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   editor’s letter

Stephanie Holt
Editor, PEN Magazine. Photo: Tania Jovanovic

As always, PEN marks the Melbourne Writers Festival with a new issue of PEN Melbourne 
Magazine, and the appearance of PEN’s Empty Chair at events throughout the festival. The PEN 
Melbourne lecture series, a welcome addition this year to Melbourne’s literary life, continues 
with a special MWF session with Tara June Winch.

If you missed the recent PEN Melbourne lecture with Erik Jensen, author and founding editor 
of The Saturday Paper, you can read it here. In it, he unpacks the limitations and self-serving 
practice of journalistic balance. Whose voices does it privilege, he asks, and who is damaged and 
marginalised in the process?

Meanwhile, restrictions on free speech in Australia are deepening. The recent High Court 
decision on public servants voicing political opinions is deeply troubling. And such restrictions 
are all the more galling when the government of the day increasingly politicises the public 
service. Just this week we learnt of the machinations behind recent Australian Bureau of Statistics 
stories; these revealed statistics on household incomes and wealth, putting a positive spin on this 
essential data and downplaying widening inequality. Nothing to see here, they seemed to suggest, 
all too conveniently.

That risks seeming grim, despairing, disempowered. Yet, like this year’s MWF, this issue of 
the Magazine also draws on the brightest, the richest, the most defiant of emotions: love. Sian 
Harris’s ‘Love Poem’ is here. So is the love that teaches and inspires, that nurtures empathy and 
collaboration, that drives resistance and escape.

Creative partnership is evident too throughout this issue. Whether of writer and translator 
(Joe Dolce and Majid Shokor), Melbourne writers and their Cambodian counterparts (Arnold 
Zable and Phina So), or essayist and poet (aid worker and activist Emily Reid and Rohingya 
refugee Azad Mohammed).

We welcome your feedback on this issue. Submissions, proposals and enquiries from writers 
are also encouraged. Just email me at stephanie.holt@rmit.edu.au (please include PEN Magazine 
in the subject line).

The deadline for our next issue is September 30.
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   president’s letter

Christine McKenzie
President, PEN Melbourne

The act of silencing a person is to deny their existence. It is a kind of death

Must we native Old Australians 
In our land rank as aliens?

Oodgeroo Noonuccal from Aboriginal Charter of Rights

The great silencing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island languages began in 1788 and continues to 
this day. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples spoke more than 250 Indigenous Australian 
languages including 800 dialects before colonisation. Now only thirteen Indigenous languages 
are still learnt by children and another 100 or so are still spoken by older people. (https://aiatsis.
gov.au/explore/articles/indigenous-australian-languages). Many of these remaining languages are 
highly endangered as Elders pass away and English dominates as the lingua franca of education 
and the workplace. 

However, brilliant and exacting work is being done by Aboriginal people and linguists to 
awaken and retrieve languages, and because of the dedication of these language workers, we will 
hear more and more Indigenous languages in coming years, despite all the attempts at eradication 
by various authorities.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have survived the ‘cultural tsunami’ of colonisation 
and in many cases have flourished. More and more First Nations writers bring their language 
into their work. Tara June Winch in The Yield interweaves a dictionary of Wiradjuri words 
throughout her novel and these words and their meaning tell powerful stories of dispossession, 
understanding and the renewal of the Goondiwindi family of the book. Winch acknowledges 
the extensive language reclamation work of Dr Stan Grant Snr and Dr John Rudder. This is a 
massive undertaking and a real gift to us readers as we strive to get our tongues around these new 
and evocative words and the other ways of seeing the world they conjure. 

The Yield begins:

I was born on Ngurambang – can you hear it? – Ngu–ram–bang. If you say it right it hits 
the back of your mouth and you should taste blood in your words. Every person around 
should learn the word for country in the old language, the first language – because that 
is the way to all time, to time travel! You can go all the way back.

Language is not just a list of words and sentences to be learnt by rote. Language is life, culture, 
identity. Recently I heard a fellow say: if you don’t know your language you don’t know your 
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country. Think about this. Imagine a great silence echoing around the place where one’s language, 
the systems of deep knowledge and connection to country of one’s people ought to be resounding, 
but instead there is silence.

I invite you to read Sian Harris’s Paakantyi Love Poem in this issue. Sian has been a participant 
in the PEN Indigenous writing workshops held in Mildura over recent years. Her work is an 
inspiration; she uses her language, and as she says, is dedicated to the uplift of Aboriginal women, 
especially those in the LGBT+ communities.

At another level, the ongoing exclusion of the voices of Indigenous Australia from the government 
and legislative bodies of the Australian nation as a consequence of the rejection of the Statement 
from the Heart continues the racist silencing, disadvantaging and denial of the First Nations people 
and culture. And it is racist this silence, continuing as it does the original lie of Terra Nullius, the 
invisibility of the people who have inhabited this country continuously for 60,000 years or so. 
When the Australian Constitution was being drafted Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
were excluded from the discussions concerning the creation of the new nation to be situated on 
their Ancestral lands and waters. Australia is the only Commonwealth country that does not have 
a treaty with its Indigenous peoples and sovereignty has never been ceded. 

How can we have an active and vital democracy if all our diverse voices are not being heard? 
It’s not only the injustices of government policies that are designed to deny the humanity of those 
people who have arrived here seeking refuge from persecution, as is their right, but increasingly 
it seems those who speak out against injustices that are ‘embarrassing’ for the authorities are also 
persecuted.

Our government and the opposition remain silent about the case of Julian Assange. PEN 
International has urged the British authorities not to extradite Assange to the US, where he 
would be at risk of serious human rights violations. PEN believes that there are many occasions 
such as Assange’s when the public’s right to know overrides the authorities’ desire for secrecy – 
‘such as the evidence of human rights violations or corruption.’ Governments whose abuses are 
revealed by whistleblowers are making a ‘global pushback on free speech’, said Assange’s lawyer 
Jennifer Robinson on ABC radio.

Independent MP Andrew Wilkie has clearly expressed his view that Australia’s recent national 
security laws, and laws that restrict the rights of activists and protestors mean that Australia has 
become a pre-police state. The Australian Federal Police (AFP) raids on the offices of the ABC 
and the home of journalist Annika Smethurst in recent times have been condemned by the 
MEAA and PEN as the most outrageous attacks on press freedoms. The journalists in question 
are still under investigation and the AFP will not rule out charging journalists who published 
stories based on leaked, highly classified information.

Again, although they are not journalists, the prosecution of lawyer Bernard Collaery and his 
client Witness K who helped expose a secret government mission to spy on Timor-Leste during 
lucrative oil and gas negotiations is also threatening to those who would disclose government 
wrongdoing or corruption. This is again a case of ‘the public’s right to know’. Collaery and 
Witness K may face years in jail if convicted.  

These situations are of great concern to PEN and to all who value freedom of expression. The 
chilling effect of the silencing and in some cases the punitive responses of authorities challenged 
by journalists and whistleblowers is a threat to all who believe in our right to speak truth to 
power. It seems that our freedoms are being encroached upon day by day. Watching the pro-
democracy protesters take to the streets in Hong Kong for the 12th consecutive week is salutary. 
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They are protesting to retain their rights under the ‘one country, two systems’ model that ensures 
certain rights and freedoms for Hong Kong residents until 2047 but which have been threatened 
by the People’s Republic of China.

What will it take for us to ensure our freedom of expression here, especially under the recent 
‘anti-terror’ legislation which was introduced under the guise of national security and which has 
created an ongoing threatening environment for journalism and the public’s right to know? We 
must all protest vigorously and often to our representatives and the opposition in government. 
Our freedom of expression cannot be taken for granted any longer. Let your voice be heard.

As I write this Australian writer and political commentator Dr Yang Hengjun, detained 
in harsh conditions and without access to family or lawyers in China since January, has been 
formally arrested on suspicion of spying in China. Dr Yang potentially faces the death penalty or 
years in jail. His wife Yuan Ruijuan has been barred from leaving the country. 

Tara June Winch will present the PEN Melbourne Lecture: Untying the Tongue at this year’s 
Melbourne Writers Festival on Saturday 31 August at 5.30. Book at:

https://mwf.com.au/program/pen-lecture-untying-the-tongue-5640/

Tara June Winch. Photo: Public domain.
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In traditional Paakantyi life, as part of maintaining matrilineal society and kinship systems, 
many family groups travelled up and down the Paaka (Darling River) to visit other groups on 
other Lands. There are nine groups belonging to the Paakantyi nation, and each member of the 
groups adhered to the structures of moiety, or tribal divisions. This determined how knowledge 
and teachings were passed on, custodianship of Country, kinship, and marriage. With the 
Paakantyi, there are two tribal divisions based on two Ancestor Beings: Makwarra (Rain Wind—
West Wind) and Kilpara (Cold Wind—East Wind). They each were tasked by Kurlawirra (God) 
with creating a few different animals. Makwarra was the first Wedge-tailed eagle. Kilpara was 
the first Crow. Makwarra’s and Kilpara’s creations would be the waRnka (totems) of the people. 
The people whose waRnka belonged to Makwarra could not marry others who belonged to 
Makwarra.  The same was true for people whose waRnka belonged to Kilpara. They had to marry 
someone from the opposite side.

