
readily scuttle 38/39ths of their
principles than 1/39th of their
income. 

Marx could have had the
University of Queensland in mind.
But if an education is worth hav-
ing, it is not because of the earn-
ings it unlocks; it is because the
ability to look at the world for one-
self is the greatest gift of all. By pur-
suing Pavlou for doing just that,
the university has accomplished,
50 years later, what Bjelke-Peter-
sen could never achieve. 

It has taken 50 years, but UQ bosses 
achieve what Joh Bjelke-Petersen could not 

HENRY ERGAS

TRIBES ARE SO MUCH TROUBLE, BUT I’M AT HOME WITH MINE AND MY MEMORIES

As you look around the world at all
the social, economic and personal
changes that prosperity has ush-
ered in, you have to wonder why
Africa has missed out. The answer,
of course, is tribalism. 

Tribalism will always under-
mine a nation, anywhere, divided
along any such lines.

The unlikely coalition that TE
Lawrence put together finally took
the grand prize when it captured
Damascus. But that triumph was
soon in tatters. It was torn apart by
centuries-old tribal disputes
preventing allies who had fought

side-by-side from quickly building
a successful government. The hat-
reds were so ingrained that people
worked against their own self-
interest rather than build the foun-
dations of the future for which
they had fought.

It is easy to believe Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
has his sights on pinching parts of
Syria as that failed state continues
to wither on the vine. President
Bashar al-Assad of Syria is loved
by his allies in the brand of Islam
he practises and what is left of the
Christian community. For all of

the evil he is rightly condemned
over, he always gave succour and
comfort to the Christian commun-
ity in his country. In Australia, he is
not without considerable support
in the Syrian diaspora. It is easier
sometimes to admit defeat in try-
ing to find the good guy in this con-
flict and realise they are mostly
unworthy of support. 

Kerry Packer once hosted a
lunch with Henry Kissinger in his
Park Street office. Dame Margaret
Guilfoyle and I secured a pair of in-
vitations and flew up. For the next
two hours I sat rapt by this incred-
ible man’s modest accounts of his
encounters with various world
leaders. When I asked him about
Assad’s father, he simply said that
he was a monster who had sur-
rounded a town with tanks and
blasted to death 10,000 of his
fellow citizens. 

Libya is not a real country. It is
the result of hastily drawn borders
after a European war managed to
infiltrate the place and force peo-
ple to take sides in a bloody conflict
not of their own making.

On the question of allowing
back into Australia those women
who willingly took their children
to Iraq to support their jihadi hus-
bands, I have waxed and waned.

My final position is that we
should refuse to take them. We
have enough problems without
importing more. They rejected
Australia and chose to leave. They
can try their best in the hell of their
own making. Their minds — tragi-
cally so many of their children’s
too — are poisoned. We don’t
want them back. 

Without a caliphate to point to
and with a resounding defeat in
military terms in Iraq, the bad guys

have a recruiting problem. Fewer
young men are willing to sacrifice
themselves in a lost cause. The
glamour has gone. 

Thousands of Africans from
their tribally divided countries are
still seeking to get into Europe by
hook or by crook every day. Most
of them are aiming to get to Brit-
ain. The lure of a generous social
security system is irresistible. Un-
employment benefits in European
countries and the UK seem like a
fortune to these impoverished,
desperate people. At some point
Britain will have to find a way to
sever or lessen this influx, which it
can’t afford and for whom there is
no room.

There was also that huge mob
of people from South America
seeking to enter the US, formed up
but broken apart when their entry
proved impossible. It seems coun-

tries with English heritage are as-
sumed, probably rightly, to offer
more generous help for those who
are battlers. 

Nonetheless, every country has
an obligation — to those citizens
already living there — to ensure its
borders are not porous. 

Our isolation at the other end
of the world serves us well in times
like these.

When I was a child my parents
would drag me to my uncle’s place
where for hours he would show
slides of his overseas trips with his
gay partner, although I never
heard my parents call him a homo-
sexual. Airfares were so expensive
in those days and foreign tribes
were that much more exotic. 

That has changed dramatically.
Overseas travel is routine these
days. But I remember myself as a
teenager besotted with the Gold

Coast, particularly when you
stayed at a motel with a pool. The
Allen Brothers, featuring the
fabulous Peter Allen, played at the
Surfers Paradise Hotel every Sat-
urday and Sunday afternoon.

Life was so simple and whole-
some. Somewhere along the line
we lost that innocence but prob-
ably picked up some excitement.
Sadly, and tragically these days, I
am forced to rely on memories of
time gone by. 