These structures meant people often had to journey along the river to find a mate outside of 
their direct kinship links. These were times when whole families would travel away, in hopes that 
their sons and daughters would be able to make a love match; either on their own, or with the 
person they were ‘Promised’ to. Often, when these matches were established, the person who 
had travelled would need to return to the lands of their Country to undergo their rites of passage 
before a marriage could take place. When that happened, the lover who was leaving would make 
a promise to return. They would sing a song, perform a dance, or draw artwork in the sand telling 
of their journey and their promise.

This poem is part of a larger story of a young woman travelling down the river with her family, 
so that her older brother could meet his Promised one. When she gets there, she is old enough 
to spend time in the Women’s Camp. This is where they share stories, learn new skills, and meet 
future family connections. While in the Women’s Camp, she meets another young woman. They 
spend the whole time together, and eventually fall in love. When it is time to return to her Lands, 
the woman makes her promise to her beloved in the form of a poem which is what I wrote. I 
wanted to write it in Paakantyi so that it speaks to my Ancestors in our language.

My writing is dedicated to uplifting and celebrating Aboriginal women. I place us at the centre 
of the narrative that reveres and admires us. I also want to highlight our LGBT+ communities 
and perspectives.

   poetry



9PEN Melbourne Magazine 2/2019

Nhiinta
Thika-apa kiirayi-Ri

Karingku-nhangki; Nguukatuma parlu-alpa-ili
Muka muka mirrityana.

Mirrimpilyi.
Nhiinta wurakayi.
Nhuungku parlayi.

Nganpa-ayi.
Manta-ngimapa-inthu.

Let go.
I am going back to my Land early in the morning.

Soon, we two will sit listening.
Silent.

Out in the sunlight. Happy and contented.
Let go, My Friend.
My Companion.

My Love.
Wait for me;

I will return to you.

Paakantyi Love Poem

Sian Harris
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If traditional media sources are to reclaim their relevance, 

they must be open to change

Fragile Minds

PEN Lecture

July 2019

Erik Jensen

A senior official in the Catholic Church once asked me why journalists hate god. 

At the time, I thought the answer was obvious. 

Journalists don’t hate god, but they can appear to hate the church. The institution is powerful 
and inscrutable. It is built on sanctimony. It has harboured and facilitated obscene criminality. 

Journalists are sceptical of the church because they are sceptical of power. And the power of 
the church is outsized and largely unrestricted. It is patently hypocritical and has been used to 
distort democratic processes. Of course journalists mistrust it.

Recently, however, I’ve come to think there is something else here. The church’s power is not 
ordinary. It is built on something uncheckable: faith in the existence of god. In the name of this 
faith, terrible things have been done. Yet often these are stitched to the divine—to something 
that is right because it says it is.

Journalists are sceptical of the church because they are sceptical of anything they cannot see. 
And god is the ultimate unseeable. It is to god that the church defers, and if you hold with that 
logic there is sometimes nothing more you can ask. This is unsettling to a person whose job it is 
to critique and understand the structures in which we live.

The senior official told me on that phone call that the real reason I was angry was that he got 
paid more than I did. It was the weekend and his son was in the car. They were on the way to 
soccer.

e

This speech is about journalism and the things we cannot see. It is about the fragility of our 
industry—the inability to take on criticism. It is about the basic principles from which we’ve 
built our craft, and their need to be questioned and sometimes updated. This speech is about 
every conversation I’ve had that ends with someone saying, ‘Yes, but it’s just what we do.’

e

   feature
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I learnt journalism in a newsroom. I started as a cadet on The Sydney Morning Herald, straight 
from school, arriving in a world that awed me and that I revered. 

I remember that time with unstinting gratitude.

The lessons I learnt were handed on without fanfare or much discussion. Many of them were 
commonsense:

Knock on doors.

Ask stupid questions.

Don’t be afraid to ask the same thing several times.

Double check spellings, especially names.

Speak to everyone you can.

Check your facts.

Check both sides.

Ask for documents.

Work from doubt.

Serve your readers.

Others were more exotic. For instance:

You can take a photograph of anyone, so long as where you are standing is public land.

And:

It is not strictly trespass until you are asked to leave.

On starting at the Herald, I was given a code of ethics, which I read and earnestly upheld.

Across five pages, the code set out the standards from which journalists would work. There 
were sections on accommodation and complimentary tickets, on personal advantage and 
endorsement and the kinds of competitions that would be acceptable to enter. 

Instructions were given for the disclosure of interests and for the maintenance of a register 
of shareholdings. In one section it was stated that a journalist should ‘avoid any prominent 
activity in partisan public causes that compromises, or appears to compromise, the journalist or 
the newspaper’—and I remember on the basis of this clause explaining to a backpacker why I 
couldn’t sign his petition to end whaling.

The code had sensible entries on honesty, impartiality, fairness, independence, privacy and 
respect. It provided for discretion and recognised the intrusions caused by our work. Some of this 
wisdom was seen in practice, some less so.

The code did not engage with the issue of marginalisation, except in one section, marked 
‘relevance’. It stated: ‘Staff will not place unnecessary emphasis on personal characteristics, 
including race, ethnicity, nationality, gender, age, sexual orientation, family relationships, 
religious belief or physical disability.’

Reading it now, this section is not about engaging with or understanding difference. It is 
about avoiding it.

e
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I was thinking about this again recently as I looked at—and disagreed with—a series of responses 
to criticisms leveled at journalism. These were the months of Steve Bannon and Serena Williams. 
I saw an industry in a state of heavy defensiveness.

People of colour were expressing concern at how race was being covered. And journalists—
almost all of them white—were refusing to listen. The industry pointed to precedent. We 
interview people: that’s what we’ve always done. Everybody is skewered by a cartoon.

The status quo was guarded. There was no attempt to interrogate the ethics of our industry. It 
did not seem important that the absolutes being defended—that we ask questions, that we mock 
power—were established in newsrooms that were wholly white and wholly male, that in those 
newsrooms privilege of class and private education was a given.

These basic principles were immutable. Their source was unimportant.

Journalism has always worked from a place of defensiveness. It is always guarding itself—
correctly—against the insidiousness of influence and power. I remember a painting at the Herald, 
a horrible mural by Salvatore Zofrea. On it was written, among other things: ‘In moderation 
placing all my glory, while Tories call me Whig, and Whigs a Tory.’

The line had run in the paper’s first editorial, from Alexander Pope’s imitation of Horace. It 
sat beside the lift well and I had walked past it so often that as I went to write this I didn’t need 
to look it up. 

The premise is a decent one: the celebration of impartial reporting. Upset both sides, it said. 
Do not bow; do not listen when the powerful question your work. It made a virtue of criticism, 
but it also encouraged a writer to be deaf to it.

This might be the only industry in the world where being told you are wrong is taken as proof 
you are right. When the subject of your scorn is powerful, this is necessary. When they are not, 
it becomes an ugly kind of indifference.

e

Let’s talk about the Serena Williams cartoon.

On September 10 last year, the Herald Sun carried a cartoon by Mark Knight. It depicted 
Serena Williams protesting a loss at the US Open. She was drawn as a cliché of ugly, black rage. 
Critics, especially in America, pointed out the racist linage of this kind of cartooning. People of 
colour said the cartoon was racist.

The Herald Sun responded with belligerence. It published an editorial announcing the cartoon 
was neither racist nor sexist. It wrote: ‘To argue the Williams drawing is racist is an attempt to 
defeat cartooning—and satire—with a politically correct barrage.’

Mark Knight and his defenders maintain that racism is a question of intent. They believe an 
act can be stripped of its context and an image denuded of its history. They feel the authority to 
make these assertions for the simple reason that they have always had it. They are not impeded 
by the fact they have no experience of racism themselves. Indeed, they are emboldened by it.

These defenders are not just colleagues of Knight’s on the Herald Sun. These views came from 
senior journalists across mastheads and the political spectrum.

This might be the only industry in the world where being told you are wrong is taken as proof you 
are right.
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The next day, the Herald Sun published a front page of Knight’s cartoons: Daniel Andrews 
with his trousers down, a bucktoothed Bill Shorten picking up shit, Barnaby Joyce as a horny 
ram, Pauline Hanson as a cane toad. The headline was ‘Welcome to PC world’. And, for the sake 
of clarity: ‘If the self-appointed censors of Mark Knight get their way on his Serena Williams 
cartoon, our new politically correct life will be very dull indeed’. Excepting an overweight Kim 
Jong-un, all of the subjects were white. 