Smoky Dawson will never
again whip a cigarette from my
mouth, and being thrilled to find a
motel with a swimming pool is a
thing of the past.

There comes a time when the past 
feels like the only sensible refuge 

GRAHAM RICHARDSON

university’s dependence on Chi-
nese students. No doubt, that fig-
ured in their minds; but the reality
is that their predecessors’ depen-
dence on Bjelke-Petersen’s gov-
ernment was far greater. 

If that earlier generation didn’t
buckle, it wasn’t because their
choices were without con-
sequence: it was because those

choices involved matters of prin-
ciple. There is, in that comparison,
a crucial point. The problem is not
that the leaders of our universities,
in responding to incentives creat-
ed by successive governments,
have let themselves become vul-
nerable to the Chinese regime’s
blackmail. It is that their ethical
moorings are so fragile, the black-
mail has every chance of success. 

Students and staff
can espouse the 
fashionable causes
of the day without
any danger to 
themselves

VINDICATED: LONE EXPERT WHO 
SAW TODAY’S BELLICOSE CHINA 

Rarely in history has an academic
been as intellectually vindicated as
John Mearsheimer. Two decades
ago, his bold thesis was that great-
power rivalry was not over. Like
many prophets, Mearsheimer was
ignored. But he accurately foresaw
the intense Sino-American secur-
ity competition that the corona-
virus crisis has exposed. 

In The Tragedy of Great Power
Politics, the veteran University of
Chicago political scientist argued
that, notwithstanding the collapse
of the Soviet empire, insecurity
and conflict remained inevitable
by-products of the anarchic inter-
national system. As its power
increased and definition of nation-
al interests grew, China would be
more assertive in areas on which
its security and prosperity depend-
ed. As the global hegemon, the US
would go to great lengths to stop
the rising power from dominating
Asia. According to the headline of
a Mearsheimer article on this page
in November 2005: “The rise of
China will not be peaceful at all.”

In those days, Mearsheimer’s
realism was at odds with the zeit-
geist. This was the era of an
increasingly globalised and
borderless world, where inter-
dependency and integration were
the overriding realities of inter-
national relations. State rivalries
and military power seemed to
make little sense. The prevailing
wisdom was that rapid economic
growth almost ensured the emerg-
ence of a democratic polity in
China, as it had in Taiwan and
South Korea. The more China
embraced global capitalism, the
more likely it would integrate
peacefully in the rules-based inter-
national order.

However, Mearsheimer never
suffered the “great delusion”, as
his most recent book is called.
Almost a lone voice in the post-
Cold War era, he argued that
international life remained the
kind of brutal competition for
power that it had been since
Thucydides. Failing any kind of
world government to enforce rules
and norms, great powers find it
impossible to trust each other. The
tragedy is that striving for security
leads to heightened tensions.

For Mearsheimer, the conse-
quences were clear: by growing
enchanted with the China market,
the world was just feeding the

Mearsheimer’s warning has
come to pass: we starry-eyed pro-
ponents of engagement have been
mugged by reality. How often do
you hear talk about growing
tensions between China and not
just the US and Australia but many
other parts of the world? In a new
Centre for Independent Studies
paper, one of Australia’s leading
security experts, Alan Dupont,
says the US-China standoff over
trade, technology and strategy has
precipitated a new cold war. 

Many people blame China’s
assertiveness primarily on its auto-
cratic leader, Xi Jinping. What
they don’t understand is that the
US-China rivalry, as Mearsheimer
foreshadowed two decades ago, is
at root a function of the structure
of the international system, not
personalities or the pandemic.
That’s why most Westerners did
not see this rivalry coming. They
don’t believe in what Mearsheim-
er calls the tragic nature of great-
power politics.

Nor do they understand that
the competition is a zero-sum
game. Or that Australia is not
going to be able to finesse its
dilemma, effectively sit on the
sidelines and enjoy the best of both
worlds: unconstrained trade with
China under the US security
umbrella. Vested business inter-
ests and a few academics continue
to believe a new US-China trade
deal or a rapprochement between
Beijing and an incoming Biden ad-
ministration will spare Canberra
difficult choices. But they’re talk-
ing the language of a different era. 

Today’s China, notwithstand-
ing its own limitations and internal
weaknesses, shows every sign of
wanting to overthrow the US-led
security system in the region. Xi’s
repression is not winning Beijing
respect abroad. Not since the
1960s have both sides of politics in
Washington and Canberra been
so united against the red menace. 