The splash made two points, although it intended neither: first, one side of this debate has at 
its disposal entire front pages to impugn its critics; second, this is played as a zero-sum game. If 
you question the right of newspapers to do what they have always done, they will pretend you are 
saying they cannot do anything at all and that these are the only options. It is incredibly childish 
and it is the state of debate in this country.

The Press Council considered a number of complaints regarding Knight’s cartoon. In its 
adjudication, the council noted ‘concerns that the depiction of Ms Williams had features that 
may cause it to be an offensive and sexist representation of a woman and a prejudicial racial 
stereotype of African-American people generally, rather than an actual caricature of Ms Williams’s 
physical features’.

It noted specifically complaints about the depiction of Williams as being with ‘large lips, a 
broad flat nose, a wild afro-styled ponytail hairstyle different to that worn by Ms Williams during 
the match and positioned in an ape-like pose’.

The Herald Sun responded that the cartoon depicted a ‘highly animated tantrum’. It said 
Knight had been drawing in this style for several decades, for a local audience, and that the use 
of satire, caricature, exaggeration and humour were not intended to reflect negatively on race or 
gender. It is interesting to note a few parts of this: the appeal to the status quo, to this cartoon 
being what we have always done; and the reference to a local audience, as if the problem here is 
the rest of the world looking in and calling us racist. 

Now, let me quote from the Press Council’s finding:

‘The council considers that the cartoon uses exaggeration and absurdity to make its point but 
accepts the publisher’s claim that it does not depict Ms Williams as an ape, rather showing her as 
‘spitting the dummy’, a non-racist caricature familiar to most Australian readers.

‘Nonetheless, the council acknowledges that some readers found the cartoon offensive.

‘However, the council also accepts that there was a sufficient public interest in commenting 
on behaviour and sportsmanship during a significant dispute between a tennis player with a 
globally high profile and an umpire at the US Open final.

‘As such, the council does not consider that the publication failed to take reasonable steps 
to avoid causing substantial offence, distress or prejudice, without sufficient justification in the 
public interest.

‘Accordingly the council concludes that its Standards of Practice were not breached’.

What is being said here? That without racist stereotypes, the cartoonist could not do his job? 
That racism only exists where it is coupled with intent? That there is a public interest in airing 
racist views, if they are in service of some other point?

Probably, the Press Council is saying this: Mark Knight’s cartoon is no worse than other racist 
cartoons that have been published in the past, and they were published without complaint. The 
fact there are more avenues now for people of colour to voice complaint, and that we are finally 
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hearing from them, doesn’t mean we need to change anything. The past is still proof of the 
rectitude of our industry. Nothing need shift.

Recently, on a different matter of race and the media, the playwright Nakkiah Lui said 
something that should be pinned up at news desks around the country. The Press Council would 
do well to scratch it into a wall somewhere at the office: ‘Many white people—particularly white 
men—don’t see racism as abuse. They see it as a difference of opinion.’

e

Last month, I was in a secondhand bookstore, and found, under a handwritten sign, a small stack 
of books marked ‘Important Second Wave Texts’. 

Partway down the stack was Virginia Trioli’s first book, called Generation F: Sex, Power and 
The Young Feminist. It came out in 1996—an early response to Helen Garner’s work The First 
Stone. 

Trioli’s book begins with the best description I have read of the comfortable hypocrisy of 
newsrooms. I was struck by its clarity and the grim beats of its recognition.

‘I work in the newsroom of a city newspaper,’ Trioli wrote. ‘It’s a place caught between eras. We 
deal in the key social and political issues of the day in a manner both concerned and sceptical. We 
appear, in print, so very enlightened. But our environment is still in many respects one of the most 
blokey and traditional around: like the law, it is a place of inherent male conservatism around 
which is wrapped the appearance of an emancipated, even morally superior, public mission.’

This paragraph stayed with me. It was vivid and uncomfortable. The next day I found a 
number for Trioli and called her to asked if much had changed.

‘My answer to your question is no,’ she said. ‘A hell of a lot hasn’t changed. That’s the paradox 
between public mission and behaviour. Anyone’s capable of being a shit. The people who go into 
journalism are no more pure or honourable than anyone else. People are disappointing, people 
aren’t saints. The elevated notion of being above it all because of your public mission—and the 
nosebleed that goes with that—confuses things. I guess you could call it the moral nosebleed.’

I think that’s true: we tend to a kind of imperious superiority. We prefer to think we are 
right, that we are armed with a form of objectivity that makes us infallibly correct. This makes 
us prefer our own perspective over the perspective of others. We see our own decency in one area 
as confirmation of decency in another. We operate with a sense of remove that protects us from 
improper influence but also cuts us off from realities that are not our own.

Trioli talks about the capacity for empathy, and how it can lack. Our industry is buttressed by 
cynicism. Our work, like the work of others proximate to trauma, is done with gallows humour.

We get to the Mark Knight cartoon. Friends of  Trioli’s were appalled and others were defensive. 
She agrees that it was racist. Being told that it was, by a person of colour, was enough.

We talk about the scepticism our industry has of feelings. She mentions the opposite: the age 
of feelings we are in, pulling apart the standards of journalism. Feelings are cheap. Online media 
businesses are built from them. The scepticism of these feelings is the scepticism of pieces written 
from other pieces that arrive at half-thought-out points but fail to do the objective work of actual 
journalism.

We operate with a sense of remove that protects us from improper influence but also cuts us off 
from realities that are not our own.
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I think there are two forces here: a prevalence of feelings and the mistrust of them. Both 
undermined the proper work of journalism. Both make our industry less purposeful and less 
humane. Both, though, are coming from journalists. The feelings that have replaced reporting in 
some mastheads are produced by people you would have to call journalists, and the scepticism of 
feelings that allows the industry to doubt experiences of racism or gender bias also comes from 
journalism.

Unquestionably, the rise of cheap opinion has damaged the reputation of journalists. But 
those engaged with proper reporting have also come to view all subjectivity as suspect. There 
is a point at which this scepticism becomes callous—when what we doubt is other people’s 
lives. That is the point at which a person says they experience an act as racist, and we decided 
we don’t.

e

Whenever we talk about power, we talk about fragility. That is because power is in flux. Those 
used to it are losing it, or feel as if they are, and they have become brittle to everything that looks 
like a threat. Perversely, that threat is often the least powerful person in the room asking if they 
could be listened to.

In the past two decades, the model that once supported journalism has collapsed. The industry 
has reduced in size and influence. New platforms for publishing have brought welcome new 
voices but have also brought an unfiltered approach to information, much of it difficult to verify, 
some if it mischievous and untrue.

An industry that was already brittle has become hypersensitive. It meets its critics with 
indignation, worried that any concession might undermine its purpose. The classified advertising 
that made newspapers unassailable is gone. It is not coming back. All that is left of the old power 
is an apparent monopoly on truth. And yet, the desire to hold onto this makes journalism blind 
to where a nuanced understanding of that truth might be.

Instead, there is an eagerness to dismiss information that comes through unfamiliar channels. 
There is a belligerent scepticism that can border on the inhumane: tell me your experience; prove 
it; I don’t believe you; he didn’t say the ‘n’ word, so his motive could not be racist.

There is a desire to exert power: to interview a white supremacist, just to prove you can; to 
refuse critique for doing so, for normalising hatred, because you believe a tricky question has 
offered balance, or because you can point to the accepted standards of our industry and say you 
are telling both sides. 

The ethics that test our journalism, that hold it to a higher account, are important and truly 
worthy. With them, however, comes responsibility. They cannot be unyielding to new, more 
nuanced information. The limitations of their establishment—the whiteness of the newsrooms 
in which they were honed, the maleness, the wealth—need to be recognised and re-interrogated. 

This won’t make journalism weaker. It will make it stronger.

There is a belief inside our industry that deferring to these standards holds us to account. In 
reality, it’s an abdication of responsibility. We point to a stone tablet on which the basic tenets 
of journalism were written, and avoid having to explain the vagaries hidden behind those words. 
We don’t check our actions, we check simply that they satisfy the bald standards to which we are 
signatory. 
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I think about every death knock I have ever done, waiting on the front lawn of someone’s 
house to ask about the loss of a loved one. I think about the intrusion on grief. I think about 
how I told myself we were helping to honour the memories of the person who used to live on the 
other side of the door. I think about the competition with other papers for these stories. I think 
about how little we really thought about what we were doing. It’s journalism, I told myself. It’s 
what we’ve always done.

I want my industry to be better than that. I want my industry to ask itself the question it is 
always promising to answer: ‘Why?’

e

As I wrote this speech, a gunman walked into two mosques in New Zealand and murdered 50 
people. The culprit was a white supremacist.

Immediately, the press was denying culpability. All the fragile self-protection was there, only 
it was worse because the denials were being made in front of bodies. The recklessness of our 
discourse was on full display. The press was claiming at once to be both very powerful and not 
powerful at all.

Perhaps the strangest response was Paul Maley’s. The defence and national security editor at 
The Australian was at pains to make clear that the Christchurch terrorist did not read Australian 
news.

‘Christchurch shooter Brenton Tarrant might have been born and bred in Grafton, but the 
ideology that inspired him came straight from ancient racisms of Europe and the fanaticism of 
medieval Christians,’ Maley wrote.

‘With Australia’s political class poised for a national bout of cultural self-loathing following 
Tarrant’s Christchurch terror attack, it is worth noting there is zero evidence the man paid any 
attention to anything said or done in this country since 2014.’

Maley stepped through the broad topics of Tarrant’s manifesto: Emmanuel Macron’s election 
in France, the NATO-led war on Kosovo, the birth rate in the Muslim community, the Siege 
of Vienna. ‘It’s vile stuff,’ he wrote, ‘but nowhere does it mention Pauline Hanson, Operation 
Sovereign Borders, Sky After Dark or any of the other right-wing villains being fitted up as 
accessories before the fact. The word ‘Australia’ or ‘Australian’ appears just 11 times.’

Maley doesn’t deny Australia’s Islamophobia, or the danger of stoking hatred and division. He 
just wants it to be known that Tarrant was radicalised by it somewhere else. It’s like a gun shop 
owner saying someone bought the weapons next door.

Elsewhere in the same newspaper, Janet Albrechtsen wrote of the ‘political ratbags’ who would 
‘exploit cold-blooded terrorism by a white supremacist in New Zealand on Friday for their 
narrow-minded, illiberal political agendas.’

She warned against calls for laws to ‘penalise media outlets, and figures that consistently 
promote fear and hatred’ and ‘robust laws against the spread of hate speech’. She cautioned those 
who would ‘fall for claims that this censorship, under the ruse of clamping down on hate speech, 
will stamp out terrorism’. 

The media hasn’t critiqued hate speech; it has cleaned it up and invited it to appear on television.
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The risk she warns of is not to people but to ideology. She sees free speech as an argument 
against responsibility. Like many in the press, she refuses to acknowledge the role the media plays 
in radicalisation.

There is an urgent desire to blame internet forums for Tarrant’s bent interpretation of the 
world. The bigger concern is that many of the thoughts expressed in his manifesto have appeared, 
in one form or another, on the opinion pages of most mainstream publications in this country.

Tarrant is an aberration, as is all terrorism. But he is produced by a culture that has normalised 
hate, that is built from division, whose politics routinely exploits fear and whose press caters 
enthusiastically to it.

The same politics says there are bad people on both sides. The press says the mass shooter 
was on holiday in Europe and probably missed their racist articles. What both are doing is 
maintaining the status quo, shuffling culpability, minimising their actions.

The world gets no safer in a system such as this. The prime minister visits a mosque, then 
announces an immigration cut. The journalist prepares another piece on the rights of bigots. As 
the lawyer Nyadol Nyuon said in the wake of the attack: ‘You can’t get to the heart of our stories, 
can’t understand us, can’t truly empathise, when your priority is free speech and ours is to live.’

The media hasn’t critiqued hate speech; it has cleaned it up and invited it to appear on 
television.

e

White privilege was first named, at least by that phrase, in 1919. The description came from 
the union movement. Considering it, the author Reni Eddo-Lodge wrote: ‘How can I define 
white privilege? It’s so difficult to describe an absence. And white privilege is an absence of the 
negative consequences of racism. An absence of structural discrimination, an absence of your 
race being viewed as a problem first and foremost, an absence of “less likely to succeed because 
of my race”.’ 

She continues: ‘Describing and defining this absence means to some extent upsetting the 
centering of whiteness, and reminding white people that their experience is not the norm for 
the rest of us. It is, of course, much easier to identify when you don’t have it, and I watch as an 
outsider to the insularity of whiteness.’

This last point is important. It gets at the argument that defines the relationship between race 
and journalism. It is a relationship of obliviousness. It is not that the media is not hearing this 
criticism. It’s worse: the media is not listening. It is not listening, and at the same time it insists 
on its place as arbiter of whether or not another perspective is worth listening to. 

Earlier in the same book, Eddo-Lodge writes that she has given up on these encounters. 
She describes a behaviour that elsewhere has been called white fragility. The passage articulates 
precisely the response journalists give to most criticism, especially criticism based around privilege.

‘I can no longer engage with the gulf of an emotional disconnect that white people display 
when a person of colour articulates their experience,’ she writes. 

It is not that the media is not hearing this criticism. It’s worse: the media is not listening.
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You can see their eyes shut down and harden. It’s like treacle is poured into their ears, 
blocking up their ear canals. It’s like they can no longer hear us.

This emotional disconnect is the conclusion of living a life oblivious to the fact that 
their skin colour is the norm and all others deviate from it.

At best, white people have been taught not to mention that people of colour are ‘different’ 
in case it offends us. They truly believe that the experiences of their life as a result of 
their skin colour can and should be universal. I just can’t engage with the bewilderment 
and the defensiveness as they try to grapple with the fact that not everyone experiences 
the world in the way that they do.

They’ve never had to think about what it means, in power terms, to be white, so any 
time they’re vaguely reminded of this fact, they interpret it as an affront. Their eyes 
glaze over in boredom or widen in indignation. Their mouths start twitching as they 
get defensive. Their throats open up as they try to interrupt, itching to talk over you but 
not to really listen, because they need to let you know that you’ve got it wrong.

The journey towards understanding structural racism still requires people of colour 
to prioritise white feelings. Even if they can hear you, they’re not really listening. 
It’s like something happens to the words as they leave our mouths and reach their 
ears. The words hit a barrier of denial and they don’t get any further.’

In many ways, I should not be giving this speech. I am worse than imperfect. I am white and I 
am privileged. My comprehension is limited by my experiences.

Please consider this a private reckoning, which I have written down and am reading aloud 
in the hope of working to be better. This is something we each must do. In journalism, the task 
has great urgency: the impacts of indifference, of avoiding these questions, are bloody and real.

e

Last year, the magazine National Geographic  conducted an inquiry into its own racial biases. 
It commissioned University of Virginia professor John Edwin Mason to lead the process. The 
editorial announcing the issue was blunt: ‘For decades, our coverage was racist. To rise above our 
past, we must acknowledge it.’

Mason found a magazine alive with cliché and condescension. He found views that reflected 
their time and did nothing to lead readers beyond it.

‘Americans got ideas about the world from Tarzan movies and crude racist caricatures,’ he 
said afterwards. ‘Segregation was the way it was. National Geographic wasn’t teaching as much 
as reinforcing messages they already received and doing so in a magazine that had tremendous 
authority.  National Geographic comes into existence at the height of colonialism, and the 
world was divided into the colonisers and the colonised. That was a colour line, and National 
Geographic was reflecting that view of the world.’

Here is a moment of reckoning. The media as a whole could benefit from similar work: a 
proactive auditing of our coverage, a chance to be honest about our flaws and find ways to reset. 
This audit cannot be conducted internally. The Press Council is patently unprepared for the task. 
It needs to be conducted with the assistance of people excluded from our industry and in the 
presence of views that have been dismissed or overlooked. This is not just about race: it is about 
gender and class and all experiences of what the mainstream calls difference.
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Until we do this work, we will continue to report from the past and find ourselves in conflict 
with the realities of our present. 

We need a willingness to confront the fact that we can be wrong and that we are. There is 
no use pretending this is limited to the more grotesque excesses of our craft: it is present in the 
unrepresentative everyday of our industry. We ask questions of everyone but ourselves.

There will be those who misinterpret what I am saying. I am not calling for censorship; I am 
calling for responsibility. I am asking for us to consider the impact of what we report and how 
we report it. I am saying the ethical bar we are clearing is not set high enough. Our code of ethics 
needs to be rewritten, and not by people who look like me. 

e

My partner is non-binary. They live outside the confines of male or female. This is the truth 
of who they are and it is beautiful. In many ways, however, it can be a traumatic identity. It is 
frequently in conflict with the gendered structures from which our society is built. In interviews, 
they are always asked to explain their identity. Some questions are from doubt, some from 
curiosity. That earlier, basic principle is being satisfied: ‘Ask stupid questions. Do not be afraid to 
ask the same thing several times.’

But that process is one of trauma. Every time they are interviewed, my partner has to convince 
the journalist of their identity. They have to will their difference into being. They have to perform 
that which makes their life difficult, which causes them the sufferings of judgment and scepticism.