And although Donald Trump
has been chaotic and incompetent,
American staying power in Asia is
for real: the question is whether a
US-led coalition pursues a
strategy of containment, as Mear-
sheimer recommends, or one of
“engaging and constraining”
China, as former Department of
Foreign Affairs and Trade head
Peter Varghese suggests. 

The cold, hard reality is that
peace never proves permanent. In
power politics, security trumps
prosperity. Just ask Mearsheimer. 

Tom Switzer is executive director 
of the Centre for Independent 
Studies and a presenter at the ABC. 

The world was warned this trouble was 
coming but the West didn’t understand

TOM SWITZER

beast. Far from becoming a
responsible stakeholder in world
affairs, Beijing was bound to upset
the strategic sensibilities of neigh-
bouring states, from Japan and
South Korea to India and Viet-
nam. As a result, the US should
pivot to Asia, deepen security ties
with allies, develop new strategic
partnerships with old foes and
draw a line in the sand — in this
case, water — by checking Bei-
jing’s ambitions. 

Alas, after America’s Cold War
victory, both Democratic and Re-
publican administrations indulged
in what Mearsheimer’s academic
colleague Stephen Walt calls the
“hubristic fantasy” of global
“liberal hegemony”, which both
scholars warned would cost the US
dearly in prestige and influence. 

It was during this time that
Mearsheimer and I became
friends: in July 2002 he persuaded

me that a war to topple Saddam
Hussein’s regime would be foolish
and catastrophic. (At the time, I
was opinion editor of these pages
and, although our editorials re-
mained hawkish, our commentary
sections, unlike those of our anti-
war competitors, were a ping-pong
table for both sides in the debate.)

Mearsheimer was as right
about Iraq and America’s other
Wilsonian misadventures in the
Middle East as he was about pick-
ing a fight with Russia: NATO
expansion eastwards just drove
Moscow into the arms of Beijing
and has made it more difficult for
Washington to make Asia its first
strategic priority.

Meanwhile, China’s rise con-
tinued unabated: think of its escal-
ating defence build-up, persistent
cyber-espionage and global med-
dling, pumped-up nationalism,
huge propaganda and disinform-
ation campaigns, pending forceful
takeover of Hong Kong and grow-
ing intimidation of Taiwan,
aggressive build-up of military
outposts beyond its border in the
South China Sea, and so on.

China shows every
sign of wanting to
overthrow the US-
led security system
in the region

SNAG IS TOO MANY PEOPLE LOVE TASMANIA

As a resident of a pleasant island
at the end of the earth, I am oddly
qualified to write about tourism.
All my life, the population of my
state of Tasmania has hovered
about the half-million mark. But
last year 3.5 million tourists came
here. And although they don’t all
arrive at the same time, our fav-
ourite places are also the tourists’
favourites. They have become
alarmingly overcrowded.

Right now, many Tasmanians
are welcoming the uncongested
respite from the worldwide afflic-
tion that is politely described
as “over-tourism”. But will we
change our minds if those pesky
tourists never come back? That is
the question.

On the Hobart waterfront at
the height of the season when the
cruise liners are in, Tasmanians
have found themselves strangers
on their own island. 

On the popular Salamanca
strip just before the COVID-
enforced quiet, I estimated we
were outnumbered 7:1. 

Yes, you really can make such
a calculation in a place where
we all know one and other. And
no, we aren’t all related — but
we can always recognise people
“from away”. 

Before the virus, Tasmanians
were starting to avoid the places
they love, such as historic Rich-
mond in the south or Coles Bay on
the east coast, and even the Hob-
art waterfront. 

As the locals used to say: “It
has got so popular, no one goes
there any more.” 

Tasmanians now look forward
to a glorious interregnum be-
tween the raising of the local
lockdown restrictions and the
restart of tourism. A breather
where we once again have our is-
land to ourselves. 

Just like the good old days,
before we became such a cool cul-
tural destination. Remember
when you mainlanders made
jokes about us having two heads? 

We laughed it off: “Two heads
are better than one.” 

But, secretly, we were embar-
rassed about our somnolent little
island, where the past was em-
braced and the future was cold-
shouldered. I grew up in that
Tasmanian backwater, and as a
young journalist I had to leave
the island for work. 

That remains the case for my
kids unless they want to be bar-
staff, waiters, waitresses and
cooks. 

Later, I had indulgent main-
land employers who allowed me
to live in Tasmania and still travel
the world. Well, maybe not so in-
dulgent. I remember a snippet of
awkward conversation between
60 Minutes producer John West-
acott and Kerry Packer from ear-
lier in this century.