The journalists doing this are not malicious. They are indifferent, doing what we have always 
done, not thinking how it affects the person to whom they are speaking. If the trauma were more 
obvious, they might be more subtle. But they can’t see it, so they blunder in and ask for proof 
over and over. They ask the marginalised person to do the explaining. They express doubts. They 
want evidence. It is taxing. Our work is not always as simple as the maxim ‘Ask stupid questions.’ 
When we reach back to those maxims, we ignore the limited understanding of the world in 
which they were written. We are pointing not to standards but to simplifications.

When I say this to colleagues, they tell me I am being precious. When my partner first told 
me, I said the journalist was doing their job.

e

To end, let me again quote Eddo-Lodge. She is talking about race, but it is a point applicable to 
myriad expressions of difference. It is about power and responsibility: ‘The perverse thing about 
our current racial structure is that it has always fallen on the shoulders of those at the bottom to 
change it. Yet racism is a white problem. It reveals the anxieties, hypocrisies and double standards 
of whiteness. It is a problem in the psyche of whiteness that white people must take responsibility 
to solve. You can only do so much from the outside.’

In journalism, the first part of this process is listening. The objectivity we hold in such esteem 
needs to be turned in on us. We need to confront the anxieties that prevent us from seeing the 
impacts of our reporting and the shortcomings of our craft. We need to make space to believe.
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Slippage in Andalucía

Isobel Hodges

December. The pink sky oxidises;
shatters. I arrive in Cádiz 
as votes are counted.

Vox. The ugly apparatus 
of voice. Pulses amplify. 
Even bone marrow 
knows fear. 

Observe with bated breath. 
Tendons shift 
and scapulae convene. 
Forty years clear of the régime
and yet, Vox,
on a platform of loathing 
the clean-up 
in living memory.

Weighted descent takes more than amnesia 
and collective shock 
seems naive after Bolsonaro, 
Le Pen, Salvini and Macri.

Madrid rains expose another 
ditch of bones. 
Not even the slaughtered 
have sway.

Never again is a fading refrain

and seaweed chokes the surf 

in the Bay of Cádiz.

   poetry
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the wall

(Mexican/USA Border 2019)

Judith Morrison

       the wall

grief explodes
     in tremulous cries
travelling in   out     of despair
        wounds deeply scar the heart
    the soul shattered
            into pieces of shrouds—

no longer protected by a mother’s womb

     children’s voices are heard the loudest—
names have no meaning
      hidden in shadows
as an astringent melancholy 
   dooms each day

there is no way forward or backward
       hands pummel against cement pillars
hoping    a god
      will carve a door       through which
to walk  towards       another way of being
   and celebrate the raising of a chalice
      not with wine
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Stateless, their homes razed, terrorised, confined to camps 

—life for the Rohingya is a daily nightmare

The Tiger’s Cage 

Emily Reid (prose) and Azad Mohammed (poetry)

There was a tiger in its pen,  
Stripes matted with dirt 
Who paced around, 
As if to change 
his view of the world  
Outside the cage.

The doomsday Australian movies skip the main event and start with the apocalyptic and post-
war scenarios. They don’t show the desperation of thousands of children deported to Mad Max–
like Taliban-controlled deserts in Afghanistan. Or the full-blown monsoon, mud and mosquitos 
in the air thick as thieves. Humidity heavy, as Rohingya refugees run through rivers, starved, 
fending off wild animals, military and dengue alike.

The actors still run wild with (sassy blond) ruffed-up hair, dirt on (tanned) faces—but 
miraculously they all have shoes, clothes, and always had time to pack. They don’t clutch tattered 
identity documents, their most important and only possession, despite them not even being 
recognised. And they don’t get forced to leave their children. 

They also don’t leave with a single bullet sounding the air, without being able to stop for a 
breath, rasping like razor blades, realising only too late who they had left behind to the green 
uniforms torching their houses—and as refugees, men, women, boys and girls continually 
emphasise following genocide—the sexual violence that permeates every aspect of the narrative.

Glee among the crowds,  
Small children crying. 
Some were angry,  
others were in awe. 
Some imagined the caged 
beast as living free. 

   feature
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Except that for the Rohingya living in confined camps, without freedom of movement, this wasn’t 
sudden. It was the third mass displacement across the border. And this time it was progressive, 
their identity cards evolved eight times since their grandparents, denying more and more freedoms 
each time. It was systematic, they were beaten down by the day, the military transmorphed the 
Rohingya into animals overnight like a rumour that spreads deceit. Buddhists brainwashed for 
hate not compassion. Nationalism no longer American seeping fear into geopolitics. They were 
called insults including ‘Muslims,’ ‘Bengli Kella’, or Kella, which facebook has banned. And the 
worst was felt by the kids. Top of the class, but failed; fastest, but excluded; promising stars, but 
tortured. 

The life of the tiger,  
Sold each day 
For your joy.

The movies don’t show the wailing. The kind that can’t stop. That chokes grown men, that no 
amount of consolation or ‘psychosocial art therapy’ can fix. The kind that silently underlies 
everything after mothers had babies ripped from their breast and thrown into burning houses to 
burn alive in front of their eyes. The first women shot for shrieking and the rest, gang- raped by 
decree of the military. Start with the children, then the women, and then the men. This was the 
official line. 

Imagine a monster in the wild, 
The men who bought its freedom 
Grow richer.

It wasn’t dramatic either, the media just started with the camps—not the ships that were 
turned back in the Andaman sea, not the violence, not the voyage overland over the border. 
The media just start with them stagnating, taking up space. The desperation. Just refugees 
needing, wanting more. 

Imagine those who let the cage crumble. 
Maybe they still thought the animals would be  
Sheltered and well fed 
That their life could be good  
Without looking out onto the world.

There are no images of flies and distended bellies like in Africa, or the freedom of movement. 
Aside from the Bangladesh refugee camps where they are building a fence around the camps, 
women still aren’t allowed to leave their homes. There are security issues; they are threatened. 
They have babies without water, blankets or care. They are terrified of doctors, authorities from 
experiences in Myanmar. Even if there are complications, it is so difficult to get out of the camps 
that they don’t even try. Regardless most can’t afford the treatment anyway because it would be 
sacrificing their rations of food that week. This is before the US cut the funds to the United 
Nations and, in particular the World Food Program. The only sector that was 100% funded was 
food security, yet the women are furious that they have no choice but to go back to ‘concentration 
camps’ in Myanmar; ‘here they are starving to death’. 

Others fight back, saying ‘but we would rather stay and starve because at least here we can 
bury our dead’. There is no advocacy about these gaping gaps in the system because the priority is 
education. Undermining the response even more would mean that even more visas get rejected, 
even without publishing research.
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I visited the beast, with everyone else 
But was met by heartache and sorrow. 
My humble suggestion to the world: 
Let the animals free.

Nobody hears the men cry their ‘deep regret’ that they can’t help themselves, their families. They 
are given everything, yet that means nothing if they are not self-reliant, and if they are merely 
surviving. Their skills are going to waste. Their inability to feed kids, send babies to hospital, send 
their kids to school. They try to start markets. But they are destroyed. We give them temporary 
cash-for-work, but they’re only allowed 16 days so it empowers, then disempowers comparatively, 
as their next rotation would not be until next year—so everyone gets a chance.

Once, 
Awake in the night, unable to sleep, 
I thought of my people trapped inside gates.

The movies don’t show that now they’re safe. Despite tall barbed-wire fence the military are 
building around the camp—the largest refugee camp in the world—the size of Canberra—and 
the island to which they are relocating up to 450,000. Children are terrified of the wild animals, 
of cyclones, and they are even scared of being trapped.

Checkpoints, guards, soldiers and guns 
Monitoring the movements of old men  
Longyis caked with dirt. 

They want to be consulted and want actual choices. What happens when the Bangladesh military 
arrive with trucks, buses, the smell of lunch packs seeping out, and the pressure and coercion 
involved, the threats if they don’t. The list of those ‘approved’ to go back after the data breach last 
year, where the Government of Bangladesh leaked the official list of twenty thousand refugees 
registered. Needless to say, they ran for the hills and evaded the humanitarian organisations and 
United Nations alike. Where would they go, they ask—to further entrenchment? To their razed 
homes that have been turned into public latrines? The only information available is that they 
would go to transit camps on the border run not by UNHCR but by the Chinese. Not even 
UNHCR is allowed in Rakhine State in Myanmar. ‘We will not go to concentration camps,’ 
they say, and rightly so. Yet they are nostalgic for their green home, despite the lack of freedom.

In this dream, we pace from Camp A to Camp B,  
Imagining a world outside of the cage.

The World Bank have influence in both countries, and a seat at the table, yet they have 500 
million of unearmarked funds to Bangladesh, and a similar amount in Myanmar—without even 
asking for something basic like education or livelihoods—let alone rights. In Bangladesh this 
could be used to fund the island, while in Myanmar, the ‘economic zones’, hence China’s interest 
in negotiation, which only further entrenches segregation.

Journalists arrive, ask us to re-live the trauma. 
They screen us for TV, win awards.  
Charities take photos of crying children, 

They refused to go back on the repatriation date, so the next option the government will try is to 
relocate to ‘the island’. Is staying in the camp even a choice? Do they have one? Were they asked? 
The advisory committee for ASEAN recommended repatriation, despite no conditions having 
changed. They want citizenship; they want to send their kids to school and to work. 
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Self-reliance is the cornerstone of the Global Compact on Refugees. All stakeholders should 
support the government to promote this. This means refugee self-reliance, support for hosting 
communities, burden-sharing with other countries and support with reintegration if they are 
to return. Freedom of movement is secondary. Usually, legally this differs depending on their 
citizenship—their caseload or category—whether they are a refugee, a deportee, a returnee, or 
an internally displaced person. The only neighbouring country in Asia that signed the Refugee 
Convention is the Philippines, so the official term for Rohingya refugees—in the top three 
of displaced persons globally, with Syrians and Afghans—is ‘Forcibly Displaced Myanmar 
Nationals’. The refugees reject this title. They want their citizenship. For them this is contradictory 
and insulting.

China is the biggest actor in this game to repatriate the refugees back to Myanmar, so they 
can build their economic zone—further entrenching segregation—and India among others. 
Bangladesh needs to appear to be cooperating, facilitating the exercises, and blaming non-
government organisations for encouraging the refugees to protest. The third time lucky, the 
Myanmar government delegation visits the camps, without protests, yet they couldn’t commit to 
citizenship. Or even freedom of movement.

Last week the government facilitated another ‘repatriation exercise’ in the wake of the two-
year anniversary on 25 August, a day of intense mourning, ‘Genocide Remembrance day’. This 
evolved from hundreds of thousands to almost a million people demonstrating publicly, oceans 
of Rohingya across the camp.

The only one who ever stood up was Malaysia—give them their own land, they said, or 
give them their citizenship. And politically, allegedly, violating the ASEAN principles of non-
interference—despite all being obliged to speak out on ‘textbook’ genocide in accordance with 
international law.

To place them on brochures, asking for donations. 
Diplomats speak to us in our most formal tents 
They assure us they hear us,  
Then never come back.

This is a protection crisis at the core with 80% women and children where existing trauma and 
psychosocial concerns are now exacerbated. The women might venture out to get food, or to go 
to the bathroom—but they are constantly threatened and face significant gender-based violence, 
something easily preventable if only lights could be put in the dark corners of the camp. Some 
have their hijabs torn as punishment. In Myanmar they soaked up the sun in their luscious fields 
where they could plant fresh vegetables, despite their segregation, but here they have to cover 
their faces, even their hands. On their third journey to Cox’s Bazar, however, after four days 
eating leaves in the forest, with bullet wounds and systematic sexual violence as a weapon of 
war, women threw babies across the rivers in desperation. Remember this every time the media 
plays political ping pong regarding their fate; they have no choice but to choke instead on their 
scarves. Until now, until this natural revolution in this rise of young poets who want to tell the 
world their story, much like the beat poets but with more fire in their chest, working as volunteer 
humanitarians rather than indulging in drugs, sex and rock and roll.... 

Should the cage crumble, 
They might think,  
At least we were well fed  
With sheets over our heads.
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Writers in Prison

Jo Scicluna

The worldwide community of PEN International welcomes the release (albeit conditional) of 
writer, journalist and publisher Ayşe Düzkan in Turkey on 11 June after serving an eighteen-
month prison sentence for ‘making propaganda for a terrorist organisation’. She was one of 56 
journalists who took part in a solidarity campaign from May to August 2016 for the now-closed 
pro-Kurdish daily Özgür Gündem, during which they took turns in acting as ‘editor for the day’. 
PEN International continues to urge Turkish authorities to immediately and unconditionally 
release all of the other writers, journalists and activists who remain on trial for their involvement 
in the solidarity campaign.

In the past months PEN Melbourne’s Rapid Action Network has taken action on behalf of the 
following writers:

Australia

On World Refugee Day, 20 June, we called on the Australian Government to immediately make 
resettlement arrangements for acclaimed writer, journalist and filmmaker Behrouz Boochani and 
all other asylum seekers on Manus and Nauru. 

Iran

Action was taken for prominent journalist and human rights defender Narges Mohammadi, 
who is currently serving a six-year sentence in Evin Prison. In conjunction with this action we 
also wrote letters and emails for three Iranian writers, Baktash Abtin, Reza Khandan-Mahabadi, 
and Keyvan Bazhan, who are being targeted for their writing and have been refused the right to 
representation by a lawyer in their court cases.

Uganda

In July we campaigned for Dr Stella Nyanzi, an academic who was on trial for charges of ‘cyber 
harassment’ and ‘offensive communication’ and is a fierce, public critic of Uganda’s President 
Yoweri Museveni. Dr Nyanzi is a practitioner of ‘radical rudeness’, a traditional Ugandan strategy 
for unsettling the powerful through the tactical use of public insult. Her charges related to a 
poem she posted on Facebook criticising the president (and his mother).  

Alas, on 2 August 2019 Dr Nyanzi was convicted of the ‘cyber harrassment’ charge and sentenced 
to 18 months imprisonment. She was acquitted of the charge of ‘offensive communication’ a 
verdict she lamented. In a BBC report she is quoted as saying: ‘I intended to annoy Yoweri 
Museveni. We are tired of his dictatorship.’1 

As Salil Tripathi, Chair of the Writers in Prison Committee at PEN International, states: 
‘Stella Nyanzi has expressed herself and criticised the powers she opposes. That may shock and 
offend some people, but the essence of freedom of expression lies in what it means—the freedom 
to express—and not necessarily to please others and state only agreeable things.’2

   writers in prison report
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Sri Lanka

In June the RAN group took action for Shakthika Sathkumara, an award-winning writer who 
was charged with inciting religious hatred and violating international human rights law over 
a short story he published on Facebook, which reportedly made reference to homosexuality 
and child abuse amongst Buddhist monks. He could face up to 10 years in prison. In a recent 
article published by the World Socialist Web Site, he spoke out from his prison cell in defence 
of Julian Assange, publisher and founder of Wikileaks, stating that the system that put Assange 
behind bars is the same one imprisoning him: ‘These attacks are an expression of the crisis of 
capitalist rule.’3

In further news, recent statements released by PEN International have announced that the life 
sentence of journalist and human rights activist Azimjon Askarov in Kyrgyzstan was upheld on 
the 30 July 2019.  We took urgent action for this writer in 2017 and his plight was featured at 
PEN’s 80th International Congress in 2014 in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. Azimjon Askarov, 68, is a 
member of Kyrgyzstan’s Uzbek minority and has spent his career exposing corruption. He was 
arrested on 15 June 2010 during the inter-ethnic conflict that swept Osh and Jalal-Abad provinces 
in southern Kyrgyzstan, during which hundreds of people were killed. On 15 September 2010, 
he was found guilty of instigating ethnic hatred, inciting disorder and being complicit in the 
murder of a police officer.4

In Brazil on the 31 July 2019, 26 press freedom and human rights organisations and media 
outlets  strongly condemned the recent wave of attacks and threats against the investigative 
news  website  The Intercept Brasil. PEN calls on the authorities to ensure respect for 
the constitutionally guaranteed right of journalists to protect the confidentiality of their sources.5

On 5 August a joint statement was released by PEN Canada, English PEN, PEN Guadalajara, 
PEN San Miguel de Allende, Scottish PEN and Swedish PEN, regarding the recent break-in at 
the home of Mexican journalist and author Lydia Cacho Ribeiro in the context of the perilous 
climate for press freedom in Mexico.6 In the break-in equipment and research materials were 
stolen and her dogs killed. According to ARTICLE 19’s office for Mexico and Central America, 
‘Security experts consulted by the journalist after the break in claim that “they came for her” […] 
fortunately, she was not at home.’ According to Cacho, that very same weekend, the government, 
which was aware that she was due to return home following a work trip, withdrew the protection 
on her home as well as her bodyguard, obliging her to flee the country for her own safety.7

Finally, PEN International has also notified us of a resolution passed on 26 June 2019 by the 
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) condemning the continued impunity 
for the assassination of journalist Daphne Caruana Galizia and broader systemic rule of law 
shortcomings in Malta, and inter alia, calling for the launch of an independent public inquiry 
within three months.  In an open letter published on the PEN International website on 22 July 
2019 (first published in The Guardian) attention is drawn to ‘what appears to be a growing 
trend to use strategic litigation against public participation (“SLAPP”) lawsuits as a means of 
intimidating and silencing journalists working in the public interest.’8 Daphne Caruana Galizia 
exemplifies this: upon her murder in October 2017 she was ‘subject to 42 civil libel suits against 
her, many of which were brought through UK-based law firms, acting for foreign banks and 
wealthy individuals. Twenty-seven of these vexatious lawsuits remain open more than 21 months 
after her assassination.’9
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I close with the words of Ayşe Düzkan, who began this report:

Free journalism provides the best chance we have that people can access truth and reality 
about the societies we inhabit. Everyone deserves that. Strange as it may seem, my spirits are 
high and my mood is good. We have a saying in Turkish that might be translated as ‘This 
will come and pass, too.’ I am not brave, I am not a heroine, I try to do what seems right 
and doing that feels like happiness.10

Many thanks as ever to the devoted writers of our Rapid Action Network who regularly send 
letters to authorities around the globe. 