Packer: “He lives in Tasmania?
Does that cost me money?”

Westacott: “No, Mr Packer.
Charlie works for less pay to cover
the cost of flying to Sydney.”

Packer: “Ah, he’s got money
has he.”

Westacott: “No, he doesn’t
have money. He’s pretty much
the same as any other journo.”

Packer: (A lengthy silence
while KP processes the alien con-
cept of not being rich anywhere,
let alone in Tasmania)

“Well he’ll never have money,
will he? Not if he lives in f..king
Tasmania!”

Up to a point, Mr Packer. 
Tasmania has never been a

place where ordinary folk would
come to pursue riches. We have
the lowest incomes in the com-
monwealth but most of us under-
stand that with a life here we have
traded quantity for quality. 

Simple intuition taught most
of us that on our beaches, and in

our lakes, mountains and forests,
we were bequeathed wealth be-
yond riches.

We cleverly thought: “Hey, we
might even share our paradise
with visitors. Surely tourism
would be better than hydro dams
and woodchipping mills?” 

But what’s that old saw about
being careful what you wish for? 

In recent years, Tasmanians
have come to experience the

many ways mass tourism deval-
ues our natural wealth. Last
summer, Hobart’s water supply
became critically low. Not be-
cause the Derwent ran dry but
because the infrastructure built
for 200,000 citizens could not
cope with a million visitors. 

Nor could Hobart’s modest
streets handle the tourist boom.
Big-city traffic jams became com-
mon in a small town where once
we joked that rush hour went so
quickly it took only five minutes. 

A major social problem
emerged a couple of years ago as
people with jobs but nowhere to
live became homeless. Rental

stock had vanished as investment
homes were converted to more
lucrative short-term holiday lets.

Even off-season, the accom-
modation was chockers with visi-
tors to popular trendy events such
as the Dark Mofo Winter Feast. 

Meanwhile, working families
were wintering under canvas in
the Hobart Showground.

Let them eat a blood orange
and cardamom custard doughnut
with a Moo Brew Stout.

The familiar and delightful old
Hobart colonial skyline has been
changed, not for the better, as
another 3000 hotel rooms were
added during the past couple of
years. 

Those new hotels are empty
now but there are plans for yet
more high-rise accommodation
in the sandstone heart of the old
town. Many locals agree with Tas-
manian prizewinning author
Richard Flanagan, who described
these buildings as “unremarkable,
unfriendly and ugly — they show
no respect for our city”.

Government and developers
love to see cranes dominating the
city skyline. It is a tangible sign of
progress, and any opposition is
dubbed as coming from “the anti-
everything brigade”.

“To enhance the visitor experi-
ence,” the Tasmanian govern-
ment supports the creation of a
cable car running across the
famous fluted “organ pipes” on

the face of Mount Wellington.
Despite great controversy, the
project will likely be fast-tracked
to create much-needed jobs in the
uncertain post-COVID world.

Yes, we had long grown sick of
tourists milling around annoying-
ly in the entrances to shops and
restaurants, and waddling down
the middle of the street as though
the joint were Disneyland. 

Now we are not quite so sure.
Already, one of Hobart’s most

celebrated upmarket restaurants,
Franklin, has announced it will
not reopen.

Others are expected to follow.
It looks as though tourism may

be like sugar, tobacco and alcohol:
we got by well enough before it ar-
rived, but now maybe we cannot
live without it. 

The tourism mantra “to en-
hance the visitor experience” is
frequently used in Tasmania to
justify even the most clearly in-
appropriate developments. 

But now the COVID hiatus
has given destinations the world
over the opportunity to reboot. In
place of “over-tourism”, let’s have
quality tourism with fewer people
spending more money and hav-
ing a better experience. 

At the same time, let’s also
consider the simple proposition
that my town (and yours) should
be run primarily for the people
who live there rather than for
people who don’t.

Virus may be time 
for us all to reset 
tourism priorities

CHARLES 
WOOLEY

The hiatus has 
given destinations
the world over
the opportunity
to reboot

What Kissinger never did, and
what no US president or secretary
of state has ever done, was address
the plight of the Kurds. 

They have effectively carved
out for themselves a chunk of Iraq
through the efforts of their army,
the Peshmerga. They did so much
to fight the good fight against al-
Qa’ida but were let down by the
West — a result they have seen too
often. But I admire their nobility
and courage.

Britain will have 
to find a way to 
sever or lessen 
this influx of 
people which it 
can’t afford and 
for whom there is
no room