If you would like to be a part of this important work please contact Josephine Scicluna at 
WIP@penmelbourne.org

18 August 2019

1 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-49210281
2  https://pen-international.org/news/uganda-writer-and-academic-stella-nyanzi-convicted-and-
sentenced-to-18-months-imprisonment
3  https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2019/08/06/shak-a06.html
4 https://pen-international.org/news/kyrgyzstan-life-sentence-upheld-for-azimjon-askarov
5 https://pen-international.org/news/brazil-international-call-for-press-freedom-amidst-attacks-
against-the-intercept-journalists
6  https://pen-international.org/news/mexico-attack-on-writer-and-journalist-exposes-the-lack-
of-necessary-protection
7  https://pen-international.org/news/mexico-attack-on-writer-and-journalist-exposes-the-lack-
of-necessary-protection
8  https://pen-international.org/news/letter-press-freedom-campaigners-call-for-action-on-
vexatious-lawsuits
9  https://pen-international.org/news/letter-press-freedom-campaigners-call-for-action-on-
vexatious-lawsuits
10 https://pen-international.org/news/call-to-action-turkey-free-ayse-duzkan
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Sketch

Joe Dolce 

translated by Majid Shokor

The sketch was done when 
we were both much younger
friends commented on the uncanny
accuracy I achieved his eyes clear and
ready to receive Light his hair
curled and soft on his neck before
it became marred with blood 
lips moist full and ripe 
to speak the Word he would soon be given

now I am old and they bless
my old friend as The Last Prophet
it is no longer possible by Law
to depict him in any way

still I have this early sketch
friends said it was an accurate likeness
I can never show it to anyone now
Followers would destroy both it and me
what shall become of it?

I will roll it carefully
wrap it in tiraz cloth
appeal to the King of Cockroaches
O Kabi:kaj do not eat this paper
and seal it in a sturdy Meccan urn

perhaps one day after I have entered Paradise
someone will find it
in a more generous time
when it is no longer forbidden
to gaze upon His image.

   poetry
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Connections: PEN Melbourne and Cambodia

Arnold Zable

Phina So is a Cambodian writer, member of PEN Cambodia, and co-founder of Slap Paka 
Khmer, the Khmer Writers Collective. We first met in Phnom Penh in 2015, when I conducted 
writing workshops with Cambodian writers on behalf of PEN Melbourne, and again in 2016, 
when I returned to run workshops in Battambang. 

Phina visited Melbourne in May, and as she points out in her lively account of her journey, she 
met Jackie Mansourian, Laura Jean Mckay and me in the Tin Pot Cafe in Fitzroy to discuss our 
ongoing relationship with PEN Cambodia, and her various activities in promoting Cambodian 
literature. 

On her return to Cambodia, Phina So sent a list of projects that PEN Melbourne could 
support, in helping to foster a Cambodian literary culture, and encourage local writing. Phina 
introduced the proposals by pointing out that Slap Paka means ‘a quill’. She writes: ‘Our mission 
statement is “Our pens will fly”, encompassing the vision to support Khmer writers and elevate 
them, and to dispel cultural norms and gender biases to enable Khmer writers to grow and create 
more beautiful medians of expression and works.’ 

Her proposals were discussed by the PEN Melbourne committee. We were very impressed 
by the strong focus that Phina and her colleagues are putting on gender, minority, Indigenous 
minority and the nurturing of new voices. We have begun by sending funds to support the writing 
competition, aligned with the Khmer Literature Festival, which will take place in Battambang 
later this year. Once the competition awards are made, we will support their translation and 
publication in English, alongside the Khmer originals. We are also committed to raising funds for 
the other projects proposed by Slap Paka Khmer, and look forward to our ongoing partnership.

In other news, PEN Cambodia has recently elected a new president, to succeed Sreang Heng, 
who is currently on study leave in America. The new president, popular Cambodian singer-
songwriter and composer Yorn Young, performs both traditional Khmer music and contemporary 
ballads, and has been involved in projects associated with Indigenous cultures. He often appears 
at fundraisers for Cambodian social causes. He has performed widely in South East Asia and 
overseas. Songwriting and performance is highly regarded in Khmer culture, and those who 
attended the PEN writing workshops included poets, musicians and songwriters. 

I met Yorn Young when he joined the initial PEN workshops in 2014. He was one of the 
organisers of both the Siem Reap and second round of Phnom Penh workshops 2015.  His 
performance of songs and readings at the workshops was filmed by a Cambodian television 
network and inspired the younger participants. Sreang Heng has been a mentor of Yorn Young, 
and the new president is keen to continue the association between PEN Melbourne and PEN 
Cambodia as sister PEN Centres.

   report
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Arnold, Jackie and Phina So at Tin Pot, Fitzroy, Melbourne 13 June, 2019

Phina So

My trip to Melbourne again after seven years made me so excited and emotional. Despite that 
almost a decade had passed, I found myself walking around Melbourne CBD with ease. Cool 
breeze rushed to my face as I smiled alone, observing flowers and colorful leaves in little gardens 
in front of cute and charming houses in Fitzroy. After returning from a conference on Leadership 
for Inclusive Development at La Trobe University, I planned to meet some people from PEN 
Melbourne, as kindly organised by prominent writer and advocate Arnold Zable. 

At Tin Pot Cafe, a popular and always crowded place, I sat down and read a story sent to me 
by Arnold, about Nak Kruu Keo Narom. Nak Kruu, which means ‘female teacher’ is used to 
show respect from younger people to a respectful senior like Nak Kruu Narom. Arnold had asked 
me to read and send back my opinions on the story. I read it with a strong interest. I remember 
meeting Arnold in 2015 at a writing workshop organised by PEN Cambodia in Phnom Penh. I 
told him about my writing project, the first anthology which I organised with five other women 
for the first time after freshly graduated from an Australian university, RMIT. Probably a year 
later, I managed to meet him quickly again before he caught a bus to Siem Reap for another 
writing workshop. That time, I gave him the book that I mentioned to him the year before. 

After I ordered a drink and reading for a while, Arnold arrived at the same time as Laura Jean 
Mckay, and then Jackie Mansourian. We gathered at a table, excited to start our conversations 
about PEN Cambodia and PEN Melbourne. 

There was not much to talk about PEN Cambodia besides Sreang, the current president, who 
is now in the US and is working with someone to help him organise an annual gathering. We had 
to acknowledge that PEN Cambodia has done many great initiatives with creative workshops, 
book club establishments, writing contests, and ground work protecting writers in danger. 
However, since freedom of expression is a huge issue in Cambodia and Sreang has feared for his 
safety and not yet returned, there is not much activities these days. 
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Writer and actor, Hang Achariya; Arnold Zable, then PEN Cambodia president Sreang Heng; and me with the anthology.

Personally, to cope with the needs of the literary community, I co-founded Slap Paka Khmer 
(Khmer Writers Collaborative) to provide an opportunity for writers to gather, reflect, read and 
discuss various topics related to writing. Since its informal establishment, we have achieved so 
much. We founded the Khmer Literature Festival in 2017. This year, the festival will come in 
its third edition in Phnom Penh. At the festival, we provide various writing workshops: how to 
design a book cover; a panel discussion on current challenges of writers; etc. Also, we organise 
a writing competition in which, with an inclusive mindset, we give a priority to those who 
are from minority backgrounds. We organisers work for free. We only ask for donations from 
friends, private companies, and a literary organisation in Cambodia. 

Besides this, we organise monthly reading events at various cafes around Phnom Penh and 
provide the platforms to readers and writers to express their writings. We did all of this due to 
the lack of platforms for writers to convey their voices to the society they are living in. Sometimes 
it was challenging for us who work full time to organise this logistically demanding event each 
month. We need to ask for a free venue every time. 

I was really glad to hear that all Slap Paka Khmer has been doing is something PEN Melbourne 
is looking to support. We will keep doing these activities. Our next event, after the newly and 
local Battambang Literature Festival, is a ‘Small Avenue Poetry Night’. It is a series of events that 
focuses on poetry and image. 
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A little book fair at the 1st Battambang Literature Festival, June 22–23, 2019.

An informal monthly gathering poetry reading on the theme 50 Poems for Flood at Meta House.

I mentioned to Arnold and Jackie a few things to expect in the near future. First, I think that 
having a one-to-one mentorship between Australian and Cambodian writers would be a huge 
support to the development of our literary community. We have our own resilient talents but 
we also need exchange with another culture for creativity and broad worldview. Secondly, I also 
talked about a writing retreat, about hosting a retreat where writers from Phnom Penh work 
closely with Indigenous minority writers in Northeastern Cambodia. From Cambodian Living 
Arts, where I work full time, we have a good network with some NGOs who work directly with 
the Indigenous minority. With financial support, we can host the trip once a year. Thirdly, there 
is a writing competition, for which I work closely with another small literary group, Khmer 
Writers Assembly. We have been working together to coin a theme, call for submissions, identify 
a judging jury, etc. This writing competition is part of the Khmer Literature Festival. 
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That’s a lot of activities already. With more support, our activities can be carried forward, and 
more inclusively. Having mentioned that I now work for Slap Paka Khmer, PEN Cambodia has 
always been a good connection and friend. 

To me, though it’s so tiring and I feel down sometimes, I always feel that it is my role 
to contribute back to my society in any capacity I can for the literary cause and freedom of 
expression. As a woman with a degree in social work from Australia, I stand strongly with my 
values of equality, inclusivity and social justice. The support everywhere is fundamental energy 
for my commitment to the prosperity of Cambodian literary tradition. 

A site-specific reading gathering at the 2nd Khmer Literature Festival in Battambang province 

A poetry performance by me at ‘Poetry in Motion’ organised by Slap Paka Khmer.
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Anne Bihan has lived in New Caledonia since 1993. She was a guest poet/translator representing New 
Caledonia at the 2008 Franco-Anglais Poetry Festival, and was subsequently invited to work with berni 
janssen, coordinator of the A&PWN (Asia and Pacific Writers Network).

Seedy Bojang is a journalist and writer from The Gambia. After the closure of independent newspapers in 
The Gambia, Seedy was briefly employed by the government-supported Gambia newspaper. His employment 
was terminated because he would not write articles supporting the government.

Behrouz Boochani is a Kurdish-Iranian journalist and writer who escaped Iran in fear of persecution due to 
his work, preserving Kurdish culture. Currently detained on Manus Island, Boochani has been waiting for 
over three years now to have his claims heard and determined by Australian Immigration officials, hoping to 
be granted asylum in Australia. Boochani continues to write and publish, remains active as a human rights 
defender, and is recognised as such by the UN.

Büşra Ersanlı is a professor and former head of the International Relations at Marmara University, Turkey. 
Arrested in October 2011 on the charge that lecturing to the Political Academy of the Peace and Democracy 
Party (BDP) was ‘leading an illegal organisation’, she faced up to 22 years jail. Nothing has been heard of 
her since her trial in July 2012. Her students have produced a protest video, ‘Freedom to Büşra Ersanlı’. 

Wajeha al-Huwaider, a writer and women’s rights activist from Saudi Arabia, has often been a lone voice for 
women’s rights, campaigning for women to be allowed to drive cars and against their treatment as second-
class citizens. After facing kidnapping charges that were later dropped, on 15 June 2013 she and Fawzia Al-
Oyouni were sentenced to prison for ten months for takhbib (inciting a separation between a husband and 
wife), with an additional two-year travel ban. They are appealing against the conviction.

Lucina Kathmann is an International Vice-President of PEN and has had a long association with the San 
Miguel de Allende PEN Centre in Mexico. She helped establish the PEN Women Writers Committee. 
She has travelled through Kurdistan, including into Iraq with Kurdish writers who had been in exile from 
their homeland.

Iryna Khalip was arrested on 19 December 2010 after she reported on demonstrations connected to the 
Belarusian presidential election. Severely beaten and held in isolation by the Belarusian State Security (KGB) 
for one month in Minsk, she was then placed under strict house arrest. In May 2011, Khalip was handed a 
two-year suspended sentence and lost her appeal case in July 2011. Charges against her were dropped last 
year. Iryna Khalip was awarded the 2013 PEN/Pinter Prize for an International Writer of Courage.

Natalya Radina, a Belarusian journalist and editor of human rights website www.charter97.org. After a 
beating and KGB jail term she claimed political asylum from the UN High Commission for Refugees in 
Moscow. Since August 2011 she has lived the difficult life of a refugee in Lithuania where Charter97 is now 
registered. In November 2011, the Committee to Protect Journalists presented Radina its International 
Press Freedom Award for courageous journalism.

Rosa Vasseghi faced years of repression in Iran and has made a new life in Melbourne. She is the author 
and illustrator of eight children’s books, a painter and an organiser of musical gatherings, and is currently 
completing an Iranian cookbook. In 2009, she published her book Where is the justice? Stories from behind 
closed doors, which documents the stories of women and girls persecuted in various countries.

Ragıp Zarakolu Turkish human rights publisher and 2012 Nobel Peace Prize nominee, was charged under 
Turkish law with ‘aiding and abetting an illegal organisation’ and jailed for nearly six months. He was 
released pending trial on 10 April 2012 and possible jail term of 7-15 years. In December 2013 Zarakolu 
arrived safely in Sigtuna, Sweden, an ICORN city of refuge.

We remember honorary member Zhang Jianhong 1958–2010. The prominent poet, playwright, editor 
and author died 31 December 2010. Independent Chinese PEN (ICPC) considers Mr Zhang Jianhong  
(Li Hong) as a victim of contemporary literary inquisition in China and one of the worst cases since China 
started its policy of ‘reform and opening-up’ in the late 1970s.

Honorary members of PEN Melbourne



 

 

Why join or rejoin PEN?  

PEN International is the leading voice of literature worldwide promoting literature and freedom of 
expression. Founded in London in 1921, PEN International – PEN’s Secretariat – connects an 
international community of writers. PEN is governed by principles embodied in the PEN Charter: 
unhampered transmission of thought within each nation and between all nations. It is a voice that 
speaks out for writers silenced in their own countries.    

PEN Melbourne members receive a quarterly newsletter and invitations to a program of events 
with renowned Australian and international writers and activists.  

To join or to renew your subscription: Please complete the form below or go to our website:  

www.penmelbourne.org where you can pay by credit card. 

If you choose to pay by cheque, please print the form below and post it with your cheque to   The 
Treasurer, PEN Melbourne, PO Box 373 Station Street, Fairfield, VICTORIA 3078 

  

I agree with the PEN charter. I wish to become a PEN member/ associate*  

       *Associate members need not be published writers. Associates are non-writer members who have all 
member privileges but are not able to vote.  

Name  (required) ___________________________________________________________ 

Address    (required  __________________________________________________________  

Phone  (required)  ___________________________________________________________  

Email  (required)  ___________________________________________________________   

Annual Membership fee (waged)                                            $80  

Annual Membership fee (unwaged)                                         $40  

Optional donation for:  

       Writers in Prison      $  

       Women Writers Committee     $  

       Translation & Linguistic Rights Committee   $  

TOTAL        $  

Defending freedom of expression and promoting literature 

‘In times of division between countries, PEN International is 
one of the rare institutions to keep a bridge constantly open.’  

Mario Vargas Llosa 



PEN International Charter

The PEN Charter is based on resolutions passed at its International Congresses. 

PEN affirms that:

•	 Literature knows no frontiers and must remain common currency among people in 
spite of political or international upheavals.

•	 In all circumstances, and particularly in time of war, works of art, the patrimony of 
humanity at large, should be left untouched by national or political passion.

•	 Members of PEN should at all times use what influence they have in favour of good 
understanding and mutual respect between nations and people; they pledge themselves 
to do their utmost to dispel all hatreds and to champion the ideal of one humanity 
living in peace and equality in one world.

•	 PEN stands for the principle of unhampered transmission of thought within each 
nation and between all nations, and members pledge themselves to oppose any form 
of suppression of freedom of expression in the country and community to which they 
belong, as well as throughout the world wherever this is possible. PEN declares for a free 
press and opposes arbitrary censorship in time of peace. It believes that the necessary 
advance of the world towards a more highly organised political and economic order 
renders a free criticism of governments, administrations and institutions imperative. 
And since freedom implies voluntary restraint, members pledge themselves to oppose 
such evils of a free press as mendacious publication, deliberate falsehood and distortion 
of facts for political and personal ends.


